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On 09 June 2015, a Common Water Monitor
Varanus salvator (Laurenti, 1768) was observed and
photographed (Image 1) on the campus of Banmaw
University, Banmaw (Bhamo), Kachin State, Myanmar
(24°18’15”"N & 97°15’52”E). Subsequently, a second
individual was observed 140km to the west at Banmauk,
Sagaing Division (24°24’N & 95°51’E); this individual had
been collected locally and was being sold for food in
Banmauk market.

These two observations are the first records of
Varanus salvator from Upper Myanmar since Anderson
(1878), who obtained a single individual from Bhamo (=
Banmaw), and Boulenger (1888 cited in Mertens 1942)
who included a record from the Kakhien Hills (= Kachin
Hills).

Although the geographical distribution of V. salvator

is extensive, including Sri Lanka,
northeastern India and Bangladesh
through continental South-east Asia
and the Sunda Islands east to the
Moluccas and Luzon in the northern
Philippines (Koch et al. 2007),
the authenticity of the historical OPEN ACCESS
records of Anderson (1878) and
Boulenger (1888 cited in Mertens
1942) from Upper Myanmar has

been questioned over the years. For example, Cota et
al. (2009) noted that despite numerous surveys, the
California Academy of Sciences (CAS) had failed to find V.
salvator in the central or northern regions of Myanmar.

The authenticity was also challenged on account of
the distribution of this species in Thailand. Here it is
common in southern, coastal areas but scarcely extends
northwards, being virtually absent from the Kota Plateau
in the north-east and restricted to Sukhothai Province in
the north-west (Cota et al. 2009).

Therefore based on data from Thailand and an
absence of further sightings from northern Myanmar,
Cota et al. (2009) postulated that either the historical
records from Bhamo (= Banmaw) and Kachin were
based on natural events, such that V. salvator dispersed
northwards up the Ayeyarwady River but without
subsequent records or that the specimens obtained in
markets were transported as food or that they were
misreported and were locality errors.
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Rediscovery of Common Water Monitor in northern Myanmar

Sai Sein Lin Oo & P.1.). Bates

Image 1. Common Water Monitor Lizard photographed in a ditch on
the campus of Banmaw University, Kachin State, Myanmar.

Indeed, such was the skepticism about the records of
Anderson (1878) and Boulenger (1888 cited in Mertens
1942) that in the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species,
Bennett et al. (2010) stated that ‘recent work has shown
that this species is absent from northeastern Myanmar’,
whilst Koch et al. (2010), excluded Myanmar completely
from the range of the species.

Therefore the recent sightings in Bhamo (= Banmaw)
and Banmauk are significant. They strongly support the
records of Anderson (1878) and Boulenger (1888 cited
in Mertens 1942) and clearly show that V. salvator is
still present in Upper Myanmar. Although the Banmauk
specimen was recorded from a market, its provenance
was given as ‘captured locally’. In contrast, in Bhamo (=
Banmaw) the species was not found in the market but
was seen in the wild. Currently, it is not clear whether
these individuals represent two localities of an isolated,
relict population or are part of a species range that
extends up the Ayeyarwady River and its tributaries.
Here, following the reviews of Bohme (2003), Cota
et al. (2009), and Koch et al. (2013), the Bhamo (=
Banmaw) population is tentatively referred to V. salvator
macromaculatus Deraniyagala, 1944, which was
restricted by Koch et al. (2007) to “Siam” (= Thailand).
Confusingly, there is considerable variation in colour in
V. s. macromaculatus from throughout its range (Koch
et al. 2009). The individual recently photographed in
Bhamo (= Banmaw) has four prominent transverse black
bars on its snout, a well defined black temporal band
extending from the eye, and a generally dark upper body
punctuated with paler spots and/or ocelli (Image 1).

This large monitor lizard is associated with water
throughout its range. The recent observation in Bhamo

(= Banmaw) is consistent with this as the individual was
observed in a ditch on the campus of Banmaw University.
This ditch is a permanent water body with a dominant
vegetation of Willow-leaved Water Croton, Homonoia
ripariag. It is situated in an area with an elevation of
110m and is adjacent to the Ayeyarwady and Tapping
Rivers and alongside the extensive, all year wetlands
of Nampha Inn. The Water Monitor Lizard was chasing
a White-breasted Water Hen Amauornis phoenicurus
among aquatic vegetation.

Contrary to Bennett et al. (2010) and others, the
new data confirm previous records concerning the
presence of a population of Varanus salvator in Bhamo
(= Banmaw), northeastern Myanmar. It would be
interesting to conduct follow-up studies to determine
whether this is indeed a relict northern population.
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