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Some Interesting Species of Sospel and its Environs  
near Dr Betts’ Research Office 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Author: Dr Christopher Betts 

After forty years in Sospel I have seen some fascinating plants and animals that have made 
this area their home. Here are notes on a few of the hundreds of candidates which I hope 
you will find interesting. On the slopes of the southern Maritime Alps, the climate is typically 
Mediterranean with long, dry summers and abundant sunshine, but nights in winter can be 
cold and frosty because of the 350m altitude and clear skies. The location between the sea 
and mountains means that there are representatives of both maritime and montane biomes. 

 
Plants 
 
There are of course many hundreds of non-vascular plants (and lichens and fungi) but I have 
not had time to study these in any detail so far, partly because there is so much wealth in the 
tracheophytes.  There is a list of some of the latter growing in the calcicolous (former 
abandoned terraces) meadow in front of my office in our French Field Station web pages. 
 
The giant orchid Hymantoglossum robertianum 
(Loiseleur) P. Delforge (1999) is a spectacular 
wild orchid that can grow to more than 1m tall. It 
is uncommon but spreading in France and it 
grows happily in the grassland below my office. 
It is strongly calcicolous and thrives in the 
limestone areas of the Mediterranean to 400m 
altitude or more. It has a stout stem with large 
basal leaves. The flowers form a dense spike as 
my photo shows, fragrant but variable in colour 
from rather dark purple-pink to white-green. It 
flowers in the spring, February–April. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Giant orchid Hymantoglossum robertianum. Photo © 
Christopher Betts. 
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The Carthusian pink Dianthus 

carthusianorum L. is a pretty herbaceous 
perennial that grows happily in the dry 
grassland around Sospel. It is about 60cm 
tall and, as can be seen from the two plants 
in the picture of specimens growing within a 
few metres of each other, is very variable; 
white and purple varieties also occur. It is a 
European native with a range extending 
from Spain to Belgium to Poland, and to the 
Ukraine, to about 2,500m altitude. Flowers 
are some 18–20mm across, borne in a tight 
cluster.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Field eryngo Eryngium campestre L.  
is a prickly perennial found commonly in 
unmanaged grasslands around Sospel. It is 
popular with butterflies and flower 
arrangers. Its range extends through 
central and southern Europe. Various parts 
of this plant have been used medicinally 
and (roots) as a vegetable or candy.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Carthusian pink Dianthus carthusianorum showing flower 
variability. Photo ©Christopher Betts. 

Field eryngo Eryngium campestre here with nectaring 
common blues and flower head of purple milk-vetch 
Astragalus danicus. Photo ©Christopher Betts. 
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Squirting cucumber Ecballium elaterium 
(L.) A. Rich. This is a trailing herbaceous 
perennial of the gourd family, native to the 
Mediterranean region.  It is frost tender, so 
only grows in sheltered places in the 
Sospel area where it requires poor, stony 
soil and full sun. As it is poisonous, it tends 
to be removed from cultivated land, but I 
have seen it on waste ground at the 
roadside.  It has separate male and female 
blossoms, and flowers from June to 
August; the ripe fruits can be found from 
August to September. The plants 
themselves grow to somewhat under a 
metre across, but the extraordinary 
exploding ripe fruits can propel their seeds 
for up to six metres! Videos of it “squirting” 
can be found on the internet. 
 
 
Just below our field is the Sentier Botanique (Botanical Path) that runs between Sospel, 
across the old frontier and into Italy at Olivetta. I have written a short Guide to this that can 
be downloaded free from our web site. 
 
 
 
Invertebrates 
 
Firefly Luciola lusitanica Charpentier, 1825. 
A stroll after nightfall in June in the 
countryside and darker places within the 
village is an experience made magical by 
the twinkling flashes of dozens of fireflies. 
They are not flies at all, but bioluminescent 
nocturnal beetles. Only the males fly, 
emitting about one flash per second from 
the abdomen whereby luciferase catalyses 
the oxygenation of luciferin to produce 
oxyluciferin, an unstable compound that 
emits light as it reverts to its ground state.  
The terrestrial females respond by flashing 
when they perceive a male overhead. 
 
 
 
  

Squirting cucumber Ecballium elaterium.   Photo by Kurt 
Stueber reproduced under Creative Commons CC BY-SA 3.0 
licence, thank-you. 

Firefly Luciola lusitanica. These are males, upperside (left) 
and underside showing the bioluminescent distal segments 
of the abdomen that emit the flashes.  These little beetles 
are about 10mm long. Photos © Christopher Betts. 
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Rose chafers Cetonia aurata (Linnaeus, 
1758) are beautiful metallic green scarab 
beetles about 20mm in length. The adults 
feed on flowers, including roses, but in late 
summer when the figs ripen, they are 
attracted in large numbers to the sweet 
fruit. This group was collected from the 
skimmer of a swimming pool near a fig tree 
in Sospel in less than a fortnight.  
 
As the photo shows, colour is variable and, 
although easier to see with a lens and not 
discernible in this photo, there are very fine 
white lines or marks on the carapace. 
Interestingly, the metallic sheen is 
produced by reflection of left circularly 
polarised light and, if examined under a 
right circular polariser, these beetles are 
colourless.  
 
Rose chafers are strong, fast fliers which 
they do with their wing cases folded down 
rather than erect as in many other beetle 
species. Larvae spend two years feeding 
on decaying wood or other vegetable 
matter. 
 
 

 

 

 

The mammoth wasp Megascolia 

maculata ssp. flavifrons 

(Fabricius, 1775): for a parasitic 
wasp, this is a real whopper up 
to 6cm in length, not aggressive 
in my experience, and one of the 
largest hymenopterans in 
Europe. It is not very common in 
the Sospel area, although this 
one appeared on our terrace 
just at the edge of the village and its host, the rhinoceros beetle Oryctes nasicornis (Linnaeus, 
1758), is frequently seen. Adult wasps parasitise the rhinoceros beetle’s larvae.  

 

 

   

Rose chafers Cetonia aurata collected from a swimming pool 
skimmer. Photo © Christopher Betts. 

The mammoth wasp Megascolia maculata ssp. flavifrons (left) and the adult of 
its host, the rhinoceros beetle Oryctes nasicornis. Photos © Christopher Betts. 
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The striped shield bug Graphosoma 

italicum Müller 1758. (NB. There is some 
taxonomic variability concerning forms and 
subspecies of which several have been 
proposed.) This is a hemipteran belonging 
to the superfamily Pentatomoidea. There 
are many species of these interesting 
insects in the Sospel area.  All of them 
have sucking mouthparts. The striped 
shield bug is one of the more noticeable, 
not particularly large at 8–12mm long, but 
brightly coloured and often highly visible 
atop flower heads, as here. The warning 
coloration (aposematism) of this bug 
indicates to would-be predators that it 
tastes foul, so it does not need to hide. 
 
 
 
Convolvulus hawk-moth Agrius convolvuli 

(Linnaeus, 1758).  We have two frequently-
seen hovering moths in this area, the 
hummingbird hawk-moth Macroglossum 

stellatarum, commonly observed by day in 
the summer, and the much larger (10cm 
wingspan) convolvulus hawk-moth which 
appears from about June to late in the year, 
mainly migrating up from Africa. It is 
crepuscular/nocturnal and not seen by day 
– a truly magnificent moth. The 
exceptionally long proboscis of this species 
permits it to feed on flowers with long tubes 
such as tobacco plant, phlox, morning 
glory, petunia and lilies.  These are often 
planted ornamentally, and this moth is 
therefore not uncommonly seen in urban 
gardens.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Striped shield bug Graphosoma italicum on wild carrot. Photo 
© Christopher Betts. 

The convolvulus hawk-moth Agrius convolvuli showing the 
long proboscis used for taking nectar at tubular flowers 
(above), photo by Charles J Sharp reproduced under creative 
commons licence CC BY-SA 4.0, thank-you.  Below is a 
specimen from the author’s Victorian moth collection showing 
the pink and black abdominal markings. Lower photo © 
Christopher Betts. 
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Yellow-tailed scorpion Euscorpius 

flavicaudis De Geer, 1778. This little 
scorpion is common in and around Sospel 
where it likes to hide in crevices and under 
stones and other refuges. The scientific 
name refers to the yellowish tail. The legs 
are also yellowish-brown. These scorpions 
are about 40mm long and not aggressive. 
They do possess venom but, if you are 
stung by one, it is no worse than a bee 
sting. Young – there can be as many as 
thirty – are released after about a year’s 
gestation (less in favourable conditions) and remain on the back of the mother for a few days 
until their first moult, taking a year or so to become mature. 
 
The yellow-tailed scorpion catches its prey of small invertebrates by ambushing them as 
they pass by its hiding place. This scorpion appears to have few enemies, but I have seen a 
spider catch one in web on our terrace and devour it. 
 
 
Fish 
Trout Salmo trutta Linnaeus, 1758 abound 
in the River Bévéra and its tributaries, and 
can be seen from the village bridges, lying 
in wait for insects floating on the surface. 
They spawn in winter when the female fish 
shed their ova in a redd excavated in river 
gravel, usually in reaches upstream. The 
ova hatch in 6–8 weeks, the fry beginning 
to feed on insect larvae and small crustaceans about a month later. In large rivers and lakes, 
trout can reach a length of 1m but much less (25cm or so) in smaller water courses such as 
ours in and around Sospel. Trout are sensitive to pollution and elevated water temperatures 
when oxygen levels are lower, and will quickly move away from unsuitable conditions. There 
are times when no trout can be seen in Sospel. They have been commercially raised locally, 
and were once seen in tanks in the restaurants, to be selected by diners. 
 
Schools of minnow Phoxinus phoxinus 

(Linnaeus, 1758) can be seen in the 
Bévéra in summer. These little gregarious 
fish grow to about 8cm in length and favour 
clean water that is moderately fast-flowing. 
I have seen large schools downstream of 
Sospel where the Sentier Botanique runs 
near the river’s edge. They keep to deeper 
water in winter and hide under stones and 
other refuges at times of spate. They 
spawn in spring and early summer when ova are shed among gravelly stones, usually near 
riffles. Food consists of a wide range of aquatic invertebrates; they even leap out of the 
water to catch flying prey on occasion. They also consume plant material such as algae. 
Other fish found in the Mercantour include Arctic char, souffia (a cyprinid – see illustration in 
postscript) and Mediterranean barbel. 

The European yellow-tailed scorpion Euscorpius flavicaudis is 
common in and around Sospel. Lateral view of stinger inset. 
Photo © Christopher Betts. 

Trout Salmo trutta are common in the rivers and streams of 
the Sospel area. This is a prepared specimen from the author’s 
collection. Photo © Christopher Betts. 

Minnow Phoximus phoxinus from an illustration by W. 
Houghton 1879. 

Yellow-tailed scorpion Euscorpius flavicaudis. These are 
common in Sospel, hiding under stones, in cracks in walls and 
other similar places. I have even had one in the bath! Photo © 
Christopher Betts. 
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Reptiles 
 
Western whip snake Hierophis viridiflavus 
(Lacépède, 1789).  There are several 
species of snake in the Sospel area, some 
harmless, others less so. This is one of the 
harmless ones, although sustained biting 
by it is not recommended! It is very 
beautiful and can be large, up to 2m in 
length, but 1–1.5m is more common. The 
full adult coloration takes about four years 
to develop. The species is frequent in 
shrubby habitats as well as arable land & 
pasture, gardens and urban areas. It 
prefers wet areas, perhaps because of the 
likelihood of food there: the one in the 
photo was found by our goldfish pond 
which often hosts frogs and toads. Western 
whip snakes are good hunters and will 
consume small mammals and birds, 
lizards, frogs and other snakes, 
cannibalism having also been recorded. 
 
Western three-toed skink Chalcides striatus 

(Cuvier, 1829). I have seen this strange but 
attractive lizard in Sospel a few times, but 
they are shy and secretive.  I photographed 
this one resting on some paving at the side 
of a swimming pool. These skinks are 
found in various parts of south-western 
Europe; they grow to about 40cm long or a 
little more, and can be found in a range of 
habitats, including woodland, grassland, 
scrub, sandy shores and gardens. The tiny 
legs are not much used in locomotion and 
this lizard tends to move more by 
undulating its body (think slow-worms 
which have lost their legs entirely).  It feeds 
on a range of invertebrates and hibernates 
underground. It is viviparous, producing as 
many as fifteen young. 
 
 
 
 
 

Western whip snake Hierophis viridiflavus. These attractive 
reptiles are fairly common in the Sospel area. Photo © 
Christopher Betts.  

Western three-toed skink Chalcides striatus. This shy and 
curious lizard was photographed resting on paving by a 
swimming pool. Photo © Christopher Betts. 
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The Moorish gecko Tarentola mauritanica 
(Linnaeus, 1758) is one of my favourite reptiles 
and is common around Sospel, more so these 
days than it was when I first came to live here in 
the 1970s because, I suspect, we have warmer 
winters now. This lizard is largely crepuscular or 
nocturnal but may occasionally be seen during 
the day. It is happy around buildings and in 
urban areas; they come into our Villa to hunt 
flies and other invertebrate prey, so are very 
welcome. Guests at one of the local hotels are 
not always so delighted, though, and I have 
been asked to come and catch them, which is 
not such an easy task: they are quick and very 
agile. They can grow up to about 15cm in length 
from nose to tip of tail and are able to change 
colour in response to light levels, becoming paler 
at night. The spiny tubercles on their skin make 
them spikey in appearance, but the most 
remarkable anatomical feature is the 
arrangement and microscopic structure of the 
setae on their feet, which enable them to walk 
up vertical walls and even upside down across 
ceilings. Moorish geckos lay eggs, two at a time, 
usually twice a year in spring and summer. Like 
many lizards, their tails are deciduous: they can 
be shed if caught by them (autotomy) to allow 
escape.  A new tail re-grows but has a smooth 
surface. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Amphibians 
 
Pool frogs Pelophylax lessonae 
(Camerano, 1882) live in ponds and wet 
areas close to water. The males 
congregate in spring and can be heard 
calling, sounding rather like mallard ducks. 
The females may by 9cm in length (males 
smaller) and deposit small clumps or rafts 
of spawn near the water’s surface, and can 
lay as many as 3,000 eggs in a season, 
though usually less. They are sexually 
mature in one to two years and may live for 
ten years or more. Food consists of a wide 
range of invertebrates. 

Moorish gecko Tarentola mauritanica climbing on a 
vertical wall in a Sospel hotel bedroom. Photo © 
Christopher Betts. 

Pool frogs Pelophylax lessonae lining up at the edge of our 
goldfish pond in Sospel. Photo © Christophe Betts. 
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The common midwife toad Alytes 

obstetricans (Laurenti, 1768) is another 
fascinating amphibian encountered in 
Sospel in a wide range of habitats including 
built-up areas where there are holes, 
crevices and places to hide. Taxonomically, 
they are actually frogs, with warty skin. 
Permanent ponds and lentic habitats 
generally are only needed for breeding – 
permanent because the larvae over-winter 
in water. Females lay strings of eggs which 
the males wrap around their hind legs and 
then retire to a moist terrestrial habitat for 
up to eight weeks, entering water just 
before hatching. These toads live for five 
years or more and are 40–50mm in length, 
the females being the larger. Food consists of insects and other arthropods. 
 
Mediterranean or stripeless tree frog Hyla 

meridionalis Boettger, 1874. This charming 
little frog does occur in the Sospel area 
although I have only ever seen one, which 
managed to get into the skimmer basket of a 
swimming pool! Females may be more than 
60mm long, but males are smaller. Able to 
climb well, as its name suggests, this 
species is largely terrestrial except for 
breeding. Eggs are in small clumps tied 
around submerged stalks of rushes or 
similar. It feeds on a wide range of 
invertebrates. It has a rather deep croak 
 
 
Birds 
 
Raptors. There are many birds of prey to 
be seen in our Sospel region with its 
proximity to the mountains and the 
Mercantour National Park. The bearded 
vulture or lammergeier Gypaetus barbatus 
(Linnaeus, 1758) is the largest bird of prey 
in Europe (wingspan 2.8m) and has 
successfully been introduced to the 
Mercantour, supported by the Prince Albert 
II of Monaco Foundation. Although still rare 
and endangered, conservation efforts are 
succeeding. This vulture is famously unique for its ecologically valuable detrivorous diet of 
bones which it may drop from a great height onto rocks to crack them open, so the marrow 
can be consumed. Bones eaten are digested by the bird’s very acid stomach fluids.  
 

Common midwife toad Alytes obstetricans with fresh eggs. 
Photo by Christian Fischer, reproduced under creative 
commons licence CC BY-SA 3.0, thank-you. 

Mediterranean or stripeless tree frog Hyla meridionalis. Photo 
by Didier Descouens, reproduced under creative commons 
licence CC BY-SA 4.0, thank-you. 

Lammergeier Gypaetus barbatus painted by Leone Betts ©. 
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You are most likely to see them at high elevations near the summits of the mountains. Other 
raptors of the region include golden eagle, short-toed eagle, peregrine, common and honey 
buzzards, goshawk and sparrow-hawk. There are several owl 
species, including the charming little scops owl Otus scops 

(Linnaeus, 1758) with its call that so typifies South of France 
summer nights. It can be heard throughout Sospel and feeds 
mainly on insects and other invertebrates. This owl is only about 
20cm from bill to tail tip. Its strong, narrow wings allow long 
migratory flights unlike the broad-winged resident owls. The 
upright position it assumes when perching is distinctive, but it is 
hard to see, and its calls do not permit an observer to locate it 
easily, either, as I know from trying to spot them from our 
bedroom window on warm summer nights. I love these charming 
little owls.  
 
Pygmy and boreal owls are also denizens of the Mercantour 
National Park. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A spectacular summer visitor to the grasslands, 
gardens and woodland areas of the Sospel region 
is the hoopoe Upupa epops Linnaeus, 1758, which 
belongs to the avian order of rollers. Its scientific 
generic name is from the Latin and specific name 
from the ancient Greek; both are onomatopoeic 
reflecting, as does the English, its call. They are 
about 28cm from bill to tail, and have short legs.  I 
see them probing the grass for invertebrates in the 
field below my office in summer. They are 
surprisingly well camouflaged when on the ground, 
but their flight reveals the barred wings. They also 
have an erectile crest as shown here in Leone’s 
painting. Nine subspecies have been identified by 
taxonomists across the old world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Eurasian scops owl Otus scops 
(public domain image from 
Naumann, 1899). 

Hoopoe Upupa epops painted by Leone Betts ©, with crest 
erect. 
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Eurasian swifts, barn swallows and house 
martins are common in the area as you 
would expect, but there is one little 
hirundinid on which people remark because 
it over-winters with us and can be seen 
flying along the Bévéra in the colder 
months, often moving to higher ground in 
summer. This is the crag martin 
Ptyonoprogne (formerly Hirundo) rupestris 

(Scopoli, 1769). Crag martins are stockier 
than many of their relatives, with broader, 
more triangular wings, brown above and 
buff below, with a square-cut tail that shows 
a row of pale marks when spread. The 
birds glide frequently. 

 

 

 

All along the Bévéra you can see dippers 
Cinclus cinclus (Linnaeus, 1758), 
sometimes called the white-throated dipper 
as there are other species; this is the 
subspecies aquaticus, the southern 
European dipper (the bird familiar to us in 
the UK being ssp. gularis).  I have often 
watched them from the Pont Vieux in 
Sospel, bobbing on rocks and then darting 
around under the water in search of prey. 

 

 

 

 

 

And just to remind you and whet your appetite if you are a keen ornithologist, in the near-by 
Mercantour, you can see, griffon vulture, honey-buzzard, alpine & red-billed choughs, 
common and blue rock thrushes, wallcreeper, nutcracker, black redstart, ring ouzel, water 
pipit, citril finch, ortolan and rock buntings, snowfinch, crested tit, alpine accentor, crossbill, 
Bonelli’s warbler, red-backed shrike, alpine swift and many other birds.  

 
 
  

The crag martin Ptyonoprogne rupestris. Public domain 
illustration (Naumann, Naturgeschichte der Vögel 
Mitteleuropas). 

The dipper Cinclus cinclus. Public domain illustration 
(Naumann, Naturgeschichte der Vögel Mitteleuropas). 
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Mammals 
 
Wild boar Sus scrofa Linnaeus, 1758 are 
perhaps the commonest large wild mammal 
in the Sospel area. They come into the field 
below my office regularly and create havoc 
in local gardens. They are heard rather 
than seen, leaving behind copious dung, 
although I have observed a family at Piene 
Haute, including the very attractive, stripy 
piglets. They have matriarchal societies of 
interrelated sows and their litters. Adult 
boars tend to be solitary, sometimes 
aggressive. There are (probably not 
apocryphal) stories of people being held up 
a tree all night by a an unfriendly boar – 
boars can grow to 100kg and have sharp tusks. They have few enemies other than man 
(they are regularly hunted) and the wolf (see below).  There are several subspecies including 
a Mediterranean one Sus scrofa ssp. meridionalis Forsyth Major, 1882, that lives in Corsica, 
Sardinia and Andalusia.  
 
 
 
 
The Italian wolf Canis lupus ssp. italicus 

Altobello, 1921 is one of the thirty-eight 
subspecies of the grey wolf. A pack of 
these now lives in the French part of the 
Mercantour, having found their way from 
Italy. Adults measure about 75cm at the 
shoulder. Whilst there is ongoing 
controversy about sheep kills, most of us 
welcome the presence of this large canid. I 
have never seen wolves near Sospel and 
they are very shy anyway, but their 
footprints have been recorded in winter in 
snow within a few kilometres of the village. 
Wolves are legally protected and there are 
active conservation measures in force. 
These include stopping killing and other 
adverse impacts by humans, increasing 
natural prey (mouflon, chamois, wild boar, 
red deer, roe deer, hares, etc.), maintaining 
compensation for farmers if stock are 
harmed, monitoring, public education and, of course, habitat protection. To see wolves, you 
can visit the Wolves Centre at Saint-Martin-Vésubie. 
 
 
 
 

A rather fierce-looking wild boar from an illustration by 
Goldsmith 1859 from the author’s library. 

Illustration of a European wolf Canis lupus from Goldsmith 
1859 from the author’s library. 
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Ungulates. There are several species of 
deer in the Sospel area, but they are rarely 
seen. I have observed a fallow deer Dama 

dama near the Bévéra, just downstream of 
Sospel, but in the near-by mountains the 
chamois Rupicapra rupicapra (Linnaeus, 
1758) is fairly common. Red deer Cervus 

elaphus, roe deer Capreolus capreolus, 
mouflon Ovis orientalis s.l. and ibex or 
bouquetin Capra ibex also occur in the 
Mercantour.   
 
The Bévéra may have taken its name from 
beaver river, as several old European 
languages used a similar name rather than 
castor today. Anyway, there are none there 
now. We have badgers Meles meles 
(Linnaeus, 1758) in our field and other 
mustelids found in the area include pine 
marten, stone marten and stoat.  
 
 
 
I have never seen a fox in Sospel, though they 
occur according to friends. There are red 
squirrels, although they are black here and, as 
many a Sospelois will infuriatingly tell you, 
there are edible dormice Glis glis (Linnaeus, 
1766).  These little chaps, actually rather large 
for a dormouse at up to 19cm in body length, 
plus the tail, often leave their natural habitat to 
take up residence in lofts and roof spaces in 
urban situations, where they are unpopular for 
gnawing cables and generally making a mess. 
We have them in a converted outbuilding, but 
so far they have done no harm so are allowed 
to stay. 
 
 
 
 
Another group of interesting and protected mammals, of which several species are frequent 
in and around Sospel, is the bats. They can sometimes be seen hunting moths around the 
street lights at night, especially where the lamp-posts are relatively isolated in less built-up 
parts. Several species are listed in the Castillon Natura 200 Reserve, see postscript below. 
 

Chamois Rupicapra rupicapra racing through snow down a 
mountainside – from a painting by Walter Heubach (1865–
1923). Public domain. 

Edible dormouse Glis glis photographed by Marcus 
Ostermann, reproduced under GNU Free 
Documentation licence – thank-you. Edible dormice 
produce a sticky substance from their feet (plantar 
secretion) to help them cling to steeply-inclined 
surfaces.  
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Old Sospel dovecote that we restored, with mountains towards Italy in background 
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Postscript 
 
In the recently-designated 9375-hectare Natura 2000 site Vallée du Caraï – Collines de 
Castillon, which lies just south of Sospel, a large number of rare, notable and community 
interest/Birds Directive-listed species occur, many of which are strictly protected in law, and 
some are familiar to us in the UK – others I have already mentioned above. Below is a list of 
species taken from the Nature 2000 designation sheet with illustrations of a few of them, but 
I have seen other lists with other interesting records for this area, such as the French cave 
salamander, the Mediterranean horseshoe bat, Schreibers' long-fingered bat, Fisher’s 
estuarine moth and a pretty bulb called the winter snowflake of Nice. 

 
The Natura 2000 habitats which occur in this reserve include: 
 
31.7E Astragalus sempervirens hedgehog-heaths 
31.82 Stable xerothermophilous and calcicolous scrubs dominated by Buxus sempervirens, 

of hill and montane levels 
32.1321 Juniperus phoenicea scrubs (mattoral) 
44.64 Mediterranean gallery riparian forests with Ostrya carpinifolia  
45.321 Supra-Mediterranean holm oak forests of continental France  



 

Page 16 of 16 
 

Plants 

Anemone hortensis, Asplenium 

scolopendrium (hart’s-tongue), Carex 

depressa ssp. basilaris, Carex grioletii 
(Grioleti’s sedge), Carex mairii, Carex 

olbiensis, Centaurea alpina (alpine 
knapweed), Fritillaria involucrata, Gentiana 

ligustica, Hymantoglossum robertianum 
(giant orchid – see main text above), Lilium 

pomponium (illustrated), Ophrys atrata 

(black spider-orchid), Ophrys bertolonii 
(Bertoloni’s bee-orchid), Ophrys fuciflora 
(late spider-orchid), Ophrys fusca (sombre 
bee-orchid), Ophrys sphegodes (early 
spider-orchid) and its subspecies araneola, 
Polystichum setiferum (soft shield-fern), 
Primula marginata, Pteris cretica, 
Ranunculus garganicus, Saxifraga 

cochlearis, Veratrum nigrum, Viola jordanii. 

 

Invertebrates 

LEPIDOPTERA. Eriogaster catax (eastern 
eggar), Euphydryas aurinia (marsh 
fritillary), Euplagia quadripunctaria (Jersey 
tiger), Papilio alexanor (southern 
swallowtail), Parnassius phoebus (small 
apollo) (illustrated), Proserpinus 

proserpina (willowherb hawk-moth), 
Zerynthia polyxena (southern festoon). 
 
COLEOPTERA. Lucanus cervus (stag 
beetle) 
 
 
 
 
 
Fish 
Eel Anguilla anguilla, Mediterranean barbel 
Barbus meridionalis, souffia Leuciscus 

(syn. Telestes) souffia (illustrated). 
 

 

 

 

 

Lilium pomponium Linnaeus 1753 a beautiful wild lily native to 
France and Italy is an IUCN red-listed species. Photo © 
Christopher Betts. 

The small apollo Parnassius phoebus (Fabricius, 1793). 
Considerably smaller and less frequently encountered than its 
better-known relative P. apollo, the small apollo has a wingspan 
of about 5cm and is most frequent at higher altitudes – generally 
an alpine species. (Old public domain print illustration from our 
library.)  

1 

The souffia or western vairone Leuciscus souffia Risso, 1827 
belongs to the carp family and is usually about 15cm in length. 
Illustration by Zsoldos Márton, thank-you, reproduced under 
Creative Commons licence CC BY-SA 3.0 
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Herpetofauna 

Reptiles: Aesculapian snake (Elaphe 

longissima), common wall lizard (Podarcis 

muralis), European leaf-toed gecko 
(Euleptes europaea) (illustrated), grass 
snake (Natrix natrix), green lizard (Lacerta 

viridis), western whip snake (Hierophis 

viridiflavus) (illustrated in main text above), 
ladder snake (Rhinechis scalaris), 
Montpellier snake (Malpolon 

monspessulanus), Moorish gecko 
(Tarentola mauritanica) (illustrated in main 
text above), ocellated lizard (Lacerta 

lepida), slow-worm (Anguis fragilis), smooth 
snake (Coronella austriaca), southern 
smooth snake (Coronella girondica), 
viperine snake, (Natrix maura), Western three-toed skink (Chalcides striatus) (illustrated in 
main text above),  
 
Amphibians: Ambrosi’s cave salamander 
(Speleomantes ambrosii), common toad 
(Bufo bufo), fire salamander (Salamandra 

salamandra). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Birds 

Blackbird, black woodpecker, collared dove, dipper, 
eagle owl, fieldfare, golden eagle, goshawk, honey 
buzzard, kingfisher, little owl, long-eared owl, mistle 
thrush, nightjar, peregrine, red-backed shrike, redwing, 
rock partridge, scops owl, short-toed snake eagle, 
shrike, song thrush, woodcock, wood pigeon. 

 

  

European leaf-toed gecko Euleptes europaea (Gené, 1839) 
photographed by Benny Trapp, reproduced under Creative 
Commons licence CC BY 3.0. Thank-you. This gecko is 6–8cm 
long, extremely nimble and an excellent jumper. It is mainly 
nocturnal, uses both its claws and its toe-pads to climb, 
especially on loose, dusty surfaces, but has a smooth skin 
without tubercles (cf. the Moorish gecko). As the photo 
shows, it is very well camouflaged. 

The fire salamander Salamandra salamandra (Linnaeus, 1758) 
is largely nocturnal except in wet weather. It prefers wooded 
hills and needs clean streams or ponds for larval development. 
Its skin contains powerful toxins. It feeds on a range of 
invertebrates. Public domain image. 

Black woodpecker Dryocopus martius (Linnaeus 1758).  
This is the largest woodpecker in Europe, with a 
wingspan of 70cm or more. It likes extensive forest 
and is quite happy in the mountains. Public domain 
illustration from Gould’s Birds of Europe 1832–5. 
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Mammals 

Common pipistrelle, Daubenton’s bat, Geoffroy’s bat, grey long-eared bat, Kuhl’s pipistrelle, 
lesser horseshoe bat, Savi’s pipistrelle, whiskered bat.   

 

 

This superb photo of Geoffroy’s bat Myotis emarginatus Geoffroy, 1806 was taken by Karol Tabarelli de Fatis of Trento 
Science Museum and is reproduced under Creative Commons licence CC BY-SA 3.0. Thank-you.  This bat occurs widely in 
Europe; it was found in the UK in 2012 and may now be a British resident. 

 


