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THE ALPINE NEWT Ichthyosaura alpestris IN ALMĂJ MOUNTAINS,  
SOUTH-WESTERN ROMANIA – 10 KM UPSTREAM THE DANUBE 
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Abstract. In the spring of the year 2017, we have identified the alpine newt Ichthyosaura alpestris in Almăj Mountains from the Banat 
Mountains, in south-western Romania, upstream Eselnița locality. This seems the first record for the region. I. alpestris was present in a 
small aquatic habitat, at 462 m altitude, approximately 10 km upstream the Danube, in a region with numerous beech forests. 
 
Keywords: distribution, amphibians, mountains, low altitude. 
 
Rezumat. Tritonul de munte Ichthyosaura alpestris în Munţii Almăjului, sud-vestul României – 10 km în amonte de 
Dunăre. În primăvara anului 2017 am identificat tritonul de munte Ichthyosaura alpestris în Munţii Almăjului din Munţii Banatului, în 
sud-vestul României, în amonte de localitatea Eşelniţa. Aceasta pare prima semnalare a speciei în regiune. I. alpestris a fost prezent într-
un habitat acvatic mic, la 462 m altitudine, la aproximativ 10 km în amonte de Dunăre, într-o regiune cu întinse păduri de fag. 
 
Cuvinte cheie: distribuţie, amfibieni, munţi, altitudine redusă. 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
In the most recent update regarding the distribution of the amphibians in Romania, five newt species were mentioned 

in the country (COGĂLNICEANU et al., 2013). Among them, only one is distributed approximately in the entire country 
(COGĂLNICEANU et al., 2013). The others have more narrow ecological demands and, as a consequence, more reduced 
distribution ranges (FUHN, 1960; COGĂLNICEANU et al., 2000). Even if in the last 20 years in Romania numerous data 
were accumulated on amphibian distribution, the information is biased between different regions of the country and between 
species (COGĂLNICEANU et al., 2013). One of the newt species with relatively few records in Romania is Ichthyosaura 
alpestris (Laurenti, 1768), a species with a distribution range limited to the Carpathian Mountains in the country 
(COGĂLNICEANU et al., 2013). According to the older Romanian literature, the lowest distribution limit of the species in 
the country was at 500 meters (FUHN, 1960; COGĂLNICEANU et al., 2000). Nevertheless, I. alpestris was identified at 
extremely low altitudes in the Romanian Western Carpathians, in the Apuseni and Poiana Ruscă Mountains (COVACIU-
MARCOV et al., 2009a, 2010). Although its distribution is well known regardless the altitude in the northern massifs of the 
Romanian Western Carpathians, I. alpestris seems to be very rare in the southern massifs, in the Banat Mountains, region 
where according to the recent update, there are only six records (COGĂLNICEANU et al., 2013). Five of them are in the 
same massif (Semenic Mountains); the species seems to be completely absent from certain areas from the Banat Mountains 
(COGĂLNICEANU et al., 2013). This absence seems difficult to be accepted, because even if in the region only populations 
with a normal altitudinal limit should be present, the mountains where they seem to be absent are sometimes higher than 1000 
m altitude (TUFESCU, 1986), so the species have no apparent reason for absence. Thus, this note mentions the presence of I. 
alpestris in a massif from the southern part of the Romanian Western Carpathians, in which it has not been mentioned 
previously.  

MATERIAL AND METHODS 
 

The fieldwork was realized on April 1, 2017. We investigated the area situated upstream Eșelnița locality, in the 
western part of Mehedinți County. We made an approximately 20 km length transect in Almăj Mountains, following the 
Eșelnița River up to its higher area, at the limit between Mehedinți and Caraș-Severin Counties. The valley is followed by 
a forest road used also by a surface coal mine situated on the top of Almăj Mountains. The newts were captured with a 
round net fixed on a long handle, a net used in other studies on newts (e.g. PABIJAN et al., 2009; BOGDAN et al., 2011, 
2012). The newts were captured from aquatic habitats, some being photographed in an aquarium and immediately set free 
in their habitats.  

RESULTS 
 

I. alpestris was identified in Almăj Mountains, at approximately 10 km upstream Eșelnița locality (Fig. 1), in 
the area where the forest road started to ascend abruptly. Near the road, there is an artificial open area, with two 
abandoned buildings, which probably served in the past to forestry purposes. Except these, the area is covered by large 
forests, dominated by beech; the forests cover continuously the 10 km from the locality. Along the forest road there are 
two ponds of approximately 2m2 surfaces and 0.5 m water depth, surrounded by bulrush. In these wetlands, we 
identified one I. alpestris male (Fig. 2), 8 males and 3 females of Lissotriton vulgaris (Linnaeus, 1758), tens of 
Salamandra salamandra (Linnaeus, 1758) larvae, and some Rana dalmatina Bonaparte, 1839 and R. temporaria 
Linnaeus, 1758 spawns. The habitat is situated at 462 m altitude. 
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Figure 1. The distribution of I. alpestris: old records (Romania – COGĂLNICEANU et al., 2013; Serbia – VUKOV et al., 2013) 
 and the new record in southwestern Romania. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 2. I. alpestris male from the habitat upstream Eşelniţa (original). 
 

DISCUSSIONS 
 

According to the literature this is the first record of I. alpestris in Almăj Mountains, at a distance of only 
approximately 10 km upstream the Danube (COGĂLNICEANU et al., 2013). Also, this seems to be the first record of 
the alpine newt in Mehedinți County (COGĂLNICEANU et al., 2013). The species has not been previously mentioned 
in Almăj Mountains, but it was not recorded either on the Danube Gorge (FUHN, 1975; IFTIME, 2005; COVACIU-
MARCOV et al., 2009b). East of the Timiş-Cerna Corridor, in the Southern Romanian Carpathians, rather close to the 
Danube, I. alpestris was mentioned at Herculane Resort (FUHN, 1960), where it was not re-identified, even if 
herpetological studies were performed in the area (SAHLEAN et al., 2008). However, it was recently recorded on the 
Cerna valley area, at approximately 30 km upstream Herculane Resort (IFTIME, 2005). Moreover, the species seems to 
be rare in the higher areas of the southern bank of the Danube, in Serbia (VUKOV et al., 2013). Thus, in Serbia, I. 
alpestris was identified in the region only in a single area, which is situated westwards of Eşelniţa area (VUKOV et al., 
2013). With all that, the aspect of the Almăj Mountains higher area is advantageous for this species, and the small sized 
aquatic habitats are characteristic to it (e.g. COVACIU-MARCOV et al., 2009a). 
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Taking into account the large forests, characteristic for this species (e.g. NEČAS et al., 1997; COVACIU-
MARCOV et al., 2009a), I. alpestris is probably more widespread in the region, especially because Almăj Mountains 
have more than double of the altitude where it was recorded (TUFESCU, 1986). Probably, the absence of the previous 
record of the species in the region is due to the lack of the studies on amphibians in Almăj Mountains, the 
herpetological efforts being focused straight on the Danube Gorge area (COGĂLNICEANU et al., 2013), the high areas 
of Almăj Mountains being ignored. This situation is probably due to the numerous southern fauna elements in the 
Danube Gorge (e.g. FUHN, 1975; COVACIU-MARCOV et al., 2009b), which probably were more interesting for the 
herpetologists, than the higher areas of the neighboring mountains. Thus, probably the species is better represented in 
the Banat Mountains, taking into account its abundance in the northern part of the Romanian Western Carpathians 
(COVACIU-MARCOV et al., 2009a, 2010). 

The altitude where the species was identified, even if is lower than its lower altitudinal limit previously indicated in 
literature, is still close to this (FUHN, 1960; COGĂLNICEANU et al., 2000). Releasing any opinion about the lower 
distribution limit of this species in Almăj Mountains is difficult. Hence, in the Danube Gorge region and its surroundings, 
many amphibians were recorded at lower altitude than anywhere in Romania (e.g. COVACIU-MARCOV et al., 2009b, 
2017). The situation is also valid in the case of other groups, both plants and animals, the Danube Gorge being recognized for 
a long time as an area where many mountain species at unusually low altitudes cohabitate with southern elements, which are 
situated almost at their northern distributional range limit (PAŞCOVSCHI, 1956). In the past mountain fish species descended 
in the Cerna River down to its confluence with the Danube (BĂNĂRESCU et al., 1975). The fact that I. alpestris was not 
identified at more reduced altitudes does not mean that it lacks from the region, but just that it has not been found yet. The 
Danube Gorge area is considered to be very harsh for newts, the very steep slopes here does not shelter the aquatic habitats 
they require (COVACIU-MARCOV et al., 2009b), fact which has lead the very few records of newts in the region (e.g. 
COGĂLNICEANU et al., 2013). Anyway, our record shows the necessity for studies, which could establish the species 
distribution range, not only in Almăj Mountains but also in the Banat Mountains, region with less data on newts than many 
other regions of the country (COGĂLNICENAU et al., 2013). 

In Western Europe, newts are considered in decline, which differs by the species (e.g. DENOËL, 2012). On the 
contrary, in Romania, a country from Eastern Europe, even now there are discovered first record species for whole 
geographic units. The extended forests in the area are advantageous for the alpine newts, which are characteristic for 
this kind of habitats (e.g. COVACIU-MARCOV et al., 2009a). Even if the region is still covered with large forests, 
nevertheless there are numerous forest exploitations, which could threaten the habitats of this rare species. Our record 
proves that even if many data were accumulated in the last period (COGĂLNICEANU et al., 2013), there are still gaps 
in the knowledge about the distribution of this newt, considered a model species for the study of evolutionary processes 
(see in: RECUERO et al., 2014). 
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