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Where two giants meet: the first records of Sphodromantis
viridis in Sicily and Greece and the spread in Europe of Hiero-
dula tenuidentata (Insecta Mantoidea) show new crossroads
of mantids in the Mediterranean
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ABSTRACT

The first presence records of the Giant African Mantis Sphodromantis viridis (Forskal, 1775)

(Insecta Mantoidea) are reported for Sicily and Greece, with new evidences on the human-
mediated spreading of this species in the Mediterranean area. In Greece, Sphodromantis viridis
meets the distribution of the Giant Asian Mantis Hierodula tenuidentata (Saussure, 1869), and
these two mantids have been recorded together in the same locality. Some single records from
France and Corsica also open the possible expansion of this species in more northern regions.
These different spreading dynamics, taking place in the Mediterranean area, in a fast-evolving

scenario, are here discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

During the last few years, the mantid popula-
tions in the Euro-Mediterranean area have signifi-
cantly changed. From one side the commercial
routes from Asia to Europe have been used by at
least two species of Giant Asian Mantids: Hiero-
dula tenuidentata (Saussure, 1869) and H. patellif-
era (Serville, 1839) to spread in Europe (Battiston
et al., 2018, 2020; Moulin, 2020, Schwarz &
Ehrmann, 2018) creating well-settled populations
in different countries. If H. patellifera appears now
well settled in northern Italy and Provence, H.
tenuidentata is spreading fast in the Balkans reach-
ing most of the Greek islands and northern Italy.
Other smaller populations or single individuals of
other mantid species have been recorded in Europe

in a fast-changing scenario (Schwarz & Ehrmann,
2018).

The Giant African Mantis Sphodromantis viridis
(Forskal, 1775) is also spreading in the Mediter-
ranean area with particularly interesting dynamics.
This xerothermophilous but very adaptable species
is widely distributed from the sub-Saharan regions
of northern Africa to the Middle East. Its presence
in Europe has been limited in historical times to
Southern Spain with the western subspecies S.
viridis vischeri Werner, 1933. In 2004, this mantid
appears in the Balearic island of Mallorca (Can-
telles & Alomar, 2006) and later in Sardinia: first in
a small island in the northern archipelago and then
in the mainland with many different observations
from North to South (Battiston et al., 2017, 2019).
From a first morphological analysis (Battiston et al.,



800

2017) these populations seem to be linked to the Hi-
beric subspecies, while the presence of this species
in some islands in the southern Mediterranean area
is probably related to the North African subspecies
S. viridis barbara and S. viridis viridis as supposed
by La Greca (1966). Despite its wide distribution
this species is a poorly known insect and its dynam-
ics are still far to be well understood, but while Hi-
erodula seems to follow more global commercial
routes from East to West, Sphodromantis seems to
reflect a more local-Mediterranean dynamic, too
fast and sudden to be natural but opportunistic if ar-
tificial. Thus far, these two genera, very similar in
many aspects of their biology, have not yet met each
other, but some new records here presented may
confirm the first contact.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Literature records have been examined together
with digital databases (iNaturalist, GBIF) and social
media. In this case, some records previously iden-
tified as Hierodula or Mantis religiosa (Linnaeus
1785). The records and specimens from Sicily have
been observed and collected during random sam-
plings. Five site inspections have been made in the
collecting locality to verify its presence and evalu-
ate its density. The records from Greece have been
identified from several detailed photographs sent by
the observers.

RESULTS

Sphodromantis viridis (Forskal, 1775) new pres-
ence records (Figs. 1, 2): Italy. Sicily, Catania
(37°32°30.6”N 15°05°00.6”E), 19.X.2019, 1 adult
female, 2 oothecae. Urban park, degraded garrigue
environment.,

Greece (Figs. 3, 4). Patronikoleika (37°42°23.3”N
21°19°16.7”E), 29.1X.2019, Murru obs., 1 adult
male; touristic beach, residential environment. Gli-
fada (37°53°03.4”N 23°44°48.7”E), 12.X.2019,
Zafeiriou obs, 1 adult female; urban environment.
Alsoupoli (38°01°56.7°N 23°46°45.0”E), 29.VI111.2020,
Vasilis obs, 1 sub-adult; urban environment.

France. Biscarrosse (44°27°54.5"N 1°13°49.7°W)
12.X1.2018. iNaturalist record: 18353062, 1 adult
female. Coastal areas near touristic residences.
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Corsica, Ile Rousse (42°38°02.4”N 8°56°15.1”E),
21.10.19. iNaturalist record: 34697875, 1 adult
male. Touristic beach, residential environment.

DISCUSSION

After the first update on its distribution (Battis-
ton et al., 2017), S. viridis confirmed a tendency to
spread quickly in the Mediterranean basin. This
species seems to be very adaptable to different en-
vironments even to very anthropized ones. Its pres-
ence in urban or residential environments and the
speed of the spreading over so distant localities, es-
pecially in the islands, support the hypothesis of
human-mediated transport at the global level. The
distribution limits of this species inside the
Mediterranean Climate Domain seem to be still re-
spected, even if the distribution is expanding to the
north. The presence of S. viridis in Sicily, where it
has never been recorded before, is attested by the
presence of a gravid female and two oothecae, one
of which clearly older than 2019, with deteriora-
tion, exfoliation and damage. The mantid individ-
ual was found in the small natural reserve Timpa
di Leucatia, on the border of a wetland near a de-
graded garigue environment (where the oothecae
were found), surrounded by the large urban area of
Catania. Besides the small natural spot, the area is
degraded and very anthropized without ecological
corridors with other natural areas and can be de-
fined as an urban park. We can exclude the arrival
of'this specie as a natural expansion of its distribu-
tion in the wild. The presence of stable continental
populations in Europe, outside the Iberian Penin-
sula, still needs to be verified from the few single
specimens here recorded. In France, this species
should be still considered as occasional and va-
grant, but the single records here reported open the
possibility of an expansion of this adaptable
species in more northern regions that should be in-
vestigated. A stable presence seems now to occur
in Greece, where the records of both males and fe-
males in different years and localities suggest, with
more confidence, the possible existence of small
populations in the mainland in Attica and with pos-
sible records also in the islands: the Peloponnese,
and a juvenile of cf. Sphodromantis reported in
Crete (iNat: 60785200, dated 2014). The area of
Athens with the records of Glifada and Alsoupoli,
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Figures 1, 2. Sphodromantis viridis from Italy: adult female (Fig. 1) and ootheca (Fig. 2), photos D. Borgese. Figures 3, 4.
Sphodromantis viridis from Greece: adult female from Glifada (Fig. 3, photo S. Zafeiriou) and male from Patronikoleika
(Fig. 4, photo A. Murru).

appears interesting because iNaturalist reports also
many presence record of Hierodula other than
Sphodromantis. In the same locality of Patron-
ikoleika, in the Peloponnese, Mantis religiosa is
also reported (iNat: 31465138).

The presence of Sphodromantis here sets up the
first meeting point with Hierodula and their inter-
action should be evaluated in the near future. This
should be evaluated also in Provence where this
latter genus is present with the species H. patellif-
era Serville 1839 (Moulin, 2020). This appears to
be a good time for these mantids to spread and in-
crease their distribution, but while Hierodula ar-
rived from far eastern countries, Sphodromantis
was already present in the Mediterranean, so why
now? Mediterranean Climate Domain is currently
evolving and shifting together with the Arid Cli-
mate Domain. Projected changes in climate param-

eters (Barredo et al., 2018) indicate a transition to-
wards hotter and drier conditions and, conse-
quently, the establishment and spread of invasive
alien species (Hellmann et al., 2008). Sphodroman-
tis with its confidence with anthropized environ-
ments and human-mediated transport is here an
adaptable and opportunistic species that should be
monitored in the future, especially in its impacts
on the local ecosystems and on other native or alien
mantids species.
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