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ECOLOGICAL OBSERVATIONS ON

MABUYA DORSIVITTA TA

(SQUAMATA; SCINCIDAE) FROM A
HIGH ALTITUDE HABITAT IN
SOUTH-EASTERN BRAZIL

use, body and environmental temperatures, reproduc
tion and diet.
Sixteen lizards were collected between 0830-1 500 hr
during 6-7 February 2000 at a site (22° 23' S, 44° 40' W;
altitude 2460 m) on the Prateleiras mountain, in the
Itatiaia National Park, Rio de Janeiro state, Brazil. The
study area is characterized by vegetation typical of the
"campos de altitude" (montane fields) biome and by the
pr�sence of numerous roundish granitic boulders sur
rounded by tall grass (for a more detailed description of
the area see Scarano et al., 200 l )
Lizards were captured using rubber bands and glue
traps. A piece of elastic rubber band about 40 cm long
and 1 cm in diameter, with both ends knotted together,
was used in collections. Whenever a lizard was sighted,
the band was stretched and released so that the knot
would hit the animal and immobilize it (whereupon it
was captured). Glue-traps consisted of rectangular
pieces of cardboard with one adherent surface. Glue
traps were set randomly on top of rocks and checked
every 1 5 min for lizards. Captured lizards were released
from the traps by using an ether-soaked ball of cotton
wool (ether will readily dissolve the glue), and then im
mediately euthanased by being placed in a plastic bag
wjth an ether-soaked ball of cotton wool. We believe the
removal of 1 6 specimens of M. dorsivittata from the
study area is unlikely to have a significant effect on that
population, as the species appears to be quite abundant
locally.
For lizards collected with rubber bands, cloaca! tem
peratures and temperatures of the substrate and air ( 1 cm
above the point where the lizard was sighted) were taken
with fast-reading cloaca! thermometers, microhabitat
type was recorded and perch height was taken with a
measuring tape. Lizards were measured and weighed in
the field after being humanely euthanized. Snout-vent
length (SVL) was taken with a digital calliper (to the
nearest 0. 1 mm) and body mass was taken with Pesola
spring balances. All lizards were fixed with l 0% forma
lin and later transfered to 70% ethanol. In the
laboratory, all animals were opened for examination of
gonads and excision of stomachs. Prey items found in
stomachs were identified to the level of order and had
their longer and shorter axes measured with a digital cal
liper. Volume of each prey item was estimated using the
.
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We present new data on the ecology of a high
altitude population of M. dorsivittata, at the Itatiaia
National Park in south-eastern Brazil, based on 1 6
lizards collected in February 2000. Litter size for five
mature females was 3-4. Body temperatures of eight
l izards averaged 29. 1 ±3 .4 °C and was positively
correlated with air and substrate temperatures. M.
dorsivittata consumed a range of arthropods, with no
clear dominance of any one prey category.
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The ecology of Neotropical skinks of the genus
Mabuya was, until recently, very poorly known. Most
ecological studies on these lizards were published after
1 990 (Vitt, 1 99 1 , 1 995; Vitt & Blackburn, 1 99 1 ;
Stevaux, 1 993; Vrcibradic & Rocha 1 995, 1 996,
1 998 a, b, 2002a, b; Rocha & Vrcibradic, 1 996, 1 999;
Vitt et al., 1 997; Vitt & Zani, 1 99 8 ; Mesquita et al.,
2000; Rocha et al., 2002a,b). These studies include in
formation on about half of the fifteen currently
recognized mainland South American members of the
genus (see Mijares-Urrutia & Arends, 1 997; Rodrigues,
2000), including the widespread species M. frenata and
M. nigropunctata. Mabuya dorsivittata also has a rela
tively wide distribution in South America (Peters &
Donoso-Barros, 1 970; Cei, 1 993), but ecological data
available for this species are presently restricted to some
observations on habitat use and general habits and be
haviour (Vanzolini, 1 94 8 ; Gallardo, 1 968; Gudynas,
1980). Quantitative data on food habits, thermal ecol
ogy and reproduction of M. dorsivittata are presently
lacking in the literature. In this study, we present data on
the ecology of a high-altitude population of M.
dorsivittata, including information about microhabitat
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TABLE I . Sizes of juvenile and adult Mabuya dorsivittata
from Itatiaia, Brazil. For each variable, we give sample size
(n), mean value ± SD, and range.

Stage

n

Mean

Range

4
4

44.3±2.9 mm
1 .6±0.5 g

40.0-46.3 mm
0.8- l .9g

12
12

64.9±3.5 mm
4.9±0.9g

58.8-74.3 mm
3.5-7.0g

JUVENILES

SVL
Mass
ADULTS

SVL
Mass
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formula for an ellipsoid (see Vitt, 1 99 1). Basic statis
tics given throughout the text refer to arithmetic means
plus one standard deviation.
Four of the lizards (one male, three females) were
immature, judging by the state of their gonads, whereas
the remaining twelve (seven males, five females) were
adult (Table

1).

Of the five adult females

(64.0-74.3

mm SVL), four had oviductal ova 2.5-3 . 5 mm in diam
eter (three in three females, four in one female) and one
had three near-term embryos. This indicates that brood

1 99 1 ; Vitt, 1 995; Rocha & Vrcibradic, 1 996; Vitt et al. ,
1 997; Vrcibradic & Rocha, 1 998a, 2002a,b), but body
temperatures of M. dorsivittata were always higher than
environmental temperatures and averaged 4. 5±2.4 °C
above air temperature (range 0.4-6.2 °C; n=7) and
2.9± 1 .4 °C above substrate temperature (range 0.6-5.0
°C; n=8). Such difference values are comparable to
those reported for other Mabuya species in the
Neotropics (Brooks, 1 968; Fitch, 1 968) and in south
east Asia (Inger, 1 959), even though mean body and

this popuJatbn tn ean= 3 .2±0 AS ; n=5) is

environmental temperatures were higher in the latter

equivalent to that of lowland coastal populations of M.

cases. This indicates an active thermoregulatory behav

s:ize

:fbr

agilis (Rocha et al., 2002b),

and relatively small com

pared to most Neotropical congeners studied so far

M. dorsivittata

and may suggest possible

et al., 2000).

due to the lower environmental temperatures (see

Unfortunately, we know ofno published data on brood

Mathies & Andrews, 1 995), although more data would

size ofotherM.

be needed to assess this point. Body temperatures of M.
dorsivittata were positively and significantly correlated
with both air (r2=0.63; P<0.05; n=7) and substrate
(r2=0.86; P=0.00 1 ; n=8) temperatures.

(Rocha & Vrcibradic,

1 999;

iour for

limitations for thermoregulation in high-altitude areas

Mesquita

dorsivittata populations, thus we cannot

say ifthe small brood size observed is a characteristic of
that particular population or of the species as a whole. It
is also worth noting that

80%

of the collected adult fe

males had implanted

ova

in an early stage

development (stage

3

of Rocha & Vrcibradic,

of

All sixteen lizards contained food in their stomachs,

1 999),

indicating that the population must be in positive energy

whereas a single female had well-developed foetuses
(stage

6 of Rocha

& Vrcibradic, 1 999). This suggests

that the month of February may represent the end of the
parturition period for the present population of

dorsivittata,

M.

as in a few other studied populations of

Brazilian congeners (see Rocha & Vrcibradic,

1 999).

All animals collected with rubber bands were first
sighted while basking on granitic boulders, at a height

balance (see Huey

et al., 2001). Mean number of prey
3.8±2.2 (range 1 -8; n=1 6). Diet

items per stomach was
of M.

dorsivittata comprised a diverse array of arthropod

types (mainly insects), with no clear dominance of any
one prey category (Table 2). The consumption of a great
diversity of food items seems to be the rule among the

Mabuya (Vitt & Blackburn, 1 99 1 ; Vitt,
1 995; Vrcibradic & Rocha, 1 996, 2002b; Vitt et al.,
1 997; Pinto, 1 999; Mesquita et al., 2000; Rocha et al.,
2002a), with few exceptions (Vrcibradic & Rocha 1 995,
1 998a). Even taking the small sample size into account,
New World

1 5-55 cm (mean
33.0± 1 1 .0 cm; n=9). Mean body temperature of M.
dorsivittata was 29. 1±3.4 °C (range 24.4-35.6 °C; n=8),
whereas mean air temperature was 25.0±3.8 °C (range
20.0-29.4 °C; n=7) and mean substrate (rock) tempera
ture was 26.3±2.6 °C (range 23 .0-30.6 °C; n=8). These

items in the diet of some populations of other Brazilian

values are somewhat lower than those reported for other

congeners (Vitt, 1 995; Vrcibradic & Rocha,

above the ground ranging from

Neotropical congeners from lowland and mid-elevation
habitats (Brooks,

1 968; Fitch, 1 968; Vitt & Blackburn,

TABLE 2. Absolute values and proportions for volume
(Vol., in mm'), number (n) and frequency of occurrence
(Freq.) of each prey category in the diet of Mabuya
dorsivittata in Itatiaia, Brazil (n= 1 6). Category
"Miscellaneous" refer to unidentifiable fragments of
arthropods.
Items

Vol.

%Vol.

N

Araneae
Blattaria
Coleoptera
Diptera
Hemiptera
Homoptera
Hymenoptera
Lepidoptera
Miscellaneous

153.7
15.1
478.3
47 1 .0
7.6
58.5
0. 1
639.9
1 98.6

7.6
0.7
23.6
23.3
0.4
2.9
0.0 1
3 1 .6
9.8

10
11
12
15
6

%N Freq. %Freq.

1 7.5
1.8
1 9.3
21.1
1.8
26.3
1.8
1 0.5

8
7
8
7
I

4

50.0
6.3
43 . 8
50.0
6.3
43 .8
6.3
25.0

the absence of termites in the diet of this population is
notable, considering that such insects are important

1 995; 1 996;
1 998a; 2002b; Vitt & Zani, 1 998; Pinto, 1 999). The ab
sence of termites in the diet of M. dorsivittata from

Itatiaia may be due to a low density of such insects in the
area or to the particular food preferences of that species.
In summary,

dorsivittata

our data

on the

ecology of

M.

in the montane habitat of Itatiaia point to a

population with relatively low body temperatures and
small broods (compared to most Neotropical congeners)
and with a varied diet, based on arthropods (as in most
Neotropical congeners). Also,

M. dorsivittata

from

ltatiaia seems to have saxicolous habits, but these skinks
may actually use the rocks mostly for basking and prob
ably forage among the surrounding vegetation, as
appears to be the case for a population ofM. frenata pre
viously studied by us (Vrcibradic & Rocha
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