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New record for the grey dwarf hamster
(Cricetulus migratorius) from the
western edge of its distribution,

in Romania

Hamsters comprise the Cricetinae subfamily, a group of semi-
fossorial, mainly solitary rodents from the Palearctic region,
ranging in size from mouse- to rat-size and possessing
characteristic cheek pouches and short tails (Neumann et al.
2006). Only three hamster species are found across the
European Union, and all three occur in Romania, making the
country a critical conservation region for this group. Of these,
the Romanian hamster (Mesocricetus newtoni) is endemic to
the Dobrudja region (Romania-Bulgaria). Even though the
common hamster (Cricetus cricetus) has a larger distribution,
extending into central and Western Europe, it has undergone
catastrophic declines in the past 50 years (Surov et al. 2016),
with Romania as one of the few countries in Europe where the
species distribution appears to remain broadly unchanged
(Hegyeli et al. 2015). The grey dwarf hamster is the smallest,
most adaptable, and most widespread hamster species, found
from eastern Europe to Mongolia, western China, and the
Middle East (Krystufek et al. 2016). Despite being common
and locally reaching pest level in Central Asia, it has a highly
fragmented distribution and low density in Europe. It is
considered rare at the western edge of its range, in Romania,
Bulgaria, and Greece, with populations in northern Bulgaria
apparently extinct (Nedyalkov 2016). The present European
populations are considered relicts from a much wider
Pleistocene distribution when the species reached western
Europe and is thought to have previously been a common
species in Romania (Hamar 1963, Kowalski 2001) but with no
records after the abrupt changes of the Younger Dryas
(Baldsescu et al. 2003). The first modern data on the species'
presence in Romania came from owl pellets in 1962 (Hamar
1963), with subsequent live-trapping records in the east and
southeast of the country until 1969 (Hamar 1965, Simionescu
& Straton 1966, Marches 1970, Simionescu 1972, Straton et al.
1973) but then remained completely unrecorded for 50 years,
when the remains of two individuals were found in pellets of
Asio otus from Botosani city, north-eastern Romania (Sandor
2018) (Figure 1).

Here we report a new observation from north-eastern
Romania, the first complete individual recorded in the

country since 1969. The grey dwarf hamster was found
unexpectedly on 11.04.2021 during a trip field to the site
ROSCI0265 Valea lui David, lasi county (Figure 2). The
freshly dead specimen, assessed to be female based on the
external genitalia, was located on top of a mole rat
(Nannospalax graecus) mound (47°15'32.03”N, 27°24’49.08"'E)
at an altitude of 131 ma.s.l. This is about 80 km southeast from
the northernmost recorded location of the species in Romania,
Botosani (Sandor 2018), 30 km to the northwest from the
northernmost location recorded in the 1960s (Tutora, Iasi
county; Straton etal. 1973), and in the same broader site where
one individual was captured live in November 1969
(Simionescu 1972).

Figure 1. Cricetulus migratorius distribution in Romania. Black dots:
observations from the 1960s (after Sandor 2018). blue dot: 2018
record (Sandor 2018). red dot: the new observation from 2021. Map
source Mapsland under Creative Commons agreement.

Based on the characteristic placement on top of a mole rat
mound and the bite marks visible on the body, resembling
rodent incisors, a likely explanation is that the hamster was
found underground by a digging mole rat, mauled to death,
and pushed out of the gallery, on the top of the mound.
(Figure 2 a, b, d). Several detailed photographs of the body
were taken, including dorsal, lateral, and ventral views. Still,
unfortunately, the carcass was not retrieved at the time of
observation due to lack of preparation (i.e., suitable recipient
for transport and storage) and not fully realizing the rarity of
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the finding. It had disappeared by the next day, probably
scavenged by raptors or crows. While the loss of the carcass is
regrettable, state and the unique external
morphology of this species meant the individual could be
identified without the need for additional examinations such
as dentition. The location is a secondary steppe with Stipa

its fresh
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(Figure 2c), maintained by cattle grazing and host to other
steppe/grassland species, including mole rat and ground
squirrel (Spermophilus citellus). The site is located 3-4 km away
from any human settlement and, although surrounded by
arable land, it protects about 1435 hectares of uncultivated
steppe grassland habitat.

Figure 2. a. Lateral view of the grey hamster individual recorded at Valea lui David-Ciritei. Bite marks are visible.
b. Latero-ventral view of the individual c. Habitat view: secondary steppe with Stipa d. Habitat view with mole rat
mounds. The hamster was found on top of the foreground mound. Photos a, ¢ & d: Stefan Anitei; b: Vali Turcuman

The grey dwarf hamster is an exceptionally rarely recorded
species in Romania, classified as Near Threatened and
proposed as Critically Endangered in the Red Data Book of
Romania (Botnariuc & Tatole, 2005), with the main threats for
this species reported to be related to intensive agriculture
(Nedyalkov 2016). While undoubtedly recent efforts to locate
the species in Romania are scarce, made even more difficult
by the hamster’s ability to avoid traps, crepuscular-nocturnal
and burrowing habits, added to its small size, the new record
suggests that the species might have a relatively broad
distribution albeit at potentially low density. This observation
also suggests that survey efforts focused on the patches of
remaining steppe habitat might yield better results, given that
grassland steppe is the original habitat of this species (Nechay
2000). Straton et al. (1973) described the capture site habitats
as abandoned vineyards, field and forest margins with
perennial grasses, and agricultural landscape with pea, corn,
wheat, and alfalfa; all these are disturbed or highly
transformed habitats. The new record habitat is of prime
quality for steppe fauna and can be considered relatively
undisturbed. Being located in the forest-steppe ecoregion, if
not under human exploitation (i.e., cattle grazing), it would
slowly turn into a forested area, meaning this is one of the
situations where human intervention maintains habitat for
rare and/or endangered species. Future studies of this
population could help elucidate the distribution, status, and
ecology of the grey dwarf hamster in Romania, including
understanding the genetic status of remnant populations. As
a first step, careful live-trapping should be undertaken at this
and other similar sites (Ionescu 2013) alongside other, less
invasive techniques, including camera trapping with baited

tunnels (Littlewood et al. 2021), non-invasive hair snare
sampling (Henry et al. 2011), and faeces sampling for DNA.
Hamster species are rapidly declining in Europe (Surov et al.
2016). Romania is a critical area for hamster conservation in
the EU, with Mesocricetus,
populations of Cricetus, and remnant populations of
Cricetulus, but focused surveys are urgently required. In
addition, once well represented in Eastern Europe, steppe
habitats are now extremely patchy and degraded, making
their conservation an urgent priority.

the endemic substantial
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