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Mammals rarely have been reported in the diets of snakes
in the genus Tropidophis (Tropidophiidae) (for reviews
see Henderson and Powell 2009; Rodriguez-Cabrera et al.
2020). This might be largely attributable to the small size of
most species (i.e., <600 mm SVL; Schwartz and Henderson
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1991; Hedges 2002; Rodriguez-Gonzélez 2020). After
examining nearly a hundred prey items from eleven species
of Tropidophis, Greene (1983) concluded that most were
dietary specialists with diets based largely on frogs and liz-
ards. He considered such prey items to have low ingestion

Fig. 1. An adult female Giant Trope (Tropidophis melanurus) when first encountered near El Nicho, Cumanayagua Municipality, Cienfuegos Province,
Cuba (upper left), and regurgitating a House Mouse (Mus musculus) and the remains of a second rodent (upper right and below). Photographs © T.M.

Rodriguez-Cabrera.
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ratios (i.e., relationship between prey diameter and the snake’s
head diameter). The exceptionally large Giant Trope (7. mel-
anurus) appears to be the only species capable of effectively
consuming prey items with high ingestion ratios (Greene
1983; Schwartz and Henderson 1991; Rodriguez-Cabrera
et al. 2017). Greene (1983) listed two rodents among 26
items (7.7%) found in museum specimens of 7. melanurus.
Schwartz and Henderson (1991) also mentioned “rodents
(Mus)” in the diet of this species, but did not specify quantity.
Those are the only two literature references of mammals in
the diet of 7. melanurus. However, predation on mammals is
more common than previously thought. Herein we report six
new cases of predation by 7. melanurus on introduced murid
rodents in central Cuba.

In all cases, we noticed a stomach bulge when we first
saw the snakes. To avoid killing the animals, we forced regur-
gitation by palpation of the abdomen in order to obtain the
dietary information (Luiselli and Amori 2016). We identified
the rodents to the lowest taxonomic level possible. Three spe-
cies of murid rodents (House Mouse, Mus musculus; Black
Rat, Rattus ratus; and Brown Rat, Rattus norvegicus) are estab-
lished in Cuba (Borroto-Pdez 2011). Nevertheless, due to
an advanced state of digestion, we were unable to identify
some prey items beyond family level. We measured snout-
vent length (SVL) or total length of the snakes to the nearest
centimeter or, in a few cases, visually estimated total length.
Datum for all coordinates is WGS 84.

In 1982, we found a large female (ca. 800 mm total
length) under a pile of dry grass at Reparto Virginia, Santa
Clara Municipality, Villa Clara Province (22.405739,
-79.986341; elev. 120 m asl). Forced regurgitation revealed
a partially digested House Mouse.

On 12 June 2008, we found an individual (ca. 600 mm
total length) under a rock in a secondary grassland about 1
km west of Loma la Vigfa, Placetas Municipality, Villa Clara
Province (22.332506, -79.677465; elev. 200 m asl). Forced
regurgitation revealed a partially digested House Mouse.

In 2013, we found an adult male (650 mm total length)
under a feeder in a dovecote within the facilities of Empresa
Nacional para la Proteccién de la Flora y la Fauna, Santa Clara

Fig. 2. A partially digested House Mouse (Mus musculus) and a Cuban
Treefrog (Osteopilus septentrionalis) regurgitated by an adult male Giant
Trope (Tropidophis melanurus) from the Cienfuegos Botanical Garden,
Cienfuegos Municipality, Cienfuegos Province, Cuba. Photograph ©
T.M. Rodriguez-Cabrera.
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Municipality, Villa Clara Province (22.402541, -79.919374;
elev. 105 m asl). Forced regurgitation revealed a partially
digested House Mouse.

At 0950 h on 30 October 2014, we found an adult female
(ca. 600 mm SVL) (Fig. 1) under a rock in secondary grass-
land by a road near El Nicho, Cumanayagua Municipality,
Cienfuegos Province (22.032016, -80.112710; elev. 460 m
asl). Forced regurgitation revealed a House Mouse (ca. 80
mm body length) and fragments of a second rodent in a very
advanced state of digestion. At least the identified prey item
was swallowed head-first.

At 2200 h on 17 October 2016, we found an adult
male (550 mm SVL) active at night on the ground in the
Cienfuegos Botanical Garden, Cienfuegos Municipality,
Cienfuegos Province (22.125151, -80.323549; elev. 50 m
asl). Forced regurgitation revealed a partially digested House
Mouse and a Cuban Treefrog, Osteopilus septentrionalis (39
mm SVL), the latter with no signs of digestion and in a more
anterior position (Fig. 2), suggesting that it was taken later.
Both prey items were ingested head-first.

At 1030 h on 11 April 2021, we found an adult female
(ca. 800 mm total length) under a rock in a secondary grass-
land about 1 km north of the Palmarito Dam, Ranchuelo
Municipality, Villa Clara Province (22.367522, -80.038004;
elev. 110 m asl). Forced regurgitation revealed a Black Rat
with only the head partially digested (Fig. 3).

The Giant Trope is a Cuban endemic that is widely dis-
tributed across the archipelago in diverse habitats that include
urban environments (Henderson and Powell 2009; Rodriguez
Schettino et al. 2013; Rodriguez-Cabrera and Herndndez
Gé6mez 2021). This is the only species of Tropidophis that
can attain SVLs >1,000 mm and body mass in excess of 800
g (Schwartz and Henderson 1991; Tolson and Henderson
1993; Rodriguez-Cabrera et al. 2021). Apparently, a mini-
mum size of about 500 mm SVL is necessary for snakes of the
genus Tropidophis to start consuming mammals. However,
in addition to 7. melanurus, only the Hispaniolan Trope (7.
haetianus) has been reported to feed on rodents in nature
(Schwartz and Henderson 1991). Although no reports exist,
we expect that other West Indian tropes with a similar body
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Fig. 3. A partially digested Black Rat (Rattus rattus) regurgitated by an
adult female Giant Trope (Tropidophis melanurus) from near the Palmarito
Dam, Ranchuelo Municipality, Villa Clara Province, Cuba. Photograph ©
E. Morell Savall.
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Fig. 4. Captive adult Giant Tropes (7ropidophis melanurus)

exceeding 600

mm SVL that were regularly fed o
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n lab and free-ranging House Mice (Mus

musculus) (above and lower left) and suckling European Rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus) (lower right). Photographs © A. Herndndez Gémez (upper left), J.

Torres (upper right), and A.M. Rodriguez-Gonzdlez (below).

plan as that of 7" melanurus (see Hedges 2002) and with SVLs
around 500 mm might also sporadically include small mam-
mals in their diets. This size can be attained by the Navassa
Trope (7. bucculentus), which presumably is extinct; the
Grand Cayman Trope (7. caymanensis); the Little Cayman
Trope (7. parkeri); the Cayman Brac Trope (7. schwartzi);
and the Jamaican Eyespotted Trope (7. stejnegeri) (see
Henderson and Powell 2009 for a review). Although some
species of the semi-arboreal ecotype (e.g., the Broad-banded
Trope, T. feicki, and the Gracile Banded Trope, 7. wrighti)
can approach 500 mm SVL, they are much more slender than
representatives of the 7. melanurus species group (for reviews
see Hedges 2002; Henderson and Powell 2009; Rodriguez-
Cabrera et al. 2020; Rodriguez-Gonzdlez 2020) and appear
not to consume rodents due to body plan and specialization
for predation on anoles. Based on observations in captivity,
adult 77 melanurus readily accept rodents and even small lago-
morphs (Fig. 4), whereas species of the semi-arboreal ecotype
never do (pers. obs.). Giant Tropes begin to accept pinkies
shortly after reaching 300 mm SVL (pers. obs.), which sug-
gests that this species might be conditioned to consume this
kind of prey before reaching adult size.
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The Spotted Brown Trope (7. pardalis), a small, stout,
ground-dwelling species (females to 287 mm SVL, males
to 284 mm SVL; Henderson and Powell 2009), apparently
feeds on House Mice in captivity (Polo and Arango 2011).
Nonetheless, we believe that controlled conditions in captiv-
ity drove such a small snake to feed on endothermic, relatively
large prey (probably pinkies).

Murid rodents are not native in Cuba (e.g., Silva et al.
2007). Therefore, the propensity of 7. melanurus to consume
small non-volant mammals could be explained by co-evolution
with mammalian prey that is similar in body size and general
habits to the introduced murids. In the Greater Antillean region,
such mammalian prey presumably included “island shrews” of
the genus Nesophontes (Eulipotyphla: Nesophontidae), small,
terrestrial, and most likely nocturnal semi-burrowers (e.g.,
Silva et al. 2007; Borroto-Pdez 2011; Orihuela 2014; Buckley
et al. 2020; Orihuela et al. 2020), and small “spiny rats” of the
genus Boromys (Rodentia: Echimyidae) (e.g., Silva et al. 2007;
Arredondo Antinez 2011; Borroto-Pdez 2011). Both groups
included species no larger than a Black Rat (e.g., Silva et al.
2007; Arredondo Antdnez 2011; Borroto-Pdez 2011). These
mammals are common in the subfossil record of the region
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and are thought to have survived until close to or even after
the first European arrival in the region in 1492 (MacPhee et
al. 1999; Diaz-Franco 2004; Silva et al. 2007; Cooke et al.
2017; Orihuela et al. 2020). For predators of small, noctur-
nal, non-volant mammals, murids presumably serve as replace-
ments for Nesophontes and Boromys, as indicated by abundant
records from subfossil owl-pellets (for reviews see MacPhee et
al. 1999; Dfaz-Franco 2004; Silva et al. 2007; Borroto-Pdez
2011; Cooke et al. 2017; Orihuela et al. 2020).

Acknowledgements
We thank Julio Leén and Yosvani Vicet for assistance in the
field, Rafael Borroto for help with the identification of prey
items, and the administration and workers of the Cienfuegos
Botanical Garden for logistical support and accommodations.

Literature Cited

Arredondo Anttnez, O. 2011. Introduccién a los mamiferos extintos, pp. 23-27.
In: R. Borroto-Pdez and C.A. Mancina (eds.), Mamiferos en Cuba. UPC Print,
Vaasa, Finland.

Borroto-Pdez, R. 2011. Los mamiferos invasores o introducidos, pp. 221-241. In:
R. Borroto-P4ez and C.A. Mancina (eds.), Mamiferos en Cuba. UPC Print,
Vaasa, Finland.

Buckley, M., V.L. Harvey, J. Orihuela, A.M. Mychajliw, J. Keating, ].N. Almonte
Milan, C. Lawless, A.T. Chamberlain, V.M. Egerton, and P.L. Manning.
2020. Collagen sequence analysis reveals evolutionary history of extinct West
Indies Nesophontes (island-shrews). Molecular Biology and Evolution 37: 2931—
2943. https://doi.org/10.1093/molbev/msaal37.

Cooke, S.B., L.M. Dévalos, A.M. Mychajliw, S.T. Turvey, and N.S. Upham.
2017. Anthropogenic extinction dominates Holocene declines of West Indian
mammals. Annual Review of Ecology, Evolution, and Systematics 48: 301-327.
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-ecolsys-110316-022754.

Diaz-Franco, S. 2004. Andlisis de la extincién de algunos mamiferos cubanos, sobre
la base de evidencias paleontoldgicas y arqueoldgicas. Revista Biologia 18:

147-154. https://doi.orgl0.1146/annurev-ecolsys-110316-022754.

Greene, H.W. 1983. Dietary correlates of the origin and radiation of snakes.
American Zoologist 23: 431-441. htps://doi.org/10.1093/ICB/23.2.431.

Hedges, S.B. 2002. Morphological variation and the definition of species in the
snake genus Tropidophis (Serpentes: Tropidophiidae). Bulletin of the Natural
History Musewm, London. Zoology Series 68: 83-90. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0968047002000092.

Henderson, R.W. and R. Powell. 2009. Natural History of West Indian Amphibians
and Reptiles. University Press of Florida, Gainesville, Florida, USA.

Luiselli, L. and G. Amori. 2016. Diet, pp. 97-109. In: C. Kenneth Dodd, Jr.

519

REPTILES & AMPHIBIANS < 28(3): 516-519 ¢ DEC 2021

(ed.), Reptile Ecology and Conservation: A Handbook of Techniques. Oxford
University Press, London, UK.

MacPhee, R.D.E., C. Flemming, and D.P. Lunde. 1999. “Last occurrence” of
the Antillean insectivoran Nesophontes: new radiometric dates and their
interpretation. American Museum Novitates 3261: 1-19. https://doi.
org/10.1101/2020.01.27.922237.

Orihuela, J. 2014. Endocranial morphology of the extinct Antillean shrew
Nesophontes (Lipotyphla: Nesophontidae) from natural and digital endocasts
of Cuban taxa. Paleontologia Electronica 17: 1-12. https://doi.org/:10.13140/
RG.2.2.10284.36480.

Orihuela, J., L.W. Vifola, O. Jiménez Vézquez, A.M. Mychajliw, O. Herndndez
de Lara, L. Lorenzo, and J.A. Soto-Centeno. 2020. Assessing the role of
humans in Greater Antillean land vertebrate extinctions: new insights
from Cuba. Quaternary Science Reviews 249: 106597. https://doi.
org/:10.1101/2020.01.27.922237.

Silva Taboada, G., W. Sudrez Duque, and S. Diaz Franco. 2007. Compendio de
los Mamiferos Terrestres Autdctonos de Cuba Vivientes y Extinguidos. Ediciones
Bolofia, La Habana, Cuba.

Polo Leal, J.L. and A. Arango Leyva. 2011. Mantenimiento y reproduccién del
majasito leopardo 6 boa leopardo Tropidophis pardalis Gundlach, 1840
(Serpentes: Tropidophiidae) en el Parque Zoolégico Nacional de Cuba.
Cubazoo 24: 45-52.

Rodriguez-Cabrera, T.M. and A. Herndndez Gémez. 2021. New prey records
for two snakes of the genus Tropidophis (Tropidophiidae) from urban habi-
tats in La Habana, Cuba. Reptiles & Amphibians 28: 512-515. heeps://doi.
org/10.17161/randa.v28i3.15858.

Rodriguez-Cabrera, T.M., J. Rosado, R. Marrero, and J. Torres. 2017. Birds in
the diet of snakes in the genus Tropidophis (Tropidophiidae): Do prey items
in museum specimens always reflect reliable data? Reptiles & Amphibians 24:
61-64. https://doi.org/10.17161/randa.v24i1.14149.

Rodriguez-Cabrera, T.M., A. Fong G., and J. Torres. 2020. New dietary records
for three Cuban snakes in the genus Tropidophis (Tropidophiidae), with com-
ments on possible niche partitioning by Cuban tropes. Reptiles & Amphibians
27:201-208. https://doi.org/10.17161/randa.v27i2.14177.

Rodriguez-Cabrera, T.M., R. Alonso Navarro, ].Q. Pigott, E. Morell Savall, A.M.
Rodriguez-Gonzdlez, and J. Torres. 2021. Giant dwarfs: Very large Giant
Tropes, Tropidophis melanurus (Squamata: Tropidophiidae), and new maxi-
mum size records for the species. Reptiles & Amphibians 28: 404-410. heeps://
doi.org/10.17161/randa.v28i3.15965.

Rodriguez-Gonzélez, A.M. 2020. Maximum size record for the Broad-banded
Trope, Tropidophis feicki (Squamata: Tropidophiidae). Reptiles & Amphibians
27:515. https://doi.org/10.17161/randa.v27i3.14903.

Rodriguez Schettino, L., C.A. Mancina, and V. Rivalta Gonzdlez. 2013. Reptiles

of Cuba: Checklist and geographic distribution. Smithsonian Herpetological
Information Service 144: 1-96. https://doi.org/10.5479/51.23317515.144.1.

Schwartz, A. and R-W. Henderson. 1991. Amphibian and Reptiles of the West Indies:
Descriptions, Distributions, and Natural History. University of Florida Press,
Gainesville, Florida, USA.

Tolson, P.J. and R.W. Henderson. 1993. The Natural History of West Indian Boas.
R&A Publishing Limited, Somerset, UK.


https://doi.org/
https://doi.org/10.1093/molbev/msaa137
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-ecolsys-110316-022754
http://dx.doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.10284.36480
http://dx.doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.10284.36480
http://dx.doi.org/10.1101/2020.01.27.922237
https://doi.org/10.17161/randa.v24i1.14149
https://doi.org/10.17161/randa.v27i3.14903
http://dx.doi.org/10.5479/si.23317515.144.1

