
Abstract – Published records of nesting ecology facilitate the comparison of important life history 
components of monitor lizards, and can reveal the diversity in their nesting strategies. However, the 
nesting habits of most monitor lizards are unknown. Varanus mertensi is a medium-sized, semi-aquatic 
monitor lizard that occurs across much of Northern Australia. Knowledge of the nesting habits and 
reproduction of this species is limited to observations of captive animals, museum specimens and a 

V. mertensi nest 
in the wild; we provide comments on the nesting behavior and timing of reproduction in the species.
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Introduction  
 
 In oviparous reptiles without parental care, the 
timing of reproduction and choice of nest site represent 
key components in a female’s reproductive ecology, 
because they determine the incubation conditions and 

(Resitarits, 1996). Previous studies suggest that the 
reproductive cycle of monitor lizards may be linked to 
the seasonal patterns of rainfall in the Wet/Dry tropics 
in Northern Australia. While several explanations have 
been proposed, the reasons for the diversity in seasonal 
reproductive strategies in Australian monitor lizards 
remain largely unknown (Shine, 1986). Unfortunately, 
the cryptic nesting habits of monitor lizards make 

et al., 2014). 
 One tropical monitor lizard of which the reproductive 

water monitor (Varanus mertensi). Varanus mertensi is a 
medium-sized semi-aquatic monitor lizard that occupies 
riverine and other wetland habitats across northern 
Australia (Christian 2004; Cogger 2014). The species is 
believed to be in decline due to predation on the invasive 
and poisonous cane toad (Rhinella marina), and is 
listed as a threatened species in the Northern Territory 

et al., 2009; Doody 
et al., 2014). While previous studies have attempted to 
locate nests of V. mertensi
reference to nesting in the wild by V. mertensi is from 
the secondary literature: Swanson (1976) claimed that 
the species nests underground and lines the chamber 

record of nesting by V. mertensi in the wild and discuss 

monitor lizards.  



Observation

 On 6 July 2015, a nest chamber was accidentally 
disturbed during excavations near Humpty Doo in the 
Northern Territory, Australia (-12.5826; 131.1583, 
WGS84). The nest was found in the side of an 
embankment approximately 1.5 m above the water 
line (Fig. 1). The nest chamber was located at a depth 
of ~30 cm below the surface and contained ten eggs. 
The burrow entrance and excavations leading to the 
chamber could not be located due to the long period 
that had elapsed since oviposition. The embankment 
was located next to a seasonally inundated pond that 
was lined with spear grass (Sorghum sp.), and was made 
up of a sandy clay soil, which appeared to have been 
previously disturbed, possibly during construction of 
the embankment. The location of the embankment was 
situated approximately 150 m from an ephemeral stretch 
of the Howard River and approximately 70 m from the 
edge of the riparian vegetation. 
 As the clutch was excavated, two eggs were 

accidentally ruptured and the embryos were later used 

two embryos had snout-vent lengths of 106 and 110 mm 
and total lengths of 239 and 245 mm, respectively. 
The presence of juvenile pigmentation, the shape of 
the head and the location of the hemipenes within the 
cloaca indicated that the embryos were ‘near hatching’ 
(Gregororvicova & Zahradnicek, 2012). Unfortunately, 
the lack of an egg tooth and loss of the yolk sac during 
collection, meant that a more accurate staging of the 
embryo was not possible. 

Results and Discussion

 Timing of reproduction in monitor lizards in the Wet/
Dry tropics of northern Australia suggest a pattern that 
coincides with seasonal rainfall, but the reason for such 
seasonality remains unresolved. James & Shine (1985) 
proposed that the timing of nesting should coincide with 
the optimal thermal conditions for incubating eggs, 
while Shine (1986) proposed that by nesting in the dry 

Figs. 2 & 3. Dorsal and ventral views of one of the embryos from the disturbed clutch. 

Fig. 1. The embankment in which 
the Varanus mertensi nest was 
located. The location of the nest has 
been highlighted by the blue circle. 

RHIND ET AL. - A NEST OF VARANUS MERTENSI19



BIAWAK VOL. 10 NO. 1 20

season females avoided the potentially catastrophic 
et al. (1992) suggested that 

reproduction in some tropical monitor lizards might be 
timed to ensure optimal prey availability for hatchlings. 
The precise reproductive phenology of V. mertensi is 
unclear. Our observation broadly supports Shine (1986), 
who suggested that V. mertensi in the Northern Territory 
nest early in the dry season, based on records of gravid 
V. mertensi that were collected in April (n=2) and June 
(n=1). However, Shine (1986) also noted that a number 
of females appeared to be in reproductive condition 

observed mating V. mertensi in December and February 
and found that V. mertensi in the East Kimberley Region 
of Western Australia were gravid in January (n=2). 

et al. (2007) also found that 
V. mertensi underwent vitellogenesis in the peak of the 
wet season and proposed that oviposition occurred late 

(1999) documented an attempted mating by V. mertensi 
in the Northern Territory in July and proposed that the 
reproductive period for the species may extend beyond 

seemingly contradictory observations of reproductive 
phenology in V. mertensi may suggest a reproductive 
phenology that is much less seasonal than previously 
thought. A more comprehensive study targeting nests 

phenology of the species. 
 There are no records of nests of V. mertensi in the 
primary literature, and while our report is limited to a 
single nest, it represents a contribution to the cryptic 
nesting ecology of female V. mertensi. As a group, 
monitor lizards exhibit a remarkably diverse range of 
nesting patterns that may represent adaptations to local 
environments. For example, some V. komodoensis 
use megapode mounds as nests (Jessop et al., 2004; 

et al., 2015), while V. varius and V. rosenbergi 
are known to utilise active termitaria (Carter 1999, 
Ehmann et al., 1991, King & Green 1979). Some monitor 
lizards (i.e., V. tristis, V. griseus) construct relatively 
simple nesting burrows (Thompson & Pianka, 1999; 

V. panoptes and 
V. gouldii construct elaborate nests with helical burrows 
and nesting chambers that are deeper than that of any 
vertebrate (Doody et al., 2014; 2015;., unpubl. data). 

V. mertensi constructs a 
relatively shallow and simple nesting burrow; however, 
we found no evidence to support the use of vegetation 
to line the nest chamber as reported by Swanson 
(1976). Our V. mertensi nest was located 150 m from 

the Howard River in habitat that would normally be 
considered suitable for V. mertensi. The choice of nest 

of hatchlings following their emergence. Or, perhaps the 
mother foraged in the seasonally inundated pond during 
the nesting period and chose to nest nearby. The female’s 
choice to nest at an anthropogenically disturbed site (an 

nesting requirements and explain why the species 
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