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GPS to be Used to Study 
Monitor Lizard Predation on 

Sea Turtle Nests

Researchers from the University of Queensland will 
begin tagging monitor lizards with GPS devices to 
study their effect on nests of endangered loggerhead 
turtles (Caretta caretta) on Wreck Rock Beach. This 
is part of a two-year project that will also test various 
exclusion devices to limit the predator’s access to the 
nests. Wreck Rock Beach represents the second largest 
mainland nesting site in the South Pacific and monitors 
are estimated to take 1,000 eggs every year, making 
them the principle predators of the sites. Initial findings 
indicate that the yellow-spotted monitor (Varanus 
panoptes) is by far the largest predator of the nests; other 
species including the lace monitor (Varanus varius) 
serve as secondary predators, cleaning up nests after the 
yellow-spotted monitors have finished with them.

Source: Brisbane Times; 29 April 2015

Surabaya to Build 
Komodo Dragon Park

Surabaya officials announced plans to build a park to 

house excess Komodo dragon (Varanus komodoensis) 
offspring from the city’s zoo. The zoo currently houses 
70 animals plus more than two-dozen eggs currently 
being incubated. Land is currently being surveyed in 
Kenjeran District to determine if it is appropriate, though 
other areas may be considered. It was also suggested that 
excess animals might be returned to the wild, though 
officials consider this option prohibitively expensive.

Source: Antara News; 2 April 2015

Monitors Lead to Discovery of 
Murder Victim

Villagers of Kampung Lembising, Sabah, East Malaysia 
discovered the body of a murdered woman after more 
than a dozen monitor lizards (presumably Varanus 
salvator) were seen feeding on the remains. Officials 
were sent out to retrieve the body. The victim is believed 
to be in her twenties and had been dead for at least three 
days prior to discovery.

Source: The Star; 2 April 2015
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Houston Zoo Komodo Dragon 
Receives Leg Brace

A Komodo dragon (Varanus komodoensis) at the 
Houston Zoo has been fitted with a prosthetic device 
created by Baylor College of Medicine. The 16 year-old 
male, named ‘Smaug’, suffered from a condition in his 
right leg that in human medicine is known as drop-foot; 
weakness in the limb muscles caused the animal’s foot 
to land on the knuckles rather than the bottom of the 
foot. A custom-built spring-loaded device was fitted that 
keeps the animal’s foot in the natural position. A second 
device was later built to keep the toes straightened 
after an infection developed due to the initial period of 
incorrect movement. The devices are currently being 
worn by the dragon most of the time but are temporary 
and planned to be removed once the animal regains the 
ability to walk normally.

Sources: Washington Post, 10 April 2015; Baylor 
College of Medicine press release, 10 April 2015

Henry Doorly Zoo Worker 
Bitten by Komodo Dragon

A worker at the Henry Doorly Zoo & Aquarium in 
Omaha was treated after receiving a bite to her hand 
from a young Komodo dragon (Varanus komodoensis). 
The bite occurred as the worker was cleaning the 
dragon’s exhibit. After zoo officials were unable to stop 
the bleeding (presumably due to anticoagulant factors 
present in the saliva of this species), the worker was 
taken to a hospital where she received two stiches and 
was later released. While the worker was also treated 
with antibiotics, this was taken as a standard precaution 
in animal bites.

Source: Omaha World-Herald; 1 June 2015

London Zoo Premiers New 
Komodo Dragon

Having last displayed Varanus komodoensis in 2014, 

when its long term captive Raja died from illness, the 
London Zoo recently acquired a new male dragon, 
named Ganas, from Randers Zoo in Denmark. At 1.75 m 
in length and weighing 29 kg, the seven year old dragon 
is now on display in the zoo’s “Land of the Giants” 
exhibit, and is being conditioned for target training, 
which would allow keepers to safely work with this 
individual and allow for various medical procedures. 
Ganas was originally hatched at the Chester Zoo and is 
of parthenogenetic origin.

Source: http://ibtimes.co.uk’ 7 August 2015

Monitor Lizard Saliva 
Erroneously Linked to Diabetes 

Cure
In response to rumors proliferated through social media, 
the United Arab Emirates’ Ministry of Health issued 
a statement that claims surrounding a diabetes drug’s 
link to monitor lizard saliva are erroneous and baseless. 
Rumors purported that Januvia, a drug registered in the 
UAE for treating diabetes, was extracted and derived 
from the saliva of monitor lizards, and that anyone who 
uses the medication for a year will be completely cured 
of diabetes. Diabetes patients were urged to consult 
with their physicians concerning any treatments that can 
affect their health.

Source: Gulfnews.com; 3 August 2015

Two Varanus indicus Seized in 
the Philippines

A cargo shipment containing two juvenile Varanus 
indicus were confiscated by Department of Environment 
and Natural Resources officials at the Davao City 
International Airport. The lizards were detected when 
the package was routinely scanned by the airport’s X-ray 
machine. The intended final destination of the parcel 
was Caloocan City; the sender could not be identified. 
The confiscated monitors were delivered to Crocodile 
Park, an accredited rescue center in Davao Region.

Source: http://sunstar.com.ph ; 21 July 2015
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New Monitor Species 
Described – Smallest Living 

Representative of Genus

A new species of monitor lizard from the Dampier 
Peninsula of the western Kimberly region of Australia 
was recently described by a team of scientists led by 
Stephen Donnellan of the University of Adelaide. The 
new species, Varanus sparnus, has a maximum size of 
only 23 cm and weight of around 16 g, rendering it the 
smallest living representative of the genus Varanus. 

Source: Doughty, P., L. Kealley, A. Fitch & S.C. 
Donnellan. 2014. A new diminutive species of Varanus 
from the Dampier Peninsula, western Kimberly region, 
Western Australia. Records of the Western Australian 
Museum 29: 128-140.

Bengal Monitors Face Threats 
in India

Increasing demand for monitor lizards in India fueled by 
medicinal beliefs that the meat is a powerful aphrodisiac 
has resulted in widespread killings of Bengal monitors 
(Varanus bengalensis) in Southern India. It is also 

believed that V. bengalensis meat can treat rheumatic 
pain and even cure paralytic stroke. Demand for monitor 
lizard meat is particularly high at the Machilipatnam 
fish market, where consumers seek to collect the blood 
of the monitors, which is then mixed with whiskey to 
create what is believed to be an aphrodisiac lubricant. At 
the fish market, monitor lizards may fetch prices of more 
than Rs. 1,000 (~ $16 USD). Wildlife biologists note that 
consumption of V. bengalensis for medicinal purposes 
represents a major threat to its survival, and offenders 
caught trading in the species may face penalties of at 
least seven years imprisonment, according to current 
wildlife laws.

Source: http://thehindu.com ; 14 July 2015

Komodo Dragon Euthanized

The Denver Zoo recently reported the loss of its oldest 
Komodo dragon (Varanus komodoensis), Castor, a 21 
year old male that was hatched at the Cincinnati Zoo in 
1994. The dragon had been in a state of decline for the 
last six years, with severe arthritis affecting its rear legs, 
and zoo staff made the difficult decision to humanely 
euthanize the animal. Since the onset of symptoms in 
2009, treatments for the arthritis have included physical 
therapy, pain medications and acupuncture. Castor sired 
two clutches of hatchlings, resulting in seven offspring. 
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Three other Komodo dragons currently reside at the 
Denver Zoo, including Castor’s 12 year old son, Raja.

Source: http://westword.com; 13 July 2015

Komodo Dragon Treated at 
Zoo Miami

A seventeen year old male Komodo dragon (Varanus 
komodoensis) at Zoo Miami is currently receiving 
treatment for limited mobility in its hind quarters, which 
sometimes resembles a type of paralysis. Animal care 
and veterinary staff have worked together to develop a 
treatment regimen which includes traditional medicine, 
deep tissue massage and range of motion exercise, 
together with hydrotherapy in the hopes of reestablishing 
some mobility in the animal.

Source: http://nbcmiami.com; 23 July 2015

L.A. Zoo Successfully Hatches 
Varanus olivaceus

The Los Angeles Zoo has recently announced the 
hatching of three Varanus olivaceus (or Butaan), 
achieving the rare honor of being the second facility in 
the Western Hemisphere in history to hatch the species. 
A single egg hatched at the Dallas Zoo in 1994, but 
the animal died shortly thereafter. There are currently 
only two AZA-accredited zoos in the U.S. that house V. 
olivaceus, and the L.A. Zoo has the only breeding male.
      Thought to be extinct in the wild for over 130 years, 
this shy, fruit-eating, arboreal species was rediscovered 
in 1975 and can only be found on a few islands in the 
Philippines. Known to be one of the largest lizards in 
Asia, V. olivaceus is olive-green in color and can grow 
up to 1.8 m from snout to the end of its tail and weigh 
up to 9 kg. Very little is known about the reproductive 
cycles of the species, as 99 percent of their lives are 
spent in the canopy of trees, a fact which may play a 
part in why it’s so hard to hatch this species in captivity.
      The zoo had received clutches of eggs in the past, but 
according to reptile curator Ian Recchio, none have been 
as healthy or viable. During the 270-plus day incubation 
period, reptile staff closely monitored the eggs but didn’t 
have any previous experience with hatching eggs of this 
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particular species. Incubation techniques were based on 
experience with similar Asian monitor species and V. 
komodoensis eggs. 
     The L.A. Zoo has held V. olivaceus in its collection 
since 1998, but all specimens were received through 
illegal confiscations and none were juveniles. The adults 
proved difficult to keep in captivity due to what they 
eat, an unusual diet consisting of indigenous fruit and 
invertebrates from the Philippines. L.A. Zoo reptile staff 
suspects the babies will follow suit, and they are already 
armed with plenty of techniques to help the hatchlings 
thrive like their parents. The hatchlings are currently 
maintained individually to  manage their feedings and 
maintain their health. Currently, the hatchlings are 
responding best to food items such as snails, insects, and 
smaller pieces of fish.
      The three recently hatched offspring are currently 
housed off-site at the zoo’s reptile holding facility 
where reptile staff can carefully observe them. receiving 
exceptional care while being carefully observed. Once 
the hatchlings are well-established, the zoo hopes 
to share its recent knowledge of this rare species and 
expand the breeding program here in the United States. 

Captive-bred Varanus olivaceus. Los Angeles Zoo. Pho-
tograph courtesy of Ian Recchio.



Guests can view the breeding pair of adult V. olivaceus 
at the Living Amphibians, Invertebrates, and Reptiles 
(LAIR) building.

Top left & bottom: Captive-bred V. olivaceus at Los Angeles Zoo. Top right: Adult V. olivaceus 
at Los Angeles Zoo. Photographs courtesy of Ian Recchio.
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Source: Modified from a Los Angeles Zoo press release; 
15 June 2015


