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Annual activity pattern of Pseudocerastes
urarachnoides BOSTANCHI, ANDERSON, KAMI &

PAPENFUSS, 2006, with notes on its natural history
(Squamata: Serpentes: Viperidae)

Die Jahresaktivitit von Pseudocerastes urarachnoides BOSTANCHI, ANDERSON, KamI &
PAPENFUSS, 2006, nebst Angaben zu ihrer Biologie
(Squamata: Serpentes: Viperidae)

BEHZAD FATHINIA & NASRULLAH RASTEGAR-POUYANI
& ESKANDAR RASTEGAR-POUYANI & FATEMEH TODEHDEHGHAN
& MAHMOOD MANSOURI

KURZFASSUNG

Die Spinnenschwanzviper Pseudocerastes urarachnoides BOSTANCHI, ANDERSON, KAMI & PAPENFUSS, 2006
ist ein Endemit des Westirans. Sie verwendet eine raffinierte Struktur am Schwanzende, um Vogel, ihre Beute,
anzulocken. Zu dreiBig in ihrem Lebensraum entdeckten Individuen von P. urarachnoides wurden ausgewihlte
Habitatmerkmale erhoben, die Aktivitdt von zehn Individuen wurde fir die Dauer von 13 Monaten in ihrem
Lebensraum liberwacht. Die Jahresaktivitit der Viper an der Erdoberfliche beginnt mit ihrem Erscheinen nach der
Winterruhe im zeitigen April und endet mit dem Einwintern im spiten November; ihr Verlauf ist zweiphasig mit
Aktivititsgipfeln im Frithjahr und Spatsommer/Herbstbeginn. Zum Auflauern der Beute bevorzugt P. urarachno-
ides die Deckung von Baumen mehr als die von Biischen und zieht Verstecke bei Héhlungen im steilen Geldnde
wie sie aufragende Kalkfelsblocke bilden, flachen Lauerplitzen vor. Die Oberflachenprisenz korreliert nur wih-
rend einiger Monate signifikant mit der Umgebungstemperatur und der Luftfeuchte. Die gemachten Beobachtun-
gen sollen Grundlage sein fiir kiinftige biologische und 6kologische Untersuchungen wie z. B. Schitzungen von
Populationsgréfen, Schutzprogrammen und Entscheidungen beziiglich Tourismus und Habitatmanagement.

ABSTRACT

The Spider-tailed Viper, Pseudocerastes urarachnoides BOSTANCHI, ANDERSON, KAMI & PAPENFUSS, 2006, is
an endemic snake of western Iran that uses an elaborate caudal structure for luring avian prey. As many as 30 indi-
viduals of P. urarachnoides were detected in the field, their habitat associations were revealed and the annual activ-
ity pattern of 10 individuals was monitored for 13 months. The annual above-ground activity of this viper begins
with the emergence from hibernation in early April and ends with the entry into the hibernaculum in late November.
The activity pattern is bimodal with peaks in spring and late summer / early autumn. For ambush, P. urarachnoides
favors the concealment by trees over bushes; it prefers ambushing in holes of steep slopes, such as vertical limestone
rocks, to flat substrates. Above-ground presence is significantly correlated with temperature and humidity only dur-
ing some months. These findings contribute fundamental knowledge for future biological and ecological studies,
such as population estimation, conservation programs, tourism, and habitat management decisions.
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INTRODUCTION

Annual activity in a snake species is
related to biological (e.g., feeding, mate
searching by adult males, migration of
gravid females) and environmental factors
(e.g., hibernation, long dry periods, season-
al rainfalls, frost periods) (GIBBONS &
SEMLITSCH 1987; LILLYWHITE 1987; BONNET

etal. 1999; SuN et al. 2001; BROWN & SHINE
2002). Activity levels vary from day to day
within season due to the effects of proxi-
mate stimuli (such as weather conditions)
that vary on a short timescale (BROWN &
SHINE 2002). Local snake populations may
be adapted to local conditions such as the
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relationship between specific weather con-
ditions, prey availability and predator activ-
ity. It is therefore important to understand
the effects of day-to-day variation in activi-
ty pattern on the ecology of snakes. Such
variations may have impacts on total food
intake, rates of growth and reproduction and
vulnerability to predators (CAUGHLEY 1977,
CAUGHLEY & SINCLAIR 1994; GiBBs 2000;
SUN et al. 2001).

The Spider-tailed Viper, Pseudocer-
astes urarachnoides BOSTANCHI, ANDERSON,
Kamri & PAPENFUSS, 2006, is endemic to the
western foothills of the Zagros Mountains in
western Iran (FATHINIA 2014). In recent
years, studies were carried out on different
aspects of the biology and natural history of
this viper (FATHINIA et al. 2009), distribution
(FATHINIA & RASTEGAR-POUYANI 2010),
molecular systematics (FATHINIA et al. 2014)
and predatory behavior (FATHINIA 2014,

FATHINIA et al. 2015). There is no informa-
tion on the conservation status of this viper.
Thus, the status of this viper was assigned as
data deficient in the IUCN red-list
(ANDERSON & PAPENFUSS 2009) with an
unknown population trend.

Here, the authors provide information
on the following aspects of the ecology of P.
urarachnoides: 1) duration of the annual
activity period, ii) physical habitat prefer-
ences (e.g., slope, temperature, humidity,
habitat type and cover), iii) level of above-
ground activity during the year and, iv) abi-
otic and biotic causes of the variation in the
annual activity. This additional information
to the ecology and natural history of P,
urarachnoides is meant to serve as a basis in
the planning of future biological and eco-
logical studies, such as population estima-
tion, conservation programs, management
and tourism.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

In snakes, such factors as prolonged
inactivity and ecologically independent in-
dividuals as a result of body size variation
lead to a biased population estimation and
variation in activity patterns and observabil-
ity (POUGH 1980; GREENE 1984; SHINE et al.
1998). To obtain ecological data of a certain
snake population via direct count and obser-
vation, the following conditions must be
satisfied: snake being of large size, existing
at high densities, occupying an open
homogenous habitat, being sedentary, easily
detectable when active but hidden when
inactive, and not escaping from human pres-
ence (SUN et al. 2001). These preconditions
fitted relatively well to our study species.

Thirty individuals of Pseudocerastes
urarachnoides were detected and data was
acquired in the wild during a survey of 13
months in four separated localities in the
Ilam Province, western Iran: Bina & Bijar
No-hunting Area in Ilam Township, Kooleg
Preserved Area in Mehran Township, Zarin-
Abad in Dehloran Township, and Dinar-
Kooh in Abdanan Township (Fig. 1). A sub-
sample of 10 adult P urarachnoides was
closely monitored to obtain information
about the annual activity cycle in the Bina &
Bijar No-hunting area. The vipers were vis-

ited on a total of 228 days between March
21, 2011, to April 22, 2012. During the
activity period of spring, summer and
autumn, vipers were monitored during the
morning hours, 5-7 days per week on aver-
age. The study area was also monitored
during some nights. Monitoring was con-
tinued 4-5 times per month during hiberna-
tion. To identify individual vipers, photo-
identification was used. Graphs of the an-
nual activity pattern were drawn using MS
Excel 2010. Definition of distinct stages of
annual activity was based on the obser-
vation that < 50 % of the individuals (at
least five) were engaged in a particular
stage-defining behavior. Information re-
garding the microhabitat associations of this
viper, including substrate type (limestone or
rocky), coverage (whether this viper was
found under or near bushes or trees) and
slope data was obtained for all the 30 ob-
served specimens. Slope data (in degree) of
points where a viper was found was deter-
mined using the Android application ‘Clino-
meter & Spirit Level’ v. 1.0. Data on mean
daily air temperature and humidity of the
study site came from the Meteorological
Office of Ilam Province. This climatic data
was investigated in parallel with any effect
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Solid Circle: Bina & Bijar
Solid Quadrate: Kooleg
Solid Pentagon: Zarin-Abad
Solid Star: Abdanan

Fig. 1: Position of the Province of Ilam in western Iran (right, black area) and the study sites of Pseudocerastes
urarachnoides BOSTANCHI, ANDERSON, KAaMI & PAPENFUSS, 2006, in that province (left).

ADD. 1: Lage der Provinz Ilam im Westiran (rechts, schwarzes Gebiet) und der Untersuchungsorte von
Pseudocerastes urarachnoides BOSTANCHI, ANDERSON, KAMI & PAPENFUSS, 2006 in dieser Provinz (links).

on the annual activity pattern of P. urarach-
noides. The Pearson Correlation Coefficient
was used to test the correlation between num-
ber of observed individuals and temperature
or humidity during above-ground activity
months.

The authors counted the number of
observed individuals per each visit to the
study area. To test for presence or absence
of significant month-to-month differences
in the number of monitored individuals of P,
urarachnoides, a two-way non-parametric
homogeneity of variance analysis (Fried-
mann test) was used. The hibernation peri-
od of surface inactivity (December to

March) was excluded (variance of observa-
tions was constant). The coefficient of sea-
sonality (CS) as defined by LEYNAUD et al.
(2008) was calculated according to the for-
mula CS =100 * (N1-N2)/(N1+N2), where
CS is the coefficient of seasonality, N1 = the
number of observed individuals in the sea-
son with the highest number of observa-
tions, N2 = the number of observed individ-
uals in the season with the lowest number of
specimens. The values of CS range from 0
(no seasonality) to 100 (maximum seasonal-
ity). Pearson Chi-Square Tests were applied
to see if there is a significant difference in
the preferred slopes and cover types.

RESULTS

Habitat associations.— Pseudo-
cerastes urarachnoides is mostly confined
to limestone sediments in the western
foothills of the Zagros Range, but penetrates
to some extent into rocky habitats. Only
three out of 30 specimens were found in
rocky habitats. The inclination of the slopes
occupied ranged from zero to 90 degrees,
but with an increased frequency at steeper
slopes (2 = 60, P < 0.05). Only five out of

30 specimens were observed on flat substrates
(from zero to around 10°), three on slopes of
about 40° and 22 on vertical walls (90°).

All specimens were associated with
plant cover, mainly composed of sparse
bushes and trees, with a preference of trees
over bushes (2 =19.4, P <0.05). Five spe-
cimens were associated with bushes, the re-
maining 25 with four tree species: Pistacia
khinjuk and P. atlantica (11 specimens),
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Fig. 2: Number of daily observed individuals of Pseudocerastes urarachnoides BOSTANCHI, ANDERSON, KAMI &
PAPENFUSS, 2006, out of a subsample of 10 individuals monitored. Monthly means are indicated. Study period:
March 21, 2011 to April 22, 2012; Bina & Bijar No-hunting Area, Province of Ilam, western Iran.

( ='75. 63; P <0. 05; N= 13). Error bars represent + one standard deviation.

Abb. 2: Anzahl der taglich beobachteten Individuen aus einer beobachteten Gruppe von 10 Pseudocerastes
urarachnoides BOSTANCHI, ANDERSON, KAMI & PAPENFUSS, 2006. Die Monatsmittelwerte sind angegeben.
Untersuchungszeitraum: 21. Mérz 2011 bis 22. April 2012; Bina & Bijar Gebiet, Provinz Ilam, Westiran.
Die Fehlerbalken stellen + eine Standardabweichung dar.
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Fig.3: Mean ambient humidity (above, gray line), mean air temperature (middle, black line), and activity (below,
gray line) of Pseudocerastes urarachnoides BOSTANCHI, ANDERSON, KAMI & PAPENFUSS, 2006, from the studied
sample in the Bina & Bijar No-Hunting Area, Ilam Province, western Iran.

The values on the Y axis represent square roots (Sqrt) of relative air humidity (%), air temperature (°C)
and viper counts. Letters A to G represent the following annual phases of activity: A — hibernation emergence;
B — sitting in ambush stage; C — primary reduction stage; D — reappering stage;

E — secondary sitting in ambush stage; F — secondary reduction stage and G — hibernation stage.

ADbb. 3: Mittlere Luftfeuchte (obere graue Linie), mittlere Lufttemperatur (mittlere schwarze Linie) und Aktivitéit
(untere graue Linie) von Pseudocerastes urarachnoides BOSTANCHI, ANDERSON, KAMI & PAPENFUSS, 2006
in der untersuchten Stichprobe des Bina & Bijar Gebietes, Provinz Ilam (Westiran).
Die Y-Achse gibt die Werte der relativer Luftfeuchte (%), Temperatur (°C) und Individuenzahl in ihren
Quadratwurzeln (Sqrt) an. Die Buchstaben A bis G stellen die folgenden Phasen der Jahresaktivitit dar:
— Auftauchen aus der Winterruhe; B — Lauerphase; C — primare Riickzugsphase; D — Wiederkehrphase;
E — sekundire Lauerphase; F — sekunddre Riickzugsphase, G — Uberwinterungsphase.
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Table 1: Monthly number of monitoring days
(N) from March 21, 2011, to April 22, 2012.

Tab. 1: Monatliche Anzahl der Untersuchungs-
tage (N) zwischen 21. Mérz 2011 und 22. April 2012.

Year Month N
Jahr Monat

2011 March 5
2011 April 25
2011 May 27
2011 June 24
2011 July 21
2011 August 19
2011 September 27
2011 October 24
2011 November 15
2011 December 5
2011 January 5
2011 February 4
2012 March 5
2012 April 22

Quercus brantii (4 specimens), and Ficus
carica (10 specimens). Of the latter 10
specimens, eight were found collectively in
close vicinity to a tree. These Spider-tailed
Vipers had gathered in an area of less than
30 square meters around one big F. carica
tree, with one viper specimen exposed to the
sun, almost three meters from the trunk and
the others along limestone walls shaded by
the canopy or on the base of main branches.
Most specimens associated with trees were
in ambush under the canopy, only three out
of 25 were from three to five meters away
from and out of the canopy.

Annual activity pattern.—
There were significant fluctuations in the
number of observed individuals from month
to month during the seasons of activity
(two-way Friedman test, P < 0.05), with
maximum numbers in April-May and
September-October. Thus, P. urarachno-
ides showed a bimodal activity pattern with
peaks in spring and late summer / early
autumn (Fig. 2). The coefficient of season-
ality for P urarachnoides was maximum
(CS = 100) across the year.

A total of 228 days during 13 months
were spent monitoring 10 individuals from
the Bina & Bijar sample (Table 1).
Monitoring was carried out almost every
day during activity seasons from morning to
noon. Mean air temperature and humidity
ranged from 2.6 - 43.1 °C and 12.5 - 95 %,

respectively. According to the data obtained
from monitoring, a serious fluctuation in the
annual activity graph is recognized (Fig. 3).
The annual activity cycle was subdivided
into seven distinct stages: a) hibernation
emergence (H.E.), when the population
started its surface activity around beginning
of April and less than half of the population
(four out of 10 specimens) was active for 10
days (i.e., April 1-11); b) sitting in ambush
stage (S.A.S.), during which all individuals
of this sample were found in ambush (10
individuals), retaining this phase during the
following 32 days (April 12 to May 13); c)
primary reduction stage (P.R.S.), in which
the above-ground presence of the individu-
als decreased gradually during 54 days
(May 15 to July 5). At the beginning of
P.R.S., 50 % or more of the sample were not
detected, followed by a period in which
around 90 % to occasionally 100% of the
vipers were absent from the surface; d) dur-
ing the subsequent reappearing stage (R.S.)
an increase occurred in the number of indi-
viduals observed at the surface; during this
phase that started on July 7, and lasted to
August 27, the above-ground presence fluc-
tuated from 30 % to 50 % of the maximum
rate; e) the secondary sitting in ambush
stage (S.S.A.S.), during which more than 50
% of individuals were visible on the surface
on average, lasted for 46 days (from August
28, to October 22). In this period above-
ground presence was 100 % in some days; f)
secondary reduction stage (S.R.S.), (from
October 23, to November 24) at which the
number of individuals visible at the surface
gradually decreased from 50 % to 10 %; and
g) hibernating stage (H.S.), which lasted for
around four months. After November 26,
2011 no individual was observed until April
4, 2012 (Fig. 3.). Figure 3 shows that
above-ground presence of P. urarachnoides
started at an ambient temperature and
humidity of 20 °C and 30 %, respectively,
and reached its peak after an average incre-
ment in temperature at 25 °C and 60 %
humidity during S.A.S. With increasing
temperature to above 35 °C and decreasing
humidity to around 25 % on average, the
activity rate began to decrease. Rappearing
stage started when mean temperatures
exceeded 40 °C and mean humidity fell
below 20 %. The proportion of individuals
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tats associated with big trees and, thus big
canopies, compared to small bushes. Big
trees with their spacious canopies certainly
provide richer and more diversified assem-
blages of insects and their larvae, conse-
quently are more attractive to insect-cating
birds, and therefore favored by the viper
over smaller trees. Also, high canopies may
be preferred by birds because of the avail-
ability of higher perching site, hence wider
views over the area that can be scanned for
prey. Moreover, wider canopies may pro-
vide better ambush and concealment condi-
tions for this viper. Aggregation of eight
vipers around, under and on perches of one
and the same Ficus carica tree, in spite of
the presence of bushes nearby, provide good
evidence for the accuracy of the above spec-
ulation.

Annual activity pattern of P. urarach-
noides shows fluctuations in concordance
with shifts in ambient temperature, humidi-
ty and, probably, prey availability. Each
spring, certain passerine birds (warblers and
shrikes) migrate from Africa to Eurasia for
breeding and back again in autumn for win-
tering (NEWTON 2008). Pseudocerastes ur-
arachnoides preys on these migratory pas-
serines rather than sedentary birds (FATHI-
NIA et al. 2015). Pseudocerastes persicus
feeds on migratory birds during spring and
autumn (MALLOW et al. 2003) as well as
lizards, rodents (LATIF1 2000; PHELPS 2010)
and arthropods (KHAN 2002). Bird preda-
tion is also reported for P. fieldi (DisI et al.
2001). Two peak stages of surface presence
(S.A.S. and S.S.A.S.) in the annual activity
cycle of P urarachnoides coincide with
April-May and September-October, i.e.,
periods of increased abundance of migrato-
ry passerines in the study area (FATHINIA,

unpublished) and optimum temperature and
humidity as well. It is reasonable to assume
that this viper must take advantage of such
suitable conditions and valuable resources
to build fat reserves in April-May for suc-
cessful mating in late May / early June (Fa-
THINIA 2014) and in September / October for
hibernation. Along with the significant
numerical decline in active individuals dur-
ing primary reduction stage (P.R.S.) and
reappearing stage (R.S.) which together last
about three months (from May to August),
climatic conditions become more harsh (i.e.,
increase in temperature and decrease in
humidity to 36.5 °C and 21 %, respectively)
and migrating passerines migrate to higher
altitude localities of the Zagros Mountains
(FATHINIA, unpublished) and also a more
northern destination. During the hiberna-
tion period, the habitat’s surface average
humidity increases to around 42 % and
mean air temperature decreases to around
13 °C, which is obviously too cold for the
viper to live an active life at the surface.
The interplay of the various biotic and abi-
otic factors in the annual above-ground
presence pattern of this viper remains not
fully understood. Some variation in the
annual activity cycle of this viper must,
however, be expected because of year-to-
year shifts in climatic and biotic conditions.

The coefficient of seasonality (CS)
mirrors the effect of the amplitude of the cli-
matic conditions on a species’ activity peri-
od in a given area. The more rigid the cli-
matic conditions, the higher the CS value
(LEYNAUD et al. 2008). The highest possible
CS value (i.e., 100) for P. urarachnoides in
the study area indicates a very strong impact
of the climatic conditions such as heat and
dryness on the annual life cycle of the viper.
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