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Smooth newts Lissotriton vulgaris observed hibernating in a
waterfowl nest
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he smooth newt Lissotriton vulgaris occurs across most

of Continental Europe as well as the British Isles, with
a distribution that extends all the way into western Asia
(Skorinov et al., 2008; Wielstra et al., 2018). Their presence
indicates a healthy environment, which is why newts serve
as bioindicators (Vershinin, 1996). Adult smooth newts are
semi-aquatic and breed in stagnant or semi-flowing water
during spring and early summer, favouring fish-free ponds,
puddles and ditches as aquatic habitats. They generally
spend the rest of the year on land, where they repose and
hibernate (Sparreboom, 2014).

The length and start of the aquatic phase depends on the
local climate and differs by region. In the Netherlands, for
instance, the length of the breeding season is limited to four
months and it generally starts around March (Creemers &
van Delft, 2009). In warmer, south-western areas, however,
the breeding season may already start around mid-February
and the terrestrial phase is shorter, or even absent. The
opposite is true for colder, north-eastern areas, where the
aquatic phase is known to be shorter and will also start
later, in summer or even autumn (Sparreboom, 2014).

The terrestrial phase is not well documented, with
smooth newts being described as secretive animals that
mostly live underground (Kaczmarek et al.,, 2018). They
have a nocturnal existence, feeding on invertebrates nearby
their overwintering shelter, the hibernaculum, in which
they hibernate during the coldest period of the winter. They
often overwinter in groups of several individuals (Creemers
& van Delft, 2009; Sparreboom, 2014).

The hibernacula chosen by smooth newts are diverse,
as they include wood piles, rotting tree logs, tree roots,
compost heaps, stones, and even structures created by other
animals, such as burrows of small mammals, or abandoned
ant nests (Creemers & van Delft, 2009; Kaczmarek et al.,
2018). Preferably, hibernacula are moist and frost-free.
Basements, sheds, and wall cavities are also known to be
used to hibernate within urban areas (Creemers & van Delft,
2009; Dervo et al., 2018).

Here we present, to our knowledge, the first documented
account of a waterfowl nest being used as a smooth newt
hibernaculum (Fig. 1A). After the bird’s breeding season, on
5 October 2021, we collected the nest of a common coot
(Fulica atra; Fig. 1B). We did so for a study on artificial nest
material (Hiemstra et al., 2021), but the nest in question

was fairly natural and was constructed mostly of twigs. The
nest was located in a stagnant ditch that was about two
metres wide and one metre deep, located in the suburbs
of the city of Leiden, the Netherlands (52° 09.065’ N, 004°
28.568’ E). For several consecutive years, the nest was used
by coots for breeding.

After pulling the top part of the nest aside, we noticed
the presence of several clustered, lethargic smooth newts
(Figs. 1 C & D). They were located under the top layer, but
above the water level, on the side of the nest. After about
a minute, the newts started to slowly crawl deeper into the
nest, after which we decided not to disturb them further and
we restored the nest to its old state. We do not know the
exact number, but at a first glance and just in one corner,
there were at least five congregated individuals, suggesting
the nest was used as a hibernaculum (Creemers & van Delft,
2009; Sparreboom, 2014). It is unknown if hibernating in a
nest increases the chances of being preyed upon by coots,
butitis known that smooth newts can fall prey to waterfowl.

There are many examples of bird nests being used by
other organisms than the host species (Kosicki et al., 2007;
Silva et al., 2018; Kristofik et al., 2009) and nests are even
referred to as ‘biodiversity hotspots’ (Maciorowski et al.,
2021). Waterfowl nests are found to include a wide range
of species among which are planarians, leeches, worms,
gastropods, crabs, spiders, insects, frogs, water snakes, and
water voles (Ceylan et al., 2021). Red mites Dermanyssus
gallinae are also common in urban bird nests (Cafiero et al.,
2013), and nests should therefore be frozen before doing
a deconstruction (Hiemstra et al., 2021), but from now on
preferably not before checking if hibernating newts are
present, considering they are often protected by law.

Increased winter activity in the smooth newt has been
linked to climate change, which causes winters to be milder
(Kaczmarek et al., 2018). Although waterfowl nests may not
be frost-free in winter, climate change may thus instigate a
shift to other hibernacula. All in all, the nests of waterfowl
may provide microhabitats for a range of species, with
a waterfowl nest acting as a hibernaculum for smooth
newts being a seemingly, newly discovered example. For
the future, it is important that nest researchers, ditch or
pond dredgers, and conservation managers are aware that
abandoned waterfowl nests potentially house overwintering
newts.
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Figure 1. A. The nest of a common coot Fulica atra in which smooth newts were observed to hibernate, B. One of the common coots from
Leiden, the Netherlands, C. Two hibernating smooth newts Lissotriton vulgaris from the nest, visible close to the wall and residing above the
water level, D. One of the lethargic smooth newts under the nest cup after the top of the nest was pulled aside
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