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Abstract

The following study contains a report regarding the first record of presence of Suncus etruscus on the island of Elba. We
considered original and literature data obtained from the analysis of Barn owl (Tyto alba) pellets. Three roosts located in
different areas of Elba (Marciana: Colle d’Orano-Patresi; Campo nell’Elba: La Grotta; Portoferraio: Casa Rossa) have been
monitored since 1968. The presence of the Pygmy white-toothed shrew has only been observed at one roost (Casa Rossa)
since 2004. We performed a biometrical analysis of 15 skull characters on 67 specimens of S. erruscus. From the results, we
conclude that a colonization of the island by S. etruscus is in progress, but long-term monitoring is needed in order to control

the status of the population.
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Introduction

The Pygmy white-toothed shrew, Suncus etruscus
(Savi, 1822), is a south Palaearctic species and in
Europe it occurs in countries located around the
Mediterranean Sea (Libois & Fons 1999). In Italy, it
is distributed along the peninsula (up to 1000 m
a.s.l.), in Sicily, Sardinia and on some small islands:
Asinara, Capri, Pantelleria, Lampedusa, Levanzo
and Favignana, Isola Grande dello Stagnone, Lipari
(see Zava & Lo Valvo 1990; Amori 1993; Sara 1998;
Lo Valvo & Massa 1999; Lo Cascio & Masseti
2004). Until recently, it was considered to be absent
from the whole Tuscan Archipelago (Kahmann &
Altner 1956; Toschi 1959; Sara 1998).

This thermoxerophilic species lives in different
Mediterranean habitats. It mostly occurs in open
deciduous areas, but it prefers sclerophyll zones,
such as stony ground, cultivated fields, mediterra-
nean maquis and holm-oak groves (Libois & Fons
1999; Aloise et al. 2005).

Barn owl pellet analysis is a reliable and fast method
in microtheriocoenosis studies because Tyzo alba is a

generalist raptor, which mostly feeds on small mam-
mals (95%) catching about 85% of the species present
in the hunting area (Contoli 1980). Furthermore,
pellet analysis is useful in determining the presence of
S. etruscus as this species is a common prey of the Barn
owl (it could represent up to 60-70% of the captured
Soricidae), and its occurrence ranks among the most
common preys in several Mediterranean islands (Sara
& Zanca 1988). Moreover, it is rarely trapped by man
because of its small size (Contoli 1988).

Several Barn owl roosts located in different areas
of Elba (Marciana: Colle d’Orano, Patresi; Campo
nell’Elba: La Grotta; Portoferraio: Casa Rossa) have
been monitored for about 35 years, making it
possible to determine the recent colonization of this
species on the island.

Materials and methods

Literature (Kahmann & Niethammer 1971; Contoli
et al. 1988a,b) and original data, for the same
localities, were used in the present analysis.
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Figure 1. Localization of Tyro alba’s roosts in Elba Island. 1,
Patresi, Colle d’Orano (Marciana); 2, La Grotta (Campo
nell’Elba); 3, Casa Rossa (Portoferraio). Distribution of Suncus
erruscus: @ full circle: present; O empty circle: absent; B square:
dead specimen.

Barn owl pellets were collected in several roosting
sites. The roosts are located in three different areas
of Elba (Figure 1):

1. Patresi-Colle d’Orano, Marciana: data set ranges
from 1968 up to 2005.

2. La Grotta, Campo nell’Elba: data are available
only for three years, from 1980 to 1982, because
the roosting site was renewed.

3. Casa Rossa, Portoferraio: data set ranges from
1981 to 2005.

The sites of Casa Rossa and La Grotta are
characterized by higher anthropic activity, being
surrounded by crops, while sclerophyllous scrubs are
more characteristic of the Patresi-Colle d’Orano site.

Pellets were stored in a dry place until analysis,
and were subsequently examined for the presence of
prey remains and bones.

Biometrical analysis was performed on skulls of S.
etruscus. Fifteen characters were measured by Wild
Heerbrugg binocular microscope, equipped with a
micrometric eyepiece (10—21 x) (see: Pucek 1981;
Dannelid 1990; Turni & Miller 1996). Due to
damage to the skulls, the number of specimens
considered for each measurement ranges from 4 to 67.

Results

The Pygmy white-toothed shrew has only been
found in Casa Rossa (Portoferraio) since 2004.
The frequency of S. erruscus (2004: 13.5%; 2005:
7%) is higher than C. suaveolens in the same roost

(2004: 2.1%; 2005: 2.7%) and the roost in Patresi-
Colle d’Orano (2004: 1.5%; 2005: 1.3%). In the last
two years, the frequency of C. suaveolens has
decreased in Patresi-Colle d’Orano, while it has
increased in Casa Rossa.

The mean values of skull characters were found to
fall within the range observed in peninsular popula-
tions (Toschi 1959; Spitzenberger 1990).

Discussion

We observed a new finding of S. erruscus in 2004 in
Casa Rossa, and a concurrent decrease of C. suawveolens
in the same site (together with a second site, Patresi-
Colle d’Orano). Moreover, in April 2004, a dead
specimen of S. erruscus was also found in the
Acquaviva locality, Portoferraio (Cristaldi in verbis),
about 8 km from Casa Rossa. A biometrical analysis
showed that the population of Elba Island is homo-
geneous with peninsular populations, a fact which is
probably due to its recent arrival on the island.

Our data could indicate a recent colonization of
the northern area of the island by S. erruscus. This
was probably due to an involuntary anthropic
introduction, because the Pygmy white-toothed
shrew was found in the two sites located near
Portoferraio, the main port of the island. Elba has
seen a certain number of voluntary and involuntary
introductions of mammals in the last 50 years.
Voluntary introductions concerned Lepus europaeus
in the 1960s, Sus scrofa and Dama dama in the 1960—
1970s, Ovis musimon in the 1960s—1980s and Hyszrix
cristata in the 1980s (Sara & Morand 2002). In
1980, Vesmanis and Hutterer found a specimen of
M. savii on Elba, but the presence of this species
seems to be only due to an accidental introduction
and no stable population has ever been found on the
island. On the contrary, S. etruscus appears to have
been successful in colonization and able to establish
a population on the island. Further investigations are
necessary to better define the current distribution of
the Pygmy white-toothed shrew and track its
possible expansion route on the island.
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