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Abstract. In the framework of the botanical and zoological expeditions of the Hun-
garian Natural History Museum to the Balkans, a specimen of Vipera ursinii graeca
was observed in the southern Nemercke Mountains of Albania. It is the first record of
the subspecies outside Greece, but zoogeographically it belongs to the northern Pin-
dos Mountain range.
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Herpetofauna of Albania may still surprise us with interesting records, although sev-
eral accounts already exist (Werner, 1920; Kopstein and Wettstein, 1921; Karaman, 1939;
Bruno, 1989; Haxhiu, 1998). This is especially true for the southern mountaneous area
which is still scarcely visited by naturalists. For several years, the Hungarian Natural His-
tory Museum has been organizing regular collecting trips to the Balkans, including those
remote parts of Albania, and accumulates floristic and faunistic information about the
“white spots” of the country (Farkas and Buzas, 1997; Fehér et al., 2004). Here we present
a new record of the rare Vipera ursinii graeca Nilson et Andrén, 1988 which was known to
occur only in the Pindos Range of Greece, until now.

The meadow or steppe vipers of Europe, the Vipera (Acridophaga) ursinii group is
divided into several subspecies (Nilson and Andrén, 2001) which inhabit mountaneous
(V. u. ursinii in France and Italy, V. u. macrops in the Dinaric and Sardo-Pindic mountain
ranges, V. u. graeca in Greece) and lowland (V. u. rakosiensis in Hungary, V. u. moldavi-
ca in Romanian Moldova, V. u. renardi in Ukraine) grassy habitats. All the populations
are nowadays fragmented and isolated, and under serious human (mainly agricultural)
pressure, hence the whole species group is listed at the highest priority level of interna-
tional nature conservation categories (e.g., in the appendices of the Bern Convention, the
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EU Habitat Directive, the Natura 2000, the IUCN Red List, and the CITES Washington
Convention; Corbett, 1989). The two main groups, the mountain grassland and the low-
land steppe subspecies, not only differ in terms of ecological requirements, but morpho-
logical and developmental traits as well as differences in reproduction biology were also
described (Baron et al., 1996; Korsés and Ujvari, 2000; Nilson and Andrén, 2001; Filippi
and Luiselli, 2002).

In 1982, a local and isolated population of small-sized ursinii viper was discovered
in the Pindos Mountains of Central Greece (Dimitropoulos, 1985). Nilson and Andrén
(1988) described it as V. u. graeca, with the diagnostic differences in the low number of
subcaudals (18-21 females, 20-27 males), much reduced number of head scales (fewer
loreals, only 6-7 supralabials) and posterior dorsal scale rows, midbody scale rows some-
times reduced to 17, and a much reduced colour pattern. Morphological analyses were
later completed with biochemical differences, too (Joger et al., 1992; Nilson and Andrén,
2001), which showed that graeca can be characterised with a unique serum albumin pat-
tern, and it forms a common evolutionary lineage with macrops. Localities in Greece were
listed as Tzoumerka Mountain, Lakmos or Peristeri Mountain, and Koziakas Mountain.
All these belong to the Pindos Range about 1800-2000 m a.s.l, and this can be true for
the new locality presented here as well.

The new observation of an adult specimen of Vipera ursinii graeca was made at a
locality situated in Southern Albania, District of Pérmet (Rrethi i Pérmetit), Nemercke
Mountains (Mali i Nemerckes). The viper specimen was found and photographed (Fig. 1)
at the north-eastern slope of Mount Poli¢ani, 400 m north-east of Peak Poli¢ani (Maja e
Policanit, 2138 m), at about 1900 m above the sea level. Exact geographical coordinates are
not presented because of conservation reasons but they can be obtained from the authors.

Fig. 1. Vipera ursinii graeca on Mount Poligani, Albania (photo D. Pifko).
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Date of observation is the 23" of May, 2006, in the late afternoon (around 1600 h), weath-
er conditions were clear, warm and sunny.

The habitat was a short-grass montane pasture on the eastern slope of the mountain
chain, facing to the east, relatively declivitous (about 10-20 degrees), with steeper neigh-
bouring slopes, on limestone bedrock (Fig. 2). Exactly at the locality where the specimen
was found there were no rocky outcrops, but some smaller pieces appeared a couple of
meters away. Plant species composition of the grassland included: Sesleria (probably tenu-
ifolia) and Poa spp., Ornithogalum oligophyllum, Corydalis solida, Scilla bifolia agg., Narcis-
sus poeticus, Pedicularis sp., and many other herbs not yet in flower. Snow also still cov-
ered some of the surroundings. The structure of the habitat was tussocky, with characteris-
tic Sesleria aff. tenuifolia, and short Poa spp. inbetween.

Although the specimen was not collected for conservation reasons, it is clear from the
photograph (taken by the botanist third author of the present paper) that this specimen
was V. u. graeca. White labial sutures, low number (6 on one side) of supralabials, frag-
mented nasal scutes and colour pattern clearly distinguish it from V. u. macrops, the only
other alternative (G. Nilson, pers. comm.). Total length of the specimen was about 60 cm,
but no other measurements can be provided because the animal was not handled.

The mountainous populations of Vipera ursinii in the Balkan Peninsula have for a long
time been assigned to the subspecies macrops Méhely, 1911. Its distribution range inclu-
des part of Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Montenegro, Serbia, Kosovo, Macedonia and
northern Albania (Fig. 3). Data of its occurrences have been continuously accumulating
(Méhely, 1911; Werner, 1920; Kopstein and Wettstein, 1921; Fejérvary, 1923; Burech and
Zonkov, 1934; Karaman, 1939; Radovanovi¢, 1941, 1964; Dimovski, 1964; Pasuljevi¢, 1968;
Bruno, 1989; Nilson and Andrén, 1997; Crnobrnja-Isailovi¢, 2002; Tomovié et al., 2004;

Fig. 2. Habitat of Albanian V. u. graeca, with the town Pérmet in the background (photo D. Pifko).
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Fig. 3. Map of the Balkan Peninsula and Italy with the approximate distribution of the mountainous
Vipera ursinii subspecies. 1 = V. u. ursinii; 2 = V. u. macrops; 3 = V. u. graeca. Question marks are uncon-
firmed records: Island Krk in Croatia, Mt. Liilin and the region of Shumen in Bulgaria. Star: New record
of V. u. graeca in Southern Albania.

Sterijovski, 2006). Populations usually occur above 1000 m a.s.l., up to 2300 m. There are
two dubious records in Croatia, on the Island of Krk at sea level (Werner, 1895, 1920; Sch-
warz, 1936; Karaman, 1939; Bruno, 1980), and Mt. Ucka in Istria (Tvrtkovi¢ et al., 2006).
These records have never been reconfirmed in the field, and V. u. macrops is very rare in
Croatia (Tvrtkovi¢ et al., 2006). Other dubious records of a montane form of V. ursinii in
the Balkan Peninsula are from Bulgaria, Mt. Liilin at 950 m a.s.l. and the region of Shu-
men (question mark in Fig. 3; Buresch and Zonkov, 1934; Beschkov, 1973; Westerstrom,
2002; Beshkov and Nanev, 2002), which are considered by some authors as ssp. rakosien-
sis (Beschkov, 1973; Nilson and Andrén, 1997). These populations are considered to be
extinct (Nilson and Andrén, 1997; Beshkov and Nanev, 2002; Edgar and Bird, 2005).

The actual distribution area of V. u. macrops is confined mainly to the mountainous
ranges of Bosnia-Herzegovina and Montenegro. Here, individuals are relatively frequently
observed (Radovanovi¢, 1941, 1964; Crnobrnja-Isailovi¢, 2002; Tomovic et al., 2004), whe-
reas in the connecting borderzones of extreme South Serbia, West Kosovo and West Mace-
donia this snake species is very rare (Dimovski, 1964; Pasuljevi¢, 1968; Sterijovski, 2006).

In Albania, V. u. macrops is recorded in the northern and eastern part of the count-
ry, in the mountains of Koritnik, Korab, Shar (or Sara, together with Kobilitsa) reaching
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over to the neighbouring countries (Méhely, 1911; Werner, 1920; Fejérvary, 1923; Burech
and Zonkov, 1934; Pasuljevi¢, 1968; Bruno, 1989; Haxhiu, 1998; Sterijovski, 2006). The
new locality in the south is strikingly geographically separated from these mountains, sup-
porting its subspecific difference as well.

The habitat of V. u. graeca is very similar to that of macrops: typically it is a rocky,
stony subalpine meadow (Fig. 2). The difference between the two subspecies seems to be
in the altitude above sea level: the range of graeca is about 1750-2000 m, while that of
macrops is 1000-2300 m. Although the altitude ranges are overlapping, graeca seems to
have a narrower distribution range, which is supported by the observation that only it
occurs at about 12 sites in southern and central mainland Greece only (M. Dimaki, pers.
comm.). The vegetation in the habitat of our record (Mount Poli¢ani, 2138 m a.s.l.) is a
short-grass mountain pasture; this is in contrast to the description given by Crnobrnja-
Isailovi¢ (2002) and Sterijovski (2006), who characterised macrops biotopes as Junipereto-
Vaccinetum (Bjelasica Mountain, eastern Montenegro, 1900 m) or Calamintho grandiflo-
rae-Fagetum (Bistra Mountain, Macedonia, 1650-1900 m), respectively. Both are at least
partially covered by ligneous bushes (Genera Juniperus, Vaccinium, Fagus) whereas these
low-grown tree species are totally absent on Mount Policani (Fig. 2).

In conclusion, our data suggest that there are two different Vipera ursinii subspecies in
Albania: macrops and graeca. Their ranges are widely separated in the northern and southern
mountain chains of the country; the southeastern, inhabited by graeca, being connected over
the Greek border to the Pindos Mountains. Because of the single observation, we suggest
that more field work is required before any detailed conservation measures can be formu-
lated regarding this endangered member of the Vipera ursinii group at the European scale.
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