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Insights into the feeding behavior
of Madagascarophis meridionalis
DOMERGUE, 1987, from Isalo,
Madagascar

Madagascar has a rich and diverse col-
ubrid snake fauna numbering about 80 cur-
rently described species. Although recent
years have seen major advances in the
understanding of Malagasy snake systemat-
ics as well as the description of several new
taxa (e.g., NAGY et al. 2003, 2007, 2012;
GLAW & VENCES 2007; FRANZEN et al. 2009;
GLaw et al. 2007, 2009, 2013, 2014; VIEITES
et al. 2010), there is still little knowledge
about the behavior or ecology of most spe-
cies. The present note provides insights into
the feeding behavior of a little-known lam-
prophiid species endemic to south-western
and south-central Madagascar, Madagascar-
ophis meridionalis DOMERGUE, 1987.

The genus Madagascarophis MER-
TENS, 1952, comprises four recognized spe-
cies (GLAW et al. 2013) of crepuscular and
nocturnal snakes with highly varied diets:
recorded prey items include frogs, lizards,
snakes and birds (CADLE 2003). Mada-
gascarophis meridionalis is largely known
from the arid spiny forests of south-western
Madagascar, but specimens from the Isalo
Massif and further east (Andringitra
National Park) have also been identified as
M. meridionalis, using nuclear and mito-
chondrial markers (NAGY et al. 2007, 2013).

A telemetry study on the spatial ecolo-
gy of the Rainbow Frog, Scaphiophryne gott-
lebei BUSSE & BOHME, 1992 (ANDREONE et
al. 2013) carried out in the Isalo Massif (Fiana-
rantsoa Province, Antsohy Fivondronona,
Ranohira Firaisana) revealed some informa-
tion on the species’ interspecific interac-
tions. One of the radio-tracked individuals
was consumed by a juvenile M. meridiona-
lis [not M. colubrinus (SCHLEGEL 1837), as
previously reported; ANDREONE et al. 2013],
later captured on 15 February 2011 near
Malaso canyon (22°35,49°S; 45°21,44’E)
(Fig. 1). The specimen is currently pre-
served at the Parc Botanique et Zoologique
de Tzimbazaza (Antananarivo, Madagascar)
under the provisional code FAZC 14788.

On 12 February 2011, an adult indi-
vidual of M. meridionalis was observed
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Fig. 1: Juvenile of Madagascarophis meridionalis DOMERGUE, 1987, captured after consumption of an adult
Scaphiophryne gottlebei BUSSE & BOHME, 1992, being radio-tracked. The figure shows the transmitter
that was attached to the frog inside the snake’s digestive tract. Photo by P. Eusebio Bergo.

preying on an adult Mantidactylus sp. aff.  species in Anjofo canyon (Andrianomane-
femoralis (BOULENGER, 1882) (Fig. 2). This  ro), Isalo Massif (22°22,01°S; 45°21,96’E).
is a locally common water-dwelling frog  The snake was spotted already with half of

Fig. 2: Madagascarophis meridionalis DOMERGUE, 1987, consuming an adult Mantidactylus sp. aff. femoralis
(BOULENGER, 1882) in Anjofo canyon (Andrianomanero), Isalo Massif, Madagascar.
A-B — the snake swallows the frog head first; C — the individual writhes its body to
facilitate the passage of the prey to the stomach. Photos by P. Eusebio Bergo.
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Fig. 3: Madagascarophis meridionalis DOMERGUE, 1987, swimming (A) and foraging (B)
in a stream in the Namazaha Valley, Isalo Massif, Madagascar. Photos by L. Jasper.

the frog body in its mouth. The episode
subsequently lasted for about five minutes
(from 18:36 to 18:41), before the snake had
completely swallowed the frog.

On 4 January 2013, at 09:25, another
adult individual of M. meridionalis was en-
countered in Namazaha Valley, also within
the Isalo Massif (22°32.24°S; 45°22.17’E,

850 m a.s.l.). The snake was actively forag-
ing within a small rocky stream. Upon the
first encounter, the animal was entirely sub-
merged and remained underwater for at
least 30 seconds, during which time it
repeatedly inserted its head between and
under rocks in search of prey. When it
emerged it continued to move along the
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stream for several minutes with its head
above water (Fig. 3) until when (perhaps
disturbed by our presence) it left the stream
and sought refuge under some dense water-
side vegetation. It was still present under
this vegetation an hour later. The authors
presume that the snake was searching for
frogs, or perhaps their eggs or tadpoles,
because no aquatic lizards are known from
this region and these snakes are not known
to eat invertebrates.

The diurnal, active foraging observed
seems unusual in the genus Madagascar-
ophis, which is known to be primarily noc-
turnal or crepuscular (CADLE 2003; GLAW &
VENCES 2007). Interesting to note though
that the Namazaha valley is a very narrow,
steep-sided canyon, and by this time of the
morning had not received any direct sun-
light. Amongst other Malagasy snakes, Lio-
pholidophis sexlineatus (GUNTHER, 1882) is
semiaquatic and Thamnosophis lateralis
(DUMERIL, BIBRON & DUMERIL, 1854) has
also been recorded in water (CADLE 2003;
GLAW & VENCES 2007). The present obser-
vations confirm the preference of M. meri-
dionalis for aquatic habitats and, although
the genus Madagascarophis is known to
prey on a range of vertebrate groups, in these
canyons on Isalo Massif, M. meridionalis
may be a specialist predator of frogs, at least
in the rainy season (GLAW & VENCES 2007).
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