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Back in 30 years: A new record for the rare and highly elusive sand boa, Eryx
jaculus turcicus (Reptilia: Boidae) in Romanian Dobruja
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The Javelin sand boa, Eryx jaculus (Linnaeus,
1758), is a medium-sized snake (~80 cm) (Fuhn &
Vancea 1961) and the only representative of the
Boidae family in Europe (Fuhn & Vancea 1961,
Ananjeva et al. 2006). Its distribution range com-
prises northern Africa, the north part of the Ara-
bian Peninsula, Asia Minor, the Middle East, the
Caucasus Mountains, Iran and Iraq in the east and
south-eastern Europe, north to Romania (Anan-
jeva et al. 2006) and there are 3 currently recog-
nized subspecies: E. j. jaculus, E. j. turcicus (Olivier
1801) and E. j. familiaris Eichwald 1831. Conserva-
tion-wise, because the species is rare and at its dis-
tribution limit in Europe, it is featured in the Red
Book of several countries (Iftime 2005, Ananjeva et
al. 2006, Beron et al. 2011).

In Romania, the subspecies turcicus was re-
corded as early as 1902 based on individuals col-
lected by Robert Dombrovski from Cernavoda and
Giuvegea (Kiritescu 1903, 1930) and it was as-
sumed that the species’ distribution range in the
country was limited only to Dobruja, based on the
handful of individuals ever observed (Krecsak &
Iftime 2006). The most recently reported specimen
was recorded in 1986 between the villages of Be-
stepe and Mahmudia (Zinke & Hielscher 1990).
Subsequently, for more than two decades, herpe-
tologists considered the species probably extinct
(Cogalniceanu & Venczel 1993, Iftime 2001, 2005,
Gherghel et al. 2009).

In 2011 a road-killed specimen was found be-
tween on the Danube River meadow (Teleorman
County, southern Romania) during a herpetologi-
cal survey, putting an end to speculations regard-
ing the persistence of E. jaculus in Romania and
indicating the first record for the species north of

the Danube (Covaciu-Marcov et al. 2012). In 2014
more than 10 live individuals were again found in
the Danube river meadow, but the location has not
been published (Sos Tibor, pers. comm.).

Although the species was confirmed to persist
in Romania, the question remained whether Do-
bruja still harbored any javelin sand boa popula-
tions or the species had disappeared from this re-
gion as a result of intense anthropogenic activity.

On the 18t of April 2015 at 1:53 P.M., during a herpeto-
logical survey on the administrative territory of Rasova
commune, Constanta County (Figure 1), one dead javelin
sand boa individual was identified (Fig.2). The individual
was found on a mole heap lacking its head (Figure 2 2)
and we assume than it was attacked and killed by a
predator. The general habitat in which the animal was
found is represented by steppe vegetation with rare trees
and bushes (Crataegus sp., Rosa sp., Robinia pseudacacia) on
south-eastern facing terraces created for vineyards, which
are now abandoned, or as a result of animal grazing
(Figure 3). The substrate was composed of loess, with
bare calcareous rocks piercing the ground from place to
place and ravines and gullies harboring numerous cracks
and crevices. A rapid survey revealed that the herpeto-
faunal assemblage of the area also includes Bufo viridis,
Testudo graeca ibera, Podarcis tauricus, Lacerta viridis and
Dolichophis caspius. The habitat is relatively well protected
from degradation and the only human activities observed
were grazing with sheep and goats (but in low numbers),
and the agricultural systems that exist in the low valley
below. However, it is unlikely that these will have a di-
rect impact on the species as the location is not suitable
for agriculture.

Besides the fact that the species has not previously
been recorded from the area, the finding confirms
the continuous presence of E. jaculus in Romanian
Dobruja and that at least one location is still inhab-
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Figure 1. New location for E. jaculus in
Dobruja (red square) and previous re-
cords for the species - Cernavodd,
Cérpinis-Giuvegea (Kiritescu 1903,
1930); Cochirleni (Fuhn & Vancea
1961, Fuhn 1969); Mahmudia (Zinke &
Hielscher 1990); Turnu Magurele -
Corabia (Covaciu-Marcov et al. 2012)

(black dots)

Figure 2. Javelin sand boa (Eryx jaculus) individual found
dead on the administrative territory of Rasova com-
mune. Photo by T.C. Sahlean

Figure 3. Habitat where the dead javelin sand boa indi-
vidual was found. Photo by T.C. Sahlean

ited by the species. Moreover, the current habitat
is not located very far from Cochirleni (less than
10 km), where it was found by Bédcescu in 1937
(Fuhn & Vancea 1961, Fuhn 1969), confirming the
persistence of the species in this region after a gap
of almost 80 years.

Even though the species is not one that re-
quires the designation of protected areas in order
to ensure its conservation under the Habitats Di-
rective, the authors propose that the area be des-
ignated as a Natura 2000 site or included in an ex-
isting protected area, making this the first site to
feature E. jaculus in the standard data form (Iojd et
al. 2010). One possible scenario would be the use
of Testudo graeca ibera (which is enumerated in
Annex II of the Habitats Directive) as an umbrella
species to protect the javelin sand boa population
along with its habitat. At the same time, consider-
ing the habitat is mostly unaffected by human ac-
tivities, the authors feel it is best not to reveal the
exact location where the animal was found until
other populations are discovered.

As new populations of E. jaculus are found it is
clear that the “mystery” surrounding the javelin
sand boa in Romania is partly due to insufficient
survey effort coupled with the elusive nature of
the animal.
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