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A case of a mouse lemur (Microcebus lehi- 
lahytsara) being inextricably entangled in 
a spider’s web
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A considerable literature exists on the types of animals 
predating cheirogalid lemurs, particularly members of the 
genus Microcebus. To our knowledge, these are exclusively 
vertebrates, including an assortment of endemic and intro-
duced Carnivora, snakes, birds of prey, and other lemurs 
(e.g. Goodman, 2003; Karpanty and Wright, 2007). Here we 
report on the case of a mouse lemur entangled in a spider 
web, where it may have ultimately been preyed upon by this 
invertebrate. 
During the night of 30 March 2013, while on a night walk 
in the Analamazaotra Forestry Station, we observed a large 
spider’s web that had been constructed as a deep bowl 
shape and attached between a few smaller branches (Fig. 
1). This type of web, constructed by members of the spi-
der family Pisauridae or Theridiidae family is common in the 
Andasibe forest. On closer inspection, the web contained a 
mouse lemur, presumably referable to M. lehilahytsara, the 
only species known to occur in this immediate area (Kap-
peler et al., 2005). 

The lemur had become trapped in the bottom of the non-
sticky web sheet, presumably after falling into it from above. 
The upper portion of the web was covered and camouflaged 
with leaves and other forest detritus, and the upper portion 
of the web opened into a closed space between two con-
nected silk curtains. A small vertebrate passing on the upper 
surface of the branches, from which the web was suspended, 
could easily fall into this sort of “trap door” device. When 
discovered, the mouse lemur was having difficulty trying to 
get out of the bottom of the web as the sides were both too 
steep and did not provide enough traction. The exhausted 
animal was apparently unable to break its way through the 

sides of the dense web. It was only after our intervention, by 
pulling down the branch of the tree and opening the upper 
portion of the web, that the animal was able to escape. 
Without this interference, the ultimate fate of the mouse 
lemur is unclear. However, this observation illustrates that 
spiders are able to trap vertebrates, as large as mouse le-
murs weighing 30–64 g (Kappeler et al., 2005). While to 
our knowledge, this is the first published case of a mouse 
lemur being captured in a spider’s web, other vertebrates, 
including bats, birds and geckos, for example, have been 
documented in other portions of the world to have been 
trapped and consumed by spiders (Diniz, 2011; Nyffeler and 
Knörnschild, 2013). Given the density of this type of spider 
web in the eastern humid forests of Madagascar, this type of 
predation, whether accidental or deliberate, may have been 
previously overlooked.
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Fig. 1: Spider web of the family Pisauridae or family Theri-
diidae found within forested habitat in the Analamazaotra 
Forestry Station that contained an entangled Microcebus  
lehilahytsara. (Photo: Emily Crane)
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inhabit a small area in the north of Madagascar. The species 
range was thought to cover most of the forest fragments 
comprised between the Analamerana Special Reserve and 
the Ankarana National Park (Meyers and Ratsirarson, 1989; 
Hawkins et al., 1990; Tab. 1). Some studies suggested that 
the distribution range might also extend southward toward 
the Andavakoera forest (Schwitzer et al., 2006). However, 
reports of the species presence across the putative range 
have been limited. Two studies by Banks et al. (2007) and 
Rasoloharijaona et al. (2005) failed to find Perrier’s sifakas 
in the Ankarana National Park in 2003/2004 (Tab. 1), and 
Zaonarivelo et al. (2007) also failed to observe it in the An-
davakoera forest in 2006. On the other hand Ranaivoarisoa 
et al. (2006) confirmed its presence in the Andrafiamena 
forest in 2005 and Banks et al. (2007) also found individuals 
in a forest corridor between the Analamerana Special Re-
serve and the Andrafiamena forest (Tab. 1, Fig. 1). Since then, 
no survey has been published yet, leaving Perrier’s sifaka 
distribution range partially unresolved and controversial. 
The rapid fragmentation of the forest habitat across Mada-
gascar suggested that an update of the species status was 
necessary and urgently needed.

Methods
All forests presented in Fig. 1 were surveyed by multiple 
independent teams, over different periods of the day from 
May to September 2012. Diurnal surveys were performed 
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Abstract
Propithecus perrieri (Perrier’s sifaka) is one of the most en-
dangered lemur species due to its small and fragmented 
distribution range. Despite a Critically Endangered (CR) 
conservation and flagship species status, there are still many 
uncertainties regarding its actual distribution and its pres-
ence in some forests of its putative distribution range. We 
report the results of diurnal and nocturnal surveys carried 
out in 2012 across most forest fragments of its putative 
distribution range, namely the Ankarana National Park, the 
Analamerana Special Reserve and Andrafiamena-Andava-
koera Protected Area. During our surveys the species was 
only observed in Andrafiamena and Analamerana protected 
areas. 

Introduction
In the last couple of decades there has been a significant 
increase in our knowledge of the distribution and number 
of lemur species across Madagascar (Mittermeier et al., 
2008). However, there are still many regions and species 
for which very little basic data is available. This is true of 
recently discovered species, as expected, but this is also 
true for species that have been known for decades but have 
limited distribution or live in little studied regions. Histori-
cally, Perrier’s sifaka (Propithecus perrieri) was reported to 

Fig. 1: Map of the surveyed area and Perrier’s sifaka presence/absence. This map represents the surveyed forests, the locations 
of bibliographic data report of P. perrieri recent presence and the putative distribution area of the species. Numbers refer 
to study sites or forests and correspond to the locations numbered (Tab. 1). The locations are as follows, 1: Second river, 2: 
North-eastern degraded forest, 3: North-western forest, 4: rest of the reserve, 5: Ambery, 6: Andrafiamena, 7: Madorimasina, 
8: Antsahabe, 9: Antserasera, 10: Mahanoro, 11: Andavakoera, 12: Antsohy, 13: Analamerana. SP: Special Reserve, PA: Protected 
Area, NP: National Park. The forest polygon data are from Moat and Smith (2007).
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fort in the Analamerana forest did not allow us to survey 
its eastern side and to perform a complete survey of the 
forest fragment.
One of the main objectives of this survey was also to con-
firm Perrier’s sifaka presence/absence in the forests of An-
davakoera and Ankarana. Indeed, Meyers and Ratsirarson 
(1989) mentioned that “Andavakoera contained no or few Pro-
pithecus”. Similarly, Zaonarivelo et al. (2007) did not spot any 
Perrier’s sifaka in 2006 while surveying the forest with one 
team during a period of 10 days starting from the south-
ern town Betsiaka. In the present study we surveyed the 
Andavakoera forest during 17 days with three teams, start-
ing from three different camps located in the north of the 
forest. Our results therefore confirm the probable absence 

on and/or out of existing trails looking and listening for le-
mur presence. Nocturnal surveys were performed using 
acoustic and visual Distance Sampling techniques on exist-
ing trails and/or transects. All Perrier’s sifaka observations 
were recorded using a global positioning system.

Results
During our surveys, we observed Perrier’s sifakas in Andra-
fiamena, and in Antsohy, the eastern forest of the Analam-
erana Special Reserve (Tab. 1, Fig 1). For both protected 
areas most groups (42 out of 49) were observed diurnally 
(Fig 2). Two groups were also observed in two small frag-
ments east of the Andrafiamena forest, namely Antsahabe 
and Madiromasina.
However, no P. perrieri individuals could be observed or 
detected in the Ankarana National Park, in Andavakoera, 
in the eastern forests fragments of the Andrafiamena-
Andavakoera protected area, and in the eastern forest of 
Analamerana Special Reserve frequently called Analam-
erana (Tab. 1, Fig 1). 

Discussion
Altogether, our results confirm the presence of P. perrieri in 
Andrafiamena and Antsohy forests. Meyers and Ratsirason 
(1989, Tab. 1) had found it difficult to observe P. perrieri in 
Andrafiamena and had therefore considered the species to 
be “rare”. Our results suggest that this may not be the case. 
Indeed, more than one third of the groups (37 %, n = 17) 
were spotted in the Andrafiamena forest during a 19 days 
survey effort, compared to the remaining 63 % (n = 31) who 
were spotted during a 29 days survey effort in Antsohy. This 
suggests that the density of P. perrieri in the Andrafiamena 
forest could be as high as in Antsohy, and not “rare”. Beyond 
these two forests we also report for the first time its pres-
ence in Antsahabe and Madiromasina, two forest fragments 
located close to the Andrafiamena forest.
Despite an eight-day survey effort in the Analamerana for-
est (east fragment of the Special Reserve), we did not sight 
any Perrier’s sifaka. Indeed, the species was recently re-
ported to occur in this forest, but at lower densities than 
in the Antsohy forest (2.2 ind/km² against 5.2 ind/km² re-
spectively; Banks et al., 2007). Unfortunately our limited ef-

Tab. 1: Bibliographic review of P.perrieri surveys. 
Notes: PA: Protected Area; CP: Conservation Plan; ER: extremely rare, R: Rare; N.O: Not Observed; P: Present; TBC: to be 
confirmed. *Perrier’s sifaka presence in Ankarana was reported by Meyers and Ratsirarson (1989) with no distinction by site.

Reference Year Ankarana Out 
of PA Andrafiamena-Andavakoera Analamerana

Second 
river 
(1)

North-
eastern 

degraded 
forest (2)

North-
western 
forest 

(3)

Rest 
of the 

reserve 
(4)

Am-
bery 
(5)

An-
drafia-
mena 

(6)

Mador-
imasina 

(7)

Ant-
sahabe 

(8)

Ant-
serasera 

(9)

Maha-
noro 
(10)

An-
dava-
koera 
(11)

Ant-
sohy 
(12)

Anal-
ame- 
rana 
(13)

Meyers & Ratsi- 
rarson, 1989 1988 ER* ER* ER* ER* R N.O P P

Hawkins et al., 
1990 1988 P P N.O P

Mayor &  
Lehman, 1999 1998 P

Rasolaharijaona  
et al., 2005 2003 N.O P P

Schwitzer et al., 
2006 CP P P P

Ranaivoarisoa et 
al., 2006 2005 P P P

Zaonarivelo  
et al., 2007 2006 N.O

Banks et al.,  
2007

2003-
2004 N.O N.O N.O P P P

This study 2012 N.O N.O P P P N.O P N.O P
Consensus TBC TBC N.O N.O P P P P N.O P N.O P P

Fig. 2: P. perrieri observations. This map represents the An-
jahankely and Antsohy forests visited during our survey 
(between May and September 2012) with details regarding 
diurnal and nocturnal observation of Perrier’s sifaka; Forest 
polygon data from Moat and Smith (2007).
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of Perrier’s sifaka from this forest. Regarding the Ankarana 
forest, Perrier’s sifaka was mentioned as extremely rare in 
1998 (Meyers and Ratsirarson, 1989) and its presence in 
1989 was reported only in two sites, “Second river” and 
“Northern degraded forest” (Hawkins et al., 1990; Tab. 1). 
Later, in 2003-2004, Banks et al., (2007) did survey both sites 
again using distance sampling but reported no observation 
of P. perrieri. Given that distance sampling might not be the 
best method to detect the presence of a species at very 
low densities, we aimed to verify its absence in Ankarana. 
Despite 32 days of survey in Ankarana, we did not spot any 
sifaka but must add that we did not have enough time to 
visit the two crucial areas where the species had been ob-
served by Hawkins et al. (1990).
We consequently propose a consensus distribution of Per-
rier’s sifaka based on the review of the literature and on 
the results of our survey (Tab. 1; Fig. 1). We suggest that the 
small non surveyed forest fragment located between Andra-
fiamena and Antsohy forest might contain Perrier’s sifaka, 
due to its geographic location and the type of vegetation 
it harbours.

Conclusion
In conclusion we were able to confirm the presence of Perri-
er’s sifaka in the Andrafiamena and Antsohy forests, with both 
sites exhibiting similar densities. We also report the presence 
of Perrier’s sifaka in two small forest fragments neighbouring 
the Andrafiamena forest, Anstahabe and Madiromasina. We 
confirm the very likely absence of P. perrieri from the Andava-
koera forest in the south of the Andrafiamena-Andavakoera 
protected area and also from Antserasera forest fragments in 
the east of the same protected area. Finally, we confirm the 
absence of the species from the south and the west of the 
Ankarana National Park and leave unresolved the question of 
its presence in the north-east of the park. 
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Vohitrambo is a small (200 ha) fragment of lowland rain-
forest situated on the south bank of the Nosivolo River 
of eastern Madagascar, near its confluence with the Man-
goro River (19.94°S 48.48°E; 75 to 500 m altitude; Fig. 1). It 
is degraded, and surrounded by traveller’s palm (Ravenala 
madagascariensis), an indicator of deforestation. Apparently 
much of the forest was burnt accidentally in 2005. The for-
est is managed by a community association based in the 
village of Anivorano (19.94°S 48.46°E, altitude 110 m), situ-
ated approximately 15 km north of the Rural Commune 
of Ankazotsifantatra, District of Mahanoro. On the oppos-
ing north side of the Nosivolo River is the Vohibe forest, 
where the presence of Critically Endangered greater bam-
boo lemurs (Prolemur simus) has recently been reported 
(Rakotonirina et al., 2011; Andrianandrasana et al., in prep.). 
We therefore undertook a lemur survey of Vohitrambo in 
November and December 2011 to search for signs of P. 
simus presence, and also to look for black-and-white ruffed 
lemurs (Varecia variegata) which had been reported to oc-
cur there by local people (Z. A. Andrianandrasana, pers. 
comm.). 
Following methods we have used elsewhere in Madagas-
car to search for these focal lemur species (Rajaonson et 
al., 2010; Rakotonirina et al., 2011), one of us (AR) worked 
with local guides to survey the Vohitrambo forest from 25 
November to 12 December 2011. We searched for signs 
of P. simus, V. variegata, and other lemurs from 06:00 to 

sjordi
Rectangle


