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Abstract

Keeping dwarf crocodiles together with several African Fish will be described. In 1999, the crocodiles were successfully bred. The eggs were laid in a nest and the young were hatched in our enclosure. Especially remarkable is the close relationship between the pair and also the male’s participation in caring for the young. Rearing of the young crocodiles will be described.

Résumé

Le maintien et la reproduction de crocodiles nains, associés à de nombreuses espèces de poissons africains, sont décrits. En 1999, ces crocodiles se sont reproduits avec succès. Les œufs ont été pondus dans un nid et couvés dans leur enclos. Les relations étroites observées au sein du couple et le fait que le mâle ait pris part aux soins apportés aux nouveaux nés, sont des comportements remarquables. L’élevage des jeunes crocodiles est ensuite présenté.

Keeping conditions and keeping experience

Since 1994, we have been keeping a pair of dwarf crocodiles (Osteolaemus tetraspis) in an aquarium facility with emerged land (see illustration 1 and 2). The male to our zoo came in 1975 at the age of 2 years; today it is approximately 1.6 metres long. The female has been with us since 1994, and now has a size of about 1.2 metres; its age is unknown.

Characteristics of the aquarium:

Water temperature:
approx. 24°C

Air temperature:
approx. 25°C-30°C by day
approx. 20°C at night

Humidity:
by day approx. 70 %

Lighting:
HQI spot, 12 hours a day

Parts of the bottom of the tanks are strongly structured with large mangrove roots.
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Fig. 1 – Plan of exhibition area
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Fig. 2 – View from the visitors’ side

Together with the crocodiles, fish of the following African species have been kept without any problems for years:

Family Alestiidae: Brycinus nurse

Family Citharinidae: Distichodus affinis, D. fasciolatus, D. sexfasciatus

Family Hepsetidae: Hepsetus odoe

Family Cyprinidae: Labeo variegatus

Family Synodontidae: Synodontis sp.

Family Clariidae: Heterobranchus longifilis

Family Channidae: Channa obscura 

Family Centropomidae: Lates niloticus

Family Cichlidae: Oreochromis mossambicus, Tilapia buttikoferi, T. mariae

Family Anabantidae: Ctenopoma kingsleyi

We met with failure, however, for the big African lungfish (Protopterus sp.). The tank was stocked twice with large animals approximately 1-metre long. In both cases, the fish were immediately regarded as prey and eaten. It may therefore be assumed that lungfish, like freshwater turtles (Pelusios sp., Pelomedusa subrufa), that were also eaten sooner or later, are part of the natural spectrum of prey for dwarf crocodiles.

Observations on Reproduction

No mating was observed, the crocodiles obviously copulating only at night. Eggs were deposited in the night of 22 February 1999 in a nest hill that the female scraped together from gravel and soft shredded bark (approx. 80 cm diameter, 30 cm height). Both parents defended the nest very aggressively. Temperature control revealed breeding temperature at approx. 28°C in the nest hill (under the nest hill, there was adjustable sub-floor heating). During the breeding season, the male especially showed extremely aggressive behaviour towards the keepers, who could not enter the enclosure. The female, however, barely participated in defending the nest.
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Fig. 3 – Female on the nest hill, a few days before laying eggs in front of the male

In the early morning hours of 11 June 1999, seven young crocodiles hatched after an incubation period of 110 days. Although the opening of the nest could not be observed, it was possible to watch mouth transport of the latest-hatched young by the mother. It was on this day that the male’s aggressiveness reached its peak, even attacking the keepers at the visitors’ glass panel out of the water. He ignored strangers, however, obviously able to differentiate and distinguish between known and unknown persons, according to visual experience. The young crocodiles were collected and kept in a separate aquarium with a flat 6‑cm water level and a few stones placed for sunning and drying. After one week, they fed on small fish, live and dead, as well as migratory locusts without any problems.

Hatchling dimensions and weight:

Total length
Snout-vent length
Weight

23.0-25.4 cm
11.0-12.4 cm
37-54 g
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Fig. 4 – Young dwarf crocodiles at the age of three weeks

Discussion

In contrast to many other crocodile species, few details are known of the biology of dwarf crocodiles (Osteolaemus tetraspis) in the wild (see Lang, 1987, Trutnau, 1994). This may depend on their biotopes - streams, small rivers and ponds in the dense tropical Rainforest - which certainly makes observations more difficult. Hence, the documentation of behavioural studies under zoological conditions, despite the artificial environment, are of interest. Although these observations cannot be applied to conditions in the wild, they serve at least to illustrate the plasticity of the range of behaviour displayed by a single species.

Especially remarkable in the successful breeding documented here is the observation that both parents obviously enter into a very close relationship, where the male is the much more active partner in defending the nest hill and young. This partly contradicts other observations, however. Sims and Singh (1978) report that a female, after having deposited her eggs, attacked both the keepers and the two males. On the other hand, Tyron (1989) describes a case where even the male transported the young in his mouth.

The hatching dates reported here range with regard to the hatchlings’ size and weight as well as the duration of incubation within the frame of values determined by Hara and Kikuchi (1987) with three clutches artificially bred with success. The lengths range from 19.9 to 23.8 cm, whereas the weights range from 43.5 to 51.1 g at a phase of incubation of 102 to 117 days at a temperature of 22.5 to 33.5°C. Helfenberger (1981) incubated two eggs at a temperature of 27-33°C. The young hatched after 84 days and were 19 cm long and weighed 28 g, respectively 30.5 g smaller and clearly more lightweight. It remains to be determined whether there is any possible relationship between the duration of breeding temperature-dependent incubation and the size or weight of hatchlings.
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