A Review of

some Literature Concerning
The Rough-Necked Monitor Lizard
Varanus rudicollis

INTRODUCTION

Varanus rudicollis, the rough-
necked monitor lizard, is one of the
least-known members of the family
Varanidae, a family which includes
the largest living and extinct lizards
in the world. Mast members of the
family excead one metre in length
and there have been at least
preliminary studies of most Asian
species, e.g., V.salvator {VOGEL
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its habitat preferences and diet. Its
social behaviour and reproductive
behaviour remain a complete
mystery, This seems strange in view
of the fact that it is the second-largest
lizard in all the countries it habitats,
and that, in at least some parts of its
range, it is considered to be an
endangered species. This paper is a
short review of what is known about
Vrudicollis  from the literature,
together with some cbservations from

Philippines. Whether this is true type
lecation is highly suspect, because
although Taylor (1922) and others
cite Gray (1845) in attributing the
Philippines to the range of the
species, no other specimens from
there have come to light since Gray's
1845 description, despite several
detailed studies of the herpetofauna
of these islands (e.g.. GAULKE
1988).

The V.salvator

subspecies

1979); V komodoensis
(AUFFENBERG 1281},
V.bengalensis (AUFFENBERG

1983). However two Asian species,
V.dumerili and V.rudicollis are very
poorly known and virtually nothing is
known of their natural history. Of
these, V.rudicollis is perhaps the
most enigmatic. The distribution of
the species is poorly known, as are

THE REPTILIAN MAGAZINE
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ather sources.

TAXONOMY and DISTRIBUTION

Varanus rudicollis was first
described by Gray (1845) from a type
specimen supposedly collected in the

nuchalis, which does oceur in the
Philippines, is characterized by the
presence of enlarged scales in the
nuchal region, and possibly this
animal has been mistaken for
V.rudicollis in the past. It should be
noted, however, that in the same




publication GRAY described Varanus
ornatus  (later V.grayi, naw
V.olivaceus) from the Philippines.
This animal was believed 1o be
extinct for more than a century
before it was rediscoverad by
Dr.Walter Auffenberg of the Florida
State  Museum  (AUFFENBERG
1988). Furthermore the holotypes of
both animals were collected for the
British Museum by Hugh Cuming, a
man not famous for supplying
accurate collection data with his
specimens.

The possibility
exists tha ttherough-
necked monitor once
inhabited those
islands, or that it is
living in some of the
remcte areas of the

country. Elsewhere
V.rudicollis is found
frem southern
Burma through
Thailand  and  the
Malayan Peninsula
to Sumatra, Bangra
and Borneo
(MERTENS  1959),

DE ROOWN (1915)
gives the following
locations; Malacca,
Sumatra (Benakat in
Palembang Ampat,
Sarawak, Baram
River, Rejang River,
Mt Dulit {to 2000 -
feet), Bogon and Samarinda,
LEKAGUL  (1963)  gives its
distribution in Thailand as being
restricted to the south ie. below the
isthmus of Kra, and claims that
V.rudicollis is the rarest monitor in
the country. BOONRATANA (1988)
only found the species in two
southern provinces; Thaleban
National Park in Satun and Khiong
Tom in Krabi, both areas of moist
evergreen forest. WONG (personal
cammunication) has received
specimens from northern, central and
southern Thailand as far as Vietnam,
but without exact location data.
DAREVSKY (personal
communication) has only found
V.salvator and V.bengalensis in
Vietnam. In Burma the speciss is
recorded from the Kamoukgyi Chaing
Head-waters (MERTENS 1950). [n
Malaysia it is known from the
Amapang Forest Reserve a few
miles from the Sungai Dusun Forest
Reserve, Selangor, in Aprl. In
Sumatra it is known from the intericr
of " Indragiri (WERNER 1900) and

Banka (BRANDENBERG 1983}
Brandenberg {1983} also examined
material from Borneo (Samarinda,
Sanga Danam and Balikpapan).
According to NUTPHAND (no date)
they are found only seldom in the
southern parts of Thailand, deep in
the forests and usually far away from
all human habitations.

MORPHOLOGY

The largest recorded size of

size of 180cm. In  Sumatra
specimens of between 100 and
127cm were seen (WERNER 1800).
Average lengths and weights of five
juveniles at hatching were 206
grammes, 116mm SVL. tail 137mm.
Four menths later they weighed 39
grammes and measured 140mm
SVL, 178MM tail (averages) (HORM
& PETERS 1982).

The morphological
charactaristics of this species, based

Varanus rudicollis Adult - Photograph by the author

V. rudicollis is from a specimen in
Malaysia (Ampang Forest Reserve)
of 146em total length {58em SWVL,
87cm tail) with a weight slightly over
4kg (LIM 1958). The type specimen
measured 840mm  (440mm  SWVL,
damaged tail 400mm) (TAYLOR
1922). In Thailand specimens are
usually smaller than one metre
(LEKAGUL 1969} Nutphand (no
date) gives the maximum total length
as 130cm. This makes V rudicollis
the sacond-largest lizard in Thailand
(after V.salvator) and also
presumably in the other countries it
inhabits. Two specimens that lived
for a short time at Yokohama Zoo in
Japan had the following
measursments; Male 53cm  SVL,
88.7cm tail, 2470g, died after 38
days. Female 49.5cm SVL, 70cm
tail, 1250g, died after 58 days
(personal communication), WONG
(personal communication) believes
that the species reaches a maximum

on a wvery limited number of
specimens, can be found in
MERTENS (1942); BRANDENBERG
{1983); TAYLOR (1922); description
of the type specimen and
NUTPHAND  (no  date).  The
coloration of the species can vary
between completely black and black
with bright yellow transverse rows of
bands ot spots. With age the lighter
colouration disperses so that most
adults are completely black except
for a distinct yellow spot at the base
of each digit just in frant of the tail
(BRANDENBERG 1883), It is not
known whether this colouration
serves a cryptic or warning function,
but doubtless it must sarve to raduce
predation on  small,  relatively
defenceless young monitor lizards.
The vivid coloration of hatchling
monitor  lizards  is well  known,
particularly in arboreal spacies, with
the Thai species V.dumetrilii providing
the most extreme example (HORM &
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SCHULE 1977).

CCBORN (1887) published a
photegraph  of a monitor  lizard
described as Vi rudicollis. However his
identification was incorrect, as this
animal is clearly V.gumerili Such
mistakes can be attributed to the lack
of infermation available about both of
these animals, both in scientific and
popular literature.

HABIT.

The sum of our knowledge of
the behaviour and habitats of
V.rudicollis were summed up by DE
ROOI {1915);
found in jungle, on
trees." The rough-
necked monitor
appears to be
restricted to dense
forest; LADIGES
(1939) found it in
thick jungle in
Sumatra and
mangrove forest near
a small coastal river
in Langhat.
According to
LEKAGUL (1969) in
Thailand the species
is usually found in
dense jungle rather
than alengside rivers.
In Malaysia it was
found in primary and
secondary forest by

JASMI (in
LUXMOCRE &
GROOMBRIDGE 1989) and from
primary ferest in  Sumatra by

WERNER (1900). The very restricted
habitat of this animal doubtless
contributes to its rarity.
DIET AND VIOUR

The diet of this species is
particularly interesting. It was once
believed that manitor lizards were
oppertunistic feeders, devouring any
animals they were able to overpower.
It is now clear that the diets of some
maonitors are much more specialised
than was previcusly believed, with
certain species feeding from a narrow
range of prey (see LOSOS &
GHREENE 1988 for review). Very little
is known about the diet of V,rudicollis
but the available information is
extremely thought-provoking.

Much of what is written bout
the diet of this species is based on
hearsay. MERTENS ({1842} believed

that the diet comprised mainly ants
and probably  termites.  JASMI
reported that weorms, insects and
birds' eggs are believed to form part
of its diet. Actual reports of stomach
contents are restricted to just 14
specimens. WERNER (1900) found
only digested and undigested insects

in  a stomach from Sumatra,
According to AUFFENBERG
(personal communication) six

stomachs  examined in  Malaysia
contained only tree centipedes and
large phasmids. Five stomachs

examined by LOSOS & GREENE
(1988) contained large numbers of

prey;

small frogs' eggs, spiders,

scorpions,  Brachyura, |sopoda,
insects (Blattoidae, Colecptera;
Orthoptera) and a mollusc. A single
stomach examined by
BRANDEMNBERG (1983) from a 80cm
specimen was completely filled with
large cockroaches and grasshoppers.
Finally  NABHITABHATA (personal
communication) examined the
stomach contents of a specimen from
Sumat Thani Province in the upper
south of Thailand and found they
were composed nearly entirely of
parts of crabs.

The stomach contents of the
animals examined by LOSOS &
GREENE and BRANDENBERG were
of museum  specimens, some
collected  early  this  century,
apparently without accurate location
data and with no way of knowing the
conditions under which the animals
last fed.

So only eight stomachs of

anials in the fisld have been
examined. The size of V.rudicollis
indicates that it must be an important
predator. The large number of thin,
sharp teeth (MERTENS 1942)
suggests that birds, small mammals
and fish might be its preferred diet,
but all the information available
indicates that invertebrates form the
bulk of its prey.

The diet of captive animals is
not a reliable indication of what they
would eat in the wild, but this
information is included here because
of the paucity of cbservations on wild
specimens. Both HORN & PETTERS
(1982) and
MEHAFFEY
(personal
communication)
report that even
adult
specimens are
unable te kil
large  rodents.
HORN &
PETTERS also
describe  how
juvenile
V. rudicoliis
were able to
cateh small fish

(Danio
malabaticus)
fram their water
bowl, and
suggest that in
the wild fish
may be an
important

digtary item. Their animals were also
fed grasshoppers, locusts and
chicks.

V.rudicollis appears to be a
largely arboreal animal; according to
JASMI (1989) and NUTPHAND (no
date), it spends most of its time on
the ground feeding, but climbs trees
when disturbed. This is confirmed by
NABHITABHATA (persanal
communication), LIM (1958) and
WERMER (800). NUTPHAND reports
that they prefer to rest on the inside
of a tree hollow and eclaims that
"expetiments showed that they take
cover ore readily than either
V.salvator or V.bengalensis". Both he
and HORN & PETTERS (1982) also
report that juvenile animals in
captivity will bury themselves in leaf
litter for up to 20 days.

Nothing is known of the
breeding season of Vrudicolis.
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