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ABSTRACT

The present paper provides the results of the herpetological investigations carried out on the

satellite islets of Djerba and the Kneiss Archipelago, and an updated list of their herpetofauna.
On the whole, the faunal assemblage of the eleven visited islets includes seven species of
reptiles, whose richness seems to be related to the islet size. Stenodactylus sthenodactylus
(Lichtenstein, 1823) and Malpolon insignitus (Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, 1827) are new records,
respectively, for the Djerba satellites and the Kneiss Archipelago, while new localities were
recorded for the previously known species.
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INTRODUCTION

The small coastal islands of Tunisia are largely
uninhabited and have not undergone to a strong
anthropization, therefore are generally character-
ized by a good level of preservation of their envir-
onmental characteristics and their biodiversity.
However, their biological knowledge is often
lacking (see Lo Cascio & Riviere, 2014).

During a scientific mission organized in 2015
April in the framework of the Mediterranean Small
Islands Initiative PIM, an international program
supported by the French Conservatoire du Littoral,
dedicated to island conservation, we had the oppor-
tunity to carried out herpetological surveys on El
Bessila, El Hajar, El Laboua, Gharbia North
and Gharbia South, belonging to the Kneiss Ar-
chipelago, as well as on some satellites of Djerba,
namely Dzira, El Gataia el Bahria, El Gataia el
Gueblia, J1ij and two unnamed islets nearby to this
latter that are hereafter indicated as Jlij 2 and Jlij 3.

Some of them have been previously investig-
ated by Tlili (2003), Nouira (2004), and Gobbaa
(2012). The aim of the present paper is to update
the faunal knowledge on both islets’ groups, provid-
ing further records that also concern some islets so
far unexplored.

MATERIAL AND METHODS
Study area

Localization of the study area is shown in figure
1, while the main geographical data of the islets are
given in Table 1. All these islets have continental
origin, are characterized by a flat morphology, with
an altitude ranging from 1 to a maximum of <10 m
a.s.l., and lie into the isopleth of -10 m, hence their
definitive isolation is dated back to historical times
(see Oueslati, 1995). Both Kneiss and Djerba’s
islets fall within the arid bioclimatic belt, with an
annual precipitation of about 200 mm.
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Figure 1. Geographical setting of the study area, South-Eastern Tunisia.
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Table 1. Geographical data of the study islands: A) geo-
graphical coordinates; B) surface (ha) (from initiative PIM
Database); C) distance from main island/mainland (m); D)
number of species.

The Kneiss Archipelago includes the tiny islets
of El Hajar, El Laboua, Gharbia North and Gharbia
South, and El Bessila which is the largest of the
group. This latter is formed by sandy plains and
dunes covered by sparse xeric grasslands of the
Lygeo-Stipetea, and by a mosaic of sebkhas and
chotts dominated by salt-marsh plant assemblages
and intersected by tidal channel networks. The islet
is still used for grazing and frequented by fishermen
but without a permanent settlement. The other islets
are mainly composed by sandstone and densely
covered by halophile vegetation. Until recent times,
El Laboua, Gharbia North and Gharbia South were
forming a single island, where in 6th century A.D.
was active a monastery (Trousset et al., 1992).

The satellites of Djerba, in alphabetical order,
are Dzira, El Gataia el Bahria, El Gataia el Gueblia,
J1ij, J1ij 2 and Jlij 3. All have a flat morphology and
are formed by sandy and limestone outcrops, ex-
cept for Jlij and the nearby islets which are exclus-
ively sandy. The vegetation consists mostly in
xero-thermophile and halophile steppe. The larger
of the group, El Gataia El Bahria, hosts an archae-
ological site with remains of tombs, while on El
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Gataia El Gueblia there are ruins of small fishing
settlements and traces of a past agricultural exploit-
ation.

Field work

Field work was done from 7 to 13 April 2015,
spending from some hours to one day on each islet;
El Bessila was also visited nocturnally. Visual
encounter surveys have been carried out along lin-
ear transects or on the whole accessible surface of
the smallest islets. Animals have also been actively
searched by lifting stones and by checking their po-
tential shelters. All the found specimens have
been identified, photographed and successively re-
leased at the place of capture. Their identification
was done using the keys given by Joger (1984),
Szczerbak (1989), and Schleich et al. (1996).

Nomenclature and data analysis

The nomenclature follows Sindaco &
Jeremcenko (2008) and Sindaco et al. (2013), ex-
cept for the species formerly included in the genus
Mabuya Fitzinger, 1826, that according to Bauer
(2003) is here referred to Trachylepis Fitzinger,
1843. Faunal data analysis was assessed by using
simple linear regression with 95% confidence limits
and performed with the open source software PAST
version 3.04.

RESULTS

Species list

PHYLLODACTYLIDAE

Tarentola cf. mauritanica (Linnacus, 1758)

Previously recorded for El Gataia El Bahria by
Tlili (2003), although this locality has not been
mentioned in the recent review of the Tunisian dis-
tribution of the genus Tarentola Gray, 1825 (Tlili et
al., 2012a). The record for this islet was however
confirmed by our observations, and the species was
also found on El Gataia El Gueblia and Dzira,
where small populations occur usually in corres-
pondence of vestiges, ruins and/or rocky outcrops.
The lack of these microhabitats on Jlij, Jlii 2 and
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Jlii 3 could explain its apparent absence on these
islets.

REMARKS. The taxonomy of the Tarentola speci-
mens from Djerba (and virtually from its satellites)
is uncertain, and molecular investigations are still
in progress (W. Tlili, pers. comun.). Joger (2003)
found that they are morphologically very close to
T mauritanica, but affine to 7. deserti Boulenger,
1891 from the results of electrophoretic analysis.
Tlili (pers. comun. in Lo Cascio & Riviere, 2014)
has supposed also their belonging to 7. fascicularis
(Daudin, 1802), while no data were given in the
further papers by Joger & Bshaenia (2010), Tlili et
al. (2012a) and Farjallah et al. (2013). Waiting for
a definitive clarification of its status, the popula-
tions of the islets of Djerba are here referred to 7ar-
entola cf. mauritanica.

GEKKONIDAE
Stenodactylus sthenodactylus (Lichtenstein, 1823)

Previously recorded for El Gataia El Bahria by
Tlili (2003), although this locality has not been suc-
cessively mentioned by Tlili et al. (2012b). The
species (Fig. 2) has not been detected on the islet
during our survey, but several habitats seem to
be potentially suitable for this gecko, which is
characterized by nocturnal activity and elusive be-
havior. One specimen was instead found in a diurnal
shelter at El Bessila, despite the nocturnal survey
we performed. This observation represents the first
record of the species for the Kneiss Archipelago.
On this islet S. sthenodactylus seems however rare

Figure 2. A specimen of Stenodactylus sthenodactylus
from EI Bessila (Kneiss Archipelago).
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and localized, as suggested by the lacking of further
observations during a nocturnal prospection.

SCINCIDAE
Chalcides ocellatus (Forsskal, 1775)

Previously recorded for El Gataia El Bahria by
Gobbaa (2012), it has been found also on El Gataia
El Gueblia, Dzira and Jlij, as well as for El Laboua,
El Gharbia North and El Gharbia South. It was
known for Djerba (Escherich, 1896; Mertens, 1946;
Parent, 1981; Tlili, 2003), while it is a new record
for the Kneiss Archipelago.

Trachylepis vittata (Olivier, 1804)

Nouira (2004) has recorded this species (sub
Mabuya vittata) for El Bessila and emphasized that
it was also the first finding for the Tunisian islands,
but the descriptive sheet given in this paper
shows a photo of a specimen belonging to Mesalina
olivieri (Audouin, 1829) (see Nouira, 2004: 4). Its
occurrence on El Bessila is however confirmed
from our observations.

LACERTIDAE
Acanthodactylus boskianus (Daudin, 1802)

Previously recorded for El Gataia El Bahria and
El Gataia El Gueblia by Tlili (2003) and for Jlij by
Gobbaa (2012), it has been found also on Dzira. We
can also confirm the record for El Bessila given by
Nouira (2004).

Mesalina olivieri (Audouin, 1829)

Previously recorded for El Gataia El Bahria by
Tlili (2003), it has been found also on El Gataia El
Gueblia, Dzira and Jlij.

LAMPROPHIIDAE

Malpolon insignitus (Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, 1827)

New record for Jlij. The species was previously
known for Djerba (Parent, 1981; Tlili, 2003). We
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can confirm also the record for El Bessila given by
Nouira (2004).

DISCUSSION

Two species, Malpolon insignitus and Stenodac-
tylus sthenodactylus, are new records for the satel-
lites of Djerba and the Kneiss Archipelago,
respectively, while for other four species (7arentola
cf. mauritanica, Chalcides ocellatus, Acanthodac-
tylus boskianus and Mesalina olivieri) new loc-
alities within the study area are given. Our obser-
vations also allow to confirm all the previous re-
cords given in literature, with the only exception of
S. sthenodactylus for El Gataia El Bahria, where
however its occurrence cannot be excluded.

The Djerba satellites and the Kneiss Archipelago
harbor respectively six and five species of reptiles,
while no amphibians occur on both groups.

Comparing their faunal assemblages, Mesalina
olivieri is a distinctive species of the Djerba satel-
lites, but its absence fromthe Kneiss appears diffi-
cult to explain and is probably related to ecological
constrains, considering that the Olivier’s lizard is
widely distributed and rather common both in con-
tinental and insular areas of Tunisia (Blanc, 1980).

Conversely, the largest islet of Kneiss, El Bessila,
is inhabited by Trachylepis vittata that was not re-
corded for the Djerba satellites, as well as for the
main island, although it occurs on other coastal is-
lands (such as Kuriat and Kerkennah: see Lo Cascio
& Riviere, 2014; Corti et al., 2015) and in several
continental localities, including the southern Tunisia
(Mayet, 1903; Kalboussi & Nouira, 2004).

On the basis of these updated information and
those given in literature for Djerba and Kuriat (Tlili,
2003 and references therein; Lo Cascio & Rivieére,
2014), the analysis of the herpetofauna by using a
simple linear regression has shown an highly signi-
ficant correlation between log N species and log
area (r = 0.899, P=10.0001) (Fig. 3). Species rich-
ness of the coastal Tunisian islets seems therefore
mostly influenced by the island size, as also indir-
ectly confirmed by the absence of herpetofauna on
J1ijj 2, J1ij 3 and El Hajar which are, respectively,
the smaller of the Djerba and Kneiss groups.
Among them, the relatively high number of species
found on the tiny islet of Dzira could be justified
by its closeness to the main island, as well as by its
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Figure 3. Species-area plot (log species - log area) of the
herpetofauna of some Tunsian coastal islands. Numbers are
as follows: 1) El Bessila, 2) El Laboua, 3) El Gharbia North,
4) El Gharbia South, 5) Dzira, 6) El Gataia el Bahria, 7) El
Gataia el Gueblia, 8) Jlij, 9) Djerba, 10) Great Kuriat, 11)
Small Kuriat.

environmental heterogeneity, determined by the oc-
currence of limestone and sandy areas together with
some rocky outcrops.

None of the species occurring on both islet
groups is listed among the threatened taxa of the
Red List by IUCN (www.iucnredlist.org) or seems
to be characterized by particular conservation prob-
lems at regional and local levels. However, it should
be emphasized the importance of safeguarding and
maintenance of the reptile populations that repres-
ent the most significant component of the terrestrial
vertebrate fauna in these insular environments, and
that could suffer any small disturbance or environ-
mental alteration in these fragile ecosystems.
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