
 

 

First record of Ramphotyphlops
braminus (dAudiN, 1803) on

Madeira island (Portugal) 

Madeira is a volcanic island (size circa
770 km2) lying about 700 km off the west
coast of Africa and about 900 km from the
southwestern coast of the iberian Peninsula
(Portugal).  The age of the island is about
4.6 – 5.2 million years (GEldMACHER et al.
2000).  The native herpetofauna is very
depauperate, probably due to the great geo-
graphical isolation of the island. 

The Madeira Wall lizard, Teira duge-
sii (MilNE-EdWARdS, 1829) is the unique
extant, flightless vertebrate endemic of Ma -
deira (JESuS et al. 2009).  introduced Hemi -
dactylus mabouia (MOREAu dE JONNéS,
1818) was first reported in the city of Fun -
chal (Madeira island) almost ten years ago
(JESuS et al. 2002), and since then several
observations have been made in this area.
Tarentola mauritanica (liNNAEuS, 1758)
was also only relatively recently introduced,
its first report from Madeira dating back
almost 20 years (BÁEZ & BiSCOiTO 1993)
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when it was found at Garajau, located seven
km east of Funchal.  Since then, the species
was frequently observed in several places as
far as 20 km from its initial location.  Rana
perezi SEOANE, 1885 was introduced and
forms true populations.  in some places it is
very abundant.  it can be found in “levadas”
(artificial water channels) and some water
reservoirs as well as small natural streams.
Hyla meridionalis BOETTGER, 1874 was in -
troduced to Madeira in the 19th century by
CONdE dE CARVAlHAl, however not success-
fully.  Although there are later references to
the existence of this species, it is currently
almost certainly extinct.  The purported or
erroneously mentioned presence of Gal lotia
galloti (OudART, 1839) and Chalcides viri-
danus (GRAVENHORST, 1851) remained un -
confirmed (PASTEuR 1981; MAlkMuS 1995;
uETZ 2012) and WAGNER et al. (2012)
reported an occasional record of Agama
agama (liNNAEuS, 1758) and Chamaeleo
chamaeleon (liN NAEuS, 1758).  Concerning
snakes, such oc casional records were
reported in local newspapers, e.g., the

American Corn Snake, Pantherophis gutta-
tus (liN NAEuS, 1766).  A couple of years
ago, an individual of the iberian ladder
Snake Rhinechis scalaris (SCHiNZ, 1822)
was captured in Faial, a locality in the north-
ern part of the island and delivered dead to
the Madeira university.  These records did
not correspond to specimens of extant
Madeira populations.  These individuals
have probably escaped from domestic cap-
tivity, or they were transported to the island
with merchandise from the mainland. 

The authors think that the case of
Ramphotyphlops braminus (dAudiN, 1803)
is different.  in the last weeks, some indi-
viduals were observed by local people in
Funchal (São Martinho area).  The more dis-
tant records are one to two km apart.  This
suggests that a larger population may exist.
Four individuals of R. braminus were cap-
tured by local people and delivered at the
university, three already dead and one still
alive (Fig. 1).  One of them was already pre-
served in ethanol, and another was in an
advanced state of decomposition. 
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Fig. 1:  Ramphotyphlops braminus (dAudiN, 1803) from Funchal (São Martinho area), 
Madeira island (Portugal). (Photo: Miguel SEquEiRA)
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Ramphotyphlops braminus has a wide
distribution, from Africa to Asia, indonesia,
Australia and united States of America (uETZ
2012).  Native to Asia, it has been intro-
duced in many islands around the world
(kAMOSAWA & OTA 1996; JESuS et al. 2002;
klEV 2002; lOOPE & HElWEG 2004; lóPEZ-
JuRAdO et al. 2006).  The species is a typi-
cal typhlopid, characterized by the homoge-
nous diameter throughout its cylindrical
body, its small adult total length of about
175 mm, slightly rounded and truncated
head, short tail ending in a thorn, smooth,
equal-sized scales dorsally and ventrally,
rounded rostral scale, and brownish color
with lighter ventral side (GlAW & VENCES
1994; STAFFORd & MEyER 2000).   it is
believed that populations are constituted by
parthenogenetic individuals.  This condition
may favor the colonization of oceanic
islands. 

To corroborate the morphology-based
identification, we analyzed partial sequen -
ces of mitochondrial cytochrome b gene.
Genomic dNA was extracted following
standard phenol-chloroform protocols and
amplified for cytochrome b by PCR using
the primers according to kOCHER et al.
(1989) and conditions described in HARRiS
et al. (1998).  Amplified products were se -
quenced on an automated sequencer (ABi®

310 Genetic Analyzer).  This resulted in two
identical sequences of 293 base pairs for
cytochrome b, which were deposited at Gen -
Bank, accession numbers kC700333 and
kC700334. Comparing these sequences to
those from GenBank revealed that they were
99 % identical to three sequences of Ram -
photyphlops braminus, namely, Gq469118
(AdAlSTEiNS SON et al. 2009), dq343649
(yAN et al. 2008) and u69865 (CAMPBEll
1997).  

This genetic marker and the available
sequences do not allow to define the place
of origin but it is likely that the blindsnake
was introduced from neighboring Canary
islands.  This is the most probable assump-
tion because of the significant ferry boat
traffic between Madeira and the Canary
islands in recent years.  Ramphotyphlops
braminus was first reported from the Canary
islands in 2004 (lóPEZ-JuRAdO et al. 2006)
in the south of Gran Canaria, where rela-
tively high densities were found in some

gardens.  Recently, uRiOSTE & MATEO (2011)
reported them in five of the Canary islands,
including lanzarote, Fuerteventura, Gran
Canaria, Tenerife and la Gomera.

Given the small size and its resem-
blance with earthworms, they were proba-
bly unnoticed elsewhere on Madeira island
before July/August 2012. Thus, the authors
plan to assess a more accurate distribution
of this species on the Madeira archipelago. 

Ramphotyphlops braminus has low
active dispersal abilities.  However, it can be
easily transported in flower pots and root
balls and because of its parthenogenetic
reproduction, with easy establishment of
populations can be expected in parks and
gardens.  it is more than likely that plant
nurseries and plant production companies,
and sales of ornamental plants constitute an
important source for the spreading of the
species across Madeira and Porto Santo
islands.  The spread of the species clearly
deserves careful monitoring of possible dis-
persal pathways. 

ACkNOWlEdGEMENTS:  The authors thank
dr António AGuiAR, Parque Natural da Madeira and
Mrs Cristina NóBREGA who assisted in collecting the
snakes.  Miguel Sequeira (university of Madeira) is
acknowledged for the digital photo. 

REFERENCES:  AdAlSTEiNSSON, S. & BRANCH,
W. & TRAPE, S. & ViTT, l. & HEdGES, S. (2009):
Molecular phylogeny, classification, and biogeography
of snakes of the Family leptotyphlopidae (Squamata,
Scolecophidia).- Zootaxa, Auckland; 2244: 1-50.
BÁEZ, M. & BiSCOiTO, M. (1993): First record of
Tarentola mauritanica mauritanica from the island of
Madeira (NE Atlantic). First Symposium of Fauna and
Flora of the Atlantic islands. October, 1993, Funchal,
Madeira. Abstracts, p. 7.  CAMPBEll, B. (1997): Hic
sunt serpentes – molecular phylogenetics and the Bo -
idae (Serpentes: Boidae). Phd Thesis. queen’s univ -
ersity, kingston, Ontario, Canada.  GEldMACHER, J. &
VAN dER BOGAARd, P. & HOERNlE, k. & SCHMiCkE, H.
(2000): The 40Ar / 39Ar age dating of the Madeira
Archipelago and hotspot track (eastern North Atlan -
tic).- Geochem istry Geophysics Geosystems [electron-
ic Journal], [http://www.g-cubed.org/], Washington
d.C.; 1 (2): 1999GC000018.  GlAW, F. & VENCES, M.
(1994): A fieldguide to the amphibians and reptiles of
Mada gáscar. 2nd edition. köln (M. Vences & F. Glaw
Verlag), pp.480.  HARRiS, d. J. & ARNOld, E. N. &
THOMAS, R. H. (1998): Rapid speciation, morphologi-
cal evolution and adaptation to extreme environments
in Sand lizards (Meroles) as revealed by mitochondri-
al gene sequences.- Molecular Phylogenetics and
Evolution; San diego; 10: 37-48.  JESuS, J. & FREiTAS,
A. & BREHM, A. & HARRiS, d. J. (2002): An introduced
population of Hemidactylus mabouia (MOREAu dE
JONNéS, 1818) on Madeira island.- Herpetozoa, Wien;
15 (3/4): 179-180.  JESuS, J. & TEiXEiRA, S. & TEiXEiRA,
d. & FREiTAS, T. & RuSSO, d. (2009): Vertebrados ter-

108               SHORT NOTE      HERPETOZOA 26 (1/2) Wien, 30. Juni 2013      SHORT NOTE    

Alle_Short_Notes_HERPETOZOA.qxd  21.06.2013  14:02  Seite 18



restres autóctones dos Arquipélagos da Madeira e
Selvagens; Funchal (direcção Regional, de Ambiente),
pp. 119.  kAMOSAWA, M. & OTA, H. (1996): Repro -
ductive biology of the Brahminy blind snake (Rampho -
typhlops braminus) from the Riukiu Archipelago,
Japan.- Journal of Herpetology, Houston etc.; 30: 9-14.
klEy, N. (2002): “Ramphotyphlops braminus” (On-
line), digital Morphology. WWW document available
at < http://digimorph.org/specimens/Ramphotyphlops
_braminus/whole/ > (last accessed: 20 February, 2013).
kOCHER, T. & THOMAS, W. & MEyER, A. & EdWARdS,
S. & PääBO, S. & VillABlANCA, F. & WilSON, A.
(1989): dynamics of mitochondrial dNA evolution in
animals: Amplification and sequencing with conserved
primers.- Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences of the united States of America, Washington;
86: 6196-6200.  lOOPE, l. & HElWEG, d. (2004): in -
vasive species prevention for oceanic islands.- insula,
Paris; 1: 67-72.  lóPEZ-JuRAdO, l. & PEñA, M. &
MATEO, J. (2006): la culebrilla ciega de las macetas
(Ramphotyphlops braminus), una nueva especie intro-
ducida en el archipiélago canario.- Boletín de la
Asociación Herpetológica Española, Madrid; 17: 18-
20.  MAlkMuS, R. (1995): die Amphibien und Rep -
tilien Portugals, Madeiras und der Azoren. Magdeburg
(Spektrum Verlag), pp. 192 [die Neue Brehm-Bücherei
vol. 621]. PASTEuR, G. (1981): A survey of the species
groups of the Old World Scincid genus Chalcides.-
Journal of Herpetology, Houston, etc.; 15: 1-16.  PA -
STEuR, G. & kEyMAR, P. & PERRET, J. (1988): Canarian
skink systematics: contrasting insular diversifications
within a species subgroup.- Mémoires et travaux de
l’institut de Montpellier, 3. Section, école Pratique des
Hautes études, Montpellier; 18: 1-42.  STAFFORd, P. &
MEyER, J. (2000): A guide to the reptiles of Belize;
london (The Natural History Museum, london,
Academic Press), pp. 356.  uETZ, P. (ed.) (2012): The
Reptile database. WWW document available at 
< http://www.reptile-database.org > (last accessed: 20
February, 2013). uRiOSTE, J. & MATEO, J. (2011).
Nuevos datos acerca de la culebrilla ciega de las mace-
tas, Ramphotyphlops braminus, en Canarias.- Boletin
de la Asociación Herpetológica Española, Madrid; 22:
135-137.  WAGNER, P. & BAuER, A. & WilMS, T. &
BARTS, M. & BöHME, W. (2012): Miscellanea Accro -
dontia: Notes on nomenclature, taxonomy and distribu-
tion.- Russian Journal of Herpetology; Moskva; 19 (2):
177-189.  yAN, J. & li, H. & ZHOu, k. (2008): Evol -
ution of the mitochondrial genome in snakes: gene
rearrangements and phylogenetic relationships.- BMC
Genomics, london; 9: 569. [doi: 10.1186/1471-2164-
9-569].

kEyWORdS: Reptilia: Squamata: Serpentes:
Typhlopidae; Ramphotyphlops braminus, species intro-
duction, chorology, distribution, new island record,
Madeira Archipelago, Madeira island

SuBMiTTEd: October 15, 2012
AuTHORS:  José JESuS (corresponding author

< jesus@uma.pt >) Center of life Sciences, university
of Madeira, Campus da Penteada, 9020-105 Funchal,
Portugal and Center for Environmental Biology,
Faculty of Science of universidade de lisboa, Campo
Grande, 1749-016 lisboa, Portugal; Rita GONçAlVES;
Carla SPíNOlA; António BREHM;, Center of life
Sciences, university of Madeira, Campus da Penteada,
9020-105 Funchal, Portugal

SHORT NOTE      HERPETOZOA 26 (1/2) Wien, 30. Juni 2013      SHORT NOTE         109

Alle_Short_Notes_HERPETOZOA.qxd  21.06.2013  14:02  Seite 19




