ALIEN SPECIES
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A sign advertising the sale of alien reptiles.

Alien reptiles and amphibians
(herpetofauna)

Reptiles and amphibians are collectively known
as herpetofauna. This is not a natural grouping,
meaning that these groups are not classified
together on the basis of a close evolutionary
relationship.

Tortoises and the albino and normal colour morphs of
the Burmese python at Tygerberg Zoo.

—— 34 Quest 4(4) 2008

-

& amphilizars

QUEST spoke to Nicola van Wilgen about
managing the potential problem of invasive alien
reptiles and amphibians in South Africa.

ot all aliens come from outer-

space. Within our planet

we refer to alien species as
species which have been moved by
humans from the area where they
occur naturally to a new area. Often,
such species do not survive in the
new area because environmental
conditions are not suitable. However,
some species do survive and a few
manage to perform even better than
the species which are native to the
area. They outcompete indigenous
species because they have no natural
enemies in the new area.

If these species spread and
start to cause problems, including
displacement of natural species,
destruction of the environment or
impacts on society, then they are
known as invasive alien species.
Biological invasions are a growing
problem in South Africa. Over the past
few centuries, many alien species have
been introduced for many different
reasons. The most notorious alien
species are plants, which colonize and
take over indigenous landscapes, often
choking river systems. For example,
the Australian Black Wattle (Acacia
mearnsii) which is estimated to have
cost R8550 million in South Africa
before 1998 through reducing stream
flow.

When people first started moving
plants and animals around the world,
no-one thought that this could
possibly cause problems, because
the impact of invasive aliens on
indigenous environments was not
understood. Many of the species
were actually beneficial, being used
for food and timber. We are in fact
reliant on many alien species which
are not invasive — nearly all of the
foods which we buy in the shops
(vegetables and meat) which are
grown or bred in South Africa, are
alien species. However, some species

are not useful as food sources and
provide little other benefit; in fact,
they may have detrimental effects if
they are introduced and spread.

Just as there are some plants which
have caused large ecological and
economic damage, animals too can
cause problems. In South Africa, the
Argentine ant (Linepithema bumile)
and the black rat (Rattus rattus)
are examples of alien pest animals
which were introduced accidentally
via ship cargo. However, there are
some species which are introduced
intentionally as pets that may have
unwanted side-effects. Two groups
of animals which are being kept by
more and more people as pets are
reptiles and amphibians. Because
more of these and other species are
arriving in South Africa now than ever
before, we need to understand what
is driving these introductions, so that
we can start to develop a management
strategy to deal with them.

When these animals escape or are
released they may cause problems.
Right now, invasive alien reptiles
and amphibians are not a problem
in South Africa, but their increasing
popularity as exotic pets means that
they may become one in the future.
Invasions in other parts of the world
show us that herpetofauna can cause
some problems. Understanding how
these problems arose and how they
are being dealt with will allow us to
develop a management strategy in
South Africa and prevent the problem
before it starts.

Why can alien animals

be a problem?

Alien species pose a problem as they
may bring foreign diseases against
which our local species have no
natural defences. This is something
which also happened to people,
when long-distance travel first started.
For example, the first Europeans in






