NATURAL HISTORY NOTES

TRACHEMYS DORBIGNI (Brazilian Slider
Turtle): ALBINISM. The occurrence of albino
turtles is widely disseminated in marine species
(Godfrey & Mrosovsky, 1995), but reports about
freshwater albino turtles are rare (Basu et al.,
2003).

On 7 January 2005 three albino hatchlings of
Trachemys dorbigni were collected from a total of
2,114 individuals, other hatchlings and eggs from
an illegal trade apprehension. The apprehension
was conducted in Capao Seco district, city of Rio
Grande, RS, Brazil (UTM 22J 379079 E 6475207
N). The hatchlings were located next to each other
in the collection and were probably from the same
clutch.

The albino hatchlings were yellowish-white
(Fig. 1), whereas all other 7. dorbigni showed the
characteristic colour pattern for this species. They
all had red eyes and tail atrophy. Carapace and
plastron morphometric comparisons were made
between the normal (non-albino) animals (n = 100)
and the albino hatchling (n = 3). The average size
of the albino hatchlings was 31.9 mm CL; 34.6 mm
CW:; 34.0 mm PL and a carapace height (CH) of 15.5
mm. The average size in the normal hatchlings was
35.9 mm CL; 33. mm CW; 35.0 mm PL and 15.5
CH. In these hatchlings the length of the carapace
always exceeded the width in a 1.06 ratio. In the
albino hatchlings this proportion was inversed,
with the carapace width being larger than the
length (0.92). Bager (unpublished data) previously
measured over a thousand normal hatchling
T. dorbigni and none showed a larger carapace
width than length. The albino hatchlings also
presented variation in the pattern of carapacial
scutation. One of the hatchlings had six vertebral
scutes, another had five right costal scutes and
the third had two cervical, six vertebral, five
right costal and thirteen right marginal scutes.
There was no variation on the plastron scutation.
Changes in carapacial scutation is common for this
species (Bujes & Verrasto, 2007) and therefore
this observation is not an exclusive albino
characteristic.

To the best of my knowledge this is the first
known occurrence of an albino hatchling of
Trachemys dorbigni collected from the wild.
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Figure 1. Albino hatchling of Trachemys dorbigni
from Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil.
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DENDROPSOPHUS DECIPIENS and
DENDROPSOPHUS MINUTUS: DEFENSIVE
BEHAVIOUR. Amphibians are preyed upon by a
vast array of invertebrates and vertebrates. As a
result, amphibians have developed a wide variety
of defensive behaviors (Duellman & Trueb, 1994;
Wells, 2007). Dendropsophus minutus is a small
sized frog belonging to the D. minutus group
(Faivovich et al., 2005). It is widely distributed
throughout South America (Frost, 2009).
Dendropsophus ~ decipiens is a small sized
frog belonging to the D. microcephalus group
(Faivovich et al., 2005). It occurs from southeastern



to northeastern Brazil, near the Brazilian Atlantic
coast (Frost, 2009). On 9 November 2009 at around
19:30, MRM observed a defensive behaviour
displayed by specimens of D. decipiens (Fig. 1) and
D. minutus (Fig. 2) upon capture. Once individuals
of these species were grasped with the hand or
stimulated by tapping on the dorsal region they both
exhibited a similar reaction behaviour, in which the
hands of the frog were placed next to its face, close
to the eyes, and with fingers outstretched. The
observation took place in a permanent pond in the
Serra do Brigadeiro State Park, a conservation unit
in the municipality of Araponga, State of Minas
Gerais, Brazil (20°43°19”S, 42°28°43”W, elev.
1320 m, datum SAD1969).

Figure 1. Defensive behaviour displayed
by Dendropsophus decipiens.

Angulo & Funk (2006) suggested the term
“boo behaviour” for this kind of defense. It has
been reported for other Hylinae species such
as Hypsiboas semilineatus (Azevedo-Ramos,
1995), Hypsiboas calcaratus and Hypsiboas
fasciatus (Angulo & Funk, 2006), and Hypsiboas
geographicus (Angulo et al., 2007), although the
term “boo behaviour” has not always been used.

Different functions have been suggested to
explain the adaptive value of this behaviour in
arboreal species. It has been proposed that it makes
it difficult for a predator to rediscover a treefrog if
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its falls from the vegetation after an attack, that it
serves to protect the eyes (Azevedo-Ramos, 1995),
that it is used for sending an anti-signal to potential
predators by changes in the familiar frog outline, or
that it could challenge predator ingestion (Angulo
& Funk, 2006). Angulo et al. (2007) verified
that after a brief period of time some individuals
that displayed “boo behaviour” modified their
defensive position, moving the hands close to
the body and scrunching fingers until reaching a
death-feign position. Angulo et al. (2007) also
suggest plasticity in anti-predator strategies, with
the “boo behavior” strategy being a variant of a
death-feigning posture. Voucher specimens were
deposited at the herpetological collection of the

Figure 2. Defensive behaviour displayed
by Dendropsophus minutus.

Museu de Zoologia Jodo Moojen, Universidade
Federal de Vigosa, in Vigosa, Minas Gerais, Brazil
(D. decipiens, MZUFV 10172-10173; D. minutus
MZUFV 10174-176).
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LEPTODACTYLUS OCELLATUS (Butter frog):
DIET. Leptodactylus ocellatus is a large frog
species, widely distributed throughout South
America, east of the Andes, occurring from
Venezuela to Argentina (Cei, 1980). It inhabits
a wide variety of aquatic environments and is
often found in altered landscapes (Solé et al.,
2009). Information about its diet is available for
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populations from Argentina (Gallardo, 1958;
Gallardo, 1964; Lajmanovich, 1996; Sanabria et
al., 2005), Uruguay (Maneyro et al., 2004) and
Brazil (Teixeira & Vrcibradic, 2003; Franga et al.,
2004; Kokobum & Rodrigues, 2005; Sol¢é et al.,
2009), and indicate that the species is a generalist
predator (Teixeira & Vrcibradic, 2003; Solé et al.,
2009). Arthropods and vertebrates of different
groups have been reported as prey of L. ocellatus
and also other amphibian species (Gallardo, 1964;
Sol¢é et al., 2009). Here we present information
about the diet of L. ocellatus from a locality in the
southeast of Brazil.

The stomach contents of eight specimens (six
females and two males) were analyzed from frogs
collected at an artificial pond near the urban area
of Coimbra municipality, Minas Gerais state,
Brazil (20°52'317S, 42°4826”W) on 2 December
2008, 9 and 15 January 2009. All specimens were
found on the ground near pond margins. Five of
them were housed as voucher specimens at the
herpetological collection of Museu de Zoologia
Jodo Moojen (MZUFV), Universidade Federal de
Vigosa, Vigosa municipality, Minas Gerais state,
Brazil under the register numbers MZUFV 9046-
9050. The prey items were identified to the lowest
possible taxon, weighed to the nearest 0.01 g and
separated as “intact” and “fragmented”. The snout
vent length (SVL) of frogs ranged from 66.99 mm
to 103.38 mm, and frog’s mass ranged from 30.09
gto 124.16 g. A total of eight prey categories were
found among the intact prey items, and four among
the fragmented ones, along with non identified
arthropod remains (Table 1). Coleopterans, both
intact and fragmented, were the majority of prey
items (25%), followed by Formicidae (21.43%)
and Gastropoda (Pulmonata) (10.71%).

Two adult specimens of Physalaemus cuvieri
(Anura, Leiuperidae) (Fig. 1) were identified
among the stomach content of a female L. ocellatus
collected on 2 December 2008 (MZUFV 9046).
This anuran prey item was the dominant prey
in relation to the content mass (42.59%). The
P cuvieri specimens were dissected and revealed
that they were a couple (possibly amplectant at the
time of death). The female had numerous cream to
white coloured oocytes and the testicles of the male
were dark pigmented, indicating sexual maturation
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Table 1. Summary of stomach contents of Leptodactylus ocellatus from Coimbra, Minas Gerais, Brazil.
N = number of prey items; % N = percentage of prey items.

Figure 1. Couple of Physalaemus cuvieri ingested by a female Leptodactylus ocellatus (see text).
White vertical bar = Scale: 1 cm.

Herpetological Bulletin [2010] - Number 113 37



Natural History Notes

(Moresco & Oliveira, 2009). As Gallardo (1964)
stated that amphibians gathering for reproduction
can be preyed upon by L. ocellatus, it is possible
that the couple were ingested while mating or
attempting to mate.

Physalaemus cuvieri is widespread in Brazil,
south of the Amazon rainforest and like L. ocellatus,
is well adapted to a wide variety of aquatic
habitats, breeding in temporary and permanent
puddles, streams or swamps (Bokermann, 1962;
Eterovick & Sazima, 2004). Males of this species
call mainly at night, floating in water (Bokermann,
1962; Eterovick & Sazima, 2004), making them a
susceptible prey for L. ocellatus. P. cuveri has also
been reported as prey of water bugs and snakes
(Toledo, 2003; Pombal Jr., 2007) but this is the first
record of its presence in the diet of L. ocellatus.
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GAVIALIS GANGETICUS (Indian Gharial):
BEHAVIOUR. Gavialis gangeticus is one of the
more recognisable and iconic species on our planet
which is presently in decline and at immediate risk
of extinction (Loh et al., 2008). Currently, it is
listed as critically endangered under the [UCN Red
List with population levels dropping drastically in
recent years to just 220 breeding adults in the wild
(Choudhury et al., 2009). Declines are attributed to:
illegal hunting for its prized snout (‘Ghara’), skin
and eggs; accidental trapping from illegal fishing;
and habitat loss from a variety of sources including
sand-mining, agriculture, dams, and siltation. All
of these are major threats that show no sign of
abating (Whitaker, 2007). Limited surveillance of
the number of wild animals hampers population
monitoring and detailed information on its ecology
is still relatively sparse (Sharma & Basu, 2004).

The Gharial (G. gangeticus) and False Gharial
(Tomistoma schlegelii) have distinct morphological
characteristics which differentiate them from all
other crocodilians. These traits, in particular the
elongate and narrow jaw, have long been regarded
as an adaptation to aid their ichthyophagous diet
(Singh & Bustard, 1982; Whitaker & Basu, 1982;
Thorbjarnarson, 1990). Recent molecular advances
suggest that convergent adaptation has not shaped
morphological characters in 7. schlegelii but
rather it should be placed into Gavialidae with
G. gangeticus, becoming a sister family to the
Crocodylidae (Norell, 1989; Poe, 1996; Gatesy
et al., 2003, 2004, 2008; Willis et al., 2007).
This taxonomic shift suggests the morphological
characters observed in the Gavialidae likely
evolved early on in the radiation of the family.

In this note I present preliminary observations
of male combat by G. gangeticus, involving its
unusual morphological characters that may be
unique among Crocodylia. On 1 June 2007 between
14:30 and 15:00 at the Madras Crocodile Bank
Trust (MCBT), 40 km south of Chennai, Tamil
Nadu, India, two large adult male G. gangeticus
(approximately 4-5 m) were observed showing
typical territorial signs of chasing each other and
displaying to females by arching their dorsum
out of the water. During these displays the two
males presented an unrecorded behaviour that the
staff and I at the MCBT have named ‘fencing’.
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The males moved towards each other (head on),
propelled themselves out of the water, and using
their jaws like swords, tried to push each other to
the water’s edge (Fig. 1). No biting or mouth gaping
was observed, only strong swipes to the jaw of the
opponent. The fight continued for approximately
30 minutes before one male retreated to the far side
of the enclosure whilst the winner (in this case, also
the larger) male moved closer toward the females.
Several unconfirmed reports of this behaviour
have been recorded at MCBT. Due to this style
of territorial fighting, I recommend that males be
housed independently of each other with a small
group of females (between 5-7) when specimens
are held in captivity for essential conservation
breeding programmes.
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Figure 1. Gavialis gangeticus, male-male combat (‘fencing’). © Simon T. Maddock.
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