
occur naturally. Genetic research has shown that the po-
pulations on these islands are genetically differentiated, 
and the population of Komodo has been isolated since 
the ice ages from the other populations, which later had 
some genetic exchange via temporary land bridges bet-
ween today’s islands.

Soon after the scientific description of this species in 
1912 the first Komodo dragons were kept in Zoos, but 
the knowledge on their husbandry was poor, and the ani-
mals did not live long. The first reproduction in captivity 
occurred in a large outdoor enclosure in 1941 at Jakarta 
Zoo. Washington Zoo hatched some dragons from 1992 
on, and in Europe the first captive breeding dates back 
to 1994, when the Reptilandia Zoo on the island of Gran 
Canaria successfully hatched the famous dragons. Today 
there is a successful breeding programme for this spe-
cies, but unfortunately no dragons of the Komodo popula-
tion are kept and bred in zoos, yet.

Main topic: Komodo dragons 
(Varanus komodoensis), sta-
tus and conservation of the 
largest lizards on Earth
Article series by Oliver Fischer & Marion 
Zahner
The Komodo dragon is huge: Males may grow to more 
than 3 m total length and more than 60 kg, and after a 
big meal they might even attain a weight of more than 100 
kg. The maximum life span is not known, but males can 
certainly live more than 60 years. Females are smaller, 
and they do usually not get older than 30 years in the wild. 
Hatchlings are about 12,5 cm body length with 85 to 105 
g. They keep growing, even after reaching sexual maturity. 
Depending on size the dragons are able to kill large prey 
animals, but if no ungulates are available, even the adult 
dragons will eat smaller prey animals, like for example on 
the rather small island Ontoloe off the coast of Flores, 
where they live on fruit bats only, or on Longo Island, where 
they prey mostly on scrub fowl of the genus Megapodius. 
When different sized animal prey is available, the young 
dragons will feed often, they are actively searching for all 
kinds of available small prey items. At about 17 to 18 kg 
the food preference will change, and the larger dragons 
change their hunting method into sitting and waiting for 
possible prey animals like deer, hogs or buffaloes to come 
by. They will gorge themselves and then experience a lon-
ger fasting period until the next prey animal (or carrion) 
becomes available. The mammal prey animals will die only 
some time after a dragon attack with symptoms of enveno-
mation, and more detailed examinations of the mandibles 
of the dragons revealed toxin producing glands, and subse-
quently the dragons were placed in the group “Toxicofera” 
together with the snakes.  

These fascinating lizards live on some small islands of Indo-
nesia, and there are only about 3.000 to 4.000 animals 
left in the wild. Due to climatic change the species will 
possibly be lost on three of the five islands where they 

ABSTRACTS
Dear DGHT members, 
in 2020 we started to summarize some of the 
main articles of our elaphe journal in English, for 
our non-German speaking members. These summa-
ries have been compiled by Beate Pfau.

Silver girl, a female Varanus komodoensis from Prague Zoo Photo: 
M. Zahner
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Varanus komodoensis in the wild, Rinca island Photo: A. Kwet
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ABSTRACTS
The main focus of the articles in this elaphe is on the re-
search done by the ex-situ Programme (EEP) of the EAZA, 
the European Association of Zoos and Aquaria, which was 
initiated for Varanus komodoensis in 2000. It was disco-
vered in zoos that the dragons may reproduce by parthe-
nogenesis, and since these lizards have a chromosomal 
ZW sex determination, all the offspring of the parthenoge-

netic clutches will be male. The proportion of fertile eggs 
in these clutches is low (hatch rate near 30%), while in 
male-fertilized clutches of the same female the hatching 
rate may be up to 100%. Other research objects within 
the EEP are social behaviour, incubation and rearing, fee-
ding management, humidity and heating / lighting require-
ments and handling and training methods for these fasci-
nating, large dragons.

Early in 2020 a Komodo dragon symposium took place 
in Barcelona. The Komodo Survival Program (KSP) pre-
sented the actual research programs on the dragons, 
with the focus on projects on Flores, because there the 
hunting and habitat destruction pressures are high, and 
only small areas are protected. Then the EEP research 
results were presented, and EAZA best practice guide-
lines for this species will be published as a result. All 
the European zoos which keep Varanus komodoensis 
are paying a certain amount of money for research and 
conservation projects in the natural habitats of this li-
zard, and the EEP specialists cooperate closely with the 
researchers of the KSP to find out the most effective 
conservation measures. The Komodo dragon is a good 
example on how research on animals in the wild and in 
captivity can result in better conservation programs for 
endangered species.

The Black-spectacled toad 
(Duttaphrynus melanostictus) 
from the Western Ghats:  
A two-colored conundrum
by Ole Dost
The so-called Asian common toad has a very large natural 
distribution area in southern and south-eastern Asia, and 
its adaptability 
has led to pro-
blems when the 
animals were 
inadver ten t l y 
introduced into 
areas outside 
their natural 
range. These 
toads reached 
M a d a g a s c a r 
in 2010, and 
since then they 
are spreading 
rapidly, they 
outcompete na-
tive amphibians 
while poisoning 
predatory ani-
mals with their 
skin secretions, 
since the pre-

Komodo Dragon in Vienna (Haus des Meeres) Photo: R. Mangione

Duttaphrynus melanostictus, amplectant pair from 
central Western Ghats Photo: O. Dost



ABSTRACTS
dators lack the instincts and learning processes to avoid 
eating the toads. In Australia, where some animals had 
been found near airports already in 1988, the toads are 
spreading rapidly since 2014, and have now reached even 
rather rural areas. These toads are usually brownish in 
colour, with black-coloured bony ridges on the head and 
black-tipped spiny warts on the dorsal skin. In the Wes-
tern Ghats region in India some toads show a conspicuous 
greenish-yellow coloration, but only for a short time at 
night, and only at the beginning of the monsoon season. 
On closer inspection the author observed that these are 
males in nuptial coloration. In other areas of their natural 
distribution, for example in northern India or in southern 
Sri Lanka, male and female toads show the same colora-
tion, even in amplexus. The Western Ghats Duttaphrynus 
also differ from other local forms of the Black-spectacled 
toad in some minor morphological traits, and a detailed ge-
netic analysis might show that Duttaphrynus melanostictus 
is in fact a species complex.

The Bach Ma Herpetology  
Rescue Center: Planning a 
new rescue centre for amphi-
bians and reptiles in Central 
Vietnam
by Van Thong Pham
In the “magazine” part (Herpetorama) of this elaphe the 
plans for a new rescue centre within the Bach Ma national 
park are presented. The illegal trade within Vietnam is still 
going on, even if the protective laws have been tightened, 
and the penalty framework for illegal possession and trade 
of protected wildlife has been increased. The existing res-
cue centres in Vietnam are located mostly in the northern 
parts of this large country, and they are already over crow-
ded with rescue animals. Some wildlife rescue centres 
do not even have enough qualified staff and veterinarians 
to care for amphibians and reptiles. If a confiscation, for 
example of a large quantity of turtles, takes place in the 
southern part of the country, the animals would have to 
be taken on a stressing journey of several days, until they 
would reach these rescue centres. This could well cause 
additional health issues or even the death of the animals, 
which were originally confiscated to save their lives. Turtle 
Conservation has already signed a contract with the res-
ponsible persons of the Bach Ma National Park to esta-

blish a rescue centre for amphibians and reptiles, which 
should also serve as a training and education centre for 
specialized veterinarians, for the local people, and for inte-
rested tourists. The Turtle Conservation team would like to 
invite interested people to discuss their plans with them!
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Geoemyda spengleri in its habitat Photo: V.T. Pham


