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Unusual observation of the winter activity 
of Lissotriton vulgaris from south–western 
Slovakia
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Abstract: The smooth newts, Lissotriton vulgaris (Linnaeus, 1758) is a hiber-
nating amphibian whose observation of its winter activity is very rare. In this 
paper is presented the finding of migrating L. vulgaris in warming period in De-
cember 2012 from south–western Slovakia. Similar observation has not been 
recorded in literature so far in this the part of Europe. 

Key words: Lissotriton vulgaris, phenology, overwintering, smooth newt, Sala-
mandridae, Central Europe.

The seasonal periods of low temperatures force the 
ectotherm animals in north temperate climates in-
to overwintering (Ultsch 1989). The beginning of 
the following spring activity of hibernating spe-
cies probably depends on climatic oscillation, as 
well as on photoperiod of day, gradual raise of tem-
perature, barometric pressure changes and alti-
tude of the habitat as well (cf. Gregory 1982; Vitt 
& Caldwell 2009). The spring return to the nor-
mal activity of central–European amphibians oc-
curs from the mid–February (Baruš & Oliva 1992) 
in case of cold–tolerant species Rana temporaria, 
which is even capable of surviving the short freez-
ing (Pasanen & Karhapää 1997). Therefore, the 
observation of the winter activity of usually hi­
bernating amphibians and reptiles are extremely 
rare, however if it occurs, then mostly by the influ-
ence of extraordinary environmental characteris-
tics of habitat, such as a thermal habitats phenom-
enon (e.g. Covaciu–Marcov et al. 2004, 2010; Sas 
et al. 2012). The start of the activity during the ex-
tremely warmer winter interval has been recorded, 
for example, at Salamandra salamandra, R. tempo-
raria, Podarcis muralis and even at the thermophilic 
species Lacerta viridis (see Rugiero 1995; Vongrej 
et al. 2008). 

The record of the hibernation length of the Smooth 
Newts, Lissotriton vulgaris (Linnaeus, 1758) in the 
central Europe is reported by the altitude from the 
October to the early April (Baruš & Oliva 1992). As 
for the southern Slovakia, the end of the hiberna-
tion of this species is reported at least at the end 
of the February (Lác 1968). The early migrations 
after hibernation of the Smooth Newts in the low-
er altitudes of the central Europe were recorded 
in Poland (21. 2.) in the temperatures of air 9.5 °C 
and water 6 °C (Juszczyk 1987). The same author 
also recorded the lowest temperature of air (7 °C) 
and water (3 – 3.5 °C), in which the species became 
active in breeding place. According to Juszczyk 
(1987), the starter of the spring migration at L. vul-
garis is apart from the air temperature, especially 
the volume of rainfall, which makes the movements 
to the places of breeding at the Smooth Newts eas-
ier. The early migration at L. vulgaris was record-
ed on 20. 1. 2007 (two males) and 11. 2. 2009 (one 
male on the snow, Kautman and Vongrej, unpub-
lished data). To my knowledge, the finding of mi-
grating L. vulgaris in December from this part of 
Europe has not been recorded in literature so far. 

On 17. 12. 2012 (approximately 9:30 AM, 1 °C, 
cloudy rainy weather) a lethargic but live migrating 

© Faunima, Bratislava, 2013 e–ISSN 1336–4529 ISSN 1335–7522

Jablonski D, 2013: Unusual observation of the winter activity of Lissotriton vulgaris from south–
western Slovakia. Folia faunistica Slovaca, 18 (3): 301–302.
[in English]
Received 26 June 2013 ~ Accepted 18 September 2013 ~ Published 26 December 2013

www.ffs.sk



302

specimen of L. vulgaris in terrestrial phase (male, 
TL = 75 mm) was found in the western part of Brati-
slava, southwestern Slovakia (48.1970° N, 17.0379° 
E, altitude 209 m). The locality of the finding was 
northerly exposed urban area on the boundary of 
the built–up area and ruderal habitat. In the period 
from the 1st to 20th December 2012, the daily tem-
perature in Bratislava oscillates approximately be-
tween –11 and +5 °C. However, from 4th to 14th De-
cember, the average daily temperature did not rise 
above 0 °C. The unexpected warming with temper-
atures up to 2 °C and average volume of daily rain-
fall up to 10 mm (the most from the beginning of 
December; according to http://freemeteo.com) 
came on 15th December. The temperatures on the 
freezing point accompanied by the weak rain per-
sisted up to 20. 12., including the time of finding L. 
vulgaris. 

According to the comparison of knowledge Juszc-
zyk (1987), the observed specimen probably aban-
doned its wintering place due to temperature rise 
and especially due to rainfall, which are consid-
ered to be the main migration starters of this spe-
cies. Consequently, the fall of the temperature thus 
caused the lethargy of the specimen and prevented 
of returning to the refuge. The early migration of 
the newt/salamander males can occur, even though 
there is a danger of death caused by low tempera-
ture (Hartel et al. 2007). However, this danger is 
balanced by the fact, that the late presence at the 
breeding place could cause the elimination of speci-
men from the reproduction in a certain year (Doug-
las 1979). Owing to the climatic oscillation with 
consequent extraordinarily warm days in the win-
ter season, the rare early migrations from the win-
tering places (thus the changes in species phenol-
ogy, see e.g. Henle et al. 2008) can occur, not only 
with newts, but also with the other amphibians and 
reptiles in the future as well and cause their deaths 
due to the unexpected fall of the temperature (cf. 
Vongrej et al. 2008). 
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