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Most records of Mesalina watsonana (STOLICZKA, 1872) are 
situated in average elevation on the Iranian Plateau

SEYYED SAEED HOSSEINIAN YOUSEFKHANI, ESKANDAR RASTEGAR-POUYANI and 
NASRULLAH RASTEGAR-POUYANI, January 2013

Abstract

Over three years (2009-2012), several habitats of Mesalina watsonana were investigated and recorded with 
GPS. 100 locations were recorded in four major areas: east and the northeast of Iran, central part of the Iranian 
Plateau, southern Iran, and the east slopes of the Zagros Mountains in Qom Province. According to this study, 
the species is mainly concentrated in foothills, and most locations in this study are situated between an altitude 
of 500-1500 m.
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Introduction

The Iranian Plateau has a distinct pattern of mountains in 
Iran, a generally mountainous country. Several systems of 
mountains and basins occur in Iran, such as: Zagros 
Mountains, Elburz Mountains, Central Plateau and the 
eastern highlands (BERBERIAN & KING 1981). Various 
animals have different niches in the same habitat, for 
instance in reptiles, some of the lizards living in deserts have 
their niche located at the base of shrubs (Eremias persica) 
but in this habitat another lizard (Mesalina watsonana) lives 
in the underbrush (RASTEGAR-POUYANI et al. 2007).

Mesalina watsonana is one of the 14 species of the genus 
Mesalina that occur in Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan. Its 
distribution is widespread and has a high variability in color 
pattern. (ANDERSON 1999). 

In the wide distribution range on the Iranian plateau 
Mesalina watsonana is occupying various habitats from 
submountain regions to open plains with salt substrate. 
Vegetation among these regions varies (as shown in the 
habitat images A-I). There are two types of open plains in 
Iran: the coastal plains in the south of Iran, that is covered 
with salt, and the plains situated in high elevation ranges 
(Eghlid plain in Fars province). Substrate in low altitude 
areas is comprised of clay, and in high altitudes the substrate 
is usually composed from sand. 
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Figure 1:  The regions in Iran (pink area) where data was collected on 
Mesalina watsonana in this study. Letters are corresponding to the 
habitat pictures to the right. (Edited from a map by SIEGFRIED TROIDL).

Image A.   Khorasan.

Image B.   Larestan.

Image C.   Damghan.



Materials and Methods

This project is the first study of lizard richness in relation to 
elevation in Iran. In this study, carried out between 
2009-2012, the main parts of the distribution range of 
Mesalina watsonana in Iran were surveyed (see pink areas in 
figure 1). At 100 locations lizards were collected, and 
latitude-, longitude- and altitude data were recorded by GPS 
(eTrex Vista  245000 T-E). 

Results

The results are presented in table 1. We divided the altitudes 
into 5 altitude groups and combined the collected data for 
these groups (see top-right of figure 2). As we can see, the 
species is distributed from coastal regions (0 m) to very high 
plains (2300 m) (see bottom of figure 2). After comparison, 
we concluded that most locations of the species in our study 
are situated between an altitude of 500-1000 m, and in 
second degree between 1000-1500 m. 

Discussion

Reptile richness is related to elevation, temperature, 
moisture, vegetation and soil. Mesalina watsonana is one of 
the lizards that lives in desert areas with poor vegetation and 
intermediate elevation. Most of the distribution range of the 
species occurs in nonagricultural regions, and for this reason 
human activity doesn’t affect its life and distribution, but in 
other areas, such as slopes and foothills, there is high 
agricultural activity. These types of habitats need more 
consideration regarding the lizard fauna and its conservation.
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Figure 2:  Graphical representation of altitude data by location.

Image D.   Qom.

Image E.   Eghlid.

Image F.   Nourabad.



Soil is an important element in the ecosystem for reptiles. 
Most lizard species in Iran are concentrated on clay soils, but 
others live in sand hills. Lizards that live in sand hills have 
fringed fingers to increase contact with the surface for 
evading enemies and excavating burrows.

Mesalina watsonana is one of the lizards that lives in various 
habitats, such as clay, gravel, and stony foothills. These 
variations in habitat require more adaptation and a variable 
color pattern for camouflage.

Mesalina watsonana is distributed in a wide geographic 
range in the Iranian plateau. Low- and high altitudes in its 
range have a limiting condition for the presence of the 
species. Lizards living in low altitudes have high temperature 
conditions in summer, which is unfavorable for this species. 
Lizards living in high altitudes have to endure very long 
winters and very low temperatures. But nevertheless, 
Mesalina watsonana has adapted to these very different 
climate zones and different types of habitat. Constant 
conditions in the climate of the Iranian plateau has provided 
good conditions for adaptation, and the long period of 
presence (4 Ma) on the Iranian plateau (SMID & FRYNTA 
2012) also helped the species to adapt. 
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Image G.   Bandar-e Abbas.

Image H.   Qeshm Island.

Image I.   Zabol.
(All habitat pictures by SAEED HOSSEINIAN).
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Table 1. Latitude, longitude, altitude and number of specimens collected in this study.


