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he Caspian Whipsnake (Dolichophis caspius) is primar-

ily an inhabitant of the steppes that stretch across the
western Palearctic from the Carpathian Basin to the western
shores of the Caspian Sea, including the northern Caucasian
region (Sindaco et al. 2013). The northernmost localities in
its European range are in northwestern Hungary and Ukraine
(Schcherbak and Bohme 1993). This species is widely distrib-
uted in the steppe zone of Ukraine and the Crimea (Kotenko
and Kukushkin 2005) and is listed in the Red Book of
Ukraine (Akimov 2009). In these areas, the average popula-
tion density rarely exceeds one individual per km?, although
some local areas support higher densities (Kotenko 1993;
Kotenko and Kukushkin 2005).

On 29 April 2019 in the Southern Bug River (=
Pivdennyi Buh) at Grushivka Village, Pervomaisky District,
Mykolaiv Region, Ukraine (48.02°N, 30.94°E), we observed

Fig. 1. A Caspian Whipsnake (Dolichophis caspius) swimming in the Southern Bug River at Grushivka Village, Pervomaisky District, Mykolaiv Region,

Ukraine. Photographs by Dariia Shyriaieva.
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an adult Caspian Whipsnake, approximately 1 m in total
length, swimming from open water 3-4 m from the bank
toward the shore (Fig. 1). The rate of flow at the site was slow.
The snake swam quickly with its head elevated, a style of
swimming quite similar to that of a Dice Snake (NVazrix tessel-
lata), a common semiaquatic species in the region (Kotenko
etal. 2011). After reaching the shore, the snake moved into
the reeds where it disappeared from sight.

Swimming by this typically terrestrial snake is an unusual
behavior that, to the best of our knowledge, has never been
reported until now. Swimming, however, is common in sym-
patric Dice Snakes and retreating into water is a frequently
employed escape strategy. On the other hand, the most com-
mon defensive behaviors of D. caspius include active measures,
such as striking at the perceived threat and biting (Kotenko
1993; Kotenko and Kukushkin 2005).
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Swimming has been observed in other largely terrestrial
species of reptiles. For example, Adders (Vipera berus) have
been observed swimming and even diving in the Baltic Sea
(Rehdk 1992; Mirtson et al. 2001). The Slowworm (Anguis
[fragilis), a legless lizard, is known to swim (Dathe 1971;
Gollmann and Gollmann 2008), and various other largely
terrestrial lizards use swimming to catch prey, escape preda-
tors, or control body temperatures (e.g., Lin et al. 2008;
Blanke 2004; Gollmann and Gollmann 2008). In fact, sev-
eral aspects of reptilian physiology, including lower metabolic
rates and larger lung volumes compared to mammals, render
even terrestrial reptiles capable of surviving in aquatic habi-
tats if needed (Heatwole 1977; Hare and Miller 2009). An
apparent willingness to swim also supports the conclusion
that xerotolerant Caspian Whipsnakes are exceedingly mobile
and exhibit traits that enhance their ability to migrate (Zinner

1972; Schcherbak and Bshme 1993).
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