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A checklist of Israeli land vertebrates
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Abstract Faunal lists are important tools in ecology, biogeography, and conservation planning. Such lists can identify gaps in
our knowledge of the distribution and taxonomy of regional faunas, and highlight issues needing further study. We present an
up to date list of all land vertebrates occurring in Israel. We identify 786 species, of which 551 are birds, 130 are mammals, 97
are reptiles and eight are amphibians. Of these 369 species breed in Israel (including reintroductions), 199 (mostly birds) are
regular visitors and 182 are accidental. Fourteen other species are invasive, and 22 species are extinct. We identify issues with
the taxonomy and status of several species, and note recent developments in our understanding the Israeli land vertebrate fauna.
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Introduction

A checklist of wild animals is perhaps not the most exciting
of scientific publications, but — especially in a country such
as Israel where by default all wild animals are protected
by law, it is a valuable asset. Such a checklist can help sci-
entists assessing entire faunas for various marcoecological
works (e.g. Yom-Tov and Werner, 1996; Roll et al., 2009).
Perhaps more importantly, a listing of Israeli vertebrates
can be helpful for decision makers, governmental agen-
cies, and NGOs trying to conserve populations, species,
open areas and habitats.

Such a list could hopefully also help a wider audience
who may strive for complete, up to date information on the
Israeli fauna and its status. These may include members of
the general public, schoolchildren, students at all levels,
scientists and conservation personnel.

Natural history museums, housing sizeable regional
and country collections, and employing scientists (includ-
ing taxonomists) specializing in the study of particular taxa,
are natural starting points for establishing such lists. The
Steinhardt Museum of Natural History houses the largest
collections of land vertebrates in Israel and the entire Mid-
dle East. It started as the Zoological Museum of the De-
partment (now School) of Zoology, Tel Aviv University. Its
roots are in the Biological-Pedagogical Institute of Yehosh-
ua Margolin (1877-1947) and early (1940s) collections of
its founder (and first curator of land vertebrates), Heinrich
Mendelssohn (1910-2002), which predate the university it-
self. The museum currently holds some 60,000 land verte-
brate specimens representing approximately 2000 species,

and nearly all Israeli land vertebrates as here defined. The
collections serve to archive the Israeli fauna, establish pres-
ence records and base new taxonomic inquiries and desig-
nations (e.g. Shenbrot et al., 2016; Tamar et al., 2016b), and
is thus instrumental in establishing checklists.

A checklist should be taxonomically up to date, relying
on constantly evolving global checklists, which are avail-
able for all tetrapod groups. There are two such checklists
for amphibians: Amphibian species of the world (at http://
research.amnh.org/vz/herpetology/amphibia) and Am-
phibiaweb (at https://amphibiaweb.org/). There are several
global lists of birds (e.g., Avibase: https://avibase.bsc-eoc.
org/avibase.jsp?lang=EN, Birdlife international: https://
www.birdlife.org/, IOC world bird list: http://www.world-
birdnames.org/, Cornell lab of ornithology, etc.). Reptiles
(the reptile database at http://reptile-database.org/, see
Uetz, 2016) and mammals (the mammal diversity database,
https://mammaldiversity.org/, see Burgin et al., 2018) have
one global list each. Such commonly used, frequently up-
dated, checklists can also resolve ambiguities in a country,
such as Israel, where capturing animals is regulated by the
state, in the form of the Israeli Nature and Parks Authority.
Cases of taxonomic ambiguity can thus obscure the meaning
of granted permits, if the Nature and Parks Authority (NPA)
uses one taxonomic listing while applicants use other ones.

An established list can also become a starting point for
scientific debate. This can have beneficial consequences
if it leads to establishing priorities for further taxonomic
studies, which in turn may well have serious conservation
implications. For example, we exclude the Coastal Plane
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