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Our news

The Council of the SOCIETAS HELLENICA HERPETOLOGICA, after the election of the General Convention in November 2003 is the following:

President: Panagiota MARAGOU

Vice President: Maria DIMAKI

Secretary: Georgia MANTZIOU

V. Secretary: Yiannis ΙOANNIDIS

Treasurer: Petros LYMPERAKIS

Members: Efstratios VALAKOS, Giorgos CHIRAS

· The annual subscription fee is 15 euros for the regular members and supporting members, and 30 euros for institutions. The SHH’s bank account is: 5012-016061-740, Bank of Piraeus. For information please contact the treasurer Petros Lymperakis (lyberis@nhmc.uoc.gr)

· SHH’s internet site is: http//www.nhcmc.uoc.gr:9091/

· New members of SHH are: Vassilis Sarlas, Mario Broggi, Claudia Corti, and Theodora Pinou.

· The committee responsible for reptile and amphibian trade is composed by the following Society members: Dr. Anastasios Legakis tel. 0030 210 7274 372, Achilles Dimitropoulos tel. 0030 210 8015870 & 0030 210 8086405 ex. 526, and Daphne Mantziou tel. 0030 210 3314893. If a member has any information or is aware of some informality about this subject, he could contact the committee after the relevant research.

Protection of Endangered Species and Ecotopes and of Gialova Lagoon

SHH participated in the project “Protection of Endangered Species and Ecotopes of Gialova lagoon”. The beneficiary of the project was the Municipality of Nestoros with collaborator participants SHH, the Municipality of Pylos and the Hellenic Ornithological Society. The duration of the project was one year. 

During this project we studied the population density and food ecology of the African Chameleon. The results of this project are presented at the Final Report that was sent to the Ministry of Agriculture and we will present them in our next newsletter. The responsible person of this project was Maria Dimaki. Petros Lymperakis was a great help in economical and secretarial issues, since this was the first project that SHH took part. Fieldwork was carried out by the biologists Maria Dimaki and Yiannis Ioannidis. 

What would you like to know about amphibians and reptiles?

In our last newsletter we asked for the most common, or even the most bizarre questions you have heard of. In this issue we publish a sample of them. The full FAQ section can be seen in our webpage http://www.nhmc.uoc.gr:9091/    

Which are the poisonous snakes of Greece and where are they found?

In Greece one can see 7 poisonous snake species: 5 different vipers, the Cat snake (Telescopus fallax) and the Montpellier snake (Malpolon monspessulanus). In the vipers the poison is ejected through the front fangs. The 5 different viper species are usually geographically isolated: The Ottoman Viper (Vipera xanthina) is found in some of the islands near the Asia Minor coast (Lesbos, Chios, Samos, Leros, Kalymnos, Patmos, Symi, and other islets), in the Evros area, and in the island of Samothraki. In the islands of Milos complex (Milos, Kimolos, Polyaigos, and Sifnos) we find the Milos viper (Macrovipera schweizeri), in some areas of the Pindos mountain the Meadow or Orsinii’s viper (Vipera ursinii), finally the Adder (V. berus) is found in some mountainous areas of northern Greece. The most common viper species is nevertheless the Common Viper (V. ammodytes) that can be observed in the largest part of the country both in the mainland and in many islands of the Aegean and the Ionian.

The Cat snake and the Montpellier snake are opisthoglyph snakes, that is the poison is found in the fangs in the back of the mouth cavity (and not in the front as in the vipers). Additionally the mouth opening of the Cat snake is not big enough to allow it to bite a human. The bite of the Montpellier snake (a species that can reach till 2m long) is in general also not dangerous to humans, even though it can cause pain, nausea or fever to a sensitive person.

Are snakes dangerous?

Most of the snake species encountered in Greece are completely harmless and only the vipers can be a potential danger to humans. Most vipers are nocturnal and are only sporadically observed in the daylight, when they bask or mate. It is easy to distinguish a viper from the other, harmless, species based on their triangular head with the “swollen” cheeks, the stout body (vipers are seldom longer than 1m) and the characteristic zig-zag pattern on their back. A viper bite is not necessarily poisonous: in only about 30% of the bites there is actual ejection of poison, and thus need for treatment. The other two poisonous snakes (the Cat snake and the Montpellier snake) are practically harmless as their poison is not really strong and additionally is ejected at the back of the mouth and thus acts during the swallowing of the prey. Nevertheless the poison of Malpolon Most of the snake species encountered in Greece are completely harmless and only the vipers can be a potential danger to humans. Most vipers are nocturnal and are only sporadically observed in the daylight, when they bask or mate. It is easy to distinguish a viper from the other, harmless, species based on their triangular head with the “swollen” cheeks, the stout body (vipers are seldom longer than 1m) and the characteristic zig-zag pattern on their back. A viper bite is not necessarily poisonous: in only about 30% of the bites there is actual ejection of poison, and thus need for treatment. 

The other two poisonous snakes (the Cat snake and the Montpellier snake) are practically harmless as their poison is not really strong and additionally is ejected at the back of the mouth and thus acts during the swallowing of the prey. Nevertheless the poison of Malpolon monspessulanus can, rarely and in sensitive persons, cause pain, nausea or even fever. In general though, all snakes, including poisonous ones prefer to avoid humans instead of confronting them.

Is viper the only poisonous snake in Greece? Because I have heard also of Astritis …

The word “viper” is used to refer to all different species of the Viperidae family. The word “astritis” is used in Northern Peloponnisos to describe the Common Viper (V. ammodytes). They say that astritis refers to a male viper but, given the difficulty in identifying the two genera, this is obviously a misunderstanding originating in the male pronoun of the word in Greek. The word astritis is also used in other parts of Greece to describe different snake species (not necessarily vipers).

Do we have poisonous lizards in Greece?

No! Poisonous lizards are generally extremely rare. Actually word-wide there are only two poisonous species belonging to the genus Heloderma that live in America.

Many people are afraid that their skin will swallow or that they will develop a rush if a lizard touches them. This perception is most common regarding Hemidactylus turcicus , the small nocturnal lizards that we often see in house walls during summer. It is a common belief that a person can be poisoned if such a Turkish Gecko accidentally falls on him or if one touches it. In reality some kind of rush can develop if an allergic person handles a Gecko. Additionally these species seldom if ever fall as they have tiny suctions on the tip of their fingers.

You can always send additional questions and/or comments to Panagiota Maragou (econcepts@tee.gr).
Reptile trade in the EU

The trade in exotic pets continues to grow. The European Union is the second largest market, after the USA, for the trade of live reptiles.

A Traffic Europe study for the decade 1990-1999 has established that many of the reptile animals are taken from the wild and are not captive-bred. During this period about 1,350,000 live Cites-listed reptiles were legally imported into the EU. 40% of these had been collected from the wild. During the last decade, EU imports in live reptiles increased by over 300%. The majority of the animals came from S. America and Africa while Spain and Germany are the major EU importing countries, receiving about 20% of the sum of imports. They are followed by Netherlands, France, UK and Belgium with about 10-12% of total imports. However if we also take into account the non-CITES reptile species we find that these figures represent only 30% of all live reptile trade in the EU. 

The case studies of France and Belgium

In recognition of the growing popularity of reptile pets, Traffic-Europe France and the Belgian federal Police Environmental Service carried out studies to assess the situation in each country respectively. 

In France the importation of live reptiles increased by more than 250% between 1994-1999. A similar increased is also observed in Belgium where in 1996, 81% more transactions were reported than in 1995. In both countries lizards are the most frequently imported group. In France lizards (in particular Common Iguanas, Iguana iguana, CITES Annex I) account for more than half of the overall imports. Snakes follow with 27%, tortoises (20%) and crocodilians (1%).  In Belgium over 79% of all imports transactions were lizards. 

The main reptile-exporting countries to the European markets are El Salvador, Madagascar and Togo. Nevertheless between 1989 and 2000, Belgium imported reptiles from 47 different countries.

The recommendations for the improvement of the system of reptile trade and imports in Belgium refer to problems and weaknesses that often have been reported from Greece as well:

· Multi-disciplinary approach and collaboration between all the services involved.

· Improvement of CITES enforcement together with training of the control services

· Target entry points

· Finally, it is necessary to combat illegal domestic trade. In Belgium 60% of wildlife trade offences have been committed within the country.

Source: Traffic bulletin, Vol. 19, No.3, November 2003

WWF - Largest population of Mediterranean loggerhead turtles threatened by uncontrolled tourism

With a press release on June 30, 2004, WWF criticizes Greece – which hosts the most important nesting population of loggerhead turtles – for not enforcing the European Union's Habitat Directive, which requires the Greek government to implement effective measures to protect the endangered loggerhead turtles.  
The largest Mediterranean population of loggerhead turtles nests on the island of Zakynthos, which normally hosts between 800 and 1,100 nests in the National Marine Park of Zakynthos (NMPZ). But WWF says the park's management authority has now ceased all operations due to lack of funds and government support. As a result, the beaches set aside for turtle populations are left unprotected and have turned into a sprawling tourist "free for all".

"Lack of political and financial support from the Greek Ministry of Environment has led to a situation where nesting beaches which are supposed to be protected are no longer patrolled," said Demetres Karavellas, WWF-Greece's Chief Executive Officer. "We urge the Greek government to respect its international commitments and take immediate action to protect this critical habitat." 

WWF stresses that the peak of the tourist season coincides with the start of the hatching of the turtle eggs in August. According to the conservation organization, there are no measures in place to stop illegal development and tourists flooding the nesting beaches which will result in the destruction of the nesting area. Marine turtles are very sensitive to human disturbances and fulfil important roles in marine ecosystems. As loggerhead females always return to the same nesting ground, it is crucial that their natural nesting habitats are protected, WWF also points out. For example, lights distract the nesting females and disorientate the hatchlings as they make their way to the sea. In addition nests can be trampled by tourists. These impacts exacerbate the natural risks to hatchlings, and it is estimated that out of about 1,000 turtles that hatch, only one will reach adulthood.  

In January 2002, the European Court of Justice declared that Greece had failed to protect the loggerhead turtles in Zakynthos and was in violation of European Union law. A second decision is expected soon.

ACT NOW! Send a letter to the Greek Prime Minister Mr. K. Karamanlis and the Minister of Environment Mr. G. Souflias urging them to take action

http://www.passport.panda.org/index.cfm?uNC=31154213
Ecologists and snakes!

George Papamichael

Ph.D. Candidate, Department of Environmental Studies, University of Aegean, Biodiversity Conservation Laboratory. Ε-mail: gpapamichael@env.aegean.gr
Rumours that “ecologists are releasing poisonous snakes” were spread in the island of Lesvos (Greece, North Aegean) after the public accusation of the councilman of Loutra village on 23rd June 2004. The local media amplified the rumours: the local television channel gave special reference and so did the local newspaper “Empros”. While the rumours were expanded, a dead sample was transferred to Mytilini (capital of Lesvos) in order to be recognised. The local newspaper “Empros” reported (24/06/04) that the vice-major of Mytilini who is also an animal doctor first took the dead snake and announced that it was a viper. Even though he did not manage to recognise the exact species he revealed that “without being absolutely certain it was not the frequently met viper in Lesvos (Vipera xanthina)”. Finally on July 1st the snake was recognised and the supposed unknown viper was finally a harmless and definitely not poisonous Eryx jaculus or “tapakas” as the locals usually refer to it. 

It should be mentioned that at no point during the recognition of the reptile was the opinion of the locally based Department of Environmental Studies of the University of Aegean, asked. 

Protection and Promotion of the Habitats and Species of the Milos island Natura 2000 area

Yiannis Ioannidis

E-mail: ioanidis@softhome.net
Milos Viper (Macrovipera schweizeri) is an endemic species of western Cyclades. Its world distribution is limited to four small islands and more than half of its total population is found on western Milos. The species is protected by the Greek national legislation and from Bern convention, while it is included in the Annex II of the European Directive 92/43, as a priority species.

Recognising the importance of the species and of the protection of western Milos, the Standing Committee of the Bern Convention made an on spot appraisal of the situation that led to the issuing of Recommendation No. 84 (2000). The main points of this recommendation were related to the legal protection and development of the area. However a number of more direct actions where also recommended such as:

“… adapt roads for safe viper crossing by underground passages on particular black-spots;…”

“Continue research and monitoring of the species of high concern in Milos;”

“Promote an awareness campaign…”

“Maintain and reinforce present police control of illegal trade of the Milos vipers…”

The necessity of all the above action has been also stressed in the Goulandris Natural History Museum study for the species and in the Specific Environmental Study that followed, both in the framework of the “Milos Viper’s Habitat Project”.

Recognising the importance of western Milos, and the obligation to protect the important herpetofauna of the area, the Regional Development Agency of Cyclades is implementing, the project “Protection and Promotion of the Habitats and Species of the Milos Island Natura 2000 area”. This project is financed by the South Aegean Regional Development Program as it has been included in Action Priority 2: “Environmental protection and management of natural resources”.

The Project includes three main actions.

Action1. Monitoring of species and habitats

The main emphasis is placed on the monitoring of Macrovipera schweizeri, the birds of prey and the habitats of western Milos.

Action 2. Public awareness and promotion.

This action has two targets. Show the importance and improve the acceptance of the Natura 2000 area through a public awareness campaign and promote Milos island as a destination of great ecological value, with related ecotouristic activities. 

Action 3. Construction of barriers and underground passages for the viper.

This action aims to decrease the road mortality of vipers. The pilot construction of barriers and underground passages will take place in at least two areas.

From the SHH’s members Yiannis Ioannidis and Maria Dimaki take part to this project.

ANTIKYTHIRA ISLAND COMPLEX

Maria Dimaki 

The Goulandris Natural History Museum, Department of Terrestrial Zoology. 

E-mail: mdim@gnhm.gr

Antikythira or Tsirigoto is a small island located south of the Peloponnese, between the islands of Kythira and Crete. Its distance from Kasteli (Kissamos), Crete, is 26 n. miles and its maximum altitude is 378 m. The area is about 20 km2 and the coastline is 24 km long. Antikythira and the following islets belong to the county of Kythira: Thymontes, Pseira, Plakoulithra, Lagouvardos and Prasonissi (or Pori). 

Prasonissi is located 7,5 km N-NW of Antikythira. Its area is about 0,27 km2 and its maximum altitude is 129 m. It consists of limestones and the vegetation consists mainly of phrygana and maquis.

The population of Antikythira is about 36 habitants, according to the census of 2001 and most of them are of a Cretan origin. The habitants are descendants of the first inhabitants from Sfakia, Crete, that were settled on the island at the end of 15th century. Potamos is the main settlement of Antikythira and a natural harbor. There is no gas station, neither bank nor bakery on the island. The only existing school closed in 1995. The very hospitable locals are mainly sheep and goat owners as well as fishermen. On the island there are about 2500-3000 free-ranging goats and sheep. 

In 1900 sponge–divers found the wreck of a roman ship of the 1st century BC with very important findings like “the Ephebe of Antikythira” and “the Mechanism of Antikythira”. These findings are exhibited in the National Archeological Museum of Athens. At a place called Kastro of the ancient Egila (the ancient name for Antikythira) excavations are still in progress from the 2nd Board of Prehistoric and Classical Archaeology with the archaeologist Ari Tsaravopoulos in charge.

The dominant vegetation is low maquis and phrygana, while part of the island is cultivated with cereals. Antikythira is one of the drier locations in Greece, receiving annually less than 200 mm of rainfall. 

This island complex is very important from a biogeographical point of view, mainly because flora and fauna comes from Greek mainland, as well as from islands of the southern Aegean. The flora is quite different compared to Kythira and the Peloponnese. 

The island is very important for bird migration; also the Monk Seal can be found around the island, as well as whales, swimming in the open sea. 

Antikythira belongs to the “Natura 2000” regions and is characterised as a “Zone of Special Protection”. Also is an “Important Area for Birds” in Greece.

In 1997 the Municipality of Antikythira donated to the Hellenic Ornithological Society the old building of the secondary school in order to be used as a Scientific Ornithological Station. The basic aims of the Ornithological Station of Antikythira are:

1. Study of the bird migration by ringing

2. Study of the migration of raptors

3. Monitoring and protection of some important bird species, with emphasis on the Eleonora’s Falcon.

4. Training in bird ringing.

I visited Antikythira on 16-22 of September 2002, 6-19 of May 2003, 9-23 of September 2003 and 7 April-2 May 2004. On the 19 of September I visited the Prasou (or Prasonissi) islet. The main goal of these visits was bird ringing (during 2003-2004) under the shield of the Hellenic Ornithological Society. During these trips I found the time to research the herpetofauna of the island.

There are few studies on the herpetofauna of this island complex. The species Cyrtopodion kotschyi was mentioned by Werner (1937). Gruber (1974) reports from Antikythira the following subspecies: Cyrtopodion  kotchyi kotchyi, Hemidactylus turcicus turcicus, Ablepharus kitaibelii kitaibelii, and Telescopus fallax intermedius. The presence of the Erhard’s Wall Lizard Podarcis erhardii on Prasonissi is reported from Poulakakis, et al. (2003). In this paper is stated that this species originates from Crete, because the species is absent both from Antikythira and the bigger island of Kythira.

During my visits, the reptile observations are presented following: (The Ornithological Station is located at Aleviziana and the ringing base at Galaniana. Both places are in the central part of the island).

Turkish Gecko Hemidactylus turcicus
One individual was observed on the 7/5/2003 at Galaniana, on 15/5/2003 at Aleviziana, on 10/9/2003 one individual was observed at Aleviziana and two at Galaniana.  Finally on the 8/4/2004 one individual was observed at Galaniana. 

Kotschy’s Gecko Cyrtopodion kotchyi
On the 17/9/02, four individuals were observed on the west side of the island. The remaining observations are from Galaniana. On the 7/5/2003 four individuals were observed, on the 10/5/2003 two individuals, on the 10/9/2003 two individuals, on the 12/9/2003 three individuals, and on the 12/4/2004 two individuals were observed.  

Erhard’s Wall Lizard Podarcis erhardii
A great population density was observed on Prasonissi islet on the 19/9/2002. The species is under revision from the University of Crete.

Snake Eyed Skink Ablepharus kitaibelii
All the observations of this species come from Galaniana. In particular seven individuals were observed on the 14/5/2003 and some more were observed on the 15/5/2003. On the 10/9/2003 two individuals were observed, on the 8/4/2004 one, and on the 12/4/2004 one individual.

Cat Snake Telescopus fallax
One Cat Snake was observed at Galaniana on the 7/5/2003, one on the 14/5/2003, and one on the 11/9/2003. On the 16/9/2004 one specimen was found dead on the road in the southern part of the island. 

It is important that rats of the species Rattus rattus were observed on the island, on the 7/5/2003 at Galaniana, on the 17/9/2003 at Kastro. On the 20-24/4/2004 the rats were climbing on trees, at the ringing base, catching small birds. 

Also, on Antikythira there are rabbits Oryctolagus cuniculus. We observed some individuals in September 2003 and in April 2004. In April 2004 bats of the genus Plecotus were caught in our ringing nets.
I would like to thank the Hellenic Ornithological Society for financing my trips in 2003 and 2004 and Paul Sterry, a nature photographer, for financing the trip of September 2002.
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5th World Congress of Herpetology

The Fifth World Congress of Herpetology will be held at Stellenbosch (South Africa, about 20 min from CapeTown) on 20-24 June 2005.

The formal First Announcement and Call for Papers will appear shortly at the webpage of the Herpetological Association of Africa (www.wits.ac.za/haa/). For additional information or if you want to be included in the mailing list please contact the organiser at  conf@conferencesetal.co.za
Aaron Bauer has been appointed chair of the Scientific Committee

New geographic reports and short notes.

We would like to inform all members of SHH that we could publish, in our Newsletter, small reports concerning the distribution of the Greek species of reptiles and amphibians. These reports will not be reviewed. The article must be written in English and should not exceed 400 words. The reports must be send either electronically or in a diskette (word.doc) to the Secretary of SHH, Maria Dimaki (Goulandris Natural History Museum, 100, Othonos St. 145 62 Kifissia, Greece, e-mail: mdim@gnhm.gr).

New records about regional distribution or presence of a species are of special interest. In this case the reports should contain the scientific name of the species, name and address of the observer, date of observation, precise geographic report (with coordinates or distance from the nearest village), and to be certified from a herpetologist. Also, every report must contain a photograph in which the species will be visualised clearly. The photograph will be filed in the scientific file of SHH. However, the Society will not have the right to publish the photo, unless the photographer has explicitly stated so. Alternatively, a specimen of the species can be deposited to the collection of a University Department or Natural History Museum.

The aim of these reports is the concentration of personal observations that could have happened during excursions or data collections for management studies etc. so that bibliographical data of the expansion of Greek species during the procedure of constructing the Atlas of Reptiles and Amphibians in Greece can be completed. 
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