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Heterospecific amplexus between Pelobates
cultripes and Epidalea calamita in North-
Western Spain

Anurans recognize conspecifics during the breeding season
using a variety of clues such as visual, chemical, or acoustic
signals (Wells 2007, Balanger & Corkum 2009). However,
sometimes there are failures of recognition leading to odd
sexual interactions such as males in amplexus with dead fe-
males (Ayres 2008, Mollov et al. 2010, Bedoya et al. 2014,
Groffen et al. 2019). Misdirected mating with dead conspecif-
ics or other species is known as Davian behaviour (Meshaka-
Jr 1996, Ayres 2010). Amplexus with a different species, even
from a different order, have been reported in localities
around the world (Simovi¢ et al. 2014, Macat & Jablonski
2018, Giill et al. 2018, Macat et al. 2019). It is usually consid-
ered a consequence of overlap in the breeding phenology of
the two species involved (Mollov et al. 2010) and the inabil-
ity of breeding males to recognize conspecific females
and/or release calls from other species (Marco & Lizana
2002). Failure to recognize conspecifics can lead to aberrant
amplexus likely reducing the reproductive success of the in-
dividuals involved (e.g., Ayres 2008, Mollov et al. 2010,
Macat & Jablonski 2018). This behaviour seems to be a gen-
eral byproduct in scramble competition by males (Marco &
Lizana 2002, Giil et al. 2018, Macét & Jablonski 2018).

Here, we report a case of a heterospecific amplexus be-
tween an adult male of Western spadefoot (Pelobates cul-
tripes) and an adult female of Natterjack toad (Epidalea
calamita) from Serra da Groba, North-Western Spain.

E.calamita shows a chorus lekking strategy, with males
calling loudly in order to attract females; amplexus can last
between 1-24 hours (Arak 1988b). Females from this species
try to reject non-calling males both before and after amplex-
us. This is suggested to be a strategy to avoid mismating
with males of the common toad (Bufo bufo) (Arak 1988a). On
the other hand, P.cultripes shows a scramble competition
strategy, with males actively searching for females (Lizana et
al. 1994).

On the 5th of March 2020, we observed an amplexing male of P. cul-
tripes on a female E.calamita in the Serra da Groba, Coastal Ponteve-
dra (UTM 29TNG15, 587 m a.s.l., Spain). We made the observation in
a small temporary pond were both species reproduce each year. In
the upper parts of the Serra da Groba there are few temporary ponds
available, where all amphibian species congregate to breed. Amphib-
ian species presented in the Serra da Groba ponds are Triturus mar-
moratus, Lissotriton boscai, Chioglossa lusitanica, Salamandra salamandra,
Discoglossus galganoi, Hyla molleri. Other species present in the Serra
da Groba are Pelophylax perezi, Rana iberica, and Bufo spinosus, but
they don’t breed in the temporary ponds.

The male P. cultripes held the female E. calamita by inguinal
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Figure 1. Inguinal amplexus of Pelobates cultripes on a female
Epidalea calamita, observed on March 2020, in a temporary
pond in the Serra da Groba, Spain.

amplexus in the shore of the temporary pond (Fig.1). The
male was bigger, about 7 cm long, while the female meas-
ured ca. 5 cm. long. The couple stayed together for more
than an hour, between 00-01h AM. During the whole dura-
tion of the interaction, the female E. calamita tried to escape
from the male P. cultripes. The female E. calamita attempted
to release herself from the male P. cultripes by swimming in
the pond and by running on land, not being successful. We
recorded attempts at escaping by the female Epidalea calamita
throughout the interaction, but no release calls were detect-
ed.

Both species, E. calamita and P. cultripes, share the same
temporary ponds during the mating season, with a prefer-
ence for the shallow ones, which implies a high potential for
heterospecific interferences. However, this is the first case of
heterospecific amplexus documented during our annual
monitoring of this area in the last decade. Documented cases
of a P.cultripes amplexing E.calamita are scarce. Nevertheless,
the observation of an attempted mating between the similar
species P. fuscus and B. bufo was reported recently by Macat
& Jablonski (2018).

Aberrant amplexus is considered maladaptive behav-
iours as they can lead to increased predation rates, reducing
reproductive success, and decreasing the fitness of the indi-
viduals involved (see references in Groffen et al. 2019). In
addition, aberrant amplexus is considered an evolutionary
trap due to the waste of time and energy, and missing op-
portunities to mate with gravid conspecific females (Ayres
2008, Ayres 2010).

Macat & Jablonski (2018) suggested that the heterospecif-
ic amplexus between P. fuscus and B. bufo was due to their
mutual inability to correctly interpret the inguinal amplexus
(not interpretable by B. bufo) and the toad’s release call (not
interpretable by P. cultripes). The absence of sex recognition
to detect conspecific females and the inability to interpret re-
lease calls from other species has been studied by Marco &
Lizana (2002) in B. bufo.

This could also be the case of the heterospecific amplex-
us between P. cultripes and E. calamita described in this note.
Arak (1988b) reported that E. calamita females actively at-
tempted to reject undesired males using 'release' calls and
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burrowing into vegetation and mud at the edge or the pond,
as we described in this report. Lizana et al. (1994) reported
underwater calls from both sexes in P.cultripes. Both species,
however, appear unable to interpret each other’s calls.

In addition, the active male searching strategy in
P.cultripes (Lizana et al. 1994) could lead to misdirect mating
with conspecific males or other species. This behaviour
seems to be a general by-product in scramble competition by
males (Marco & Lizana 2002, Giil et al. 2018, Macat & Ja-
blonski 2018).
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