
NATURAL HISTORY NOTES 

Natural History Notes features short articles documenting 
original observations made of amphibians and reptiles 
mostly in the field. Format details and other guidelines are 
available in Herpetological Bulletin No. 78, Wmter 2001. 

CHALCIDES CHALCIDES (Three-toed Skink): 
COMMUNAL HIBERNACULA. Several aspects 
of the ecology of Chalcides chakides are poorly 
known (but see Rugiero, 1997), and indeed there is 
almost no data available on the hibernation phase of 
these animals (see, e.g., Corti & Lo Cascio, 2002). 

During field surveys conducted in the winter at 
a study area situated around the village of Castel di 
Guido, approximately 15 km north of Rome 
(`Malagrotta-Castel di Guido', Latium, central 
Italy), we made some noteworthy observations on 
communal hibemacula of Chalcides chalcides. 
These data were gathered in February 2000 during 
an environmental impact assessment of a site 
designated for the construction of a rubbish 
incineration facility (Azienda Municipale 
Ambiente). This area is characterised by open 
grassy fields interspersed with bushes of Rubus 
spp., growing especially along a small stream 
(`Fosso Galeria'). The local climate is 
Mediterranean-temperate, with cold winters 
(without snow), rainy springs and autumns, and 
dry and hot summers (hypomesaxeric subregion 
type B, according to Tomaselli et al., 1973). The 
fauna is depauperate; among reptiles, apart from 
the species studied here, the following species are 
found: Vipera aspis, Natrix natrix, Coluber 
viridiflavus, Elaphe longissima, Lacerta bilineata, 
Podarcis sicula, P muralis, and Testudo hermanni 
(Filippi, 2000). 

While excavating the clay foundations during 
the morning of (6th, 17th and 18th February), some 
of the AMA engineering staff called for our 
attention to show us what they had found: on four 
occasions, always at a depth of about 30-35 cm 
below ground, they had unearthed groups of 
hibernating Chalcides chalcides. Although 
obviously sluggish, the lizards were able to make 
slow movements while handled. The groups were 
comprised of, respectively, 4 (1 male with 3 
females), 3 (all females), 6 (3 juveniles, 1 male, 
and 2 females), and 3 (2 males, and 1 female) 
indivuduals. All specimens excavated from the 
latter hibemaculum were accidentally killed 
during the excavations; they were subsequently 
preserved in alcohol, and are now stored in the 
collections of the Museo Civico di Zoologia, 
Rome. On no occasions were specimens of C. 
chalcides found hibernating singularly at a site. 
The linear distance between hibemacula is 
presented in Table 1. The body size (SVL) of all 
the specimens, divided by hibemaculum, is 
presented in Table 2. Males were slightly smaller 
than females, and most females had an average 
SVL of 120 to 130 mm, which is in full agreement 
with data reported by Rugiero (1997) for another 
population of Chalcides chalcides living at about 20 
km linear distance from our study area. 

Our observations, although opportunistically 
collected, demonstrate that Chalcides chakides may 
hibernate communally, at least on clay substrates in 
central Italy. We do not have firm (experimental) 
data about this phenomenon, but it seems 

reasonable to assume that the use 
of communal hibemacula by this 
species is usual for populations in 
this region. 

Table 1. Linear distance (m) between 
four hibemacula of Chalcides chalcides 
at the study area (`Malagrotta-Castel di 
Guido', Latium, central Italy). 

Hibernaculum B Hibernaculum C llibernaculum D 

Hibernaculum A 122.7 310.1 342.0 

Hibernaculum B *** 214.4 270.0 

Hibernaculum C *** 88.6 
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Males 

Hibernaculum A 108 
(n = 4) 

Hibernaculum B **** 
(n = 3) 

Hibernaculum C 120 
(n = 6) 

Hibernaculum D Not 
(n = 3) measurable 

Females 

124; 125; 
129 

131; 122 
128 

125, 129 

Not 
measurable 

JuNeuiles 
**** 

**** 

64; 66; 66 

**** 
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Table 2. Body size (SVL, mm) of the various specimens 
of Chalcides chalcides at the study area ('Malagrotta-
Castel di Guido', Latium, central Italy), divided by 
hibemaculum. Note that the specimens from 
hibemaculum D were not measured as they were 
seriously damaged by the excavating operations. Their 
sex was, however, identified. 
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CYNOPS PYRRHOGASTER (Japanese 
Newt): PREDATION BY INTRODUCED 
RANA CATESBEL1NA (Bullfrog). Japanese 
Newts, Cynops pyrrhogaster, have tetrodotoxin 
in their skin, muscle, digestive organ and gonads 
(Tsuruda et al., 2001). This chemical blocks 
sodium channels of nerve and muscle 
(Narahashi, 2001). Therefore, their predators 
require resistance to this. 

We captured Bullfrogs, Rana catesbeiana, at 
a field of iris in Higashi-Hiroshima, Hiroshima 
Prefecture, Japan (34°24'N, 132°43'E, 210 m 
above sea level) from 1999 to 2001, and studied 

their dietary habits by examining regurgitated 
stomach contents. From seven of these we 
obtained predated specimens of the Japanese Newt 
(Table 1). The condition of the nine newts ranged 
from near whole to merely bones. Other stomach 
contents included larvae of the Japanese Brown 
Frog, R. japonica, 10 types of aquatic 
invertebrates and 12 types of terrestrial ones. 

On 21st June 1999 at 10:32 hrs, we tested for 
susceptibility of R. catesbeiana to tetrodotoxin by 
intraperitoneal injection. The tested individual was 
a female (123 mm SVL, 300 g body weight) 
captured on 15th June 1999 at ca. 00:00 hrs from 
the same site where Bullfrogs ate newts. The 
injected tetrodotoxin was 10 ml solution extracted 
from males of C. pyrrhogaster in Isahaya, 
Nagasaki Prefecture, and this toxicity was 1000 
MU, corresponding to the level of toxin present in 
approximately two males (Tsuruda et al., 2001). 
One MU (mouse unit) is defined as the amount of 
toxin required to kill a mouse (20 g body weight) 
in 30 min after intraperitoneal injection 
(Kawabata, 1978). At 5 minutes after the injection, 
the frog lowered its head. At 17 minutes, she 
closed her nictitating membranes, and showed 
immobile hindlimbs and loss of righting reflex. At 
28 minutes, her snout was touching the bottom of 
the container. At 203 minutes after injection, she 
jumped, and we considered her to have recovered. 

Therefore, levels of tetrodotoxin as contained 
by two C. pyrrhogaster may not be enough to kill 
R. catesbeiana by digestion or even intraperitoneal 
injection. In previous reports, R. catesbeiana died 
after swallowing Taricha granulosa in an 
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