
 - 1 - 

Studbook Breeding Programme 
 

 
 

Mantella spp. 
Including Mantella aurantiaca and Mantella expectata 

  

 
 
 

ANNUAL REPORT 2004 
 

 
R J Berridge, Species coordinator 



 - 2 - 

Studbook/Breeding Programme for Mantella spp. 
 
Annual Report 2004 
 
Contents: 
 

1. Introduction and activities 2004 
2. Studbook Population 
3. Locations 
4. Births 
5. Imports 
6. Deaths 
7. Transfers 
8. Discussion 

 
1) Introduction and activities 2004 
 
Since the last studbook report the studbook holder has continued in his efforts to 
support the conservation of Mantella frogs, both in the wild (in situ), and in captivity 
(ex situ) through a carefully managed captive-breeding programme. 
 
Key events during 2004 include the following: 
 
• In April 2004 the Global Amphibian Assessment finally reported. This exercise 

aimed to critically assess the conservation status under IUCN Red List criteria of 
all 5,743 known species of amphibian and was performed by more than 500 
herpetologists from 60 countries in a three-year study. Key findings were that four 
species of Mantella are registered as CRITICAL (CR): M. aurantiaca, M. cowani, 
M. expectata, and M. viridis. The studbook holder can report that populations are 
being maintained of at least two of these species, and efforts are being pursued to 
ensure that all four become part of the studbook. To put the listing of these species 
as CR into perspective, well-known conservation concerns such as the Giant 
Panda (Ailuropoda melanoleuca), Indian Tiger (Panthera tigris) and Mountain 
Gorilla (Gorilla beringei) are only registered as Endangered (EN) under IUCN 
Red List criteria. These Mantella species are listed as CR because they have very 
small ranges (e.g. for M. aurantiaca, M. cowani, and M. viridis their areas of 
occupancy are probably less than 10 km2), they often have severely fragmented 
distributions, declining availability of habitat, and a declining number of mature 
individuals due to over exploitation.   

• The studbook holder has very recently welcomed one of the above four-mentioned 
species into the studbook (Mantella expectata – see cover page, lower image), 
with 12 captive-bred young being brought into the UK by a collaborator. The 
studbook holder has 6 of these juveniles and hopes to collaborate further with 
other institutions holding this species, a few of which are known and are being 
contacted.  

• The studbook holder has continued to pursue contacts and collaborations with the 
aim of extending the reach of the studbook. Over the last year new contacts have 
been made in Sweden, Canada, France, Holland, the UK and Italy. Existing 
contacts have been maintained in the UK, Italy and the USA, although some 
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previous contacts in 
the UK have not 
been in contact with 
the studbook holder 
for some time.  

• The studbook holder 
has continued to 
publicise the efforts 
of the Mantella 
Studbook and the 
work of the 
European Studbook 
Foundation through 
continued revision 

and updating of a website for this purpose. Please visit www.mantella-
conservation.org for further information. Key additions to this site over the last 
year include a new Gallery section designed to help people looking after these 
frogs understand the methods that the studbook holder currently employs. It is 
hoped that a webcam facility can be added to the website so that remote users can 
observe the intricate and fascinating courtship and territorial behaviour of M. 
aurantiaca in particular. The studbook holder was also pleased to present the 
Mantella studbook to the ESF at its 2004 annual general meeting.  

• Due to very high breeding success rates, the studbook holder took the reluctant 
decision to sell some of the many captive-bred young produced. This decision is 
explored further in the discussion, but the main benefits from the sale of young 
were seen to be: the need to distribute large numbers of young frogs quickly to 
ensure that population densities did not reach a level at which overcrowding 
would be a problem; recovery of financial costs incurred in the upkeep of the adult 
frogs; the opportunity to raise funds to be directed to conservation organisations 
involved in Malagasy conservation.  

• The studbook holder is progressing well with attempts to become registered as a 
zoological institution, under the auspices of the British and Irish Association of 
Zoos and Aquaria (BIAZA). The final stage remaining in the application is an 
inspection of the collection of frogs to check that the conditions that they are 
being kept under adhere to strict standards. The Head of Herpetology at London 
Zoo has offered to perform this inspection, and although this inspection was first 
suggested in April 2004, the aim is now to carry it out by the end of May 2005. 
Becoming a member of BIAZA will confer many advantages on the studbook, 
including increased involvement with, and support from, members of staff at 
Zoological institutions, and increased access to zoo-programme stock. During the 
year the studbook holder made a major contribution of a number of juvenile 
mantellas to a zoological institution in England (“The Living Rainforest”), and 
was promised in return juvenile M. aurantiaca from unrelated stock which the 
studbook holder could use to broaden the genetic potential of the studbook 
population.  

• The studbook holder has continued to be involved in high-level discussion fora 
pertaining to the conservation of Malagasy herptiles. The studbook holder was 
already a member of “MadFauna”, a Yahoo! e-Group webring established by Dr 
Franco Andreone (Turin University), which considered the conservation of all 
Malagasy biodiversity. Dr Andreone recently established “MadFauna-Herp” 
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which focuses exclusively on the conservation of Malagasy herptiles. Membership 
of this webring includes the most senior representatives of organisations such as 
Conservation International. The studbook holder was invited to join the group in 
his capacity as a successful breeder of captive mantellas.  

 
2) Studbook Population 
 
M. aurantiaca 
 
The founder adults of this population continue to prosper and their F1 young have 
also begun to breed prolifically. Several new contacts have been made recently which 
would bring the total population, once they have all been counted, into the region of 
several hundreds. 

 

 
 
M. pulchra 
 
This species is in danger of being lost from the studbook. Due to low breeding rates 
there are now only four individuals in the studbook, all in the possession of the 
studbook holder. There are two wild-caught females, and two captive-bred males. 
Successful breeding of these four animals therefore represents a top priority, although 
fortunately this species is less threatened in the wild than any of the others so its loss 
from the studbook programme would not have such a major impact on its overall 
conservation status (although this species is listed as endangered (EN) under IUCN 
criteria).  
 
M. viridis 
 
At a talk by Dr Franco Andreone (of Turin University) the studbook holder queried 
him on the identification of the frogs of this species in the studbook. Dr Andreone 
(who is a leading world authority on these frogs in the field) expressed doubt that 
these were ‘genuine’ M. viridis, but also said that if they were not, he was not sure 
what they were! The taxonomy of the genus is currently in a tremendous state of flux, 
so the situation of this species is unclear.  
 
The studbook holder has over 30 of these frogs, and bred over 100 in 2004.  
 

M. expectata 
 
There are currently only 12 
juveniles confirmed in the 
studbook at present. However, 
this species is a very new 
entrant to the studbook, joining 
on November 28th 2004. 
Contact has recently been made 
with an institution in Italy that 
has 22 of this species, and it is 
hoped that they can also be
added to the studbook. 
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3) Locations 
 
There are at least five Zoos in the UK with mantellas that they received from the 
studbook holder in the previous year (2003), and another zoo (“The Living 
Rainforest”) was added to that number in the last year (2004). Before last year there 
were already a number of private individuals who had received froglets from the 
studbook holder, and another few individuals who are holding collections of mantellas 
in the UK but are not involved with the studbook. Over the last year the studbook 
holder distributed froglets of two species to several more private individuals who have 
expressed a wish to contribute to the studbook, and there are several other individuals 
waiting for the studbook holder to bring frogs to them.  
 
In addition, one individual in Rome has founder frogs for M. aurantiaca, and also 
received M. aurantiaca and M. viridis froglets from the studbook holder in 2003, and 
frogs were also sent from the studbook holder to Sweden in 2004. Contact was also 
made with other individuals in Canada, France, Spain and Holland.  
 
4) Births 
 
Spawning has been reported from animals held by several members of the studbook, 
although by far the largest breeding successes have been recorded by the studbook 
holder, who bred large numbers of M. aurantiaca and M. viridis during 2004, 
including from wild-caught adults, and F1 captive-bred young of both species. It is 
believed that F2 captive-bred M. aurantiaca may also have been breeding! 
 
Precise counts of the numbers of spawnings that occurred and the numbers of 
tadpoles/froglets that were reared were not made during 2004 as the studbook holder 
was away from the UK for the majority of the summer breading season.  
 
5) Imports 
 
New animals were added to the studbook during 2004. Captive-bred juvenile M. 
expectata were received by the studbook holder from a collaborator, and several 
individuals contacted the studbook holder with details of the numbers of particular 
species of Mantella that they currently hold.  
 
6) Deaths 
 
No significant deaths occurred in 2004.  
 
7) Transfers 
 
The Studbook Holder took tadpoles and froglets of M. aurantiaca and M. viridis to a 
number of institutions during 2004, including 5 private individuals and 1 zoo. F1 M. 
aurantiaca froglets were taken on behalf of the studbook holder to a collaborator in 
Sweden, and requests to be able to participate were received from Canada, Spain, 
France, Holland, and Italy, confirming the European/international dimension of the 
studbook. It is hoped that these transfers can take place.  
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The studbook holder also received six juvenile M. expectata from another 
collaborator.  
 
8) Discussion 
 
The second full year of the studbook for mantella species has built on the successes of 
the first year. Large numbers of high-quality captive young have been bred again this 
year, and the number of collaborators to whom these frogs have been distributed, and 
from whom additional frogs have been added to the studbook, has increased. The 
studbook holder has increased awareness of the work of the studbook through regular 
updates of a dedicated website, and has continued to liase usefully with the leading 
authorities on mantellas in the wild. The studbook holder was also very pleased to 
welcome M. expectata as a new entrant to the studbook programme.  
 
A major change to the operation of the studbook programme has been the sale of 
captive-bred young. The studbook holder took the decision to do this for three main 
reasons: 
 

1. The studbook holder was producing large numbers of captive-bred young and 
needed to distribute them more quickly than volunteers were asking to join the 
studbook programme. The studbook holder was concerned that if the froglets 
could not be provided with alternative homes then the studbook holder would 
run the risk of overcrowding and would also be left holding an unacceptably 
high proportion of the total captive population of mantellas in the studbook. 
The studbook holder feels strongly that distributing froglets to a large number 
of people (whether through the studbook or not) is a vital mechanism for 
ensuring that populations of captive frogs will be maintained in the event of 
any kind of disaster happening to a particular collection (e.g. loss of all the 
frogs in a collection due to disease, or physical destruction of the institution 
e.g. by fire).  

2. The upkeep of the large numbers of frogs that the studbook holder maintains is 
not cheap. Funds received from the sale of frogs will be used to recover a 
small proportion of the costs incurred. 

3. Funds received will also be directed to conservation organisations operating in 
Madagascar, to assist conservation of the frogs in the wild (ex situ 
conservation). Conservation in the wild is a much greater priority than the 
work of the studbook programme (concerned, as it is, with the artificial 
maintenance of a population of frogs that will probably never contribute to the 
wild total), so it is felt that the efforts of the studbook programme should do 
all they can to support ex situ conservation as its first priority. 

 
The studbook holder is well aware of the problems associated with the sale of 
studbook animals (e.g. the potential for these animals to come back into the studbook 
at a later date, and to not be recognised as being from the original studbook 
population, which would cause problems for effective genetic planning), but feels that 
the benefits make this risk worth taking. Additionally, steps are being taken to ensure 
that the fate of all animals sold is followed as closely as possible.  
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The studbook faces three main concerns: 
 

1. The majority of animals in the studbook are still held by the studbook holder, 
although over 2004 significant progress was made at rectifying this, and there 
are now several more collaborators in 2004 (compared to 2003) who hold 
important collections of frogs. 

2. The continued maintenance of M. pulchra as a species in the studbook looks 
under doubt due to the poor breeding record of this species in 2004. 

3. Two major zoological institutions in the UK have previously promised the 
studbook holder that captive-bred M. aurantiaca will be given to the studbook 
holder, in exchange for captive-bred individuals that the studbook holder has 
already supplied to these zoos, for the purposes of widening the genetic pool 
of M. aurantiaca in the studbook. Disappointingly, it is taking a very long 
time for these promises to be fulfilled by the zoological institutions concerned.  

 
A priority area of work for the studbook over the next year is to implement a better 
system of data management. Currently, the studbook holder relies on a badly 
organised collection of computer files in a range of software programmes, and a 
number of individual e-mail messages. The studbook holder feels that a thorough 
assessment of all these disparate pieces of information, and the drawing of them into a 
whole to aid effective genetic management, is the top priority for the year. The 
Studbook Programme software from the ESF will assist greatly with this task.  
 
The studbook holder feels that given the status of some of these species as CR 
(Critical) under the IUCN Red List criteria, the Mantella spp. studbook should be 
listed as holding species of the highest concern for the European Studbook 
Foundation.  
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P. 1: M. aurantiaca  male (top) 
 M. expectata  juvenile (bottom) 
P. 3: M. expectata juvenile 
P. 4: M. aurantiaca  males engaged in a territorial skirmish 
P. 7: M. aurantiaca  tadpoles nearing metamorphosis 


