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Please Note!
The date for the next ACTHA Meeting

h a s b e e n m ov e d t o T u e s d ay, 2 9 t h J u n e 2 010
Diary date
The bi‐monthly meetings of the Association are usually
held on the third Tuesday of the month at 7.30pm,
Southern Cross Club, Catchpole Street, Macquarie,
Belconnen.

In this issue
ACTHA presents a cheque to the Australian
National Botanic Gardens: page 2.

Upcoming meeting

The value of surveys and putting dots on
maps: an exceptional talk was given at our

Tuesday, 29 June 2010

April ʹ10 Meeting by David Hunter, NSW
Dept of Environment, Climate Change & Water
on the importance of conducting surveys and
recording this information, allowing a greater
capacity to assess and monitor levels of reptile
population decline, from page 3.

Guest Speaker:
Ric Longmore
The Red Cross Snake Institute in Bangkok is South East
Asia’s regional authority on the production of
antivenom. It was opened by the President of the Thai
Red Cross Society in 1923 and the Commonwealth
Serum Laboratory in Melbourne was instrumental in
assisting Thai researchers develop efficient antivenom
production in an area of the world where many people
die annually from snake bites.
Ric has visited the Institute many times on his trips to
Thailand over many years and is keen to share his
experiences by taking ACTHA Members on a virtual
journey using his slide images. A meeting not to be
missed!

David Attenborough on snakes: page 8.
Rising temperatures drive lizards to
extinction: researchers at the University of
California in Santa Cruz, along with colleagues
from across the globe, reached these conclusions
after comparing their field studies of lizards in
Mexico with extensive data from around the
world, page 10.

Burrowing into ACTHA’s past: 1986, page 12.

Above: Ric Longmore presents the cheque to the Director of the ANBG, Peter Byron.

ACTHA once again makes a large contribution
to the Australian National Botanic Gardens
Joe McAuliffe, President ACTHA
Several members of ACTHA’s Committee recently held a morning tea at Hudson’s
Café to present a cheque to the Director of the Australian National Botanic Gardens
(ANBG), Peter Byron.
As in past years, half of the net door takings from ACTHA’s annual Snakes Alive!
Exhibition, which is held at the Gardens, is contributed to the ANBG to assist them
with their education programs. These programs include a strong herpetofauna focus
which encompasses many of the reptiles who call the ANBG home.

▪

ACTHA Newsletter, Jun ‐ Jul 2010

2

The value of surveys and
putting dots on maps

of habitat for threatened reptile species, which
has been identified from surveys.

ACTHA’s April 2010 talk was given by
David Hunter, Biodiversity Conservation Section,
NSW Department of Environment, Climate
Change & Water

Catchment Management Authorities (CMA)
typically request advice about where a threatened
species occurs before embarking on habitat
restoration activities. Recent genetic studies have
revealed how little we know about the diversity
of our herpetofauna at different levels ie what
species we have out there, and genetic sub‐
structuring within a species (significant
evolutionary units or significant management
units). Across the landscape we have populations
regularly blinking out, and we need to know
where to focus our efforts in terms of protecting
key populations. Identifying important
populations is best achieved through an
understanding of a species genetic variation
across the landscape, as this would allow for a
strategy to maximise the conservation of genetic
diversity. Again, this is best achieved after
surveys have identified the current distribution
of a species.

This article by Mandy Conway, with images and
assistance by David (below).

The value of surveys
Benefits
 greater capacity to assess and
monitor levels of decline;
 greater capacity to assess
conservation status and
prioritise actions;
 determine habitat requirements
and develop management
actions to protect critical
habitat;
 assess impacts and protect habitat;
 undertake population genetic study.
The importance of people recording data on all
facets of a reptile theyʹre interested in (location,
habitat and taxonomic descriptions etc) cannot be
emphasised enough, especially at a time when
numbers of many species are rapidly declining
and efforts need to be made to conserve remanent
populations. This historical information plays a
vital role in assessing species population and
developing useful and targeted methodology to
try to ensure a speciesʹ existence. To undertake
capture, breeding and reintroduction programs,
really a last ditch effort, is incredibly costly and
resource intensive and a long term commitment
spanning many years, indeed decades. It is a
process that should not be undertaken lightly and
decisions on whether it is really necessary,
because of all the resources required, can be
made more effectively with hard data on a
species current distribution, ie ʹ dots on mapsʹ.
Thorough, targeted surveys using appropriate
techniques provide invaluable information for
undertaking threatened species recovery
programs. This is the sort of information gives us
the strongest clues as to what is driving the
species distribution, and what we should do to
maintain it. The same applies for assessing the
impacts and protection of habitat. We have
remanent patches of native vegetation across the
landscape and people want to spend money and
effort protecting it. Why do this randomly when
it can be done taking into account the protection
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Example 1: Southern
Corroboree Frog
We might perceive to know a species
distribution, where it exists and in what numbers,
but it is amazing what turns up when people
actually go out and look closely, systematically
working across the landscape.
The black triangles in
Figure 1 (right)
indicate areas where
Will Osborne found
the Southern
Corroboree Frog in
the mid 80ʹs, a
thorough and
systemic survey
undertaken at the
time. The result was a
baseline data set of
knowledge which
was monitored to
several levels of
intensity. Will
Osborne discovered
on subsequent
surveys that the frog
Figure 1
was disappearing,
contracting greatly in its range and by the time
Dave got involved in 1995/96 only a few locations
still contained specimens. Only thirty‐two
Southern Corroboree Frog males remaining in the
wild!

The dots in Figure 2
(left) indicate where
frogs were found
after Dave revisited
Willʹs work and
conducted surveys
on a finer scale.
Instead of surveying
a bog at the top of the
valley and one at the
bottom of the valley
Dave surveyed all the
little pockets of
potential habitat in
the valley. The use of
a helicopter was
initially needed to
locate promising
areas.

Figure 2

Field trips of six weeks solid work over three years
resulted in fifty sites with 450 males being recorded.
Because we were dealing with a species in rapid
decline, this type of data puts us in a powerful
position to make confident decisions about the actions
required to move forward. ie captive breeding: Gerry
Marantelliʹs breeding facility utilises several shipping
containers containing frogs at various stages of
development. Running costs involve many 10ʹs of
thousands of dollars each year to feed the frogs let
alone the man hours and infrastructure required.

Figure 3

Corroboree Frog Microstats (below). Assessment of
genetic diversity in the critically endangered Australian
corroboree frogs identifies four evolutionarily significant
units for conservation.

Southern Corroboree Frog cluster. Northern Corroboree
Frog clusters (NCR) ‐ three distinct clusters that can be
recognised based on their genetic composition. To conserve
the evolutionary potential of the NCR we need to look after
all three groups.

Figure 4

of other frogs. Until the 1990ʹs the frogs hadnʹt
previously attracted much interest. Apart from a small
area on the Abercrombie they appeared to have
vanished. Systematic surveys were conducted and
fortunately the frog was re‐located (black dots on
Figure 4 (above)). The Lachlan and Murrumbidgee
Catchments had few historical records of populations

Example 2: Booroolong frog
Figure 3 (top right) shows the Booroolong Frogʹs
historical locations prior to the mid 1980ʹs. The records
are fairly comprehensive, particularly in the New
England Tablelands area. Over the next decade this
little brown frog quietly disappeared, along with a lot
ACTHA Newsletter, Jun ‐ Jul 2010
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but when the area was thoroughly searched the
situation proved not to be so dire. Just because there
were no historical records didnʹt mean they werenʹt
actually there. These frogs were primarily found in
the agricultural landscape, with one population
discovered in Victoria. More recently another
population was discovered nearby, which is
fortunate because the drought had severely impacted
numbers in the only known Victorian population.
Dave highlighted the difficulty in getting resources
and funding to do this type of very labour intensive
work even though the value of such work is
immense.
for survey work, or try to enhance the quality of the
habitat to slow down the ongoing degradation.ʺ
The final image (above) shows unlawful dam
creation measures being carried out by various
farming communities so they can water their stock in
this time of drought. A highly illegal practice that
Government agencies are aware of, however without
more resources or a shifting of priorities they are not
able to regulate. Small wonder there are such
massive problems in the Murray River system where
all the other major tributaries are being affected in
the same way. The use of front‐end loaders, digging
ever deeper to find water and damaging the area is
pure vandalism. But farmers in the area, as
elsewhere, are highly stressed managing their
properties through the drought. Menʹs support
groups are being formed at a record rate and one can
see why Government agencies may be reluctant to
act in certain instances.

The image above shows land clearing where the
Victorian Booroolong Frog population occurs. The
area has been completely denuded of riparian
vegetation causing large scale erosion. This
particular site was only remaining viable because it
was receiving large winter flushes of water causing
sediment build up to wash away. Since 2003 there
have been no winter flushes in this stream and
monitoring a 5km section of stream has shown that
95% of its habitat has been lost as a result of not
having the sediment flushed through the system.
Sediment has remained and clogged up the habitat
with weeds and willows, etc.

Catchment Management Authorities are now
endeavouring to work with farming communities in
a positive way. If we have dots on maps showing
where species are then unsophisticated but effective
work can result. ʺIf youʹre going to spend $
protecting this river then why not do it where we
have these endangered species.ʺ

The image below shows ongoing disturbance
processes. ʺIf you didnʹt know the frog was
historically here you wouldnʹt now target the area
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Dave is currently monitoring some of these sites. He
is not advocating the locking‐up of these areas,
instead farmers are approached and riparian zone
preservation is discussed. A separate paddock is
allocated and it is managed in a different way: you
pulse‐graze it at certain times of the year to assist
with weed management in a way that promotes
revegetation of native vegetation. To farmers this is a
palatable idea. At the moment, because of the
drought, fencing is not making a big difference.
However in future years, with more rain, these sites
will begin to demonstrate their value.
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The Booroolong Frog, its eggs are
laid in rock crevices.

dams in the 70ʹs and yet there are few records of
their actual distribution. Response to the decline of
the frog would have been better if we had known
their actual range. Putting records in for even
common species is something for which the value
cannot be underestimated. Taking voucher
specimens is an important aspect of keeping records.

Studies have identified the most important part of
the Booroolong Frogʹs habitat is the rocky sections of
stream. A detailed correlative study has revealed,
however, that the most important feature is the rock
crevices. Booroolong Frogs like to mate and lay their
eggs in the crevices. Willows colonising large
stretches of river banks have clogged these crevices
up with their root system of surface mats. Without
the crevices the rocks are useless to the frogs. This
vital piece of information has initiated a willow
removal program which will re‐establish breeding
grounds along with the replanting of native
replacements.

L. castanea numbers have declined with the
degradation of habitat however it is the Amphibian
Chytrid Fungus which has drastically reduced
numbers. Certain
species are more
susceptible to
Chytrid Fungus
and this frog is one
of them. Dave has
seen three different
species which are
Chytrid Fungus
free populations:
the Spotted Tree Frog, Southern Corroboree Frog
and Alpine Tree Frog. The numbers of these frogs in
a Chytrid Fungus free pocket are as in the good old
days, even with the drought.

The image above shows a former willow site which

Green and Golden Bell Frog from
the Captains Flat area, NSW and how
a herp enthusiast's find has made a
difference
Recently, a family who are members of Frogwatch,
have found a population of the Green and Golden
Bell Frog in a travelling stock reserve in the Captains
Flat region. This means Dave and his team will
hopefully be able to get a covenancy over the
Reserve and use it as a monitoring point, of great
importance due to limited access at other sites where
this species occurs. This family were interest in frogs
and had some idea of what they were looking at
which resulted in a really important find. Dave and
Will Osborne are meeting the family to discuss
ongoing management including water quality testing
and monitoring.

was cleared three years ago. The debris has washed
away re‐exposing the crevices and the Booroolong
Frog has returned.

Example 3: the Yellow Spotted
Bell Frog

Bibron's Toadlet

The Yellow Spotted Bell Frog, Litoria castanea, is yet
another example. It hasnʹt been seen for 30 years,
presumed extinct, until a specimen was recently
found by a NSW fisheries officer: in a creek running
through some paddocks with prolific in‐stream
vegetation including aquatic plants. The fisheries
officer (Luke Pearce) had been undertaking fish
surveys when he heard a ʹplonkʹ in the stream and
turned to see a big green frog just before it
disappeared out of view.

This frog was once common around Black Mountain
in the ACT, the Brindabellaʹs and throughout the
Southern Tablelands. Itʹs population has crashed in
large sections of its range however conservationists
canʹt quantify this because no very few records
where collected prior to its decline. Ross Pengilley
made some notations, but only in certain localities.
Entries to the wildlife atlas in the past would have
helped gauge the rate of population declines of many
species. The accuracy of the information, including

A farmer recalls how prolific the frog was in his
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exactly where surveys were undertaken and the
numbers found is one of the most important factors.
This type of information will enable conservationists
to target and repair riparian vegetation in critical
areas.
The ACT population of the Grassland Earless
Dragon (right) is another species once relatively
common. Recent thorough surveys and monitoring
have demonstrated the level of decline recently
suffered by this species. The Canberra population of
this dragon is probably one of the best surveyed
reptiles in the country. The level of work has been
phenomenal and has allowed for confident
management decision to be made for this species.
Further south on the Monaro Plains, there has only
been scant work on this species. This has made
management of this population problematic, as it is
difficult to put recent declines and further loss of
habitat into a meaningful context.
In Summary, populations can be discovered by just
getting out there and surveying. Itʹs amazing what
turns up once you start looking. By knowing where
species occurs, some of the greatest threats to their
persistence can be mitigated (loss of habitat due to
urban, agricultural, and industrial development),
and a strategic focus to implementing recovery
program can be undertaken.
See also ʹRecovery efforts for Kosciuszkoʹs threatened frog
faunaʹ article based on Dave Hunterʹs talk to ACTHA in
August 2009. ACTHA News Oct ‐ Nov 2009, page 8.

▪
Above and left: Farmers have been approached by the
CMAs and riparian zone preservation discussed. A
separate paddock is allocated and it is managed in a
different way: it is pulse‐grazed at certain times of the
year to assist with weed management in a way that
promotes revegetation of native vegetation.
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David Attenborough on
snakes

or even internally. But if you are incautious
enough to pick one up, you know immediately
that itʹs not a giant earthworm, for its long tubular
body doesnʹt flop about, this animal writhes, it has
a backbone, and what is more it bites with small
but very sharp teeth.

‘David Attenborough takes us into the world of
snakes ‐ their evolution and how they live today.’
Source: ABC Radio National, The Science Show,
presented by Robyn Williams, 29 May 2010
http://www.abc.net.au/rn/scienceshow/
stories/2010/2912391.htm

Below ground of course itʹs impossible to see
anything, so eyes are of no use. Consequently the
caeciliansʹ eyes have not only degenerated into
useless relics but are covered in skin and without
function. The animals do, however, have a special
sense organ all of their own. Itʹs unlike anything
else developed by any
other animal; a pair of
little tentacles on either
side of the head, each
lying in a groove between
the remnants of the eye
and the corner of the
mouth. The caecilian can
erect them and wave them
about, and since there are
nerves connecting to them
it seems certain that they
are sense organs of some
kind to help the animal
find its prey and, one
presumes, its mate, by
smell.

“Thereʹs something profoundly unsettling about
snakes. Itʹs the way they look at you with that
steady unblinking stare. Itʹs as though theyʹve
come from another world, and
indeed ancestrally they almost
certainly have. Theyʹve come from
underground.
Thereʹs a lot to be said for a life spent
beneath the surface of the earth.
Conditions are much steadier than
on the surface, thereʹs no wind to
buffet you, no great swing of
temperature between night and day,
and youʹre out of the way of other
larger dangerous animals that might
be seeking to make a meal of you.
And thereʹs a surprising amount of
food; roots and bulbs if youʹre a
vegetarian and, if youʹre not, worms,
beetle grubs, termites and other
insects, as well as of course other
mammals that have taken to the
subterranean life.

The most recent
backboned animals to
abandon light and air and
go below are the mammals ‐ moles. They went
down around some 45 million years ago, so
recently in evolutionary terms that theyʹve not yet
lost their arms and legs as the caecilians have. The
eyes of European moles, although tiny and buried
deep in the fur, are still sufficiently functional to
enable their owner to tell the differences between
light and darkness. And there are other moles, in
Africa, whose eyes are covered with skin so that
theyʹre totally blind and have a head that is
reduced to little more than a furry wedge with a
leathery front edge.

Above photo of David Attenborough was
supplied by Rebecca Bangay.

Backbone animals first clambered up out of the
water and onto the land around 170 million years
ago, but it seems that quite soon after that some of
them started to burrow and disappear below the
surface of the earth. One of the earliest to do so
was a branch of those very first four‐legged
backboned animals, the amphibians. Theyʹre called
caecilians. The name is hardly familiar and youʹre
not likely ever to have seen one of these
extraordinary creatures, yet they are surprisingly
abundant, particularly in the warmer parts of the
world. There are 160‐odd species. Most are around
a foot in length but one, from Brazil, is almost five
feet long and is as thick as a manʹs arm.

The most important group of backboned animals
to have made the move underground are the
reptiles. Different families have done so at
different times. One, the amphisbaenids or blind
snakes did so quite early on in reptilian history
and are still there. Others such as the skinks still
seem to be in the process of doing so. Skinks are
those stout lizards with scales that are so smooth

They have concertina‐like grooves encircling their
hairless moist bodies, but these are superficial, a
by‐product of the way the animal burrows
through the ground, pushing its pointed head
through the soil so that its body is extended and
then edging itself up so that the concertina rings
close. There are no traces of legs, either externally
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and fit so neatly together that the animals seem to
be polished and are a delight to hold.

history to threaten them, but there were quite a lot
of nice little furry mammals to eat.

Between them they illustrate almost every stage of
leg loss. Some have four legs that they can waggle
but which are virtually useless for getting around,
others have lost their hind legs, and some, called
sandfish, which live in dunes, have lost their legs
altogether and swim, as it were, through the sand,
with wriggles of the body at such speed that
theyʹre very difficult to catch.

Once above ground, the snakes began to prove that
four legs are not, after all, the only effective way
for a backboned animal to get around. They use
several methods, but most can curve their bodies
into an S‐shape so that their flanks can get a
purchase on irregularities on the ground. And if
youʹve ever tried to chase a snake, youʹll know that
many species can move across the ground much
faster than you can.

But to come back to snakes. Iʹve said enough, I
hope, to convince you that animals living
underground tend ultimately to lose both their
limbs and their sense organs. Snakes certainly lack
legs, superficially at least. But some do have relics
of them. Boas and pythons have two small claw‐
like spurs either side of the vent which are each
connected internally to one or more elongated
bones deep in the flesh.
Externally they have no sign of ears or a tube
leading to an eardrum. Instead their inner ear is
connected by bones to the jaw so that snakes can
hear (if ʹhearʹ is the word I want) by resting their
jaws on the ground and detecting vibrations. But
snakes do have eyes. Surely if they in the past lived
underground they would have lost them. Well,
their eyes in fact are extremely odd and quite
unlike the eyes of any other animal. For one thing
they lack lids, so snakes canʹt blink. Instead their
eyes are protected by large transparent scales that
come away when the animal sheds its skin. And a
snake canʹt move its eye in its socket as well as we
can, for whereas we have eight muscles to do that,
a snake has only six. As for focus, we and most
other backboned animals achieve that by altering
the curvature of the lens within the eye. Snakes do
not have that ability. Instead theyʹve developed a
way of moving the whole lens backwards and
forwards. It seems that the snakesʹ eyes have re‐
evolved, been re‐built, as it were, using a greatly
reduced number of parts, further evidence that
snakes did in the past live underground.

Some snakes have also developed special
additional sense organs. They smell with their
fork‐shaped tongues, a talent they may have
inherited from the land‐living group from which
they are descended, the monitor lizards. By flicking
this in and out theyʹre able to collect molecules in
the air and carry them back to a special sense organ
in the roof of the mouth.
But the most highly developed snakes, vipers like
rattlesnakes, have a pair of small but deep and
narrow pits in front of the eyes. These are sense
organs like no other in the animal kingdom.
Theyʹre heat detectors, so sensitive that they can
register the presence of a small warm‐blooded
creature such as a mouse up to 18 inches away.
What is more, that sense is narrowly focused into
what amounts to a beam, and since the snake has
two such pits, those beams enable it to locate a
mouse so well that the snakeʹs strike when it comes
hits its target with great precision like the punch of
a skilled boxer, neither falling short nor
overshooting. And since the rattlesnake is
primarily a night‐time hunter, those heat detection
pits are much more valuable than eyes. But even
so, the unblinking but vague stare of a snake still
unnerves me, and maybe you. These creatures are
aliens. They almost certainly have come from
another world, even if it is a long time since they
were there.”

▪

Fossil remains of truly ancient snakes are rare, but
there is a snake‐like skull that dates back to around
85 million years ago. That was the time when the
dinosaurs were rampaging around the land, when
underground was, by and large, a good place to be.
But then of course the dinosaurs suddenly
disappeared. When they did, it became relatively
safe for snakes to return to the surface. There were
not many big birds at that stage in evolutionary
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Above: ‘Eric’, a 6 month old Diamond Python, is a
huge fan of David Attenborough!

Rising temperatures drive
lizards to extinction

model of extinction risks for various lizard species
around the world. Their model accurately
predicted specific locations on five continents
where populations of lizards have recently gone
extinct, and it might inform researchers on how
these patterns of extinction will continue in the
future.

Source: ScienceDaily, 13 May 2010

This article is reprinted (with editorial adaptations by
ScienceDaily staff) from materials provided by
American Association for the Advancement of
Science, via EurekAlert!, a service of AAAS.
For many lizards, global climate change is a matter
of life and death. After decades of surveying
Sceloporus lizard populations in Mexico, an
international research team has found that rising
temperatures have driven 12 percent of the
countryʹs lizard populations to extinction. An
extinction model based on this discovery also
forecasts a grim future for these ecologically
important critters, predicting that a full 20 percent
of all lizard species could be extinct by the year
2080.
The detailed surveys of lizard populations in
Mexico, collected from 200 different sites, indicate
that the temperatures in those regions have
changed too rapidly for the lizards to keep pace. It
seems that all types of lizards are far more
susceptible to climate‐warming extinction than
previously thought because many species are
already living right at the edge of their thermal
limits, especially at low elevation and low latitude
range limits.
Although the researchersʹ prediction for 2080 could
change if humans are able to slow global climate
warming, it does appear that lizards have crossed a
threshold for extinctions ‐‐ and that their sharp
decline will continue for decades at least.
Barry Sinervo from the Department of Ecology and
Evolutionary Biology at the University of
California in Santa Cruz, along with colleagues
from across the globe, reached these conclusions
after comparing their field studies of the lizards in
Mexico with extensive data from around the
world. Their research will be published in the May
14 issue of Science, the peer‐reviewed journal
published by AAAS, the non‐profit science society.
After compiling the global field data, Sinervo and
his colleagues studied the effects of rising
temperatures on lizardsʹ bodies, and created a
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ʺHow quickly can Earthʹs lizards adapt to the
rising global temperatures? Thatʹs the important
question,ʺ Sinervo said. ʺWe are actually seeing
lowland species moving upward in elevation,
slowly driving upland species extinct, and if the
upland species canʹt evolve fast enough then
theyʹre going to continue to go extinct.ʺ
According to the researchersʹ global model, which
is derived from todayʹs trends of carbon dioxide
emissions from human activities, about six percent
of lizard species are due for extinction by the year
2050. Since carbon dioxide hangs around in the
atmosphere for decades, the researchers say that
this statistic can no longer be avoided. However,
they do say that concentrated global efforts to
reduce carbon dioxide in the atmosphere could
possibly avert the 2080 scenarios, in which 20
percent of lizard species are expected to disappear
from the planet.
The detailed study notes specifically that lizards
that bear live young are particularly at risk of
extinction, compared to those that lay eggs. ʺLive‐
bearers experience almost twice the risk of egg‐
layers largely because live‐bearers have evolved
lower body temperatures that heighten extinction
risk,ʺ Sinervo said. ʺWe are literally watching these
species disappear before our eyes.ʺ
Sinervo began focusing his attention on lizard
extinctions after he noticed an obvious trend
during his field work in France. He identified an
unsettling pattern of lizard extinctions with French
researchers, Jean Clobert and Benoit Heulin, while
they were surveying some of their well‐
documented populations. Disturbed by their
findings, they contacted colleagues around the
world ‐‐ Jack Sites and Donald Miles in the United
States, Fausto Méndez‐de‐la‐Cruz in Mexico, and
Carlos Frederico Duarte Rocha in Brazil ‐‐ and a
global collaboration ensued.

ʺThis work is a fine example of interdisciplinary
science and international collaboration, using
methods and data from a range of scientific
disciplines to improve confidence in the prediction
of the biological effects of contemporary climate
change, and in particular showing how long‐term
records and research are so crucial to the
understanding of ecological change,ʺ said Andrew
Sugden, the International Managing Editor of
Science.
ʺWe would never have been able to do this without
certain free, online tools like Google Scholar and
Google Earth,ʺ Sinervo said. ʺIt took us awhile to
pinpoint the appropriate search terms. But once we
did, we locked onto key published studies. I was
surprised at how fast researchers began sending us
data… Thatʹs what happens though: When
scientists see a problem, with global evidence
backing it, they come together.ʺ
In order to fine‐tune their model with this
surprising global outpouring of data, Sinervo and
his colleagues used a small electronic device that
mimics the body temperature of a lizard basking in
the sun. They placed these thermal models in sun‐
drenched areas for four months at sites in Mexico
where lizard populations were still thriving ‐‐ and
at sites where they have already gone extinct.
ʺThere are periods of the day when lizards canʹt be
out, and essentially have to retreat to cooler
places,ʺ Sinervo said. ʺWhen theyʹre not out and
about, lizards arenʹt foraging for food. So we
assessed how many hours of the day lizards would
have been driven out of the sun at these different
locations. Then, we were able to parameterize our
global model.ʺ
For the authors, who claim a deep appreciation for
these lizards and the important role the reptiles
play in the global food chain, these findings are
both ʺdevastating and heart‐wrenching.ʺ But, they
say, hope does remain for the worldʹs lizards.
ʺIf the governments of the world can implement a
concerted change to limit our carbon dioxide
emissions, then we could bend the curve and hold
levels of extinction to the 2050 scenarios,ʺ Sinervo
concluded. ʺBut it has to be a global push… I donʹt
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want to tell my child that we once had a chance to
save these lizards, but we didnʹt. I want to do my
best to save them while I can.ʺ
This report by Sinervo et al. was funded by the
National Geographic Society, UC Mexus, UCSC
Committee‐On‐Research, National Science
Foundation awards, CNRS fellowships, visiting
Professorships from the Museum Nationale
dʹHistoire Naturelle and the University of
Toulouse, CONACYT grants and fellowships,
CONICET grants, FONDECYT grants, SMSI
grants, UNAM and AMNH scholarships and
grants, an Academy of Finland grant, ARC grants,
and the Bean Life Science Museum.

▪

Burrowing into ACTHA’s past: 1986
By Mandy Conway
This month we re‐visit the ACTHA group’s second year. Interestingly, much of the discussion at the time involved a
wildlife atlas which would hopefully lead to a better understanding of local reptile distribution. This complements
ʹThe value of surveys and putting dots on mapsʹ article
on page 3 of this Newsletter.

Above: extract from October 1986 meeting
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This page: a guide to completing the ‘Habitat and Species Form’ which was attached to the ACTHA Newsletter of 18 March 1986.
‐2‐

‐4‐

‐3‐
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Please Note!
The date for the next ACTHA Meeting

h a s b e e n m ov e d t o T u e s d ay, 2 9 t h J u n e 2 010

Due to unforeseen circumstances the June ACTHA Meeting has been postponed
and will be held on Tuesday 29 June 2010. We know it’s winter and our reptiles
have become sloths, but this is no excuse for members. Please support our Society
and brave the chill to come along and listen to Ric give his much anticipated talk
and slide show on the elapids of Thailand.
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