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Furthermore, some European countries, and even some 
federal states within these countries, have special regu-
lations for keeping and rehoming of what they call dange-
rous animals, which might, for example, be snakes above 
a certain length, or large tortoises and iguanas, or even 
all side necked turtles, and the regulations are subject to 
continuous discussion and change. We wanted to show 
how some renowned European terrarium animal recupe-
ration centers are coping with these conditions and how 
they interact with the public. 

For this elaphe we asked four founders and operators of 
officially approved terrarium animal shelters in Germany, 
Switzerland and France, to tell us about the fundamental 
ideas for the organization, and then about the history of 
the center, financing, qualifications of the team, animal 
species being taken in, policies for accepting and reho-
ming animals, public relations and information materials, 
organizing natural history lessons for children and trai-
ning for specialists, and rescuing or even breeding of na-
tive species.

Three of these presentations have been included in this 
elaphe, and the presentation of the Refuge des Tortues 
in Bessières, France, will appear in the next elaphe issue.

The Quarantine and Rescue 
Center for Tortoises, and the 
Reptile Recuperation Center in 
Aachen City and Region
by Amine and Hartmut Fehr
The city and county of Aachen (Aix-la-Chapelle) was in 
need of a specialized quarantine and rescue center for 
tortoises, since the numbers of tortoises in their res-
ponsibility was steadily increasing. In 2014 our tortoise 
rescue center was put into operation, because of our ex-
pertise and the existing infrastructure, and in particular 
because of our spacious quarantine facility. Every accep-
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Introduction by Beate Pfau
For cats and dogs in need of a new home there are lots 
of recuperation centers all over Europe, and the stan-
dards for the accommodation of these pets are well es-
tablished. For terrarium animals there are no standards 
available, and the crew in most animal shelters does not 
know how to deal with these unusual pets. However, we all 

know of kind-hearted 
people who want to 
help these “special” 
animals and some-
times really collect 
them, but it takes 
more than good will 
to establish a recu-
peration center for 
reptiles and amphi-
bians here in Euro-
pe. Some countries 
have issued laws 
and rather special 
regulations for kee-
pers of “exotic” pets. 
Organizations or 
businesses like ani-
mal rescue centers, 
animal exhibits, or 
pet shops working 
with reptiles must 

obtain certain, and often several different, permits, and 
the personnel must be qualified according to a specified 
scheme. 

ABSTRACTS
Dear DGHT members, 
Starting with the elaphe 1/2020 Beate Pfau and 
Axel Kwet had summarized some of the main artic-
les in English, for our non-German speaking mem-
bers. Since the elaphe is now available online to 
every DGHT member, it is possible to use a trans-
lator program for the article texts, and these ab-
stracts are no longer necessary and we will now 
discontinue this service. 
For questions or comments please contact us.

Freshwater turtles in a rescue center Photo: B. Pfau
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ted tortoise undergoes an initial medical examination with 
Herpesvirus test, fecal examination for parasites, and on 
suspicion a test for Mycoplasma. If necessary further ve-
terinary exams, for example radiographs or hematological 
analyses, can be carried out and the animals will be tre-
ated accordingly. Most tortoises can directly be rehomed 
at the end of the quarantine period. Interested persons 
are requested to prove in advance that all the species-
specific husbandry conditions for this animal are met, and 
the animals are handed over with a transfer contract of 
the responsible nature protection agency. 

In 2017 the permit pursuant to § 11 Animal Protection 
Act for reptiles, amphibians and fish, with the exception 

of poisonous snakes, 
was granted to us, 
and that was the be-
ginning of the reptile 
recuperation center. 
Most of the animals, 
which we receive now, 
are common pet spe-
cies like bearded dra-
gons, geckoes, igu-
anas, corn snakes, 
pythons and boas, 
and, of course, fresh-

water turtles. The animals are often rescues which are 
brought by the veterinary offices, the public order depart-
ment, or the nature protection agency, but there are also 
private keepers who cannot keep their animals anymore 
and have to hand them over to us. Besides a fixed amount 

for the veterinary treatment, day rates for the accom-
modation are paid by the consigning official institution or 
private person. 

Besides taking care of the animals and rehoming them, it 
is important that such an officially certified rescue center 
for “exotic” pets has a permanent quality control system 
in place, takes care of specialist education for the team, 
and, in collaboration with accredited training providers, 
offers competence instructions on handling and husban-
dry of these animals, and organizes public outreach mee-
tings and press media articles.

Sitting between all the stools 
for more than 25 years: The 
Reptile Rescue Center

by Markus Baur
The Reptile Rescue Center in Munich has a long history. 
It began in the early 1990’s with some confiscated and 
abandoned reptiles, which were housed in former experi-

mental animal stables the basement rooms of the veteri-
nary faculty of the University in Munich. Soon the terraria 
filled up, since shortly after we had renovated this provi-
sional animal shelter, we had to house 2.500 hatchling 
red-ear slider turtles, 200 Mediterranean tortoises and 
several anacondas and iguanas, from only one customs 
confiscation, and we soon had to get a permission for 
our facility from the veterinarian authority. 

Morelia bredli Photo: A. Fehr

Trachycephalus resinifictrix Photo: A. Fehr

Handling with Paleosuchus palpebrosus Photo: Reptile Rescue Center 
Munich
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Nevertheless, the shelter was operated on a voluntary ba-
sis until 2005, when a contract between the university 
and the Bavarian state government was signed. The foun-
dation of the reptile rescue center was in 2007, and we 

finally got a funding agreement for our services from the 
Bavarian state, so that we could pay a core team of spe-
cialists, who were assisted by many students and other 
volunteers. We also had to widen the species spectrum, 
since more and more poisonous animals, large snakes, 
monitor lizards, exotic fishes, amphibians and invertebrate 
animals, most frequently tarantulas, had to be accommo-
dated, and we took care of them. Sometimes we are re-
quested to house small exotic mammals, too. We had to 
enlarge our facilities considerably, and for example build a 
room for crocodiles, a surgery room, and a secure space 
for the poisonous animals. Today we have roughly 3,000 
individuals at our premises, and we expect 1,500–2,000 
animals per year to come in or leave.

The center provides expertise for, or even performs some 
functions of, the public sector when it comes to “exotic 
animals”, mainly regarding customs, animal and species 
protection, public safety and order, or lost property law. 
Our specialists help the police, fire brigade, emergency 
service, as well as with seizures and confiscations. We are 
often present in the media, we organize public outreach 
events, we participate in conferences and congresses, we 
publish flyers, a magazine and scientific papers, we offer 
basic and specialist lectures and trainings for husbandry 
and handling of the different animals. We plan to offer 
more school and youth education as well as environmen-
tal courses, and we cooperate with other associations for 

amphibian and reptile protection, for example to create a 
renatured area on our newly acquired premises which could 
attract the Green Toads that live nearby. This new, rather 
large, area will also accommodate spacious enclosures for 
breeding native amphibians and reptiles for reintroduction. 

We feel the obligation to be critical and to express our 
criticism impartially, and we participate in the development 
of new minimum requirements regulations as well as in 
hearings on proposed legislation. We take position against 
erroneous trends in animal keeping and in law making, and 
especially against any kind of animal abuse. It is important 
for us to promote animal welfare in general on a scientific 
basis, not on the basis of ideology. It is our firm conviction 
that animal husbandry is fundamentally positive, and that 
the keeping of wild animals and „exotic animals“ is basically 
feasible and ethically justifiable. Furthermore, we support 
unequivocally ideas such as the „silent ark“ or Citizen Con-
servation, and we promote the cooperation of conservati-
on projects and zoos with private keepers who engage in 
developing best practices in animal husbandry. We hope 
that our rescue center will be a good place for meetings 
and exchange, and we would like to invite you to come here 
and participate in constructive discussions among us her-
petophiles!

The Centre Emys in Chavornay, 
Switzerland
by Charlotte Ducotterd
More than twenty years ago, the association for the pro-
tection and recuperation of turtles and tortoises (PRT) had 
established a recuperation center in Chavornay, canton 
Vaud, Switzerland. In 2014, after several failed attempts, 
a new, enlarged, center was projected. The goals are:

• Accepting tortoises and freshwater turtles and 
housing them under species-appropriate conditions, in in-
door or external enclosures or basins

• Enhancing our project for ex-situ captive breeding 
of rare chelonians in collaboration with other turtle conser-
vation organizations

• Setting up a breeding facility for our native Emys 
orbicularis

• Informing our visitors about this breeding project 
with a turtle pond with info panels

03/2021
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• Developing educational offers, for example guided 
tours on certain topics, workshops for school classes or 
education and training for keepers and breeders of tor-
toises and freshwater turtles.

The Emys center is financed exclusively by donations and 
membership fees, and it is operated by about twenty vo-
lunteers. The center is open to the public on Saturday 
morning, or for groups by special appointment. We have 
teams for cleaning and feeding, maintenance works or 
taking care for the visitors and answer the many questi-

ons people have. Some members are qualified for taking 
care of school classes, or they can offer guided tours 
in different languages like French, English, German or 
Italian. 

The new, large center is being built using modern tech-
nologies, mainly glass constructions, which offer better 
lighting and climatic conditions than a traditional architec-
ture. The two-storied main building holds several aquaria 
for tropical and subtropical turtles on the ground floor, 
and the attached greenhouse has the interior and exte-
rior enclosures for freshwater turtles that need a colder 
(ca. 12°C) hibernation, as well as the interior enclosu-
res for tropical tortoises, mainly Centrochelys sulcata, 
Stigmochelys pardalis and Chelonoidis carbonarius. In the 
summer moths the turtles and tortoises from this green-
house can enter the attached outdoor ponds or enclo-
sures at will. In winter these outdoor ponds can be used 

for freshwater turtles that do not have problems with the 
Swiss climate. 

The upper floor of both buildings is intended for our bree-
ding project for rare tropical freshwater turtles, and the 
aquaterraria are equipped for accommodating aquatic or 
semiterrestrial turtles with different lighting and humidity 
requirements. The tropical turtle species like Cyclemys 
spp, Geoclemys hamiltonii, Leucocephalon yuwonoi, tro-
pical Mauremys spp., Chelus spp., Mesoclemmys spp., 
Chelodina spp., Platemys platycephala and Staurotypus 

spp. are kept on the first floor of the warmer main buil-
ding, while more temperate species like Cuora spp., 
Mauremys spp. and some rare Graptemys species are 
kept on the first floor of the glasshouse. 

In the outdoor area of the new 
center there are the ponds 
for the hardy turtles like Tra-
chemys scripta, Pseudemys 
concinna or Chelydra serpen-
tina, and the enclosures for 
the different Testudo species. 
The ponds and enclosures 
are furnished with basking 
places, nesting areas, and 
in the case of tortoises, with 
cold frames which are suita-
ble as hibernation sites and 

ABSTRACTS
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View into the first floor of the main building of the The Centre Emys in Chavornay Photo: C. Ducotterd

Rare breeding of Platemys platy-
cephala Photo: C. Ducotterd
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of course with escape-proof fences. We hope that our vi-
sitors can gather ideas for designing enclosures in their 
own garden if they consider to adopt animals from us. 
Once they have decided, they are advised thoroughly, and 
we also check the conditions under which they will keep the 
animals, and, if required, their certificate of competence 
for the turtle or tortoise species.

Already in 1999 our “Emys Project” had been launched. 
The goals were coordinating the different organizations in 
their activities for protection and reintroduction of the Eu-
ropean pond turtle in Switzerland, direct population moni-
toring and ecological research, genetic assessment of the 
different existing populations, and planning the activities 
and public outreach campaigns. The research has been 
published, see the reference list for this article. In the new 
Centre Emys we will also have the possibilities to set up a 
breeding center, in order to hatch Emys orbicularis of the 
different local forms for population reinforcement of the 
existing populations if necessary, and for providing animals 
for establishing new populations in suitable habitats.

Observations on husbandry and 
captive breeding of the Milos 
Viper (Macrovipera lebetinus 
schweizeri), with remarks on 
the inheritance of the red color 
form
by Sebastian Scholz
The Cyclades blunt-nosed viper, as this snake species is 
also called, is known from only four small islands of the 
Cyclades Archipelago of Greece, and since this small popu-
lation is threatened by habitat degradation and fragmenta-
tion, the IUCN Red List status is “endangered”. 

This species has been kept and bred in captivity for almost 
100 years, up to at least the fifth generation. It is a spe-
cies for specialists, and it is being kept and bred in Europe 
and the US in small numbers only. As in other rare rep-
tile and amphibian species, the private breeders are able 
to gain knowledge about the way of life of these animals, 
which goes far beyond anecdotal observations in nature, 
and which can contribute considerably to the available 
knowledge about these species. 

This viper species is quite massive, and adults in nature 
attain a length of 80 cm on average. In captivity they get 
considerably larger, usually more than 1 m, with a maxi-
mum of even more than 1,20 m. Adult vipers are kept 
individually or in pairs in terrariums with the dimensions 
125 x 100 x 80 cm (length x width x height), for younger 
snakes, terrarium size is usually 90 x 100 x 60 cm, 
which accommodates two animals. The terraria are fur-
nished with LED lighting and spotlights for creating bas-
king sites. The substrate is loamy rubble, and some flat 
stones are arranged as hiding places. Branches will be 
used for resting and lookout places. In nature the vipers 
often feed on migrating birds in spring and autumn, but 
they also take lizards, and the rats and mice which are 
sometimes available near human settlements. In captivi-
ty they readily take commercially available rats and mice 
in appropriate size, and occasionally they are fed a fro-
zen, thawed day-old chick. The temperatures are varied 
seasonally. In summer the minimum air temperature is 
23°C, but in heat waves it can raise to more than 29°C. 
In autumn the illumination duration is shortened, and the 

Breeding pair of Macrovipera lebetinus schweizeri Photo: S. Scholz
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temperature is gradually lowered to 16–19°C in Novem-
ber. During hibernation, which lasts from mid-December 
to end of February, the temperatures are often as low as 

7–9°C, and the lights are completely turned off. Usually 
three weeks after the hibernation has ended, the males 
will shed their skin, and then start courting the females. 
In the middle of the pregnancy period, or at least after 
shedding the skin, which takes place 20 to 26 days befo-
re oviposition, the female ceases feeding. Old cardboard 
shoe boxes, filled with humid coconut fiber, make good 
oviposition places. The eggs are incubated in vermiculite 
(1 part of vermiculite to 0,75 parts of water, by weight) 
Incubation temperatures of 28–30.5°C produced satis-
factory hatching rates, and hatching takes place after 32 
to maximum 40 days of incubation. The juveniles usually 
grow rather quickly, from less than 20 cm at hatching to 
about 40 to 50 cm one year later.

Macrovipera lebetinus schweizeri occurs in two color 
forms: The usual grey form is widely distributed, it has 
dark dorsal blotches and the whole body is mottled, while 
the “red” form is known only locally on Milos and it is said 
to occur also on Sifnos. There are two color variants of the 
reddish form: The rarer one is uniform brick-red, only with 
the usual species-specific light tail tip in younger snakes, 
and the more frequent one is reddish-brown with darker 
blotching and mottling, which fades with age. Since the 
snakes have been bred for more than 11 years with se-
lective mating of the color variants, the inheritance of the 
“red” color variants could be deciphered: The red colour 
is inherited co-dominantly. Heterozygous snakes show the 
blotches and mottling of the grey variant in reddish colora-
tion, homozygous “red” snakes do not show the patterning.

A comparison of the morphology, growth and reproductive 
data of Macrovipera lebetinus schweizeri in captivity with 
the nominate subspecies suggests that the Cyclades blunt-
nosed viper is in fact an ecologically specialized form of the 
blunt nosed viper, which had to adapt to alternative prey 
species and a lower food supply on the Cyclades islands, in 
comparison with the larger mainland snakes. 

Research section: List of new 
reptile  species described in 
2020
by Axel Kwet
Since 2006 the reptile new species list is the main part of 
the research section of the elaphe number 3 of each year, 
and it is certainly a highlight for herpetologists. 

In 2020 a new 
record has 
been set: 266 
taxa were de-
scribed, which 
is about 14 % 
more than the 
year before. 
Of these, only 
14 taxa were 
revalidations, 
and four sub-
species were 
elevated to 
species rank, New from Costa Rica: Oxybelis koehleri Photo: A. Kwet

Male of Macrovipera lebetinus schweizeri in lurking posture Photo: S. 
Scholz
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bringing up the number of accepted reptile taxa to about 
11.450 species.

The increase is particularly large in the snakes with 77 
new species, which is an increment of nearly 40 % com-
pared to the previous year. Of the 186 new saurian spe-
cies the largest share was attributable to the geckoes with 
107 new species, and a thorough revision of the Oceanian 
genus Nactus has doubled the number of species in this 
genus. The second largest growth of Saurian species is 
within the skinks, with 29 new taxa. The next group is the 
microteiids (families Gymnophthalmidae and Alopoglossi-
dae) with altogether 18 new taxa, followed by the Agami-
dae (9 taxa), Lacertidae (6 taxa) and four iguana families 
with altogether 8 new taxa. Only three freshwater turtles 
were added to the species list in 2020: The revalidated 
Chelodina oblonga, a second Matamata species, Chelus 
orinocoensis, and Kinosternon cora from the Mexican Pa-
cific versant. 

New from Thailand: Acanthosaura aurantiacrista Foto: P. Trivalairat/Bio-
div.DataJ.e48587

New from China: Acanthosaura liui Foto: S. Liu/zookeys.959.54601

The major part of the article is a species table, which 
has already been described in more detail in the ab-
stracts document to elaphe 03/2020. In the actual 
elaphe this table, interspersed with many photos of 
new species, runs over 27 pages, which is almost a 
quarter of the whole elaphe issue.

New chameleon from Madagascar: Calumma radamanus 
Foto: D. Prötzel

mailto:gs@dght.de
http://www.dght.de

