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CONSERVATION AND NATURAL HISTORY
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he Big-eyed Ratsnake (Ptyas dhumnades [Cantor,

1842], formerly classified as Zaocys dhumnades; Fig.
1) (David and Vogel 1996) has a natural distribution that
extends through parts of Vietnam, central and southern
China, and Taiwan (Kuntz 1963, Pope 1935, Orlov et al.
2000). In Taiwan, P. dhumnades is fairly common and tends
to inhabit grassy and wooded foothills and some agricultural
areas (Kuntz 1963, Lue et al. 2002). Herein we describe a
clutch of eggs from P. dhumnades in Taiwan.

On 12 June 2014, a female Big-eyed Ratsnake was
collected from the wild in the foothill region of Huacheng,
Hualien County, eastern Taiwan (the exact locality was not
recorded). The snake, which had a total length of 118 cm, was

Fig. 1. The Big-eyed Ratsnake (Ptyas dhumnades) is relatively common in
Taiwan, but rarely seen due to their secretive nature and agility. This indi-
vidual was photographed in the Dajioushi Experimental Forest in Yilan
County, northeastern Taiwan, at an elevation of 500 m. Photograph by
Jean-Jay Mao.
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kept in a cage that had a length, width, and height of 120, 60,
and 60 cm, respectively. The cage contained a dry and a moist
shelter, branches for climbing, and a large water bowl. On the
morning of 17 June, we found a clutch of eggs in the water
on top of the moist shelter (Fig. 2). The eggs were bound to
each other and had a combined weight of 69 g. The eggs were
placed inside an incubator in which the temperature varied
from 27 to 30 °C and the humidity was maintained at 90-95
%. The relative clutch mass (RCM) was calculated using the
formula: total clutch weight / maternal post-oviposition body
weight (Shine 1980, Shine 1992). On 2-3 August, after an

Fig. 2. Big-cyed Ratsnake (Pzyas dhumnades) eggs were found in the water
on top of the moist shelter. Photograph by Simon Dieckmann.
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incubation period of 48 days, five of the eggs hatched (Fig. 3).
The two eggs that failed to hatch were rotten. To avoid injury
to the hatchlings, no attempts were made to sex them, but
total lengths (measured with a ruler to the nearest cm) were
all 30 cm, and body weights ranged from 9 to 10 g (mean +
SD = 9.8 £ 0.5). The hatchlings were housed independently
in small plastic animal cages (length x width x height = 45 x
25 x 25 cm) with paper towels as a substrate; each cage was
provided with a water bowl and a shelter. On 15 September,
the female and all of the hatchlings were released back into
the wild in the vicinity of where the female was collected.

An understanding of the natural history of a species is
essential for successful conservation and management pro-
grams (Greene 1994, Bury 2006), and a crucial part of the nat-
ural history of a species is its reproductive biology. Although
information from animals in captivity should be interpreted
with caution, it can be incorporated with data collected from
the wild to develop a better understanding of the natural his-

Fig. 3. Big-eyed Ratsnake (Ptyas dhumnades) hatchlings. Photograph by
Simon Dieckmann.
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tory of a species. In our literature review, we found some refer-
ences to some aspects of the reproductive biology of P. dhum-
nades (Table 1). The eggs described herein resembled those
reported by Pope (1935), who stated that in P. dhumnades
from China, the eggs are attached to each other when laid and
shells have a rough surface. The eggs were similar in size to
those reported by other authors, but were lighter than the low-
est clutch weight described by Ji et al. (2000). Still, the RCM
was higher than the mean RCM described by Ji et al. (2000).
The female from our study was within the size range described
by Ji et al. (2000), so the relatively high RCM is a result of a
low body weight of the female. Since the snake was in captiv-
ity less than a week prior to oviposition, we concluded that the
low body weight and clutch mass were most likely a result of
natural conditions. The incubation period in our study is lon-
ger than the one month reported by Tu (2004), and is likely
a result of lower incubation temperatures. No hatchling size
descriptions were found, so we can not make any compari-

Fig. 4. A captive Big-eyed Ratsnake (Ptyas dhumnades) exhibiting the col-
oration characteristic of this species. Photograph by Simon Dieckmann.

Table 1. A summary of references to clutch sizes, egg dimensions, clutch masses, and relative clutch masses (RCM) of Big-eyed Ratsnakes
(Ptyas dhumnades). 'reported as Zaocys dhumnades dhumnades, *reported as Zaocys dhumnades montanus (both subspecies currently regarded as

synonyms for Ptyas dhumnades).

Reference Clutch size Length (mm) Width (mm) Mass (g) RCM
Pope 1935! 13-17 35-65 20-30 — —
Pope 19352 5-10 47 15 — —

Ji et al. 2000 7-17 35.9-49.7 17.9-23.2 71.0-250.8 0.25-1.06

(10.6 +0.5) (43.7 + 1.0) (20.7 + 0.4) (130.3 + 10.4) (0.51 + 0.04)

Lue et al. 2002 6-17 — — — —

Tu 2004 6-17 36-45 20-30 — —
This study 7 39-50 17-23 69 0.61

(41.6 + 3.8) (18.9 + 2.0)
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sons. The coloration of the hatchlings was similar to that of
the adults (Fig. 4). Also, Pope (1935) and Ji et al. (2000) noted
reproduction in June and July, so the oviposition period of
the female described herein is not out of the ordinary. Based
on the available information, the reproductive biology of P.
dhumnades appears to be similar throughout its distribution.
To our knowledge, this is the first reported description of rela-
tive clutch mass in a Big-eyed Ratsnake from Taiwan.
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