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First land snail records from Gebel Elba in southeastern
Egypt—at the border between the Palaearctic and Ethiopian

regions
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Abstract: A first land snail survey in the Gebel Elba massif
in southeastern Egypt revealed the occurrence of just two
taxa, Pupoides coenopictus and a second pupilloid species,
probably a Truncatellina species.
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INTRODUCTION

Gebel Elba is an igneous massif in southeastern Egypt,
near the boundary with Sudan and approximately 20 km
west of the Red Sea. This region is of special biogeographic
interest because it is close to the border of the Palaearctic
and Ethiopian regions and the proportion of Palaearctic
and Ethiopian elements in this area has yet to be deter-
mined. The Gebel Elba massif and the area around it were
declared a nature reserve in 1986 as Gebel Elba National
Park. The climatic conditions in Gebel Elba are unique
because the peaks, which rise to a maximum elevation of
1435 m, act as dew traps, where moist air from the Red Sea
condenses and creates a “mist oasis”. The moisture enables
the existence of a diverse flora with 458 plant species
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Figure 1. Sampling sites in the Gebel Elba region, Egypt.

(KAsSsAS & ZAHRAN 1971; ABD EL-GHANI & ABDEL-KHALIK
2006; AL-GOHARY 2008). Gebel Elba also supports a rich
fauna including 36 reptile and amphibian species (BAHA
EL DIN 2006), 36 breeding bird species (MEININGER &
GOODMAN 1996), and 26 mammal species (BASUONY et
al. 2010). Unfortunately, little is known about the inver-
tebrate fauna of this region. Among others, 28 arachnid
species (EL-HENNAWY 2007), 13 neuropteran species (EL-
HamouLy & FapL 2011), 30 butterfly species (GILBERT
& ZALAT 2007; EL-GABBAS & GILBERT 2016), and 244
coleopteran species (including the Red Sea coastal region;
FADL & HASSAN 1997) have been recorded. Until now,
nothing was known about the occurrence of terrestrial
molluscs on Gebel Elba.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

As a first contribution to the investigation of the terrestrial
mollusc fauna, one of us (RFA) visited Gebel Elba on 4-5
December 2015 and studied 15 sites in valleys on the
northern slopes of the mountains (Figures 1-2; Table
1). The coordinates (datum WGS 84) of the sites were
determined with a GPS receiver. At each site snails were

Figure 2. Small wadi on the northern slopes of Gebel Elba.
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Table 1. Sampling sites in the Gebel Elba region. Sites 1-2 are in Wadi Aideib and Sites 3-15 are in a small northwest-facing side valley. The unribbed
shell fragments most probably belong to Pupoides coenopictus. ZMH: Zoological Museum of the University of Hamburg.

Site Latitude (°N) Longitude (°E)  Elevation (m) Pupoides coenopictus Unribbed shell fragments Truncatellina (?) sp.
1 22.2835 36.3959 110 - - -
2 22.2674 36.3910 130 ZMH 119344 - -
3 22.2297 36.3767 350 - - -
4 22.2297 36.3761 370 ZMH 119342 - -
5 22.2298 36.3767 350 - - -
6 22.2443 36.3874 190 - - -
7 22.2409 36.3857 200 . - -
8 22.2405 36.3858 200 - - -
9 22.2402 36.3856 210 - - -
10 22.2404 36.3850 210 ZMH 119343 - -
11 22.2416 36.3845 230 - - -
12 22.2395 36.3839 210 - + -
13 22.2388 36.3834 220 - - -
14 22.2385 36.3833 220 - + -
15 22.2390 36.3830 220 ZMH 119340 - ZMH 119341

searched for ca. 30 min (0.5 person-hour) and a litter and
soil sample (1-2 L) was taken. These samples were sieved
and sorted in the laboratory. Identifications were made
utilizing PILSBRY (1921) and SEDDON (1992). All material
was deposited in the Zoological Museum of the University
of Hamburg, Germany (Table 1).

RESULTS

No large snails were detected in the field. Only two species
were found, both from the litter/soil samples (Table 1).

Family Pupillidae

Pupoides coenopictus (Hutton, 1834)

Figure 3

Pupa coenopicta HuUTTON 1834: 85, 93.

Pupa sennaariensis L. PFEIFFER 1856: 177.

Leucochiloides sennaaricus [sic] — PALLARY 1909: 41, pl. 3 fig. 12.

Pupoides coenopictus — PILSBRY 1921: 123, pl. 13 figs 1-3; SCHILEYKO
1984: 194, fig. 113; SEDDON 1992: 151, fig.; NEUBERT 1998: 364,
figs 41-48, 53; VERDCOURT 2006: 16; RaMzy 2009: 14, map 1, pl.
1, fig. A, pl. 2.

Pupoides sennaariensis — PILSBRY 1921: 131, pl. 14, figs 1-2.

Pupoides coenopictus sennaariensis— VERDCOURT 2006: 16.

Diagnosis. Shell small (3.3 to 6 mm high), elongate conical-
oval, finely striated, brownish, with a strongly thickened,
anteriorly flat peristome, aperture toothless except for an
angular tubercle, which is separated from the insertion of
the peristome.

Pupoides coenopictus is the only species of the genus occur-
ring in northern Africa. It was found at four of the 15 sites,
although unribbed shell fragments that most probably
are also this species, were recovered from samples taken
from two additional sites (Table 1). Most of the shells were
empty, but two specimens were collected alive.
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Figures 3-4. Shells of snails from Gebel Elba. 3. Pupoides coenopictus
(Hutton, 1834), Wadi Aideib, 22.2674° N, 36.3910° E (ZMH 119344). 4. Trun-
catellina (?) sp., Gebel Elba, 22.2390° N, 36.3830° E (ZMH 119341). Scale bar
=1 mm for Figure 3 and 0.5 mm for Figure 4.

Family Truncatellinidae

Truncatellina (?) sp.
Figure 4

One apical fragment of a ribbed pupilloid species was found
(Table 1), which agrees with Truncatellina Lowe, 1852 with
regard to size, form and sculpture.
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DISCUSSION

Pupoides coenopictus is widespread in arid regions from
the Cape Verde Islands in the west through northern and
eastern Africa, the Middle East to Afghanistan, Tajikistan,
Pakistan, India, and Sri Lanka (PILSBRY 1921; SCHILEYKO
1984; SEDDON 1992; VERDCOURT 2006). In Egypt the
species has been recorded from Al Matariyah (Dakahlia
governorate), Cairo, and Wadi Hawf near Helwan (Cairo
governorate) in northern Egypt by PALLARY (1909) and
from Sidfa and Abo-Tij (Asyut governorate) by Ramzy
(2009). It is probably widespread in Egypt.

Truncatellina is widespread throughout both the
Palaearctic and the Ethiopian region. However, it has
not been recorded from Egypt previously. The geographi-
cally closest occurrences of Truncatellina species are known
from Eritrea, Saudi Arabia, and Israel (PILSBRY 1920-1921;
HELLER 2009; HAUSDORF & WRONSKI 2011).

Although the discovery of Pupoides coenopictus and
Truncatellina sp. in Gebel Elba is not surprising from a
biogeographical perspective, it is the first evidence that the
climatic conditions allow the existence of terrestrial snails
in Gebel Elba. This raises hope that additional, ecologically
more demanding snail species might be found in the
moister zone at higher elevations of Gebel Elba analogous
to the richer snail fauna that has been found at higher
elevations of the escarpment of the mountains bordering
the opposite coast of the Red Sea in Arabia (NEUBERT 1998;
HAUSDORF & WRONSKI 2011).
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