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Abstract

There is widespread transport of reptiles for the pet trade throughout the world and the ‘dead on arrival’ rates are high. The
eastern blue tongued (EBT) lizard (Tiliqua scincoides; Order: Squamata; suborder: Lacertilia) is particularly popular due to
its unusual blue tongue. Noise, vibration and thermal discomfort are known contributors to transport stress. We analysed the
behaviour of EBT lizards (n = 9) when exposed to four of these stimuli in a changeover design. Lizards were exposed to Heat
(35°C), Cold (15°C), high or low frequency noise or a Control treatment with no stimulus in a test chamber for a 5-s period.
Heating blankets and ice packs were used to create the hot and cold temperature stimuli in the test chamber, and a speaker
broadcast noise/vibration from a truck recording. The test chamber was connected to an escape chamber, accessible after
exposure to the stimulus, and a small hiding chamber opposite the test chamber. Lizard behaviour was monitored during
stimulus exposure and then for a further 15 min, after which each lizard was removed. Lizards exposed to Cold spent less
time in the test chamber (330 vs 434 s) and more time inactive in the escape chamber (148 vs 40 s). They also spent longer
walking towards the hiding chamber (18.0 vs 10.5 s) and walking in the hiding chamber away from the stimulus (3.6 vs 2.3 s).
We conclude that cold temperatures are potentially noxious for lizards in a simulated transport environment as they reduce
activity and increase escape attempts. 
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Introduction
The trade in reptiles occurs worldwide. In 2009, it was
estimated that between 5.8 and 9.8 million live reptiles were
imported into the European Union (EU), comprising the
majority of the trade worldwide. An estimated 99% of all
live reptiles imported into the United Kingdom originated
from outside the EU and most of this transport occurs on
land (RSPCA 2010). During the importation process,
animals may have to endure poor transport conditions, such
as extreme temperatures, noise and vibration from vehicles,
and lack of food, water and space. If such conditions are
sustained for long periods of time, they can contribute to
increased mortality of wildlife after transport, which could
reach 100% in species that are especially sensitive to rapid
environmental changes (EFSA 2004). 
The Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals
(RSPCA) in 1992 calculated a Dead on Arrival (DOA) rate of
2% of reptiles imported to the UK (or approximately 30,000
individuals), with a further 2–3% mortality within two days
of importation (or approximately 30,000–45,000 individuals)
(Smart & Bride 1993). In Germany, an average DOA rate of

3.0% (range 0.1–6.4%) was estimated for reptiles imported in
1995/1996, but was as high as 84% in extreme cases (Altherr
& Freyer 2001). Another study has confirmed that reptiles
imported into Germany have an average transport mortality
of 3.1%, and that this is the second highest of all the animal
groups imported into that country (Schütz 2003). Of the
reptiles, lizards (Order: Squamata; Suborder: Lacertilia) had
particularly high mortality rates (4.4%) when compared with
snakes, turtles, tortoises and crocodiles. Within the lizards,
the families Scinicidae, Lacertidae, Chamaeleonidae and
Agamidae all had average mortality rates above 5%. Within
these values there was considerable variation, and some
shipments had no mortality. Overall, the mortality rate of all
reptiles during transport has been estimated as three times
higher than that of birds (Steinmetz et al 1998). 
Reptiles are highly represented in the illegal trade
worldwide; it has been estimated from the bulletins issued
by a wildlife monitoring network, TRAFFIC
(www.traffic.org) that from 1996 to 2006, 69% of the total
illegal live trading reported on this network were reptiles,
approximately 128,000 animals (Rosen & Smith 2010).
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