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THERMOREGULATION IN
Varanus komodoensis (Komodo monitor)
IN CAPTIVITY -- A PRELIMINARY REPORT

James P. Bacon, Ph.D.
Curator of Reptiles and Amphibians
San Diego Zoological Gardens
San Diego, California 92112

INTRODUCTION

, The "Komodo dragon" elicits the same type of response among
the general public that giant snakes, highly venomous snakes and giant
crocodilians bring forth -- intense curiosity tempered with fear. As
is often the case, this is the result of a lack of authentic informa-
tion concerning the biology of the species. Tales of Komodo monitor
lizards attaining lengths of 8 meters arose from publications of
the traveling naturalists of the early Twentieth Century. In fact
one scientist, De Rooij (1915), allowed herself to fall prey to rumor
and list the probable maximum length at 7 meters.

Only in the past 6 years have we begun to accumulate some of
the basic facts concerning this fascinating reptile. It is now
documented that the maximum length is closer to 3.5 meters. The
Komodo monitor is unique in that it is the World's largest living
lizard species occurring in one of the smallest known geographic
ranges. Walter Auffenberg of the Florida State Museum has begun
to publish facts on the highly complex predator-scavenger feeding
behavior of the species which paint a picture of an extremely complex
and intelligent animal which has evolved to deal quite readily with
mammalian prey of considerably greater size than itself. 1In fact it
is true that the Komodo monitor has killed humans and killed and
eaten water buffalo.

Such an animal is of great educational and entertainment value
to the public. And yet Jones (1965) can only document 55 individuals
in zoological gardens outside of Indonesia during the period 1926-
1964, [%erhaps ten more have been displayed since the publication
of Jones' (ibid.) studyJ Jones (ibid.) records the total longevity
of 40 of the 55 specimens. Perhaps one of the reasons that Komodo
monitors are not more common in zoos is that they do not do well at
all. The average longevity for the 40 specimens in his study was
3.65 years. This is not a particularly good record for a specles
that Auffenberg feels may live.50 to 60 years in nature. Furthermore
the species has never successfully bred outside Indonesia.

THE PROBLEM

Shortly after I accepted the position as curator of reptiles and
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