Lessons from
the Legless Lizard

Captive husbandry of the;scalyzfoot

*suh-spgci.es{Pyapus spp)
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In his groundbreaking examination of the scaky-
ool species in 1974, well-respected Baonomist
Armodd Klugs made some pretty spectacular
claims. His exiensive ressarch proved  the
ancashor of thase leghess rapbles known as flap-
foated izards or ppgopods was indead & lzard
theal Iooked wany much like loday's gackos.

In more recent times, researchars haves
Jone a step luther by incleding tham in an
mfraorder of lEards known as the Gekkota
along with the rue geckos (Han el al, 2004).
Many would question why these two groups
should be combingd whan hay donT ook alika,
Bug, there are several intemal morphological
Tesahares ag well 88 ecolagical and behavaoural
charactenstics that support tha family tes. Tha
mosl eviden similarities are hal geckos and
pygopods ane the only lizards able fo vocalise
and usa their ongees o caan the eya; and
both groups almost irearably produce only v
B0ge i eadh clutch. Howeaver, (ha bwo groups.
ofien hawe very diffarand needs in capihaty,
The leghass lizards are mostly aclive during the
day {diurnal} a5 opposed to the predominanty
noclurmal geckos. The pygopods also enjoy
higher tamperatures than the geckas and many
will actialy bask under 3 haal sourca. They are
also chigfty ground-dwelling or farmastrial maptiles
urfike the geckos, many of wiich are superbly
adapied for climbing and enpy  verbcaly
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arintated enchosures. Yel, legless lzards are
surprisngly handy and undemanding cap@vas,
Ome of the most straightforaand o maintain ara
the Scaby-foct species (Proopus spp.).

Matural history

These ang I:I..I‘T1"."|'|1.|5' Tour I"El:iv:}!;l"li‘Elt'Hﬂ EpELEaE in
tha ganus Pygopus; the Common Scaly-foot (P
lapidonodkim), the Weatam Hooded Scaly-loal
[B mignceps) the Eastem Hooded Scaly-foot
{F schreden} and the Mortharm Hooded Scaly-
foot [P stesimscaf) (Wison and Swan, 20048,
The fral species is primarily an inhabilant of b
sauthem third of the Australian manland while
1he athar Birea cover the majority of Te roribam
tweo-thirds af the country bebsean tham.

All of the species praler dry habilats — [ha
Easztarn and Westarn Hoodeds ane found in
sandy of slony deserts — while the Commaon
and Worthem Hooded opt for open woodland
ard healhlands. All of e species are Juita
sacrptivie and spend  much of their acthe
lirma |:|E"|!t'||:|' =10 aled in fgress cumps ard
tzaf bier. When inactive a wiwiety of objocis
i"ll'.'luﬁl‘lﬂ fockE, |l!i-[|t'l. animal burmoes and aven
w0l crecks ara used for shalter, Although most
lagle=s lizards are dumally aclive, the Hooded
Scaly-foot group is cne of the exceptions to this
ke and is nrkn;aril:.a moclusTial. The Common
Scaly-foot on the othar hand s wsialy divmal,

scales

out in wary hot weathar they can aftan ba Tound
monvng about after dark and are @ common
sight on bibumean neads at night.

All species are varable in ther colouration,
aapacially  the Common  Scaly-lool. Mos
specimens of this spacies from the aast coast
al Ausiralia ane plainly coloured in vamous huas
af broen or prey-brown. By contrast, soma
Common Scaly-tool from souihemn and south-
wasinrm Australia ame spectaculandy marked with
roms of dark spots and blalches alomg the Dody
aftanimersparsed with pabe sripes. inbermediaba
o with makings angund e head, ned and
tail also occur, s their name suggasts, the thres
Hooded apacies ane charachanssd by a larga
dark blodch on tha back of tha head andior nack,
although the indensty of thess marks varas
considarably. The rast of thair body may aksa
e distinctively colounad 1o & greater or lesser
quient. aften with a fine checkerboand patieem,
The Common species i by far the Engest of
the group, with some specmens reaching a
metra in angih, sboul hree-guarlars af which
is tail, The Hooded species are much smalkar in
langlh, rarely exceading 40am in length, aboul
texa-thirds af this comprising tha tail.

Hushandry
Al goaly-fopl species ane principally wenmasirial,
ramaly cimbing hgher than  #0-30cm  off
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this is not essential and pale sands such as
sommercially available plasteres’s sand will

it doesnt conkain a high praportion o
dust. Al the ather extrame, papsT
plain newspapar can also be used quite
SULCE bty weith all membsers of e
Fumishings meed 1o be
oope with e o
E | arge hzards ard kepl simphe
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righ up on 1he
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make sure lha b big amough Lo o srtably B oa

The lizards do mol appaar [ mang sescure il Ihay are in cont ith both
larly  fussy =} ths siibs e below ardd §h ling" of tha
= |hﬂ;1r.:|r-;| Tha degpth of Ihn subshraie only rafuge above. In addition to thase homa sites
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anather hiding area should be supplied hat is
always kept most. A small plestic contalnar of
miaisl cage Substrals or Sphagrum moss wil
sarve this purpase wall. Cul & small entrance
hole &ither in the ap or side of the conlaines
and waler the conbents regularty so thay siay
maist bul nol wed. The Hooded Scaly-fool in
particular saems 10 aopreciate this fastura snd
usually spends much of tha day coiled among
tha miolet subetrata, possibly &8 a reflection of
thair use of coal, humid burraws in thair natural
desar habikat

Other apbional fumshings include a grass
tussock or gther peaces of vagatalion, sther
natural or arificial. All speces s=em 1o enjoy
curling among tha slalks and leaves either i
bask or await passing prey. Other low-climbing
Teahsras guch Ge loge of mbus! branchas can
also be installed and may be used by the
inhabitants from time b tma providing a betler
usz of the three-dmensional aspects of the
enclosure. & watar bowl needs 10 be aveiladls
at all tirses.

Al this slage it & unsure it amy typa of
Wranviolet ight is important 1o these lzands.
Besad on their romal activity pattems, it is fair
1o mssume that the divrmal Common Scaly-foal
may have dessalopad 8 need for axposure 12 Ly
Iight. thus it mary be benefical to pravide a full
spacirum light sourca for this species. On the
ather hand, tha nocturmal Hoodeds will prabably
do well without thase light  wavelengihs.
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Similarly, Common Scaly-loal will happily bask
urder & heat source up o 36-38°C duning
the day, while Prgiceps and alher Hooded
Epedas appear 10 do well with & ot spot of low-
le-mid-30°C possibly in ihe Torm af an under
Tigor heal pad rather than a light source. Bofh
speces are very iolerant of cold iemperatunes
with wintar cookng paricds down b0 low teens
ar even single figunes & night. This is prabably
inpariant for synchronising the raproducties
cypche in all spacias.

&l spacies are refalively unselective
regarding food, wilh most inverebrale ypes
1eken readily. Ona bp though. scaly-iool ere not
the most agile of huniers and they often find
1ast mowing pray fems such as codsrnachas
ard criceets difficult fo caich. Sometimes they
appaar 80 imapd &l catching and holding pray
that you hawe to wander how they find focd in
the wild, For the Commen Sesly-foot st least
this might be explained by their natural e,
which congisis of 8 high proporion of buroesing
spidars such as Trapdoors and ewven Funnel
‘Welis. The spiders gre probably comearnad insida
their burnows where there = no escape and
dispalchad quickly balore thay ama ablke o inflicl
a hile on ther reptlian predaior. Consequeantdy,
1o enaune food ibems are eatan fresh and al
thizir most nutntious it is wise o eithar offer food
trom forcaps or bunt tweerars, Albemativedy,
mnsecks could be coaled in a refrigerior for 10-
15 minutas before teading o slow down ther
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movemenl and make them sasier o calch.
All soaly-fiood hews guite prosigious appabias
and wil readily consume so-bo-sight Fairly
large Insecis at 8 fead snd probably a few
mong il given e opporiunity, although 1he
above quantly twica & waek during tha Bclve
meason should be adegquate as addiional ilems
may kaad to obasity. Insechs should be dusled
with calcium powder al mast feeds and with a
mulsitamen supplamant once avery saven-io-
10 darys.

All of the spacles. but especialy tha
Common Scaly-foal, appear 1o relish sofl, sweel
fruil. This cam be prosidad as althar choppad or
mashed fresh fruit or tnned fruil pieces or pulp
such as a sauce or baly food, Bamana, mango,
paw paw, strawbemy, apple and pear are all
aggarly acoapiad and wil be licked vigorously
initially and then eaten by the mouthful anoa
animsls bacome accustamed 5o the food bam,
Offer these dems in moderation: a small dish
anca 8 wesk (8 empha. Thase il diets are atso
a pood way af praviding calcium or mulivitamin
supplementation as, once added o 1ha mis, tha
powder will stay in place undl the fruil is saien,
unlike powdar dusled on o an ingect, which wil
quickly ry and groom the powder off iself.

Breeding

ARhough scaly-foot kave never boen axtramely
popular as caplive subjects, they have been
maintaned from time o Gme as dlustrated by
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the ococasional papar or arlicka in Algstralian magazineas,
newsletiors and journals owar the yoars. However, despita
thig, fhers arg ne reconds of frue captive bresding ol any
Pygopus species, anly anecdotal reports: of egg laying
incubation amd heiching of aggs from wikd-caughd granid
females. In recent limes, the groath of the reptie hobby
hes led o & subse]uant increase in e mainienanca ol
these legless izands and a few reports of captivie breeding
in both Comman and Hoodaed spacies. The amghasis hana
though is on ‘few’ because the number of true breedings
al amy mamiber of the group can be courled on the fingers
af one hand, In addSon o this, mesd of thaose who have
achievad the breadng of thess repliles ofan fail o regpeal
thio succass on a regular basis.

Seming scah-food = relalively esay  with  adall
specimens. The Comman species in paricular can ba
saxed visually withoul ewean handing the raplies providesd
they ame mature arnimals. The sasiest method is 1o view
the lizards from abowa owver the vent anea &3 the limb Naps
an be seen. The male's flaps are much larger than tha
temale’s and profnade |etarally distincily further. Bamasin
the flaps are small doacal spurs similar 1o fose found in
pythans. Examinalmon of (haae apurs in the Hooded Scaly-
oot species will show that those of the male ane larger and
mona dislingd than the female’s spurs. The dilerence ia
also chservabla in the Common Scaly-fool @ an additional
8% confirmalion is needed, This can be a somewhal tricky
axprrise especialy i the animals are not wsed o being
handled and Bagn o abruggla. Tha aasiest method is o
use a wothpick ar small pant brush o gentty lift te faps
avway from the body 53 e spuns can e examinad.

Female Common Scaly-foot appear o be the dominan|
=a% and, il unreceplive, Some males can ba viciously
attacked leawing permanant scars and the loss of the sl
in s0ma inatances. Hooded Scaly-fool appear i be much
maore tokerant of other spedmens of ether sex in the same
andosure, bul aggression can a8l occur, 8o inilially nevw
introductions meed o bBa monidored closely,  pairs ara
compalinle they can be maintaned logether all year round,
if thiz female is particuany aggressive owards the make and
oraeding ia degirad, it may ba advisable 10 keap the semas
apan for mest of tha year and introduce the female into tha
maka's cage for bried panods in apring for making, walching
them wery closely for any signs of exoessive aggn o,

Data from wild-caughl lfemales and Te lills caplive
breeding that has taken place indicate that mating usually
GECUrE in apring and aarly summern, wilh egge Being kaid
betwaeen Ociober and January. The Common Scaly-oal
will quite readdy lay il clubhes of two eggs in a amall
container of moist substrabe [as descibad above). As
long a8 e BEying area is endosed under a lid, he eggs
are nod usually buriad, Thay e simply laid in a shallow
depraseicn an the sutace of the subsirata. The o 808
are bullet shaped and measure around 3chmm, Muspls
dulchas can be produced in & single season, with wup
thres clulches one month apart mecorded in the Common
Sealy-loal. Eggs should be incubaled n moiEl perlite o
wormicuite at 27-30°C and wil haich after G080 days
wilhin this lemparabune range. The habchlings anre miniatura
warsans of the adults and ama very aclive fram tha skar.
They appear 1 be domawhal reluclant o feed Sor |ie Arsl
werk or 50, possibly relying on the siomed yolk from the egg.
Howaves, once they bagin 1o kaed (hay, like thew parants,
appear o be happy with most types of appropriately sized
irerielrata prey lems s well ag weekly oferings of Truil
pulp, which is aagerly lapped up with the fleshy ongus,
Litlle = kmowen aboul the h of timsa juveaniles l&ka o
reach sexual malurity or the ceerall longevty of any of the
species, hough al a guess bresading would probably mol
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1aka place until tha lizards wara al least teo-io-
Ihres years old and, given the comect caplive
conditions, it wouldn't be urreasocnahle o
expect an individual scahy-fool Io live for al least
15-20) yaars.

The scaky-Mool spacies s a lascnaling
group of izands thal ame wery @asy [ maintain
successfully in caplivity. Because of heir size
ard wrwsual appearance thelr popularity s
fgrowing, yel there is slill a greal deal that we
don't undarsiand about ther bology particularny
with regards o [heir reproduction. Hopefully,
as their appeal ncraasas, mare paopkle wil
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attampt 1o keap and braed thesa mepliles and
wilh e s may unlock the kl‘."pﬂ 3 consislent
and raliabla repoducton. One kast thought,
whal really is he cores] lemm Tor mone than ona
scalyfoot? Is B scaly-feet, scaly-foots or st
'&ll"'.-ﬂl!,' Maol? Aqueslion far anotfier Bme.
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