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CONSERVATION AND NATURAL HISTORY
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he West Indian lizard genus Pholidoscelis (Teiidae) com-

prises 20 extant species (Uetz et al. 2018). Forty currently
recognized subspecies of the Cuban Whiptail (P. auberi) are
distributed across the Cuban Archipelago (28 subspecies)
and the Great Bahama Bank (12 subspecies), and the taxo-
nomic determinations of some populations are still pending
(McCoy 1970; Schwartz 1970a, 1970b; Garrido 1975; Gali
and Garrido 1986; Buckner et al. 2012; Estrada 2012; Torres
et al. 2014; Goicoechea et al. 2016). Pholidoscelis auberi, as
currently defined, almost certainly represents a species com-
plex (Henderson and Powell 2009). However, despite its
abundance and wide distribution, little is known about the
feeding habits of this species. The only dietary information
is in Gundlach (1880), who mentioned that these lizards eat
insects, and Barbour and Ramsden (1919), who observed
them “picking up ants.” Herein we report the first instance of
predation on a vertebrate by P. auberi.

Copyright © 2018. Aslam I. Castellén Maure. All rights reserved.

Fig. 1. Sequence of photographs of predation by a Cuban Whiptail (Pholidoscelis anberi zugi) on a Cuban Flat-headed Frog (Eleutherodactylus planirostris)
at Pélpite, Zapata Swamp, Cuba. Photographs © Aslam I. Castellén Maure.

At 1905 hours on 14 December 2015, we observed
an adult Pholidoscelis auberi zugi (SVL ca. 80 mm) preying
on a Cuban Flat-headed Frog (Eleutherodactylus planiros-
tris, Eleutherodactylidae) at Bernabé’s house (22°19°34”N,
81°11°01”W; 3 m asl; WGS 84), a popular birdwatching
site in Pélpite, Ciénaga de Zapata Municipality, Matanzas
Province, Cuba. When first observed, the frog appeared to be
dead and the lizard had bitten the anterior region of its body
(Fig. 1A). The lizard repeatedly changed its hold, shaking the
prey, and apparently seeking a better position for swallowing
it (Figs. 1B & 1C). After a few minutes the lizard ran away,
carrying the frog out of our sight.

Pholidoscelis auberi zugi ranges across the southern main-
land Matanzas Province (Zapata Swamp), Cayeria de Diego
Pérez, Cayos Blancos del Sur, and the Archipiélago de los
Canarreos (except Isla de la Juventud; Fig. 2; Garrido 1980;
Gali and Garrido 1986; Rodriguez and Rivalta 2007; Estrada
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Fig. 2. Map with the distribution of Pholidoscelis auberi zugi (green) in southern Matanzas Province and the southern keys, with the red dot depicting the
location of Pdlpite, Zapata Swamp, where the predation event on Eleutherodactylus planirostris was observed. The dashed horizontal blue lines represent

swampy areas.

2012). In the Zapata Swamp, it is relatively common along
the coast between Playa Larga and Girén (M. Caiiizares, pers.
comm.). The site where we observed the predation event was
at the northernmost point of the subspecies’ distribution (Fig.
2; Rodriguez and Rivalta 2007).

Nearly half of the species of Pholidoscelis are known to prey
on vertebrates, particularly other lizards (Table 1), and other
whiptails have been observed chasing anoles and small geckos
(see Henderson and Powell 2009 for a review). Indeed, many
species of anoles restrict spatial and temporal activity to peri-
ods when whiptails (and curlytails, genus Leiocephalus, another
known predator) are unlikely to be active, apparently in an
effort to avoid predation (see Henderson and Powell 2009 for a
review). Therefore, the paucity of vertebrate prey in the diet of
P. auberi appears to be an exception for the genus, not the rule.
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Fig. 3. The Cuban Flat-headed Frog (Eleutherodactylus planirostris) is
the only non-endemic eleutherodactylid frog in Cuba. Photograph ©
Raimundo Lépez-Silvero.
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Table 1. West Indian amphibians and reptiles confirmed as prey of whiptails in the genus Pholidoscelis. Abbreviations: E) eggs, H) hatchlings.

Predators Prey Islands Sources

Pholidoscelis auberi Eleutherodactylus planirostris Cuba This paper

Pholidoscelis chrysolaemus Celestus agasepsoides Hispaniola Schell et al. (1993), Sproston et al. (1999),
Anolis coelestinus Henderson and Powell (2009)
Anolis sp. (E)
Pholidoscelis sp. (tail)

Pholidoscelis dorsalis Pholidoscelis dorsalis Jamaica Grant (1940)

Pholidoscelis exsul Anolis cristatellus (tail) Puerto Rico Schmidt (1920, 1928), Lewis (1986, 1989),
Anolis monensis Isla Mona Rivero and Seguf (1992), Stewart and
Anolis sp. (E) Woolbright (1996), Joglar (2005), K. de
Sphaerodactylus macrolepis Queiroz and J.B. Losos in Henderson and
Iguana iguana (E) Powell (2009), Rios-Lépez et al. (2015)
Eleutherodactylus coqui
Treefrogs (indeterminate)

Pholidoscelis fuscatus Iguana delicatissima (E, H) Dominica Day et al. (2000), Breuil (2002), Knapp (2007),
Eretmochelys imbricata (H) Knapp and Price (2008), C.R. Knapp in

Henderson and Powell (2009)

Pholidoscelis griswoldi Anolis wattsi Red Head Island Smith and Baum (2000), Kolbe et al. (2008)

Pholidoscelis plei Anolis gingivinus Saint Martin Censky (1996), Breuil (2002), Hodge et al.
Anolis pogus Tintamarre Island (2003), Powell et al. (2005, 2015)
Anolis sp. (E)
Sphaerodactylus parvus

Pholidoscelis polops Sphaerodactylus beartyi (E) Saint Croix Meier et al. (1993)

Pholidoscelis sp. Caiman crocodilus (E) Puerto Rico Rivero (1998)

The frog genus Eleutherodactylus includes 58 Cuban spe-
cies, of which E. planirostris (Fig. 3), although native, is the
only non-endemic species (see Alonso and Garcfa 2017 for a
review). The latter is a generalist species that occurs naturally
in Cuba, the Cayman Islands, and the Bahama Islands. In
addition, introduced populations are known from Jamaica,
Grenada (although apparently extirpated; Henderson and
Powell 2018), the Caicos Islands, the southeastern United
States, Mexico, Honduras, the Miskito Cays of Nicaragua,
Panama, and the Pacific islands of Hawaii and Guam (for
reviews see Henderson and Powell 2009 and Cedefio-Vézquez
etal. 2014). West Indian eleutherodactylid frogs are frequent

190

prey of a variety of predators (see Henderson and Powell 2009
for a review). However, few predators have been reported for
E. planirostris; these include the Cuban Treefrog (Osteopilus
septentrionalis, Hylidae) and three dipsadid snakes, Cubophis
cantherigerus, C. caymanus, and C. vudii (Henderson and
Sajdak 1996; Meshaka 1996; Alonso and Rodriguez 2003).
Pholidoscelis auberi is the first lizard predator reported for E.
planirostris and the second species of Pholidoscelis known to
prey on an amphibian in the West Indies (2. exsu/ has been
repeatedly reported preying on E. cogui in Puerto Rico (Table
1; Rivero and Segui 1992; Stewart and Woolbright 1996;
Joglar 2005).
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