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A new species of Acanthocercus from Zambia

(March 2012) the first author also recognized the species 
from Ruwa (-17.895359, 31.242528) near Harare, Zimbabwe. 
A specimen was seen sitting on a stump within the garden 
of the municipality.

Habitat and ecology: This new species is a tree dweller as it 
is typical for the A. atricollis complex (Reaney & Whiting 
2003), although not for all subspecies (Wagner unpubl. 
data). In Chipata, it was collected in dense Miombo wood-
land with large trees and a structured canopy. In Lusaka, 
it was captured on a solitary tree. At both localities, other 
individuals were also observed, but it was not possible to 
identify them as males or females. Specimens from Pioneer 
Camp were observed while climbing on tree trunks. 

Etymology: This new species is named in honour of our 
friend and colleague William Roy Branch, in recogni-

tion of his important contributions to our knowledge of 
African amphibians and reptiles over several decades, and 
in commemoration of his nominal retirement as curator 
of herpetology at the Port Elizabeth Museum (Bayworld).

Discussion

Referring to sibling species, Bickford et al. (2006) defined 
cryptic species as two or more species that are or have been 
recognized as a single nominal species, because they are 
at least superficially morphologically indistinguishable. 
We follow this definition but suggest that, if the species are 
differentiated by DNA sequence data, it will often subse-
quently be possible to find differences in morphology or 
mating signals. A preliminary morphological and genet-
ic review (Wagner et al., unpubl. data) of the A. atricol­

Figure 4. Two juveniles of Acanthocercus branchi sp. n. of unknown sex, both from the Pioneer Camp East of Lusaka, Zambia.
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lis complex indicated a substantial amount of cryptic di-
versity, and most of the constituent taxa are known to be 
full species, rather than subspecies. As mentioned above, 
the new species is similar in scale composition to two sub-
species of A. atricollis (A. a. loveridgei and A. a. gregorii). 
Therefore, we decided to describe A. branchi sp. n. as a full 
species of the A. atricollis complex in anticipation of our 
pending phylogenetic study and taxonomic revision of the 
complex.

Many authors have pointed out that the nuptial coloura-
tion of adult males in the African agamid genera Acantho­

cercus, Agama and Trapelus is useful to identify distinct 
species (Boulenger & Power 1921, Klausewitz 1953, 
1957, Wagner 2010). Unfortunately, the nuptial colouration 
of adult males of the new species is unknown and a com-
parison with the subspecies of A. atricollis is therefore not 
possible. However, the different taxa can be differentiated 
by their dorsal body “scalation structure”. Indistinct trans-
verse lines of enlarged scales are only obvious in A. branchi 
sp. n. (Fig. 5a), A. a. gregorii (Fig. 5c) and sometimes A. a. 
loveridgei (Fig. 5b), but A. a. gregorii is distinct by having 
fewer enlarged scales than the previous taxa. Other taxa, 

Figure 5. Comparison of dorsal body “scalation structure” of (a) Acanthocercus branchi sp. n. (ZMB 76264, paratype); (b) A. a. love­
ridgei (ZFMK 61662); (c) A. a. gregorii (MHNG 1467.86); (d) A. a. minutus (ZMB 29089); (e) A. a. ugandaensis (ZFMK 88792); (f) A. 
a. kiwuensis (ZMB 23906); (g) A. a. atricollis (ZFMK 41917); (h) A. a. aff. atricollis (ZFMK 88492).
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Appendix
Material examined

Acanthocercus a. atricollis. Botswana: Gabane (ZFMK 41647); 
Gaborone (ZFMK 41747–748, 42967–701); Otse (ZFMK 44647). 
Mozambique: Without detailed locality (ZFMK 41917–918). 
South Africa: Cape Province [in error] (ZFMK 7423–424); Dur-
ban (ZFMK 18394); “Port Natal [=Durban],” (BMNH 1946.8.28.1); 
Natal (ZFMK 29397); Transvaal, Gaanskuil, Rustenberg (ZFMK 
2691–692).

Acanthocercus a. gregorii. Kenya: Mkonumbi (BMNH 1946.8.28.67). 
Tanzania: Serengeti, 6 km N of main Oldovai River, 8km N Maa-
sai Village, and 32 km N of Olobalol at bottom of N slopes of 
Ngorogoro foothills, 02°55’24.5” S, 35°10’41.2” E, 1595 m (PEM 
18899); Serengeti, Naabi Gate (ZFMK 21073-086).

Acanthocercus a. kiwuensis. DR Congo: North Kivu, Road just 
north of Goma, 1160 m, S01.2043, E29.4262 (UTEP 20386); North 
Kivu, Kisanzi Village near Mt. Teye, Ruwenzori Mts., 1702  m, 
N00.56818, E29.91780 (UTEP 20364); North Kivu, Virunga 
NP, Kabasha Escarpment, 1202 m, S00.7453, E29.2227 (UTEP 
20387); North Kivu, Virunga NP, Ndjuma lowland forest, 728 m, 
N00.68335, E29.67143 (UTEP 20363); Orientale, Bunia, 1248 m, 
N01.33869, E30.15173 (UTEP 20389); Orientale, Epulu (Ituri For-
est), 740 m, N01.3985, E28.5711 (UTEP 20390); South Kivu, 100 m 
west of the shore of Lake Kivu in the village Isale, S01.87489, 
E28.98971 (UTEP 20391). Rwanda: Kibuye at Lake Kivu (ZFMK 
88200); “Kissenji [=Gisenyi]” (ZMB 23906). Uganda: Kampa-
la (ZFMK 68489, 70546–549); Rukungiri Dist., Byumba (CAS 
201726–727). 

Acanthocercus a. loveridgei. Ethiopia: Kaffa Province, Arba Minch 
(ZFMK 15865–866); Kaffa Province, Kambe (ZFMK 15867); Kaf-
fa Province, Wonji (ZFMK 15868); Shoa Province, Akaki, Lake 
Haraironi (ZFMK 2685). Kenya: Masai Mara NP (ZFMK 41655); 
Narok (ZFMK 19161). Rwanda: Kibungo, Nasho (ZFMK 61662); 

Kibungo, Mpanga (ZFMK 61664); Kibungo, Ntaruka (ZFMK 
61661); Kigali (ZFMK 61665). Tanzania: Kakoma (SMF 10138); 
Tabora Udjidji (ZFMK 20854).

Acanthocercus a. minuta. Ethiopia: Dscheffedenza, Shoa (ZMB 
29089); Gojam, Blue Nile Canyon (ZFMK 56655); Oromia, 
Didessa, a Woreda (ZFMK 56656); Shoa Province, Akaki, Modjo 
(ZFMK 2683–84, 2686–88); Shoa, Descheffedenza (ZMB 29089); 
Shoa Province, Lake Langano (ZFMK 55356–357, 55553, 56654); 
Shoa Province, Nazareth, road to Wonji (ZFMK 16229–230).

Acanthocercus a. ugandaensis. Kenya: Kakamega Forest (ZFMK 
81952–963). Rwanda: Cyamudongo (ZFMK 55710–717). Uganda: 
Budongo Forest (ZFMK 88792); Kilembe, Jambo Village (ZFMK 
65181); Mount Ruwenzori (ZFMK 63335); Ruwenzori, Fort Portal 
(ZFMK 63355–359); Ruwenzori, Kasese (ZFMK 63143–145, 63275–
281); Ruwenzori, Nyakalengijo (ZFMK 63236); Ruwenzori, Sem-
liki Forest (ZFMK 64489, 63294–295); Uganda (ZMB 11904).

Acanthocercus branchi sp. n. Malawi: Chongoni Forest Reserve 
(ZMB 76267); Lilongwe (ZMB 76264). Zambia: Chakwenga riv-
er (NMZB-UM 4463); Chikowa (NMZB-UM 27144–45); Chipa-
ta (ZFMK 88682); Kalikali Dam (NMZB-UM 27143); Katete 
(NMZB-UM 32631–32); 30 km W of Katete (NMZB-UM 4634–
35); Lusaka (ZFMK 88683–684); 80 km ENE of Lusaka (NMZB-
UM 4622-23); Petauke Old Boma (NMZB-UM 27151); Sayiri 
court (NMZB-UM 27146–50).


