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Sherlock Scooper, the four-legged newt 

detective  

Hello, may I introduce myself? My name is 

Scooper. My breed is known as an Italian 

water dog or Lagotto. I'm a funny fellow 

and I like to get up to mischief. I love 

sniffing, playing and cuddling on the sofa – and swimming, of course! Oh 

yes, and I really love doggy biscuits or small cheese treats. I get those from 

my human friend Lotta when I help her with her work. 
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Amazing European Green Belt  

I live with my family in the Morava-Dyje floodplains in the north-eastern 

part of Austria. This is a wonderful river landscape on the European Green 

Belt. A strict border used to run here, guarded by soldiers, but now it is a 

broad corridor of well-connected natural areas stretching across many 

countries. 

This border, also known as the Iron Curtain, had existed since the end of 

the Second World War. It divided two completely different worlds into 

East and West. It was not until 40 years later (1989) that the barbed wire 

fences and walls were opened. People were able to travel again and 

animals and plants settled in the former border area. 
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Danube creszed newt male 

 

Who is the prettiest of them all? 

Protected amphibians such as the moor frog, spadefoot 

toad and Danube crested newt feel at home in 

floodplains. Do you know what makes amphibians so 

special? They don't have fur and sometimes they're even 

a bit slimy. What's so beautiful about that, you ask? 

Well, you have to take a closer look. Crested newts 

don't care about the latest fashions and trends. 

They already have a cool style – the jagged crest 

along the backs of the males. These skin folds are 

barely visible on land and only form when the newt males go 

looking for a mate in spring. You could say the crest is the 8wedding suit9 of 

these little water dragons. 
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But the newt boys don't just get all spruced up, they also perform a cool 

break-dance routine to impress the girls. This underwater 

dance involves arching their backs, doing handstands and 

wiggling their hips. The male 

uses his tail to fan a special scent toward his 

sweetheart – a kind of love potion. After a while, he 

finishes his courtship ballet and lays a package of sperm 

on the bottom of the pond. If she is interested, the female picks it up.  

 

Underwater origami 

QR https://www.nationalgeographic.de/video/tv/molch-

origami-kammolch-tierverhalten  

Female newts wrap their small eggs in water plants to protect 

them from being eaten. Imagine doing that for up to 200 eggs one by one 

– that's a lot of work! Small larvae hatch from the eggs. With their 

feathered gills, they look like friendly aliens with funny tufts of hair. They 

can breathe under water through their gills like fish. A newt larva or frog 

tadpole doesn't have much in common with the adult animals. That9s 
completely different from us dogs. As puppies, we look like our parents – 

just smaller. But we are mammals and not amphibians. 

After a complicated transformation (metamorphosis), the little newts and 

young frogs breathe air through lungs. Now they can leave the water.  

 

 

https://www.nationalgeographic.de/video/tv/molch-origami-kammolch-tierverhalten
https://www.nationalgeographic.de/video/tv/molch-origami-kammolch-tierverhalten
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The globetrotting Danube crested newt 

Amphibians switch habitat several times a year. They move between 

water and land, living in different worlds. 

You've never seen a crested newt? That's not surprising, because they're 

very well hidden on land and mostly active at night. When they're in the 

water, they only surface occasionally to breathe. If you're patient and 

lucky, you might be able to spot one, even in a garden pond. 

In Austria, the Danube crested newt lives in the Morava-Dyje floodplains 

and the neighbouring Danube floodplains, as well as around Lake 

Neusiedl. It can also be found in other countries along the Danube, all the 

way to the Black Sea. 

 

Danube crested newt female 
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8Water dragons9 in distress 

My human friend Lotta explained to me that 

these animals don't have it easy in the wild. 

Why is that? Many of their habitats – the 

ponds – have been filled in because people 

wanted to build houses there. Now roads 

divide their habitats, and sadly many 

amphibians are run over. There are very few 

ponds left, and they often dry out far too 

quickly. This is bad for the newt larvae because, like all amphibians, they 

need water to complete their metamorphosis. 

In order to protect as many animals and their different habitats as 

possible, it is important to know where and how they live. That is why the 

researchers want to track down the Danube crested newts in the 

floodplains – and that9s a difficult task! 

 

I spy with my little nose – something you can9t see 

Humans have enough trouble finding their friends hiding behind a tree 

when they play hide and seek. Because they can only search with their 

eyes, they have to turn over every rock and piece of wood in the hope of 

discovering a newt or an entrance to a burrow. Humans can't smell 

amphibians, not even when they're up close. 
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Ha! But for me it's child's play! Like all dogs, I have a super-sensitive nose. 

Our noses give us dogs a much better sense of smell than our two-legged 

friends! It's as if humans could smell a single drop of perfume in a huge 

football stadium. That's why some of my colleagues work as rescue dogs, 

finding people who are lost or buried under rubble. 

Scientists have come up with the idea of using us as detection dogs to find 

hidden amphibians. Pretty cool, right? But since amphibians are strictly 

protected, you still need a special permit to search for them, even with 

dogs. 

 

Following the newts' scent 

So, now guess what my job is? That's right! I sniff around the floodplain 

forest to pick up the scent of newts. This works best in the undergrowth or 

around tree roots, because that's where 

crested newts like to hide. I have to work 

extra hard in autumn because the animals 

hide deeper down in warmer burrows. 

That's the only way they can survive the 

frost in winter. 

When I've detected a Danube crested newt, 

I sit or stand in front of it and signal 

8HELLOOO, there's a newt here!9 Soon Lotta 
comes running over to check if I'm right. As 

if that9s necessary! Of course I'm right – I 

only point out real crested newts. We've 

trained hard and both put a lot of effort into this. Working together like 

this is called teamwork! Do you want to know a secret? Sometimes I act a 

bit dumb on purpose, because then I usually get some extra doggy 

biscuits. 
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The best part is when my two-legged friend finally confirms my discovery. I 

told you – this can take a little while. As a reward, I get a delicious piece of 

cheese and we play a fun game. YIPPEE!! I'm really motivated and 

immediately dash off to find more crested newts. 
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You're wondering why I don't eat the newts? Lotta told me that they 

release disgusting-tasting slime from their skin glands when they9re in 

danger. Yuck! There's no way I'm even going to try that! But doggy biscuits 

– YUM!! 

 

 

Conservation dog school is cool! 

There's a lot of hard work and time behind all these impressive 

achievements – about a year, in fact! Because, of course, we dogs first 

have to learn all these new tasks in very small steps and practise them 

over and over again. Training scent detection dogs is also difficult for our 

humans. School is a must! We still go to conservation dog school together 

a few times a year for training. We even get sniffing homework! Now I 

already know exactly what to do when Lotta puts my orange collar around 

my neck. 
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Smile please! 

And what if I find a newt burrow, but not the animal itself? How does my 

two-legged friend know if there are two or maybe even several newts 

huddled together down there? Digging is strictly forbidden! No, I mustn't 

destroy their habitat under any circumstances. Honestly, our humans 

should just trust us super 

trooper sniffers! But they 

often find that difficult. 

That's why camera traps 

are occasionally set up in 

front of the burrows for 

scientific projects. It's a 

huge thrill when a photo reveals a crested newt coming out of its hole and 

smiling at the camera. And of course it's satisfying confirmation of our 

incredible sniffing abilities. 
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Following the right trail 

Sometimes I find a newt's home, sometimes the animal itself. In this case, 

the amphibian is carefully measured, photographed and then returned to 

its safe place. No doubt it's relieved to get back to its own business! The 

researchers make a detailed note of where I made my great discovery. The 

more they know about these places, the better they can protect the newts 

and their habitats. I have a really important job, don't I? As a detection 

dog for crested newts, I get to help both humans and the animals. I'm 

really proud of that! 

And do you know what's best of all? I get to do this work together with my 

partner Lotta, because we're a great team and really good friends. And we 

have lots of fun searching and discovering! 

 

Introducing our newt sniffers 

You've already heard so much about me, now I'd like to introduce you to 

two of my colleagues. 

Zammy 
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Zammy is a Border Collie and has been working as an amphibian sniffer in 

Germany for many years. We've already looked for crested newts together 

here in Austria and near his home. Zammy is really famous, by the way – 

he's even been on TV. 

Freya 

In England, the spaniel Freya and her doggy colleagues search areas where 

construction work is planned. Hidden crested newts are rescued and taken 

to a safe place. Isn't that great? 

 

Off to human school 

I almost forgot: I also enjoy accompanying Lotta to workshops in schools. I 

have a second important job: I am a certified therapy dog. The children 

learn about us conservation detection dogs and about 

native amphibians, and we also do a few 

exercises together. We all find it great fun! After 

a lesson, I'm really tired, so I look forward to a 

long nap. 
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Join in! 

If you have a garden at home or at school, leave a wild corner where frogs, 

newts and other animals can feel at home. 

See you soon! 

Now it's time for me to say goodbye. You're welcome to tell other children 

about endangered crested newts. And of 

course, my other four-legged friends and 

me would be delighted if you also let your 

adults know about all the amazing things 

we can do – whether as conservation dogs, 

protectors or cuddly companions! 

Woof! Your Scooper 
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For readers: 

About newts and other 

amphibians 

Like frogs, toads and salamanders, newts 

belong to the amphibians. All species are 

strictly protected and are listed on the 

Red List of endangered species. 

Amphibians were among the first vertebrates to step onto land around 

360 million years ago – this makes them older than the dinosaurs! 

However, they were never fully able to leave the water behind them – 

8amphibious9 therefore means 8living in both places9: in water and on land. 

In the development from tadpole (or newt larva) to fully-grown 

amphibian, this transition from water-dwelling to land-dwelling animal is 

still repeated today in every single individual. 

Danube crested newt larva 
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From spring to late summer, the Danube crested 

newt prefers to live and spawn in sunny, fish-free 

waters. Although it has the Danube in its name, it 

only lives in bodies of still water such as large ponds. 

Equally important are adjacent land habitats such as 

wet meadows and forest edges, as well as frost-free 

winter quarters, for example under dead wood and 

tree roots. 

These little 8water dragons9 are among the most endangered species in 
our region, suffering from massive habitat loss. This includes the drainage 

of wetlands, expansion of human settlements and the fragmentation of 

various habitats by roads. Intensification of agriculture is a further 

problem. 

Unfortunately, even our gardens do not automatically provide a refuge for 

amphibians. Swimming pools with their vertical, smooth walls often 

become traps for newts and other animals. A simple ramp can help 

prevent this. And please avoid using pesticides, as a natural garden 

attracts many species of animals. 
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Fact file: Danube crested newt  

Scientific name  Triturus dobrogicus 

Size   up to 16 cm 

Features  upper side black-brown with (often indistinct) dark 

spots, white mottled flanks, Belly bright orange 

with black spots. Males in water with hight dorsal 

crest, separated from the tail fringe, females and 

males on land without crest 

Food                       larvae of aquatic insects, water fleas, 

water snails, amphibian eggs and larvae  

On land spiders, woodlice, worms 

Predators                 Birds, snakes, predatory mammals 

and, during juvenile development, 

also fish, water insects and their 

larvae 

Relatives in Austria  Alpine crested newt and Northern crested newt    
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Conservation dogs, the professional noses 

Amphibian researchers can use various methods to find newts in the 

water. But on land, this is very difficult because they can hide anywhere 

around the bodies of water. And if a newt has disappeared down a hole in 

the ground, of course it's impossible to see it. Specially trained dogs make 

up for this with their amazing sense of smell. 

In Austria, training is provided by the 

NATURSCHUTZHUNDE association. The dogs are 

trained to detect selected target scents (different 

animals and plants). All breeds with good noses are 

suitable for this purpose. Once the dogs can find 

their targets reliably and safely, they can be used 

alongside other methods of scientific investigation. 

Well-trained detection dogs can find target objects 

much faster than humans can. Certified human-dog 

teams already support nature conservation 

measures of all kinds. The dogs love this work 

because for them, more than anything else, it is a 

great big game. With this work, species detection 

dog Scooper, for example, is contributing to new 

insights into the habitat use of crested newts and to 

improving conservation measures. 

 

Further information on German-language websites 

https://www.therapiebegleithunde-weinviertel.at/ 

https://www.naturschutzhunde.at/ 

 

 

 

https://www.therapiebegleithunde-weinviertel.at/
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