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A new population of the endangered  
Xantusia sanchezi  
(Squamata: Xantusiidae)  
from Aguascalientes, Mexico 
 
The genus Xantusia Baird, 1859, referred to as night lizards, 
consists of 14 species (Uetz et al. 2023). These nocturnal 
lizards are mainly saxicolous, living in rock crevices, 
decaying yucca and agave plants, and under the bark of 
trees (Bezy 2019). The genus range encompasses the 
southwestern desert region of North America (Sinclair et al. 
2004, Bezy 2019, Uetz et al. 2023). Xantusia sanchezi Bezy & 
Flores-Villela, 1999 is endemic to Mexico, occurring in 
central and northern Jalisco state, and southwestern 
Zacatecas state, but its distribution is patchy, probably due 
to its limited vagility and close association with particular 
microhabitat and structural niches (Bezy & Flores-Villela 
1999). This species is rare, known only from six localities 
along the Río Grande de Santiago drainage at altitudes from 
1200 to 2226 m a.s.l. (Bezy 2019, Ahumada-Carrillo et al. 
2020, NATURALISTA 2023). The species is endangered (P) 
according to the Norma-Oficial-Mexicana-059-SEMARNAT-
2010 (SEMARNAT 2010). Its Environmental Vulnerability 
Score (EVS) of 16 places it in the high vulnerability category 
(Wilson et al. 2013); however, it is considered Least Concern, 
with an unknown population trend by the IUCN, last 
assessed in 2007, and justified by the fact that was a recently 
described species, with no known threats at that time. The 
species' use of rock crevices may make it less susceptible to 
most threats (Ponce-Campos & García-Aguayo 2007).  

Xantusia sanchezi reaches a snout-vent length (SVL) of 55 
mm; the species does not exhibit sexual dimorphism (Cruz-
Sáenz & Lazcano 2012, Bezy 2019). Individuals have been  

found under the bark of mesquites (Prosopis), oaks (Quercus), 
in rock crevices, and under rocks in dry, oak, and pine-oak 
forests (Bezy & Flores-Villela 1999, Ponce-Campos et al. 
2001, Cruz-Sáenz & Lazcano 2012, Reyes-Velasco et al. 2012). 
Because X. sanchezi is a rarely seen species, very little is 
known about its natural history. Ponce-Campos et al. (2001) 
reported that one female gave birth to three young on May 
25. Cruz-Sáenz and Lazcano (2012) observed two instances 
of X. sanchezi feeding involving a Lepidoptera larva and 
Argiope spider, respectively. Subsequently, Cruz-Sáenz et al. 
(2013) analyzed the diet of X. sanchezi and found that it 
consists of four orders and two families of insects 
(Coleoptera; Dermaptera; Hymenoptera: Formicidae; 
Orthoptera: Gryllidae). Also, Ahumada-Carrillo et al. (2020) 
documented two gravid females under a rock on May 08.  

We are constantly updating the herpetological inventory 
of Aguascalientes. Therefore, we carried out field trips from 
March to October 2019, including five locations in the 
municipality of Calvillo, where some of the last remnants of 
dry forest in Aguascalientes are, and specifically looking for 
X. sanchezi and new records of other species of herpetofauna. 
Walking transects were carried out both during the day and 
at night by a team of three to four people, searching 
available microhabitats for amphibians and reptiles, 
including those reported for X. sanchezi. 

As a result of our field sampling, we documented a new 
population of Xantusia sanchezi, which also represents a new 
state record for Aguascalientes, and the seventh known 
population overall. On 01 June 2019, we found a well-
preserved recently shed skin of an adult X. sanchezi under 
the bark of a dead Eysenhardtia polystachya (Mexican 
kidneywood), at the locality of Los Huenchos (21.880463°N, 
102.781331°W, WGS84; 1715 m a.s.l.) in the Calvillo 
Municipality (Fig. 1).  

 

 
Figure 1. Localities where Xantusia sanchezi was found: in Aguascalientes (triangle), and six localities in 

Jalisco and Zacatecas (circles; numbers correspond to published source:1 = Bezy & Flores-Villela 1999;  
2 = Ponce-Campos et al. 2001; 3 = Reyes-Velasco et al. 2012; 4 = Cruz-Sáenz & Lazcano 2012;  
5 = Ahumada-Carrillo et al. 2020; 6 = NATURALISTA 2023). State boundaries are indicated by black 
lines. The insert shows the position of the collecting locality in relation to Mexico. 

 
 
 
 
 



North-Western Journal of Zoology 2024, vol. 20 (1) - Correspondence: Notes 
 

95 
 

Using a stereoscopic microscope, we counted 38 dorsal 
scales around midbody and 12 longitudinal rows of ventrals 
at midbody, matching the description of X. sanchezi (38–40 
dorsals around midbody; 10–12 longitudinal rows of 
ventrals at midbody), the only member of the family 
Xantusiidae known in the region (Bezy & Flores-Villela 1999, 
Bezy 2019); the specimen apparently had six toes on its hind 
leg (Fig. 2). The shed skin was collected and preserved in 
70% alcohol and deposited in the herpetological collection of 
the Universidad Autónoma de Aguascalientes (UAA-REP 
984). This population is the most inland so far and is located 
14.1 km (airline) east-northeast of the nearest known locality 
in Tabasco, Zacatecas (NATURALISTA 2023, online record 
160943817), and is located 75 (airline) km northeast of the 
type locality of the species in Moyahua, Zacatecas (Bezy & 
Flores-Villela 1999). It is worth mentioning that X. sanchezi is 
likely rare in the state, since it has not been documented 
until now, and even after seven additional attempts in recent 
years in the same locality, we have failed to find additional 
individuals. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2. A shed skin of a Xantusia sanchezi specimen (UAA-REP 
984) found under the bark of an Eysenhardtia polystachya in dry 
forest in Calvillo, Aguascalientes, Mexico. 

 
 

Our specimen originates from the Río Grande de 
Santiago basin drainage, which is a watershed system along 
which tropical biota disperse upward into highland areas 
(Baker et al. 1967). In this basin are located the last remnants 
of dry forest in Aguascalientes, but it is under heavy 
pressure from landscape transformation into crops, fields, 
and stables. Also, lead mining in the Río Grande de Santiago 
basin results in a serious contamination problem (Sousa & 
Martínez 2010). It is important to conserve this basin due to 
its high number of endemic species (Flores-Villela et al. 
2022a, 2022b), which also contains habitats that shelter 
several tropical species of herpetofauna such as Crotalus 
basiliscus, Lithobates magnaocularis, and Trimorphodon 
paucimaculatus (Quintero-Díaz et al. 2015, Carbajal-Márquez 
et al. 2015, Bañuelos-Alamillo et al. 2015). Our discovery of 
X. sanchezi in Aguascalientes indicates that more species, 
which are typical for the western slope of the Sierra Madre 
Occidental and Pacific Coastal Plain, may be found in the 
upper parts of the basin. This fact further emphasizes the 

importance of preserving these riverine corridors. Given that 
X. sanchezi is endemic to western Mexico and known only 
from seven localities in the drainages of the Río Grande de 
Santiago as of 2023, and that its habitat is being modified by 
agriculture and livestock, and it is also threatened by 
mining, its status on the Red List of the IUCN must be 
reevaluated. Further studies of its biology and ecology are 
vital for implementing future conservation strategies. 
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