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Vipera ursinii rakosiensis (fig.1 and 2) was many times recorded in Transylvania during the last 
century (Mehely, 1894; Calinescu, 1931; Fejervary-Langh, 1943; Vancea and Ionescu, 1954; Stugren, 1955; 
Vancea et al., 1985). The last one was in april 1962 in Sic-Bontida, a village situated at about 20 km north-east 
from Cluj-Napoca. All further research in order to find it in all known localities failed. The last papers on this 
topic (Vancea et al., 1985; Korsos et al., 1997; Ujvary et al., 2000, Krecsak and  Korsos, 2001) declare the 
meadow viper as extinct in Transylvania. 

In 2002 a team of Romanian Herpetological Society finds a new small population of meadow viper, 
far from the known localities, south-east from Apuseni Mt  (fig. 3, nr. 18), in the lowlands and on the slopes 
of a hilly area (between 280 and 500 m altitude). Local climate is warm, having the fohn effect due to the 
vicinity of Apuseni Mt. The name of the locality will remain secret until efficient conservation measures will 
be taken.  

Microhabitats where V. u. rakosiensis specimens were recorded are: clover cultures, pastures, 
hayfields (fig. 4 and 5), situated in plane lands or in terraces in the vicinity, up to 100-150 m distance on the 
mild slopes.  

In 2002, about 50 adults were collected and analysed, and then released in their habitat. The results 
of the analysis are shown in table 1. All available data on rakosiensis subspecies were compared to our data, 
leading to the conclusion that the new discovered population is morphologically V. u. rakosiensis. 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure. 1. Distribution of Vipera ursinii in Romania (after Vancea et al., 1985, modified): 
1-Cluj; 2-Bontida; 3-Sic; 4-Horlaceni; 5-Calarasi (Botosani District); 6-Romanesti; 7-Valea lui David (Iasi District);  

8-Tomesti; 9-Tecuci; 10-Periprava; 11-Letea; 12-Sf.Gheorghe; 13-Periteasca; 14-Portita; 15-Mt.Rarau; 
 16-Valea Florilor; 17-Bogata; 18-present population 
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Table 1. Features of the new population of meadow viper discovered in Transylvania,  

compared with data of other authors 
 

Feature/Author the new population 
from Transylvania Dely, 1978 Saint Girons, 1978 Vancea et al. 1985 

L.tot M 310-347 310-458   
L.tot F 350-442 310-630   
SVL M 268-302 270-403   
SVL F 317-397 280-565   
LCD M 42-45 40-55   
LCD F 31-45 27-65   
SVL/LCD M 6.3-6.8 6.7-7.3  6.94-7.38 
SVL/LCD F 8.82-10.94 8.6-11.2  7.23-10.73 
L.cp M 15-16.3 11.9-17.7   
L.cp F 14.2-15.6 13.7-20   
lat.cp M 9,3-10,3 6.2-10   
lat.cp F 10,0-11,8 6.9-13   
L.cp/lat.cp M 1.45-1.68 1.41-2.19   
L.cp/lat.cp F 1.29-1.47 1.21-2.11   
Intercantals 5,27+/-1.27 4-7   
Intercantals-
intersupraoculars 10,63+/-2.33  11.6 +/- 2.06  
Inter frontals and 
supraoculars 2,18+/-0.9 3   
Loreals 2,77+/-0.86 4-7 2.68 +/- 0.96  
Perioculars 8,68+/-0.64 8-9 8.4 +/- 0.1  
Supralabials 8,09+/-0.42 8-7 7.6 +/- 0.77 7.9+/-0.45 
Infralabials 9,59+/-0.5 9-10 9  
Dorsal rows 19.72+/-0.9 19-21, very rare 20 19.29 +/-.... 19.0 
Ventrals M 132,25+/-2.88 129-134 131.4 +/- 2.51 135.3+/-2.31 
Ventrals F 134,28+/-2.12 128-137 134.0 +/- 2.45 135.5+/-2.26 
Subcaudals M 34+/-1.41 34-36 32.3 +/- 1.74 35.2+/-1.15 
Subcaudals F 26+/-1.41 24-28 24.6 +/- 1.43 27.3+/-2.29 

 
 

A raw study of the vegetation reveals the existence in this area of some protected steppic habitats 
(Habitat Directive 92/43 EEC): Middle European Bromus erectus dry grassland (3408), Pannonic loess steppes 
(6250), and Danubio-Pannonic riverine and humid meadows (3712).  

Also a large number of strictly protected animal species occur in the area: Bombina bombina and 
bombina-like hybrids, Lanius minor, Lanius collurio, Lanius excubitor, Aquila chrysaetos, Buteo ruffinus, Circaetus 
gallicus, Cricetus cricetus, Muscardinus avellanarius. Other protected species: Spalax graecus, Acrocephalus 
arundinaceus, Acrocephalus palustris, Apus melba, Buteo buteo, Circus aeruginosus, Columba palumbus, Corvus 
corax, Emberiza hortulana, Falco subbuteo, F. tinnunculus, Motacilla alba, Merops apiaster, Parus major, Pernis 
apivorus, Strix aluco, Bufo viridis, Hyla arborea, Lacerta agilis, Lacerta viridis, Coronella austriaca. 

 
The presence of the population in the area is not difficult to explain: in warm interglacial periods the 

meadow viper probably succeeded to occupy most of lowlands in Pannonian Steppe (Nilson and Andren, 
2001) and expand to Transylvania by Mures corridor. Here, in the Mures river basin, a lot of suitable habitats 
offered optimal conditions for V. u. rakosiensis in river meadows and on the mild slopes from the vicinities. 
More difficult to explain is the presence of the subspecies north-east from Cluj-Napoca, situated in the Somes 
river basin, area without a fohn effect. Two hypotheses could be considered in this case: a) crossing of the 
hills between the two rivers mentioned before, and b) immigration of meadow viper from Pannonian Plain 
by Somes river corridor. In 1932 Sandor Ferenczi, a biology teacher in Cluj, publish a paper about the 
distribution of V.ursinii rakosiensis in two other localities: Valea Florilor and Bogata (fig.1., 16 and 17). The 
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second locality is in the Mures river meadow, but the first one (Valea Florilor) is in a hilly area situated in 
between the Somes river valley extinct populations and the new discovered one.  

Considering these facts, one can draw the conclusion that Vipera ursinii rakosiensis expanded in 
Transylvania in warm periods occupying pastures in hilly areas up to 500 m altitude.  
 

 
 

Fig. 1 Vipera ursinii rakosiensis – female captured in 2007 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 2 Vipera ursinii rakosiensis – large female captured in 2004 
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Fig. 3 Image of the habitat where the new V.u. rakosiensis population was discovered 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 4. Mild, south exposed slopes where Vipera ursinii rakosiensis occurs 
 

 
References 

 
Calinescu, R.. (1931): Contributiuni sistematice si zoogeografice la studiul Amfibiilor si Reptilelor din  Romania.   Acad. Rom. Mem.  

sect. st. , ser. III, 7 (7) : 1-173, Bucureşti.  

Herpetol. Rom, 1, 2007 



Rediscovery of Vipera ursinii rakosiensis in Transylvania 81

Fejervary-Langh, A.M. (1943): Beiträge und Berichtungen zum Amphibienteil des ungarischen Faunenkataloges. Fragm. Faun. Hung. 6: 
42-58.  

Ferenczi, S. (1932): Erdely viperairol. In “Erdely Honismerteto Folyairat”, XXIX, 4: 82-85 
Korsós, Z., Újvári, B., and Török Zs. (1997): Searching for the meadow viper in Romania. Misc. Zool. Hung., 11: 77 – 88. 
Krecsák, L., Korsós, Z. (2001): Vipera ursinii rakosiensis in Transilvania. “II. Kolozsvári Biológus Napok” Conference, Abstracts, Cluj: 15-

16. 
Mehely, L. (1894): Vipera ursinii Bonap., eine verkannte Giftschlange Europas. Zool. Anz. Leipzig, , v.17: 57-61; 65-71 
Nilson, G., Andrén, C. (2001): The meadow and steppe vipers of Europe and Asia: the Vipera (Acridophaga) ursinii complex. Acta Zool. 

Acad. Sci. Hung., 47(2-3): 87-267. 
Stugren, B. (1955) : Vipera de stepa, Vipera ursinii de la finatele Clujului.   Stud. Cerc. Stiint., Cluj, Ser. Stiinte biol. agr. med., Cluj, 6 (1-2) 

: 59-77 
Újvári, B., Korsós, Z., Péchy, T. (2000): Life history, population characteristics and conservation of the Hungarian meadow viper (Vipera 

ursinii rakosiensis). Amphibia-Reptilia 21: 267-278. 
Vancea, S., Ionescu, V. (1954): Contributii la studiul viperei de stepa (Vipera ursinii ursinii, V. u. renardi).   Rev. Univ. "Al. I. Cuza" Inst. 

Politehn.  Iasi, 1 (1-2) : 241-248 
Vancea, S., Saint-Girons, H., Fuhn, I., Stugren, B. (1985) : Systematique et répartition de Vipera ursinii (Bonaparte, 1835) en Roumanie.   

Bijd. Dierk., Amsterdam, 55 (2) : 233-241. 
 

 
 

Herpetol. Rom, 1, 2007 


