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Conservation of Mesoamerican Amphibians 
and Reptiles

Edited by Larry David Wilson, Josiah H. Townsend, and Jerry D. 
Johnson. 2010. Eagle Mountain Publishing, LC, Eagle Mountain, Utah 
(available at: http://www.eaglemountainpublishing.com). xvii + 816 
pp. Hardcover. US $135.00. ISBN 978-0-9720154-4-8.

DAVID B. WAKE
Department of Integrative Biology, Museum of Vertebrate Zoology
University of California, Berkeley, California, USA
e-mail: wakelab@berkeley.edu

Mesoamerica is a region 
of megadiversity, with am-
phibians and reptiles es-
pecially well represented. 
Given the relative size of 
the region, diversity is ex-
traordinary, yet despite de-
cades of intense fieldwork 
the fauna is still not fully 
known. Sadly, this fauna is 
at great risk of extinction. 
Human population growth 
has been extraordinary. 
Costa Rica, with fewer than 
900,000 people in 1950, is 
projected to have in excess 
of 5,900,000 in 2025. Mex-
ico, which had fewer than 

28,000,000 people in 1950, is projected to have about 130,000,000 
people in 2025 (World Resources Institute 2011). These increases, 
roughly a factor of 5, are characteristic of the region. These dra-
matic increases in numbers of people are accompanied by ram-
pant habitat modification that is taking a terrible toll. I made my 
first visit to Costa Rica in 1961, when a trip to Finca La Selva was 
still an adventure. Finca La Selva was a small, cleared area in a 
magnificent forest; today The La Selva Biological Field Station is, 
effectively, the forest. 

Given the relatively small size of Mesoamerica compared to 
the great continents, its hepetological diversity is amazing. My 
favorite organisms, plethodontid salamanders, are especially 
well-represented. It is surprising enough that nearly 45% of all 
salamanders are the Neotropical plethodontids, but even more 
surprising is that 90% of these occur in Mesoamerica. One would 
like to think that we have a good understanding of amphibian 
diversity in the region. The message from salamanders is that we 

should not be so sure. In 1926 Dunn reported 30 species of tropi-
cal salamanders (Bolitoglossini). By 1976 the number had in-
creased to 132 (Wake and Lynch 1976). Today 268 are recognized 
of which 241 occur in Mesoamerica (AmphibiaWeb 2011). This 
book lists 215, an indication of the rate of discovery and descrip-
tion of new species from Mesoamerica (and I know of more than 
25 awaiting description). These are nearly all morphologically 
identifiable taxa; we are only beginning to appreciate how many 
cryptic species are yet to be described (Crawford et al. 2010). 
While distinctive new clades are still being discovered (McCranie 
et al. 2008), nonetheless it seems likely that we are largely at the 
stage of filling in details; the main dimensions of the herpetofau-
na are now known. Frankly, there is too little habitat remaining 
that has not been at least superficially surveyed for many more 
major discoveries to be made. Thus, the appearance of this book 
represents a benchmark in our understanding of the herpeto-
fauna of Mesoamerica and the threats to it.

Following a Foreword by Jim Murphy and a somewhat longer 
Preface by the editors, the book is arranged in six major sections. 
Appropriately the first of these, entitled The Global Amphibian 
Assessment, is a chapter by Simon Stuart, Janice Chanson, Neil 
Cox, and Bruce Young. The Preface makes clear that this chap-
ter was the first one completed for the book and that some time 
has passed since it was produced, due to delays in publication. 
The chapter is based on the 2004 assessment. Nevertheless, it is 
a nicely produced chapter that remains both useful and relevant.

The second section, by the editors, is a short, workman-like 
account of recent taxonomic changes. They recognize that this is 
a moving target. Unfortunately, by listing “previous names” and 
“present names” they inadvertently validate names that are cur-
rently in dispute. For example, debates continue over the con-
tent of such taxa as Bufo, Rana, and even less well-known taxa 
(e.g., Hylobates), and I do not think the authors are sufficiently 
clear that many such changes are matters of taste rather than 
rule, and are optional.

The largest and most ambitious section of the book is en-
titled “Distributional patterns of the herpetofauna of Meso-
america, a biodiversity hotspot,” by Wilson and Johnson. The 
chapter is more than 200 pages long. Following a well-con-
structed introduction to the natural setting of Middle Ameri-
ca, the authors frame their analysis by recognizing 21 physio-
graphic regions and 15 vegetation zones. They then proceed 
to categorize 731 species of amphibians and 1,148 species of 
reptiles with respect to these regions and zones. A key element 
of their analysis is calculation of a Coefficient of Biogeographic 
resemblance. They conclude that endemnicity of amphibians is 
very high, but reptiles, too, show strong endemism, with more 
than a half of the species endemic to specific countries. It is 
not surprising that Mexico has the highest levels of endemicity, 
given its relative size and topographic and historical geologi-
cal heterogeneity. They also calculate a Coefficient of Habitat 

BOOK REVIEWSBOOK REVIEWS



Herpetological Review 42(4), 2011

BOOK REVIEWS     623

Resemblence, which enables them to argue that Subalpine 
Moist Forest is most unlike other vegetation zones. This is not 
surprising to me, because salamander endemics, for example, 
are highly concentrated in cloud forests. This chapter is filled 
with tables, but also with words, and it is an impressive ac-
complishment. The data are up-to-date to the end of 2008. In 
an addendum they discuss 21 new studies (well into 2010) and 
discuss how these change their results. This is clearly a moving 
target and I think it was not worth the effort for such a short 
term update, given the rate at which publications on this region 
are appearing. 

The remainder of the book is dominated by “country as-
sessments,” starting with Baja California, then proceeding from 
northern Mexico, central highlands of Mexico, southeastern 
Mexico, Belize, Guatemala, Salvadoran protected areas, Hon-
duras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and finally to Panama. In addition 
to the three editors, authors include 26 people, mostly residents 
of the countries analyzed. The chapters contain lists of species, 
current conservation status (CITES, IUCN, and country-specific, 
where appropriate), environmental vulnerability scores, and oc-
currence in protected areas, but while there is general unifor-
mity, each chapter has its own unique features. Overall the infor-
mation content is valuable and the authors have made scattered 
information generally accessible.

Special conservation topics are covered in six chapters, 
mostly focused on particular taxa, but one, by Townsend and 
Wilson, deals with a vegetation type in a particular region (sub-
humid forest of Honduras). The book concludes with a section 
labeled “Looking Ahead,” a ca. 50 page account by Wilson and 
Townsend summarizing the contents of the book and present-
ing a general discussion. A final appendix lists the conservation 
scores for the entire Mesoamerican herpetofauna. Their prog-
nosis for the future of the unique herpetofauna of Mesoamerica 
is not very rosy.

Mesoamerica has an enormous herpetofauna, given its rela-
tively small area, and levels of endemism are extraordinary. The 
book nicely balances analyses of political entities and those of 
physiographic regions and vegetation types. It was an audacious 
undertaking, and yet I think the results are substantive and illu-
minating. Probably most taxa are sufficiently well known (sala-
manders may be an exception) that the many tables and calcula-
tions will prove to be relatively robust.

The book is beautifully produced and it has a highly profes-
sional appearance. The individual chapters resemble journal ar-
ticles in format, each with both English and Spanish abstracts 
and separate Literature Cited sections. The layout is attractive, 
the illustrations and photographs (although not numerous) are 
high quality and uniform in production, and the book is solidly 
bound with an attractive dustcover. However, the downside is 
that the book weighs 3.2 kg!

I congratulate the editors and authors for making a perma-
nent contribution to our knowledge of the herpetofauna of Me-
soamerica. Every student of the region will want to own this book.
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55365-236-6 (also available in paperback and e-book editions).
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Reviewing books can some-
times be a tedious, dreary task 
for a scientist, foisted upon us 
by friendly (or pushy) editors-
in-need. Hesitation to take on 
a book review is usually not so 
much based on disinterest in the 
matter presented in the book, 
but on the fact that there really 
isn’t much “bang for the buck” in 
writing a book review: who really 
reads them anyway? Further-
more, considering the time com-
mitment required for making a 
book review passably entertain-
ing, we might rather spend our 
valuable time studying a real 
data set.

The request to review Leslie Anthony’s Snakebit was differ-
ent for two reasons, which gave the task an irresistible allure. 
Firstly, we know this ink slinger and most of his cabal well and, 
secondly, we are both immortalized in Chapter 8, entertaining-
ly and ominously titled “Another Messy Freak Show.” Playing a 
sufficiently prominent part in someone else’s life to end up in 
“their book” is special, and led to instant agreement on our part 
to compose this review when approached. Little did we know 
how this freak show would play out, and we ask the reader’s 




