AMBYSTOMA
TALPOIDEUM
(Mole
Salamander).
POLYMELIA. Amphibian malformations have been the topic
of scientific and public interest for the past decade. Naturallyoccurring deformities occur in populations, but are rare, usually
less than 2% of individuals (Eaton et al. 2004. J. Herpetol.
38:283–287). Herein I describe a Mole Salamander with an
unusual deformity. Paedogenic Mole Salamanders were dipnetted
from a permanent pond in the Whitehall Experimental Forest near
the University of Georgia campus in Athens, Georgia (USA), on
11 Dec 2008. This pond contains a large population of paedogenic
Mole Salamanders in most years (ca. 300). A total of 7 males
and 8 females were captured. Of these, all appeared normal
except one male, which had an extra right forelimb (Fig. 1). The
malformed male, along with 6 normal males (‘reference males’),
were examined in detail; I made note of the degree of swelling of
the cloaca; total length (from snout to tail tip) was measured to
the nearest 0.1 cm.
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Fig. 1. Paedogenic Mole Salamander (Ambystoma talpoideum) with
an extra forelimb on its right side. The extra limb originates from the
middle part of the humerus, and has two toes (inset photo).

When examined in the lab it was clear there was an extra
limb emerging from the humerus of its right forelimb (Fig. 1).
The extra limb appeared to have an elbow and there were two
toes. The limb was emerging from the posterior side of the
right humerus, so that it trailed behind the salamander when
it moved. A video of the salamander can be viewed at http://
picasaweb.google.com/AndyDavisUGA/5LeggedMoleSalaman
der#. In the video, it appears that the extra limb did not hinder
movement of the salamander, and appeared to be non-functional.
The malformed male was noticeably smaller in mass and total
length than most of the reference males. This male’s mass was
3.0 g, average mass of the reference males was 3.5 g (± 0.3 SD);
total length was 8.5 cm, average for the reference males was
9.1 cm (±0.3 SD). Though smaller than the reference males, it
did have a large cloacal swelling, indicating it was in breeding
condition. Three of the six reference males were also in breeding
condition. Within the genus Ambystoma, there are scattered
reports of deformities (Ouellet 2000. In Sparling et al. [eds.],
Ecotoxicology of Amphibians and Reptiles, pp. 617–661. Soc.
Environ. Toxicology Contaminants [SETAC] Press, Pensacola,
Florida). Semlitsch et al. (1981. Herpetol. Rev. 12:69) reported
a terrestrial adult Mole Salamander with five legs (one extra
hindlimb) in South Carolina, although in that individual, the extra
limb was semi-functional.
Despite only collecting 15 individuals on the sampling day,
the actual frequency of malformations in this population is likely
extremely small, since I have made many prior collections from
this pond and others nearby (within 300 m), and have never
encountered other malformed individuals. I have collected ca.
140 individuals from this and the nearby ponds, so the frequency
of malformations could be less than 1% in this general area.
Further, this pond is not near any source of chemical pollution,
and has no history of environmental disturbance. Both of these
points suggest this individual represents a “naturally occurring”
deformity.
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