
1. Project Title:  
    An ex situ conservation program for the Zippel’s frog, Aromobates zippeli. 
 
2. Names, institutional affiliation, and email address of project leader: 
    Enrique La Marca, Laboratory of Biogeography of the University of Los Andes at Merida,   
    Venezuela.  
    Member of the IUCN SSC Amphibian Specialist Group of Experts, since 1995. 
    E-mail: enrique.lamarca@gmail.com 
 
3. Total funding amount requested from Amphibian Ark in USD$: 
    US$ 5.000,oo 
 
4. Executive summary                                                                                                    
Aromobates zippeli, a Venezuelan Andean high montane frog species, is one of the most 
endangered Aromobates. There is an urgent need to stablish an ex situ program, given the huge 
amount of habitat destruction and agrochemical pollution facing the remaining populations. This 
project is addressed to rescue populations of this endangered species through captive husbandry 
and breeding, as well as liberations into the wild. To fulfill this plan, we have established the 
following goals to be completed in a first year of a planned long term program for the species: 

(1) To determine, in situ, the extend of distribution as well as the ecological requirements. 
(2) To assess its current conservation status, and to set an ex-situ conservation program with 

a parental stock taken from the wild. 
(3) To write an action plan and to generate information to write husbandry guidelines. 
(4) To introduce or re-introduce captive’ born-and-raised descendants into suitable places. 
(5) To spread knowledge and concern on the species and its habitat in regional communities 

and education centers. 
(6) To assess the nature of the habitat partitioning with Aromobates leopardalis, a frog 

purportedly refereed as being sympatric and possibly syntopic; of special interest, since 
the latter has not been find for decades. 

(7) To redescribe the species and its intraspecific variation with a larger available sample, and 
to describe its tadpole for the first time. 

The ex situ program for Aromobates zippeli will be carried out in the Laboratory of 
Biogeography of the University of the Andes in Mérida, Venezuela, following recommended 
biosecurity standards (e.g. Amphibian Ark, 2008) and captive husbandry protocols developed by 
us with previous ex situ seed grants from AArk. This project counts with the partnership of the 
Biogeos Foundation for the study of biodiversity, and veterinary support from the Biocontacto 
Civil Association in the Mérida’s Chorros de Milla Zoological Park.  
 
5. Introduction 
With 18 species described to present, Aromobates possesses the highest species’ diversity for a 
dendrobatid genus in the Venezuelan Andes. Most of the species live in the Cordillera de Mérida, 
with a single one habiting the adjacent Sierra de Perijá, bordering Colombia, and a possible 
different species living in neighboring Colombia. They are, in general, poorly known and about 
75% of the species have experienced population declines. Most of the declines appears to be 
related to habitat fragmentation, although climate change has also been invoked for a few. 



  

Figure 1. A (left): Aromobates zippeli (Photo by Fernando J.M. Rojas-Runjaic).                                                               
B (right): The Mucuchíes region, where Aromobates zippeli occurs. Note extreme habitat modification 
(Photo by Enrique La Marca). 

One of these species, Aromobates zippeli (Fig. 1A), has a close relationship to Amphibian Ark, 
since it received the name after its Program Director, Kevin C. Zippel. My first encounter with 
the species was in the late 80´s of the last century, when I discovered a population in the Andes 
of Mucuchíes (Fig. 1B), a region relatively close to the city of Mérida. The first morphological 
studies pointed out to its distinctiveness as a new species, which was reassured by a molecular 
genetic study that I published with two colleagues, Manzanilla and García-París, in 2009. 
Consequently, the first --and largely overlooked-- mentioning of the species in the scientific 
literature comes as Aromobates sp., stated in that paper as coming from near Mucuchíes, in the 
Venezuelan Andes of Merida state. Three years later the species was described by Barrios and 
Santos, who cited our molecular genetic results and paper but did not checked our specimens. 
They based the description on five adult males, one subadult female and a juvenile, further 
indicating that they did not find tadpoles, and pointed out its high extinction’s risk --proposing 
the species to be listed under the IUCN category of CR A2abc+B1ab(ii,iii,iv). 
 
Over the course of the last decades (1980’s-2000’s), I’ve gathered a small collection of frogs 
containing adult males and females of the species, as well as tadpoles, from a single locality 
(different from the type locality) where, additionally, we recorded the frog vocalizations and 
environmental and ecological data. Two years ago we started monitoring the place again, briefing 
Fernando Rojas and Michelle Castellanos, who went there and noted that a small population still 
lived there (Fig. 1A depicts a specimen from that occasion), without finding tadpoles either. A 
few months ago, Michelle and I returned to the place, finding a much decimated population, 
triggering the need for a conservation study and an action plan for the species.   
 
Aromobates zippeli was stated in its original description as a sub-paramo dweller, sympatric and 
probably syntopic with Aromobates leopardalis. Both statements are in sharp contrast with our 
knowledge of these species and places. A. zippeli is clearly a dry montane forest denizen, a fact 
that have great implications. Indeed, it will be the first frog species actually known of living in 
that type of environment in the Venezuelan Andes, and its arguably sympatry with the critically 
endangered Aromobates leopardalis, not seen for decades, raises further conservation issues 
worth to document. 



6. Methodology 
 
The in-situ part of the project will be conducted in the region of Mucuchíes, about one hour’s 
distance from the captive husbandry facilities in Mérida, Venezuela. Several mountainous 
localities in the region, to be reached by car and trekking, will be needed to ascertain the presence 
of the species. The ex situ program will be conducted at the Laboratory of Biogeography of the 
University of the Andes, which is providing working space and trained keepers to supervise and 
keep the captive frogs. Animals will be feed with invertebrate food-supplies already produced in 
the lab. We will be following standard quarantine, feeding and medical protocols developed in 
our lab and being put in practice to other Andean frog species, in order to guarantee good 
management of quarantine and veterinary aspects, as well as general captive´s maintenance 
(environmentally controlled spaces, food resources, and living enclosures). We will provide 
adequate light and temperature conditions as close as the natural ones as possible. Standard 
record-keeping protocols will be followed to avoid risks of interbreeding and to minimize the 
risks of loss of genetic diversity. The captive specimens will be kept isolated from individuals of 
other species to avoid spreading of deceases. An educational campaign will be addressed at local 
schools and institutions to spread knowledge on the species, and to counteract habitat 
modification and destruction. 
 
7. Budget  

Budget category  Item/amount Requested 
from 
AArk 

Other sources/ status 

Field work  Field vehicle rental $50/day, 20 days 
Stipends local participants $50/day, 10 days 
Lodging, 2 people, $20/day, 4 days 
Fuel & Vehicle maintenance 
Local guide $20/day, 10 days 

0 
$500 
$160 
$150  
$200 

$1,000 BIOGEOS Foundation 
0 
0 
0  
0 

Ex situ facility 1st year keepers salary 
Disposable gloves  
Foot bath, solutions 
Food and culture media for invertebrates 
Plastic enclosures with lids 
Light bulbs, wires 
Disposable overalls and facial masks 
Materials for 20 terraria $10/each 
Materials for filters $10/each 

0 
$400  
$800 
$290 
$1600 
$290 
$210 
$200 
$200 

$2,400 BIOGEOS Foundation 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

Education Education Campaign at local schools and 
other institutions (materials + trips) 

0 $800 requested from 
BIOGEOS Foundation 

Threat mitigation Reforestation/ restoration information 
campaign  

0 $800 BIOGEOS Foundation  

Total  $5000 $5000 
Percentage  50% 50% 
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9. Timeline of work  
 
Activity December	

2016	
January-March	
2017 

April-June	
2017 

July-September	
2017 

October-
November	
2017 

Action Plan	 X	 	 	 	 	
Field work and 
capture of 
parental stock 

X (dry 
season) 

X (dry 
season) 

X (wet 
season) 

  

ex	situ	program X X X X X 
Education 
program 

   X  

Redescription of 
species, 
description of 
tadpole 

  X   

Final Writing of 
husbandry 
guidelines 

   X  

Presentation of 
results, article for 
AArk bulletin 

    X 

 

10. Supporting letters.  

A letter	of	endorsement	from Ted Kahn, USNM  

A letter	of	institutional	support	from Biocontacto Civil Association  

Proposal submitted to: Kevin Johnson, Taxon Officer. AArk Seed Grant (KevinJ@amphibianark.org).  
 
Subject: AArk Seed Grant Proposal/Enrique La Marca 
 
 
 


