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Scientific note

New size record of the snake genus Liophidium  
by the island endemic L. mayottensis

(Squamata, Lamprophiidae)

Oliver Hawlitschek*, **, Cynthia Y. Wang-Claypool***, Mark D. Scherz*,  
Ludovic Montfort*, Olivier Soumille**** & Frank Glaw*

Species or populations endemic to islands often differ 
from their mainland relatives in body size, a phenom-
enon known as island gigantism or dwarfism, respec-
tively and often explained by general evolutionary 
tendencies known as the ‘island rule’ or by selection 
imposed by the size of available prey items (Boback & 
Guyer 2003, Keogh et al. 2005). This has also been dis-
cussed for the endemic snakes of Mayotte, an island 
system that forms part of the volcanic Comoros Archi-
pelago in the Western Indian Ocean (Hawlitschek et al. 
2012): all three endemic non-typhlopid snake species, 
Lycodryas cococola, Ly. maculatus and Liophidium mayott­
ensis, are larger than their mainland (i. e., Madagascan) 
relatives.
	 Previously Li. mayottensis (Fig. 1) was known only 
from two localities from higher altitudes on the main 
island of Mayotte, Grande Terre (Hawlitschek et al. 
2011). New observations of the diurnal species from 
lowland sites on smaller islands of Mayotte were ob-
tained during field surveys for the delimitation of 
ZNIEFF zones in Mayotte on behalf of the DEAL May-

otte (Hawlitschek & Glaw 2013, Wang et al. 2016). We 
found a dead specimen (ZSM 394/2014) at the beach of 
Moya (Petit Terre Island, 12.7835° S 45.2973° E, 15 m 
a.s.l., on 17 November 2014), a further specimen (ZSM 
258/2013) was found dead on the beach of Bandrelé 
island (12.9012° S 45.2324° E, 12 m a.s.l., on 11 March 
2013) by N. Verneau, and a living individual was ob-
served by S. Soufou near the coast at Tsingoni (12.7903° S 
45.0978° E, 52 m a.s.l., on 22 February 2016). These re-
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Fig. 1.  Liophidium mayottensis, ZSM 1693/2008, from Mt. 
Benara.

Fig. 2.  Map of the distribution of Liophidium mayottensis 
on Mayotte.
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cords demonstrate the occurrence of this species in 
coastal habitats (Fig. 2).
	 An additional specimen (ZSM 404/2014) was col-
lected from the road RN2 near Coconi by A. Pibot and 
O. Soumille in February 2000. This specimen has a 
snout-vent length of 79.5 cm and a tail length of 32.6 cm 
(total length 112.1 cm). It is therefore the largest re-
corded individual of Li. mayottensis, the largest of the 
genus Liophidium (a genus comprising nine described 
species from Madagascar of 238-726 mm total length 
and one species from Mayotte) and the largest observed 
terrestrial reptile of the Comoros. Table 1 compares the 
measurements of recent and historical specimens.
	 Despite substantially increasing the distribution 
knowledge of this species, we emphasize that it is still 
listed as Critically Endangered on the National Red List 
(though only listed as Endangered in the IUCN Red List) 
and should receive the highest priority of conservation. 
It is rarely encountered, and often killed by local people 
upon sight. Conservation measures, as proposed in 
Hawlitschek & Glaw (2013) and in Wang et al. (2016) 
will likely be the key to its continued survival on May-
otte.
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Table 1.  Measurements of specimens of Liophidium mayottensis 
in cm.  SVL, snout-vent length;  TL, tail length;  ZSM, Zoolo-
gische Staatssammlung München;  MNHN, Muséum National 
d’Histoire Naturelle, Paris.  *, measurements from Hawlitschek 
et al. (2012).

Specimen Sex SVL TL TL/SVL

MNHN 1884-507* ? 67.7 27.1 0.40
MNHN 1884-508* ? 57.0 24.3 0.43
MNHN 1986-1387* ? 62.0 15.0 0.24
MNHN 1887-74* ? 37.0 16.8 0.45
MNHN 1884-509* ? 52.0 21.2 0.41
MNHN 1956-112* ? 69.7 28.1 0.40
MNHN 3391* ? 68.5 25.5 0.37
ZSM 258/2013 (FGZC 4966) F 73.0 17.8 0.24
ZSM 1693/2008 (FGZC 3220)* M 61.5 25.6 0.42
ZSM 394/2014 (FGZC 4984) M 59.5 24.6 0.41
ZSM 404/2014 M 79.5 32.6 0.43


