
 

Scientists prove ground and tree salamanders
have same diets
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Carrel, Semlitsch and their team found that red-legged salamanders may climb
trees for reasons beside food foraging. Credit: Grant Connette

Salamanders spend the vast majority of their lives below ground and
surface only for short periods of time and usually only on wet nights.
When they do emerge, salamanders can be spotted not only on forest
floors but also up in trees and on other vegetation, often climbing as high
as 8 feet. Given their infrequent appearances aboveground, it has never
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been clear to biologists why salamanders take time to climb vegetation.
Researchers at the University of Missouri recently conducted a study
testing a long-standing hypothesis that salamanders might climb
vegetation for food.

"Previous research suggested that plant climbing might be a way for 
salamanders to access additional prey items, like aphids and leaf
hoppers, that are not available on the ground," said Grant Connette, a
biologist who helped carry out the study while a graduate student in the
Division of Biological Sciences at MU.

Connette and his colleagues tested the hypothesis by collecting red-
legged salamanders (Plethodon sharmani) and examining their stomach
contents. The researchers captured an equal number of salamanders on
the ground and up on trees or shrubs and then brought them back to the
lab, where they anesthetized them and flushed the stomachs of their
contents. The salamanders – minus their last meals – were then safely
returned to their exact capture location.

The stomach contents were preserved in alcohol and then subsequently
dissected apart. Students, assisted by MU Curators' Professor James
Carrel and Research Entomologist Mark Deyrup with the Archbold
Biological Station in Florida, identified each prey item to the lowest
taxonomic level and calculated its mass. At the end, they had a laundry
list of things found in the guts of these salamanders.

"The dominant groups were mites, millipedes, beetles, and an assortment
of ants," said Carrel. "What was surprising was that the [salamanders]
collected on trees did not have anything one would associate with a plant-
feeding insect, like aphids."

The diet of the salamanders captured on the ground was the same as the
diet of salamanders captured sitting high up on vegetation.
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"We found no evidence that climbing allows these salamanders to more
fully exploit available food resources, which instead suggests that other
mechanisms, such as competition or predator avoidance, might be
important influences on salamander populations," said Connette.

The study was prompted by the research of Curators' Professor Ray
Semlitsch, who has been studying salamander populations in the
Appalachian Mountains since 2005. The mountain range's moist forests
make it a global hot spot for a variety of salamander species.

Connette said that by testing a possible explanation for climbing
behavior, the research also provides important background information
about how salamanders can exist in high densities in North American
forests.

  More information: The study, "Relationship between diet and
microhabitat use of red-legged salamanders (Plethodon shermani) in
southwestern North Carolina," appeared in the most recent issue of the
journal Copeia.

Provided by University of Missouri-Columbia

Citation: Scientists prove ground and tree salamanders have same diets (2014, September 4)
retrieved 25 April 2024 from
https://phys.org/news/2014-09-scientists-ground-tree-salamanders-diets.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

https://phys.org/news/2014-09-scientists-ground-tree-salamanders-diets.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

