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Irenomys tarsalis (Philippi, 1900), the Chilean tree mouse or "laucha arbörea", is the Sin-

gle species of a sigmodontine genus endemic to the temperate forests of southern Chile

and Argentina (Redford and Eisenberg 1992). The geographic distribution of this rare

rodent is poorly known. Along the mountain ränge of Chile, /. tarsalis is known to occur

from Chillän (36°54' S, 71°25' W) to Puerto Ibänez (46°04' S, 72°02' W). Along the coastal

ränge, /. tarsalis reportedly extends from Nahuelbuta (37°58' S) down to Chiloe (42 °S)

and Guaitecas Islands (46 °S; Reise and Venegas 1974, 1987; Pine et al. 1979). The distri-

bution along the Chilean coastal ränge, however, is very poorly known, and northern lim-

its are regarded as tentative (Kelt 1993). Here we report on a population of /. tarsalis

210 km north of its currently known limit, associated to remnants of the endangered tem-

perate Maulino forest, along the coastal ränge of central Chile (Fig. 1).

Ongoing monitoring of small mammals at a large remnant (approximately 600 ha) of

temperate forest, at which National Reserve Los Queules (35°59' S-72°41' W, 540-

0044-3468/00/65/04-243 $15.00/0

© Biodiversity Heritage Library, http://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/



244 Barbara Saavedra and J. A. Simonetti

570 masl) is located, and neighboring forest fragments (Fragment 1: 35°58' S-72°42' W,
3 ha, 348 masl and Fragment 3: 35°59' S-72°41'W, 6 ha, 570 masl) surrounded by pine

plantations (Pinns radiata), have revealed a small population of /. tarsalis at both the Re-

serve as well as a forest fragment. This is a typical Maulino forest, with Nothofagus glau-

ca, Aetoxicnm punctatum, Cryptocarya alba, Gevuina avellana, and Persea lingue as the

dominant tree species (San Martin and Donoso 1995).

Sampling consists of bimonthly live-trapping sessions for at least five trapping nights

each time. Since January 1999, at Los Queules National Reserve we operated two grids

of 10x5 (3,600 m2
) medium-sized Shermann traps, each trap located 10 m apart. At Frag-

ment 1, we operated a 10x5 (3,600 m2
) grid, half of which is set inside the native forest,

while the other half lies into the P. radiata plantation. At Fragment 3, we operated a 6x5
(2,000 m2

) trap grid inside the fragment. Additionally, we ran a 10x5 (3,600 m2
) grid in

the adjacent P radiata plantation. Traps were baited with rolled oats and checked daily at

dawn, as all small mammals are nocturnal.

To date, we have captured, marked and released five adult individuals of /. tarsalis.

Recaptures have been low, as only three of them were recaptured just once. Four indivi-

duals (two males and two females) were captured in Los Queules National Reserve, while

one female was found in Fragment 3. No specimen has been captured or recaptured in

Fragment 1 or in the P radiata plantation. Captures took place in January, April, and

June. Body measurements are: body length 8.9-11 cm, tail length 14.6-15 cm, and hind

foot 2.8 cm. All individuals escaped by climbing trees after they were released, corrobor-

ating the arboreal habits of the species (Pearson 1983). Besides Irenomys, we also found

three other murid species (Abrothrix longipilis (Waterhouse, 1837), A. olivaceus

(Waterhouse, 1837), Oligoryzomys longicaudatus (Bennett, 1832), one caviomorph (Oc-

todon bridgesi Waterhouse, 1845), and one marsupial (Thylamys elegans Waterhouse,

1839). We also captured the introduced black rat, Rattus rattus (Linnaeus, 1758) in all for-

est remnants and pine plantations surveyed (Simonetti 1983).

Irenomys tarsalis is regarded as a rare or uncommon species (Greer 1966; Patterson

et al. 1989, 1990; Meserve et al. 1991). Its rarity is depicted by the fact that /. tarsalis re-

presents only three out of nearly 1,700 capture records from 63 localities in Chile and

neighboring Argentina (Reise and Venegas 1987). In fact, our trapping success is only

0.16% (out of 4.907 trap/nights), compared to 3.3% of Abrothrix longipilis, 2.4% of A. oli-

vaceus, and 2.2% of Oligoryzomys longicaudatus.

We also found remains of /. tarsalis among scats of Pseudalopex griseus (Gray, 1837).

This fox inhabits the Reserve and uses Service roads along the P. radiata plantations

(Acosta and Simonetti 1999; Munoz and Murüa 1990). One out of 22 feces (4.5%) col-

lected in September 1998 and January 1999, contained molars depicting "partial trans-

verse lamination'\ clearly attributable to /. tarsalis (Hershkovitz 1962). The remains be-

longed to a single adult individual, found among remains of 25 other rodent specimens of

four different taxa, including Abrothrix sp., Phyllotis sp., and Octodon bridgesi.

The presence of /. tarsalis over 200 km north of the northern known limits supports

the contention that this elusive rodent may have ranged into central Chile, but defores-

tation could have excluded it except from forest remnants (Kelt 1993). Coastal forests

of central-south Chile remained less affected by Pleistocene glaciation processes (Ar-

mesto et al. 1995), probably acting as refuges for /. tarsalis. The northernmost popula-

tion that we discovered, becomes then extremely valuable to test phylgeographic hy-

potheses and to reconstruct the biogeographic history of small mammalian fauna during

the Pleistocene and Holocene in south-central Chile (e. g., Meserve and Kelt 1990). Un-
fortunately, this northern /. tarsalis population might vanish from their northern grounds

at the same pace native forests are being eliminated or replaced, due to the scarce re-

presentation of Maulino forests in Chilean's Protected Areas System (Simonetti and

Armesto 1991).
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