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Sympatric Distribution of the Sibling Vole Species 
Microtus arvalis and Microtus levis (Rodentia: Cricetidae) 
in Bulgaria
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Abstract:  The distribution of the common vole (Microtus arvalis) and the East-European vole (Microtus levis), 
based on skull specimens originating from 25 localities (pooled into 14 groups) with different physio-
graphical conditions in Bulgaria was studied. Each specimen was classifi ed as M. arvalis or M. levis by 
discriminating morphometric key with high classifi cation ability. It was found that both species occured 
jointly in 23 localities situated in North-Eastern Bulgaria, at the foot of Stara Planina, in the high moun-
tain fi elds of Stara Planina, Sredna Gora and Western Bulgaria, in the sub-Balkan fi elds and in the South 
Bulgarian Black Sea coast. In two of the studied localities (near the town of Dobrich and in the Vitinya 
country) only the common voles were presented. 
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Introduction
The systematic revision of the polytypic species 
Microtus arvalis PALLAS, 1778, carried out through 
cytogenetic and hybridization methods, has revealed 
the presence of fi ve independent species on the ter-
ritory previously considered to be its range. Two of 
them – M. levis MILLER, 1908, and M. arvalis PALLAS, 
1778 (sensu stricto) – were found to be morphologi-
cally sibling species. As a result of the supervening 
karyotaxonomic investigations the ranges of these 
two species were outlined. They overlap widely and 
the main part of the East-European vole’s range cov-
ers the central part of the range of the sibling species 
M. arvalis (sensu stricto) (MALYGIN, BASHENINA 1994), 
where the two species are distributed sympatrically. 
The territory of Bulgaria is within the boundaries 
of their sympatric distribution. In the second half 
of the 20th century numerous investigations of the 

common vole in various landscapes have been car-
ried out there (MARKOV 1959, 1962). As the sibling 
species were diffi cult to be distinguished by the 
classical morphological features and the exactness 
of their species determination depended very much 
on the chosen methods of diagnostics, all the grey 
voles’ skulls collected in this period have been as-
signed to M. arvalis (sensu lato). 

Later, the karyo-taxonomic and biochemical 
genetic studies on the grey voles have established 
that both species were presented in the Bulgarian 
mammals’ fauna. KRAL (1975) has examined speci-
mens from 3 localities in Southern Bulgaria (Bansko, 
Plovdiv, Primorsko) and has revealed two different 
karyotypes among them – one fi tting to the “series 
of karyological forms of M. arvalis s. str.” and an-
other ‘identical with the species described from the 
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