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Introduction 
The natterjack toad (Epidalia [Bufo] calamita) has a broad range in north central 
and western Europe but it is rarer - and in many places declining - towards the 
northern parts of its range. This is the case in the UK, where it reaches its north-
western limits. Although it is listed as ‘Least Concern’ by IUCN, it is afforded both 
habitat and species protection in the UK. This level of protection is due to a 
substantial national decline of the species by 70-80% since the beginning of the 
20th century (Beebee, 1977). Population decline in Britain has historically been 
attributed to habitat change through afforestation, urbanisation, agricultural 
practice, seral succession on neglected heathlands, acidification of breeding 
ponds and invasion by competitively superior species (Beebee, 1977; Beebee et 
al., 1990; Denton & Beebee, 1994). Conservation management began in the 
1970s focusing on aquatic and terrestrial habitat conditions, translocations to re-
establish extirpated populations and control of competitors and predators. 
Natterjacks are confined to three main habitat types in the UK - lowland 
heathlands, coastal sand dunes and upper saltmarshes. Populations are broadly 
scattered across southern, eastern and north-western England, extending into 
south-west Scotland. There have also been recent re-introductions into north 
Wales. 

 
Goals 
x� Goal 1: To re-establish the 
historical range of the 
natterjack toad in the UK. 
x� Goal 2: To increase the 
number of natterjack toads in 
the UK by establishing new 
populations. 
 
Success Indicators 
x� Indicator 1: Increase the 
number of breeding females 
in the UK from 2,500 to 3,500 
by 2010. 
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x� Indicator 2: Increase the range of the species in the UK from 27 to 28 occupied 
10 km grid squares by 2010. 

x� Indicator 3: Increase the range of the species in the UK from 17 to 21 occupied 
vice-counties by 2010. 

 
Project Summary 
Conservation management of the natterjack in Britain began on a significant scale 
in the 1970s and consisted of survey and monitoring, habitat management and 
translocations to re-establish populations on heathlands. As a result of the survey 
effort, the number of natterjack sites known increased, but no new populations 
have been discovered since 1993. The distribution of the species is now 
considered to be completely known within the country (Buckley & Beebee, 2004). 
By 1990, five new populations had been established using translocations (Denton 
et al., 1997). In 1992, English Nature (now Natural England) implemented a three-
year Species Recovery Program, which increased management effort at native 
sites and initiated a further eight populations through translocation (Denton et al., 
1997). Conservation efforts for the natterjack continue today led by the Amphibian 
and Reptile Conservation Trust, through implementation of targets set out in its 
Species Action Plan. This aims to maintain or improve existing populations 
through habitat management and restoring natterjacks to areas from where they 
have been lost. To this end, 10 additional translocations have taken place since 
2000 in areas with authenticated historical records of natterjack toads. These 
efforts have seen the number of known natterjack sites in the UK increasing from 
about 40 in 1970 to 69 today. As a result natterjack sites in the UK consist of 
native sites where toads continue to persist and those that have been re-
established via translocation, either pre- the Species Recovery Program or as 
part of it.  
 
Re-introductions have mainly occurred through the translocation of spawn and 
tadpoles from existing populations, although head-starting of tadpoles and captive 
breeding have also played a role in some cases. Although re-introductions started 
in 1975, standardised monitoring protocols were not established until several 
years later. However, since 1985 all natterjack populations (i.e. natural and re-
introductions) have been monitored on a near-annual basis and the data compiled 
within a national site register. The first definite successful natterjack toad 
translocation in Britain was one initiated in 1980 at a heathland site at Sandy 
(breeding to at least the second generation of animals). In 1982, Holme was the 
first successful translocation to a dune habitat, establishing a large population of 
>200 adults. The 1985 translocation at Minsmere was the first example of the 
successful use of artificial ponds but compared to other translocations, the 
population here grew more slowly and the total population size remains small 
(Beebee & Rowe, 2001). Translocations of spawn strings and tadpoles to 
Hengistbury, occurred in 1989, 1990 and 1991 and resulted in the establishment 
of a rapidly expanding population of >50 adults. In total, translocations have been 
carried out at 29 sites since 1975. Of these, 27 are at stages where the level of 
success can be judged. Nineteen of the 27 (70%) have been successful at least 
in the short- to medium-term, with adults returning to breed successfully and self-
sustaining populations established at some sites. Re-establishing natterjacks on 
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heathland (57% success) has 
proved much more difficult 
than on dune or saltmarshes, 
where the overall success of 
translocations is much higher 
(85%). 
 
All management interventions 
have been supported by an 
ongoing program of applied 
research, which has 
embraced population 
dynamics, identification and 
neutralisation of threats, 
genetics, reproductive biology 
and population modelling. 
Chytridiomycosis has 
emerged in natterjack 

populations in one region and is the subject of current research to determine its 
impacts. Conservation efforts for the natterjack to date have been encouraging, 
and translocations have resulted in an increase in both the number of populations 
and the range of the species within the UK. However, some populations are still 
declining despite management efforts to counter this. Ongoing research will 
continue to refine management methods and re-introduction techniques. 
 
Major difficulties faced 
x� Understanding the scale to which habitats, particularly heathlands, have 

historically deteriorated in the UK and hence the level of restoration and 
management required. 

x� Limited re-introduction sites, because sites not under conservation 
management continue to deteriorate. 

x� Opportunistic - rather than planned - progress due to limits imposed by staffing 
and funding. 

 
Major lessons learned 
x� Most sites in the UK have reduced potential for natural rejuvenation and 

translocation sites need to be under conservation management to maintain the 
key habitat features for natterjacks. 

x� A dedicated site manager (or a keen volunteer) is essential for the success of 
translocation projects, especially in the early stages. 

x� Population genetics research may be needed to inform the choice of donor 
stock. 

x� Captive breeding is a reliable source of animals for translocation only when 
biosecurity measures are in place to reduce disease risk. 

 
 
 
 

Desiccating natterjack pond on heathland 
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Success of project 

Reason(s) for success/failure: 
x� Long-term monitoring of several re-introduction projects has revealed self-

sustaining populations. 
x� A small number of re-introduction projects, mostly on heathland, have failed for 

reasons that are unclear (preventing the project being classified as ‘Highly 
Successful’). 
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