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Greetings everyone and welcome to the JuneJuly 2017 ACTHA newsletter. Mandy, your
esteemed newsletter editor, is enjoying a wellearned holiday, and, for the first time in over
ten years she didn’t take the next ACTHA
newsletter with her to be completed while on
holiday. It is taking me, with help from Geoff,
to do the job that Mandy normally does, so
let’s get on with it. - Margaret
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2017-18 MEMBERSHIP RENEWAL DUE PLEASE SEND IT IN!
Our membership fees for 2017-18 are $20 for
one year, and ACTHA has decided to
introduce a new rate of $10 for university
students. The Herpetofauna journal is $15 per
annum.

Diary date
The bi-monthly meetings of the Association are
usually held on the third Tuesday of the month
at 7.30pm. Our usual venue is:

For more information - see back page.
(Please note that Herpetofauna issues are still
running significantly behind schedule, and I
am currently trying to ensure that most
members do not get more than one ‘issue’
ahead with their payments.) - Margaret

Belconnen Soccer Club, Hawker
(cnr Belconnen Way & Springvale Drive)

Upcoming meeting
Tuesday, 20 June 2017
Matthew Young is a PhD Candidate at the
University of Canberra and a member of the
Georges’ Lab there. He has just begun his
project on the Pig-nosed Turtle, Carettochelys
insculpta.

ELECTRONIC ACTHA NEWSLETTERS
All ACTHA members, with only a couple of
exceptions, are receiving an electronic
newsletter from now on. Thank you all for
accepting this rather radical change to the way
we do things. The bright side to this is that you
will enjoy our newsletter in all its glorious
colour, and what a doozy this issue is for
colour!
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Scott Keogh

The title of Matthew’s talk is 'Travels through
Papua New Guinea to the land of the Rupahi
Clan, Wau Creek’. continued on page 2.
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Matthew will present some photos and fun
highlights from a field trip he made in
November 2016 to the Kikori region of Papua
New Guinea, showcasing the herpetofauna he
found. He will also give us a few words on his
proposed PhD topic. Bring the kids along as,
even though it isn’t holidays, our meetings do
not run very late, and these travelogues are a
great introduction to the fauna of other
countries.

In this issue …

SNAKES ALIVE 2018 PLANNING

The strange tale of a carpet python found on Mt
Majura in April - page 10. This account finishes
with some timely advice from ACT
Government’s Licensing and Compliance.

Into the Lair of the Feathered Serpent:
Mexican Herpetofauna
Presentation by Carlos Pavón, guest speaker
at our April ’17 meeting, an interesting and
vibrantly coloured range of Mexican
herpetofauna in Mexican jungles, deserts and
other reptile habitats - page 2.
Truth is stranger than fiction….or can give
fiction a run for its money!!!

I would like to form a small sub committee to
help plan Snakes Alive 2018 (scheduled for
Monday 15 to Sunday 21 January). With better
planning we shall be able to supplement the
ANBG’s publicity efforts and hopefully
contribute to more visitors coming through our
doors. Please email me if you would like to
help with this. (6241 4065 or 0427 788 304)
- Margaret

An appeal from NSW EDO & a fascinating
story - page 13.
The Australian and International scene some fascinating links - page 13.

Into the Lair of the Feathered Serpent: Mexican Herpetofauna
ACTHA’s guest speaker on Tuesday 18 April was Carlos Pavón who provided a Mexican herpetofauna
travelogue. Carlos Joaquín Pavón Vázquez, is a Mexican PhD student from the ANU’s Division of Ecology
and Evolution at the Research School of Biology.
Introduction

types, all aspects of which Carlos illustrated with
his pics.

The United Mexican States’ population is around
120 million with 25m of those people in Greater
Mexico City. Carlos reminded us that Australia’s
population is a mere 23m. Mexico is a mega
diverse country with 10 to 12 per cent of the earth’s
species on only 1.4% of the earth’s surface. Fifty
seven per cent of Mexico’s reptiles and sixty seven
percent of its amphibians are endemic which is
really high for a continental country. Mexico also
has around 10% of the world’s snake and lizard
species, and a variety of amphibian species
including a fifth of the world’s salamander species.
However Mexico is second to Australia when it
comes to the number of reptile species. Mexico’s
remarkable diversity can be attributed to its being a
tropical country, with high humidity and rainfall,
and extremely variable topography and vegetation
ACTHA Newsletter, June - July '17

Carlos’ presentation was extensive with pictures
from; the three major amphibian groups, eight frog
species, a couple of turtle/tortoise species, around
20 lizard species, and possibly twenty snake
species. To choose from the extensive list of
Mexican herpetofauna, Carlos chose to show us the
Photos next and following pages were taken by
Carlos, and they are listed from left to right. First
slide set us in Mexico. Maps show vegetation and
altitude.
Salamanders: Isthmura bellii and Bolitoglossa
mexicana, descriptions on page 4.
Frogs: Glass Frog and habitat, Hyalinobatrachium
fleischmanni.
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rarest of the rare, interesting and good-looking
critters, thoughtfully putting each one with a habitat
picture, which gave everything wonderful context.
The pics were from Carlos’ own collection, taken
from the age of six, but more seriously over the last
eight years, and with some from friends and
colleagues. Many were difficult to source.

Red-eyed Tree Frog (Agalychnis callidryas) - has
red eyes and beautiful blue markings on its sides, is
very popular as a pet, and related to the Australian
species, though not closely.
Spiny Tree Frog (Anotheca spinosa) - another
favourite, a rare species with sharp spines on its
head that lives inside tree holes. Carlos once found
two males together, and one was badly injured, so
the assumption is made that the spines are possibly
used in territorial disputes. Very rare.

The journey, in taxonomic order, began with the
broad orders of herpetofauna: Caecilian,
Salamander, Frogs, Turtles, Lizards and Snakes. He
gave many examples of each.

Clown Tree Frog (Dendropsophus ebraccatus) very flamboyant with beautiful markings, not
common.

Caecilians
Dermophis oaxaceae - one of three caecilian
species found in Mexico, have small tentacles near
their nostrils and only go out when it is raining a
lot. Their eyes are reduced, so tentacles have a
sensorial role.

San Martín Fringe-limbed Tree Frog (Ecnomiohyla
valancifer) - very rare, with the last one found in
the ‘70s, although photos recently appeared on the
net posted by wildlife smugglers, with no locality
(thus ‘useless!’). But last year one was found alive,
the first in around 40 years. They are well
camouflaged, have very strange behaviour, and
with their big webbing can possibly glide like
Asian frogs.

Salamanders
Axolotl (Ambystoma) - one of the best known
Mexican herps. They can reproduce while still
maintaining their juvenile characteristics. Some of
these are very endangered.

Triprion petasatus - duck face and call to match. It
uses its head to guard the entrances to the rock
crevices in which it lives.

Nyctanolis pernix - recently rediscovered again in
Mexico, is more common in Guatemala, and found
in caves. They are very agile and can even jump,
and you can see that in their long legs.

Sheep Frog (Hypopachus variolosus) - another
favourite, a specialised termite eater, an explosive
breeder with a call like a sheep sound, that Carlos
was able to play for us.

Isthmura bellii - beautiful, one of Carlos’
favourites, can attain 36 cm, and has beautiful red
markings.

Drunk Toad (Rhinophrynus dorsalis) - funny
looking, very fat, another specialised termite eater
and explosive breeder, that gets its name from its
call that sounds like a drunken man throwing up,
which Carlos also played for us.

Pseudoeurycea lineola - more like a typical
salamander, not very mobile; with very long
elongated limbs. Can be pretty rare, and can also
grow quite large for a salamander (12 cm). Really
funny looking, with lots of tail.
Bolitoglossa mexicana - very beautiful
salamanders, probably a species complex. Have a
prehensile tail and can wrap themselves around
trees or small branches. They have a huge tongue
shaped like a mushroom and can use it like a
chameleon does, ie projectile like.

Photos next page:
Spiny Tree Frogs, Anotheca spinosa.
San Martín Fringe-limbed Tree Frog, Ecnomiohyla
valancifer.

Frogs

Sheep Frog and habitat, Hypopachus variolosus.

Glass Frog (Hyalinobatrachium fleischmanni) - one
of Carlos’ favourite frog species. You can see
bones, veins, lungs, and even its beating heart
through its transparent belly. Lives in very humid
habitats.
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Snake Lizard, Gerrhonotus ophiurus.
Legless Lizard, Anguis incomptus.
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Turtles

on the ground. It can also grow quite large
too

Carlos said he was not particularly fond of turtles,
especially sea turtles. He confined his comments to
two groups.

Anolis - one of the most diverse genera of
vertebrates in the western hemisphere, but without
their very colourful dulaps, most are not very
remarkable, or easy to tell apart. Very specific
habitat for some species, including aquatic and
limestone caves. Some species are very rare
although new populations have been discovered
recently.

Terrapin (Terrapene coahuila) - very interesting
biogeographically, only found in water bodies that
are in the middle of the desert. The species is going
extinct as its lake habitat is threatened.
Tortoise (Gopherus) - five species are found in the
Mexican deserts. They eat cacti.

Anelytropsis papillosus - this family is also found
in Asia and PNG, and this species is the only
member of the family in the western hemisphere;
lives in humid and semi-arid conditions in loose
soil.

Lizards
Abronia - another favourite Carlos’ genus, most are
very rare and hard to find, arboreal with prehensile
tails, generally found in very humid cloud forest
and associated with bromeliads. There are very few
specimens, and some species have been thought
extinct although there has been at least one recent
rediscovery. Possibility that some species are
venomous. Some of the species have auricular
spines, but nobody knows why. Carlos has only
seen one but it was a baby and when they are
hatchlings they are brown, so his excitement was
tempered!

Banded Gecko (Coleonyx) - has eyelids, unlike
most geckoes. Very beautiful, found in rocky areas,
wet or arid.
Gila monsters (Heloderma spp.) - the king of
Mexican lizards, two species of massive, very
venomous lizards that can really kill you, with the
qualifier, ‘if you are drunk or a child’. They inhabit
the Pacific coast or the Sonora Desert, and Carlos
has never seen one, and once, when given the
opportunity to see one, he stayed home with his
wife, a choice he has not regretted, he said, looking
over towards his wife!

Snake Lizard (Gerrhonotus ophiurus) - thin and
long, with a very long prehensile tail.
Legless Lizard (Anguis incomptus) - Carlos says
Australians take legless lizards for granted, but in
other countries they are a big deal. He showed us a
picture of a specimen which represents a new
record of this species for northern Mexico, which is
only known from fewer than a dozen specimens.

Black Spiny-Tailed Iguana, (Ctenosaura similis) - a
large iguana species found in a wide range of
habitats, that is possibly not one of Carlos’
favourites as he bears a scar from being bitten by
one. He concedes he should have ‘listened to’ the
signs that said ‘Beware of attack iguana’!!

Bipes biporus - the best known species in the
genus, it is virtually legless as it has only retained
its front legs. It was once believed that it was the
only vertebrate that regained its limbs after losing
them in an evolutionary sense, but no longer. The
other species are difficult to find as they live in
places with high cartel activity.

Horned Lizard (Phrynosoma) - very beautiful
lizards, fat and flat, spiky so snakes cannot eat
them, and can squirt blood from their eyes which is
useful against dogs/coyotes. ‘Adorable’ and not
very fast.

Helmet Lizards -

Photos next page:

Corytophanes - not commonly seen, very
difficult to find, very clumsy on land, does
not move a lot, and can grow somewhat
large (350mm).

Helmet Lizards: Corytophanes & Laemanctus
serratus.
Various Anolis & their habitat.
Banded Gecko: Coleonyx.

Laemanctus serratus - another favourite,
not commonly seen, with long legs that
makes it good in the trees, but very clumsy
ACTHA Newsletter, June - July '17

Black Spiny-tailed Iguana: Ctenosaura similis.
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Spiny Lizard (Sceloporus) – Carlos showed us two
species, very colourful, both from above and below,
but because they are also very common (found
even in the walls of Mexico City), Carlos dismissed
them as ‘trash’ lizards.

Ungaliophis continentalis - a very rare boa, and
unlike most boas it is found in pine and oak forests,
closely associated with bromeliads.
Loxocemus bicolor - not so remarkable on the
outside, but it is the closest living relative to
pythons, and is found in Mexico and Central
America as well.

Blue-tailed skink (Plestiodon sp. nov.) - an
endangered species labelled by Carlos as the
‘absolute best lizard in the world’ because he is
describing it! Threatened by mining and high
population density where it is in Central Mexico.

Then Carlos put up around ten slides of snakes with
varied red markings, and asked the audience to
guess which ones were venomous and which ones
were merely ‘mildly venomous’; they were coral
snakes (elapids) and look alikes. ‘Mildly
venomous’ was defined as where a bite led merely
to swelling. Most of the audience didn’t have a
good hit rate, so the take-home message was never
to mess with a red snake in Mexico! Differences
could be determined by the smallest scales between
the eyes and nostril, so it is best to be very careful!

Aspidoscelis - live in trash and Carlos doesn’t like
looking for them as you find no other lizard species
in the same habitat, and you spend hours in the
trash. In one respect they are a bit interesting as the
females of some unisexual species have to simulate
mating with other females in order to develop
embryos.
Xenosaurus - very cool lizards, very flat, living in
rock crevices and rarely leaving them, creating lots
of micro endemic species. Closely related to Gila
monsters.

Speckled Racer (Drymobius margaritiferus) another fave, very colourful, a mildly venomous
snake that has bitten Carlos who bled for hours and
concludes there was some anti coagulant at work.
Carlos also had an exciting sighting of this species
in a mating situation.

Tropical Night Lizard (Lepidophyma) - another
favourite, this time because it looks like a miniature
goanna. It has no eyelids. Its family is also found in
Central America, US and Cuba, in rock crevices
and limestone caves.

Lampropeltis mexicana - is a complex of very
beautiful colubrids, some very rare and we were
treated to a pic of one snake that was the only
known pic of the species in life.

So one message is that if you go to Mexico and
look in limestone caves and rocky crevices you will
see some pretty cool lizards.

Mexican Gartersnake (Thamnophis eques) - very
beautifully marked, lives in very cold places, is
semiaquatic, feeds on fish, taddies and frogs.

Snakes
Exiliboa placata - a boa only described less than
fifty years ago that has its own genus. An
interesting dwarf sized species that is only known
from one specific place in southern Mexico.

Snail eating colubrids - group of several genera that
only come out at night and can be found up in
branches, and are specialised mollusk eaters.
Vipers (Agkistrodon) - several species that use their
white/yellowish worm-like tail to lure frogs and
birds. Within this group he showed:
Ophrycus smaragdinus - from the cloud
forests of eastern Mexico. A beautifully marked
species that was only described in 2015. Known as
Little Bull by people in the cities.

Photos next page:
Horned Lizards, Phrynosoma.
Spiny Lizards, Sceloporus.
Blue-tailed skink, Plestiodon sp. nov.

Bothriechis - very colourful arboreal pit
vipers, some of which are very rare. One
species not seen since the ‘70s was refound
a couple years ago in a cloud forest in
Chiapas in south-eastern Mexico.

Tropical Night Lizard, Lepidophyma.
False Coral Snakes, Ninia sebae and Pliocercus
elapoides.
ACTHA Newsletter, June - July '17
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Rattle Snakes (Crotalus) - are normally
found in trashy habitat, eg stone walls.
Another Crotalus species was only
described less than 10 years ago, and was
the first new rattlesnake species in many
years. It was found in a very difficult to
access area, a narco area, so very
dangerous to go there! Another Crotalus
species is found in volcanic, rocky areas in
the mountains surrounding Mexico City
and is very endangered. Carlos has tried at
least 20 times to see it, but the closest he
has come is on one occasion he was
looking with his wife and she saw it but it
then crawled under an impossible to move
boulder. The species is known from fewer
than 30 specimens. There are also three
species of tropical rattlesnakes in Mexico
that can grow to more than 2m, and are
beautifully marked and some are very
aggressive.

Q: How many new discoveries are there each year?
A: There is possibly around an average of five new
species each year.
Q: Query re Mexico’s population?
A: Growing quickly!
Q: Does Mexico have mass amphibian fungal
extinctions like the rest of the world?
A: Chytrid is present, but there’s still a lot of
research to do compared with better studied
countries.
It was a really entertaining evening. The subject
matter was extensive and it was delivered with
jovial humour as Carlos obviously enjoyed the
opportunity to show off his country and some of its
inhabitants, letting us know his favourites whether
it was a vegetation type or a herpetofauna species.
We were also treated to pics of Mexico’s culture.
Thank you Carlos.

Questions and Answers
Photos: False Coral Snake: Sonora michoacanensis.

Q: How many deaths are there from snake bite in
Mexico every year, and what are people’s attitudes
towards reptiles?

Speckled Racer: Drymobius margaritiferus.
Lampropeltis mexicana complex.

A: Nobody knows for sure as there are many
remote places in Mexico, where you don’t know
about anything, let alone snake bite, but Carlos
estimates several hundreds, and mainly from a large
dangerous viper. There would basically be a ‘kill on
sight’ attitude, so there is lots of scope for these
negative attitudes to be improved with education!

Mexican gartersnake: Thamnophis eques.
Snail Eaters: Dipsas gaigeae and Tropidodipsas
sartorii.
Pit Viper: Bothriechis.

Truth is stranger than fiction….or can give fiction a run for its money!!!
Margaret Ning

Just prior to ACTHA’s last meeting in April, we
heard that the picture of a carpet python had
been posted on Canberra Nature Map (http://
canberra.naturemapr.org/). The animal was on
the edge of Canberra Nature Park at Mt Majura
and there was some discussion as to whether it
was naturally there or an escapee.

ACTHA Newsletter, June - July '17

ACTHA’s experts universally agreed that it was a
ring in, not local to the area, and that it would die
over Canberra’s winter if left where it was.
Fortunately this was also the opinion of the ACT
Government's Licensing Section and the animal is
now in their custody. The animal may have been
licensed, but Licensing and Compliance has not
received notification of any lost pythons.
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Later in April there was a newspaper item on a
Children’s Python being found on a train south
of Sydney (http://www.canberratimes.com.au/
environment/animals/snake-on-a-train-stunnedpassengers-find-reptile-on-carriage-south-ofsydney-20170419-gvnomt.html). And then,
almost immediately I heard that Emma and
ACTHA Newsletter, June - July '17

Luke of Canberra’s licensed ‘Snake Rescue
and Relocation’ service had similar stories
from the past year or so of taking pythons into
custody. I approached Emma for confirmation
of this and she responded as follows.“We have
had a few pythons found over this snake season
including a very healthy diamond
11

python with a friendly attitude! The pythons
we have found in the "wild" serve as a
reminder to owners - it is so important to be in
a routine to double check that enclosures are
closed properly as the tiniest gap can prove a
big mistake for curious snakes! Also, whenever
taking them outside for some natural sun
(which is a great thing to do for their
wellbeing), NEVER leave them unsupervised.
For owners like us who also have children, this
is purely second nature - but it is easy to think
'they're just sitting there so I can quickly run
off and do something'. Snakes can move off
incredibly quickly and suddenly, when they
feel like it, and it only takes a few minutes to
lose sight of them, and then you are at risk of
never seeing your beloved python again.

snake season after an owner contacted us and
we posted on Facebook about poor lost 'Barry'
- it had many shares with people keeping an
eye out for him, and he was found soon after
by a resident who called it in.”

A postscript from ACT Government’s Licensing
and Compliance clarifies the situation further:
• Possession of an unlicensed non-exempt
reptile, such as a python, is an offence in the
ACT.
• The licensing process is relatively cheap,
painless and primarily focused on the welfare
of the animal.
• Under the Nature Conservation Act, the
owner of a native animal loses “interest” (ie
ownership) when the animal escapes, and
that animal becomes the property of the
Territory. The Parks and Conservation
Service (PCS) may, however, return an
escaped animal to a person if they can
demonstrate:

The pythons that have been found by us or
rangers throughout the ACT are kept safe and
well after they are captured. Canberra Snake
Rescue examines any python we capture, and
makes sure they are in good health. We
will take a trip to the Vet if necessary as the
animal's health is very important to us.
Licensing is notified and the priority is to
return the animal to the original owner. If you
are licensed and lose a python, then Licensing
have the ability to search the database
for licence holders in the area in which the
animal has been discovered, in order to find
potential owners. We will put up lost ads when
these pythons are discovered, and people are
welcome to contact us if they have lost a snake
and need help to spread the word. We have had
a successful reuniting of a diamond python last

• previous ownership,
• care and welfare standards are being
met,
• they are appropriately licensed, and
• the cause of the escape has been
identified and addressed.
An escaped native animal cannot be returned to
a person who does not hold an appropriate
licence.
The take home message is simple, have your
animals appropriately licensed by PCS. The
PCS Licensing team are contactable
on pcs.licensingandcompliance@act.gov.au or
02 6207 6376.
Photo: The Mt Majura carpet python, Carlos
Pavón.
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Using science and law to protect Mahony's
Toadlet

An appeal from NSW EDO & a
fascinating story

We engaged amphibian expert Simon Clulow,
Research Scientist at the University of
Newcastle to write an expert report on whether
the toadlet should be listed under NSW
threatened species law.*
It was clear to us from Simon’s report that the
species was eligible for an interim emergency
listing. So we urgently wrote to the NSW
Scientific Committee to ask that the toadlet be
listed, and for further investigations to be
carried out so that the toadlet can be better
understood and appropriately protected into the
future.

Dear (recipient),

The Scientific Committee agreed that
Mahony’s Toadlet should be given a
‘provisional listing, on an emergency basis’ as
an endangered species.

Have you ever heard of Mahony’s Toadlet?
Probably not, given that this little frog has only
recently been discovered! We’ve just helped a
residents’ group from the Central Coast’s
Kangy Angy to secure an emergency listing on
the NSW threatened species list for this rare
frog.

The listing is an important step in protecting
the species from extinction, and a great
example of our role in connecting
communities, scientists and decision-makers to
protect the environment. We now have a better
chance of ensuring that Mahony’s Toadlet
doesn’t become extinct.

Not much is known about the rare Mahony’s
Toadlet (or Uperoleia mahonyi). So far, it's
only been found at eight sites in Myall Lakes,
Port Stephens and the Central Coast.

You can help us continue this unique
work. please donate to our Environmental
Defence Fund today.

This beautiful little creature had never been
documented or described before and, because
we still know so little about this frog, it hasn’t
been given any legal protection. Until now.

Yours sincerely, Elaine Johnson (Principal
Solicitor, EDO NSW) and Megan Kessler
(Scientific Director, EDO NSW)

The community acts

* Simon named the frog after his mentor, Dr
Michael Mahony.

Late last year, the Kangy Angy Residents
Action Group contacted us when a local
population of Mahony’s Toadlet was
discovered at the site of a proposed new
industrial train maintenance facility in Kangy
Angy.

Some fascinating links
Slater's skink makes remarkable comeback
after species thought extinct

The development’s impact on the toadlet
wasn’t assessed during the approval process for
the development because the species wasn’t on
the NSW threatened species list. The group
saw that this was a problem, and asked for our
help.
ACTHA Newsletter, June - July '17

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-04-11/
slaters-skink-makes-remarkable-comebackafter-thought-extinct/8435124?
mc_cid=8813245346&mc_eid=e07a3e8275
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Live long, little lizard

Scientists are accidentally helping poachers
drive rare species to extinction

http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/
offtrack/sleepy-lizard-seg/8417826

https://theconversation.com/scientists-areaccidentally-helping-poachers-drive-rarespecies-to-extinction-78342

By the way, If the above link does not work,
search www.abc.net.au with the keywords from
the program/article (eg. radio national,
offtrack, sleepy lizard).

Here be dragons: the million-year journey of
the Komodo dragon

Bearded dragons help pet owners improve
understanding of native reptiles

https://www.theguardian.com/science/2017/
may/17/here-be-dragons-the-million-yearjourney-of-the-komodo-dragon

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-04-21/
bearded-dragons-help-pet-owners-improveunderstanding/8462294

MEMBERSHIP RENEWAL - Individuals/Families $20; Students $10.
Membership year runs from 1 July 2017 to 30 June 2018. “Herpetofauna” is $15 p.a. Payment at
our next meeting would be appreciated. OR a direct debit to:
ACTHA BSB 112-908, A/c 486822880
or by cheque to ACTHA, PO BOX 160, Jamison Centre, ACT 2614. Safer still, follow this link to
renew details: http://www.actha.org.au/renew-membership.html
And please don’t forget to note your name so I can identify it on the bank statement.
Queries:margaretning1@gmail.com.

ACTHA News
PO Box 160
Jamison ACT 2614

ACTHA Newsletter, June - July '17

14

