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First distribution record for the large whip snake (Dolichophis caspius Gmelin, 1789)
in the county of Teleorman (Islaz, Romania)
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Abstract: The large whip snake (Dolichophis caspius, 1789) is a rather common presence in Dobrudja, Romania, but
has scarcely been documented from the rest of the country, mostly from south-western and south-eastern Romania,
while in the central region data about its presence is almost completely lacking. The present paper describes the first
encounter for the species in the county of Teleorman, near the locality of Islaz.
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Until recent years, the distribution and composition of
Romanian herpetofauna was based mostly on data
published by Fuhn and Fuhn & Vancea more than half a
century ago (1960, 1961) in the monographs regarding
the amphibians and reptiles of Romania.

Not surprisingly, increased interest in the last few
years regarding these groups, combined with thorough
investigations, have led to the discovery of new locali-
ties in which species had not been previously reported
or were considered extinct (e.g.: Strugariu & Gherghel
2007, Gherghel & Strugariu 2007, Strugariu et al.
2009a,b, Covaciu-Marcov & David 2010).

Dolichophis caspius (Gmelin, 1789) has a distribution
range that comprises a part of Europe from Hungary,
along the Danube river, across the southern Romania,
Moldavia, southern Ukraine and Crimea to the Rostov
region, the northern foot-hills of the Great Caucasus and
the region of the Volga River up to 50° in the north
(Ananjeva et al. 2006). In Romania, the large whip snake
is present at its northern distribution range (Szczerbak
1997) and is a rather common sight in Dubrudja (e.g.:
Covaciu-Marcov et al. 2006, Strugariu et al. 2008b),
preferring warm, sunny forest edges, areas with bushes,
rocky slopes or ruins (Fuhn & Vancea 1961, Iftime 2005).

In recent years, there have been some new records
regarding the presence of the species in the southern
part of the country: southern Moldavia (Galati County)
(Strugariu & Gherghel 2007, 2008a), Caras-Severin
(Iftime 2003, 2005a, Covaciu-Marcov et al. 2005, Sahlean
et al. 2008), Mehedinti (Covaciu-Marcov et al. 2009), Dolj
(Lazér et al. 2005), lalomita (Iftime & Iftime 2007) and
Olt (Covaciu-Marcov & David 2010). Still, the distribu-
tion of the species in the southern part of Romania ex-
cept Dobrudja is poorly known, apparently being very
rare and highly threatened (Covaciu-Marcov & David

©Biharean Biologist, Oradea, Romania, 2010
httpy//biologie-oradea.xhost.ro/BihBiol/index.html

2010). One possible explanation for this situation is that
the areas mostly frequented by herpetologists are what
we consider ,hot-spots”, namely areas with high diver-
sity of amphibian and reptile species and large po-
pulations (e.g.: the south-western part of the country
featuring a sub-Mediterranean climate and Dobrudja).

From a conservation point of view, according to the
European legislation, the large whip snake is a species
of community interest in need of strict protection
(Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC) and in Romania it is
protected by OUG 57/2007, being listed in Annex 4A.
Also, the Romanian Red Data Book of Vertebrates lists
the species as vulnerable (VU) (Iftime 2005b).

The current paper presents 1 new locality for the
large whip snake, located at its southernmost distribu-
ion range for Romania.

On the 27th of May 2010 during a routine investiga-
ion on the Olt river, near the confluence with the Da-
nube (Fig.1), we found and captured one large male D.
caspius (TL = 170cm) (Fig.2). The time of the capture was
approximately 1:30 P.M. The coordinates for the area are
43°42'45.43"N and 24°46'16.64"E, being located in the
vicinity of Islaz, Teleorman County (Fig.1). The habitat
where the specimen was found is the steep sandbank of
the Danube river, with sand martin (Riparia riparia)
nests, and typical steppe vegetation (Festuca sp., Stipa
sp., Glacium corniculatum) (Fig.3). Also ruins of previous
bank reinforcements against water erosion were present
in the habitat, along with occasional shrubs (Crataegus
monogyna). The habitat is located no more than 500m
from the last houses of Islaz village, with a southern
exposure, at an altitude of 28m.

The individual was hiding in a sand martin nest at
the time of the capture with only the middle part of the
body visible. The snake was captured, photographed

Biharean Biol. 4, 2010
Oradea, Romania



182

Sihlean, T.C. et al.

Figure 1. Distribution of Dolichophis caspius in Southern Romania, except Dobrudja, according to
recent herpetological records. [Black dot (e): Previous recorded localities (Covaciu-Marcov et al.
2009, Covaciu-Marcov & David 2010, Lazar et al. 2005, Iftime 2003, Iftime & Iftime 2007, Sahlean
et al. 2008, Strugariu & Gherghel 2007, 2008); Red dot (e): New locality record: Islaz, Teleorman]

Figure 2. Male large whip snake (Dolichophis caspius)
specimen from Islaz, Teleorman (Romania).

and released afterwards.

To the best of our knowledge, there are no known
records for the large whip snake in the county of
Teleorman and only one recent record for the species
east of the Olt River, in its middle section, but in the
district of Olt (Covaciu-Marcov & David 2010).

Covaciu-Marcov & David (2010) have suggested that
the distribution range of D. caspius is continuous along
the Danube River and stretches north to the low areas of
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Figure 3. Large whip snake habitat overview in the vicinity
of Islaz (Teleorman).

the main rivers. The new finding further reinforces this
statement and the authors herein adhere to it, but at the
same time stress the need for further investigations in
the southern parts of Romania, an area mostly over-
looked in recent herpetological research.

The large whip snake is often a victim of road
mortality (Covaciu-Marcov & David 2010) or direct
persecution (Sahlean et al. 2008, Covaciu-Marcov et al.
2010) and a good perspective on its distribution range
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can lead to more efficient management plans and con-
servation actions. Also, taking into account the likely
probability that the species has a continuous distri-
bution range along the Danube River (Covaciu-Marcov
& David 2010), further precautions should be taken as to
not degrade its specific habitats, possibly leading to a
connection loss between western and eastern popula-
tions.
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