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he Striped Keelback (Xenochrophis vittatus; Fig. 1) is a

semi-aquatic snake (Pauwels et al. 2008) in a genus with
a historically confused taxonomy (Vogel and David 2012)
that includes either 12 (Dubey et al. 2012) or 13 (Uetz and
Hosek 2015) species. The Striped Keelback occurs naturally
in Indonesia (Banga, Java, Sumatra, and Sulawesi [Celebes];
Inger and Voris 2001; de Lang and Vogel 2006; Raharjo and
Hakim 2015) and an introduced population is established in
Singapore (Uetz and Hosek 2015). The presence of X. vir-
tatus in Puerto Rico is the first record of the species in the
Western Hemisphere (Herrera-Montes et al. 2015) and is
the thirteenth introduced herpetofaunal species on the island

(six anurans and six reptiles have been previously recorded).
Of the introduced reptiles, to date only one snake species,
the Boa Constrictor (Boa constrictor spp.) is considered estab-
lished. However, five additional snake species have been doc-
umented, although they are not known to have established
breeding populations (Mayer 2012). The new record of X.
vittatus in Puerto Rico increases the total number of snake
species in the island to twelve.

In Puerto Rico, observations of X. vittatus have been
recorded since 2011 in the northeastern lowlands (Herrera-
Montes 2014; Herrera-Montes et al. 2015). Individuals
observed include adults and juveniles detected in pastures

Fig. 1. Juvenile Striped Keelback (Xenochrophis vittatus) captured in an urban pasture in Carolina Pueblo on 24 February 2012. Photograph deposited as
voucher (MZUPRRP-PA-05) in the Museum of Zoology at the University of Puerto Rico, Rio Piedras Campus.
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Fig. 2. Striped Keelback (Xenochrophis vittatus) habitat: Urban pasture in Carolina Pueblo (30 m elev.). Photograph deposited as voucher (MZUPRRP-PA-06)
in the Museum of Zoology at the University of Puerto Rico, Rio Piedras Campus.

with shorter grasses (<1.5 m height; Fig. 2) and along the
edges of mature secondary forest (Fig. 3) near wet, swampy
areas at elevations of 27-144 m asl. In its natural range, the
species occurs from coastal plains to elevations of 1,200 m
and frequently is associated with terrestrial to semi-aquatic
habitats, such as wetlands, ponds, rice paddies, grasslands,
scrublands, and suburban areas (Bergman 1950; Raharjo and
Hakim 2015). The Striped Keelback is diurnal, oviparous
(clutches averaging five eggs), breeds year-round (Bergman
1950), and feeds primarily on fishes and frogs (Bergman
1950; Hampton 2011; Guo et al. 2012). However, some
Puerto Rican observations document individuals moving
through sampling sites at night, apparently searching actively
for food.

In pastures where X vittatus was observed, ten additional
species comprise the herpetofaunal assemblage (Table 1), and
two common species, the White-lipped Frog (Leptodactylus
albilabris Cochran) and the Common Grass Anole (Anolis
pulchellus Duméril and Bibron), were dominant species
(Herrera-Montes 2014). The White-lipped Frog is a com-
mon and adaptable frog endemic to the Puerto Rican Bank
(Mayer 2012). This frog is mainly active in the evening and
usually is associated with humid, swampy, and disturbed hab-
itats around the island (Rivero 2006). The Common Grass
Anole is a diurnal grass-bush ecomorph (Williams 1983) that
is widely distributed in Puerto Rico (Gorman and Harwood
1977). It is common in grassy and open habitats (Rand
1964), where it is found in extremely high population densi-
ties (to 20,000 individuals/ha; Gorman and Harwood 1977).
In the secondary forest parcel where I observed X. vittatus,
17 species including X. vittatus comprised the herpetofaunal
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assemblage. The Common Coqui (Eleutherodactylus coqui
Thomas) was the dominant species (Herrera-Montes 2014;
Table 1). Anolis pulchellus, L. albilabris, E. coqui, and other
common or threatened native species could be potential prey
or competitors of X. vittatus in Puerto Rico (Table 1).

The time of introduction of X. vittatus in Puerto Rico is
unknown, but anecdotal accounts of “Garter Snake” sightings
in Carolina Municipality can be traced to around 1994 and
refer to an accidental escape of snakes, presumably for the pet
trade, from containers at the Luis Mufoz Marin International
Airport (Herrera-Montes et al. 2015). Xenochrophis vitratus
is currently not listed in CITES, but evidence indicates its
presence in the international trade of live animals in the U.S.
Between 2004 and the first few months of 2015, over 19,000
Striped Keelbacks have been imported (C. Romagosa, pers.
comm.). The Striped Keelback is an attractive snake and is
in Indonesia commonly kept as a pet. It is harmless, easy
to catch, and does not bite; it lives around 10 years, and is
easily maintained in captivity (Bergman 1950). All of these
characteristics foster its popularity in the exotic animal trade,
which increases the risk of new introductions and transloca-
tions of individuals to other localities around Puerto Rico, the
Antilles, and the Western Hemisphere.

With the exception of the Puerto Rican Slider (7rachemys
s. stejnegeri Schmidt), Puerto Rico lacks native species of semi-
aquatic reptiles (Joglar et al. 2007; Mayer 2012), and non-
saline aquatic environments represent an unexploited resource
for other introduced reptiles and amphibians. Since observa-
tions of X. vittatus in Puerto Rico are indicative of a well-
established population (Herrera-Montes et al. 2015), studies
that contribute to the knowledge of its spatial distribution on
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Table 1. Species comprising the herpetofaunal assemblages in sympatry with the Striped Keelback (Xenochrophis vittatus) in Puerto Rico.
Relative abundance of each species in the assemblage is presented. Classification as endemic to Puerto Rico/Puerto Rican Bank (E), native
(N), or introduced (I) is based on Rivero (2006), Joglar and Longo (2011), and Mayer (2012).

Suburban Suburban Urban
Species Distribution Mature forest Pasture Pasture
Rbinella marina I 0.45 0.00 0.31
Eleutherodactylus antillensis E 0.06 0.61 4.70
Eleutherodactylus brittoni E 0.19 0.00 0.00
Eleutherodactylus cochranae E 0.52 0.00 0.00
Eleutherodactylus coqui E 58.12 2.44 2.19
Leprodactylus albilabris E 1.29 24.59 3.76
Anolis cristatellus E 25.76 0.61 0.31
Anolis krugi E 7.96 0.61 0.00
Anolis pulchellus E 1.49 70.33 85.89
Anolis stratulus E 2.14 0.00 0.00
Ameiva exsul E 0.26 0.00 1.25
Tgquana ignana I 0.45 0.00 0.00
Sphaerodactylus klauberi E 0.39 0.00 0.00
Sphaerodactylus macrolepis E 0.71 0.00 0.00
Borikenophis portoricensis N 0.00 0.00 0.94
Chilabothrus inornatus E 0.06 0.00 0.00
Typhlops platycephalus E 0.00 0.20 0.00
Typhlops rostellatus E 0.06 0.00 0.00
Xenochrophis vittatus I 0.06 0.61 0.63

the island, habitat use and selection, diet, and interactions
with other species are needed. I strongly recommend addi-
tional research, monitoring, and implementation of eradica-
tion programs of X. vittatus in Puerto Rico.
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