Natural History Notes

STE F ANI A E VANSI (G r oet e C r eek ca r r yin g
fr og): F R O G L E T C AR R YI NG . The neotropical
genus Stefania was recently removed from the
family Hylidae and placed in the family
Cryptobatrachidae, together with Cryptobatrachus,
by Frost et al. (2006), mainly on the basis of
molecular data. Stefania evansi, the most
widespread member of the genus, is endemic to
Guyana and is found below 900 m. The highland
species S. scalae was synonymised with S. evansi
by Duellman and Hoogmoed (1984), but the two
species were separated by Señaris et al. [1997
(“1996”)]. The reproductive biology of Stefania
remains poorly understood, although females
carry their eggs and neonates on their back. In a
recent paper, Kok et al. (2006) reported a large
female (97.5 mm SVL) Stefania evansi carrying
25 eggs. Until now this record remained the
maximum known number of eggs or juveniles
carried by a female S. evansi. As pointed out by
Kok et al. (2006), very little data exists on female
S. evansi carrying eggs or juveniles, and the
authors cited the only four known literature
records. We report here two more cases of juvenile
brooding in S. evansi.
Three large females carrying juveniles on their
back were caught at night in March 2006 on the
banks of the Elinkwa River in the southeastern
part of Kaieteur National Park, west-central
Guyana (5°08’09”N, 59°25’28”W, ca. 500 m
elevation). All three were on the ground close to a
slow moving stream. One female escaped, but the
two others, with their carried juveniles, were
captured and deposited in the herpetological
collections of the Institut Royal des Sciences
Naturelles de Belgique (IRSNB). All the juveniles
remained attached to the back of the females when
captured, and remained there until the following
morning. IRSNB 13934, a striped female [Morph
B of Duellman & Hoogmoed (1984)], 95.1 mm
SVL, collected on 23rd March 2006 at 20:00 hrs,
carried the remarkable number of 30 near-term
juveniles (16.0–18.3 mm SVL, mean = 17.4 mm)
(see cover). Five juveniles (16.7%) conform to the
plain colour morph [Morph A of Duellman and
Hoogmoed (1984)] while 25 juveniles (83.3%)
conform to the striped colour morph. IRSNB
13933, another striped female, 77.7 mm SVL,
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collected on 22nd March 2006 at 21:20 h, carried
15 near-term juveniles (14.9–17.4 mm SVL, mean
= 16.3 mm). Seven juveniles (46.7%) conform to
the plain colour morph while eight juveniles
(53.3%) conform to the striped colour morph. This
observation confirms that a same individual can
produce different colour morphs (MacCulloch et
al. 2006).
The next day, following handling for
photography, some juveniles began to leave the
mucus layer of the females, breaking the gill stalks
by their movements. This premature ‘hatching’ due
to disturbance and stress does not appear to be
detrimental to the juveniles and could be interpreted
as an antipredator defence. Juveniles that left
IRSNB 13934 still had yolk-filled bellies and
residual gill stalks attached at the base of forearms.
Jungfer & Boehme (1991), speculated that juveniles
might leave the mother’s back when the resorption
of the gill stalks is complete, which should coincide
with the consumption of all yolk (see MacCulloch
& Lathrop, 2002). This is congruent with our
observations of four independent juveniles
collected on 2nd December 2005 along a tributary of
Muri Muri Creek in the central part of Kaieteur
National Park. The juveniles (IRSNB 13929–32)
were close together on leaves and branches (up to
120 cm above ground) not far from a slow moving
stream and measured 16.7–18.0 mm SVL; the gill
stalks were completely resorbed and no yolk was
visible through the belly skin. MacCulloch &
Lathrop (2002) found juvenile S. evansi on female’s
back, with only a small amount of yolk remaining,
SVL 18–19 mm.
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TRI TURUS CRI STATUS (G r ea t cr est ed n ewt ):
P R E DAT I ON BY BI R DS. I am fortunate enough
to have a pond with a large colony of Great crested
newts on my land and, over a number of years, have
been able to observe the extensive predation that the
colony suffers from birds (the pond is in the High
Weald of Kent and lies about half a mile from the
River Teise).
I have only been able to find very limited
references to the fact that this predation occurs and
have to assume that it has not been adequately
recorded or documented in the past. My
observations and identification of the prey are made
easier by the fact that there are no fish in the pond
other than a few large grass-eating carp and no other
newts are resident. It is also clear that adult newts
are not a problem for some birds despite the belief
that toxicity affords some protection.
Firstly, Moorhens (Gallinula chloropus). It is
perhaps surprising but Moorhens will catch and
consume adult Crested newts. Although they spend
most of their day pecking away at plants in the pond
eating mainly vegetable matter they are omnivores
and will also eat insects, worms and snails. As far
as catching newts is concerned, Moorhens are
opportunistic hunters in that, as far as I have seen,
they do not actively seek them out. However, if an
adult crested newt comes up for air in the path of a
Moorhen, it becomes a target and, if possible, will
be caught. When this happens it creates a great deal
of excitement among the other Moorhens on the
pond who chase the lucky bird hoping to share in
the spoil; an indication that they would eat more if
they could catch them. They do not appear to
swallow them whole but peck them into smaller bits
before eating them.
As far as I am aware it is not generally known
that Mallards (Anas platyrhynchos) are also
predators and more successful ones than Moorhens.
They hunt the adult newts much more
systematically and I have watched them patrolling
the pond actively looking for the newts coming to
the surface. A female Mallard I observed caught and
consumed at least five fully-grown crested newts in
the space of an hour. Having webbed-feet and better
diving skills clearly makes the ducks more adept at
catching them than the Moorhens and when the
newts are caught they are swallowed whole, toxins
clearly being no discouragement.
Predation by ducks and Moorhens pales into
insignificance when compared with the predation
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