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Cave use by the Broad-footed Climbing Rat Rhipidomys latimanus (Rodentia: Cricetidae) in Santander,
Colombia.
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Abstract

In this note, I report two field observations of R. latimanus using caves. These records provide new data about the natural
history of R. latimanus, previously, this species was considered mainly arboreal and solitary.
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Resumen

En esta nota reporto dos observaciones de campo de R. latimanus usando cuevas. Estos registros proveen nuevos datos sobre
la historia natural de R. latimanus, previamente, esta especie era considerada principalmente arboricola y solitaria.

Palabras clave: Ecosistemas subterraneos, Pequefios mamiferos, Sigmodontinae.

Rhipidomys latimanus (Tomes, 1860) is known as an arboreal, nocturnal and solitaire rat (Eisenberg 1989, Linares 1998,
GOmez-Laverde et al. 2016). This species is a medium-sized rat (head and body length: 98-124 mm), with a haired tail a
conspicuous terminal tuff (Tail length: 135-184 mm), and longer than the length of the head and the body (120-150%). The
hindfeet are broad and short with recurved claws (Tribe 2015, Brito et al. 2017). Its geographical distribution comprises
easternmost Panama, southward across the Colombian and Ecuadorian Andes to Northern Peru, in an elevational range
between 450 to 3.000 m.a.s.l. (Gémez-Laverde et al. 2016, Brito et al. 2017).

This species inhabits primary and secondary forests and cultivated areas, where it feeds on small fruits, vegetal material and
occasionally insects (Linares 1998, Tirira 2007, Brito et al. 2017), thus, it plays an important role in forest regeneration
because it disperses seeds through the transport, accumulation and fruit consumption (Montenegro-Diaz et al. 1991).

Although R. latimanus uses all forest strata, it prefers to live in the forest canopy, where it uses hollow trees, palm leaves or
dense vegetation as diurnal roost (Brito et al. 2017). However, the information on the biology and ecology of this species is
mostly unknown (Montenegro-Diaz et al. 1991, Tirira 2007), therefore, it is necessary to report new data about the knowledge
of the species.

In this note, | report two field observations of R. latimanus using caves. | recorded the observations during diurnal internal
caves surveys looking for bats in the municipality of Charalé (Santander, Colombia) in July 2001. The first observation was
into an unnamed cave, at the EI Mirador farm, vereda El Salitre (6,2643, -73,115944) at 1.534 m.a.s.1., on July 11, 2001. The
Cave has a long passage of approximately 400 m with nonbranching side tunnels (1,5 m x 2 m). A stream crossed the cave
along the middle of the passage. When the team was crossing the cave, we saw more than 10 rats running next to us. A single
adult female was captured using a hand-net. The specimen was preserved in alcohol and the skull was extracted, cleaned (field
number MRP 016) and deposited in the mammal collection “Alberto Cadena Garcia”, Instituto de Ciencias Naturales,
Universidad Nacional de Colombia, Bogota, Colombia (ICN 17510). The specimen was identified as R. latimanus according
to Tribe (1996, 2015). The other rats in the cave had similar external characters among the rats, |1 was able to distinguish a
group of three rats, probably an adult female with two juveniles because they had a similar appearance but a different size.
No other type of rat was observed in this cave.
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Another observation was in the El Salitre cave, in El Salitre Farm, vereda El Salitre (6,262367, -73,125317) at 1375 m.a.s.l,
on July 12, 2001. The cave has a long main passage of approximately 200 m with nonbranching side tunnels (2 m x4 m). A
stream crossed the cave along the middle of the passage. | found three roosting rats (Figure 1), all of them occupying a small
deep hole between a cavity in the cave wall located at 70 m from the cave entrance. The interior of the hole was hard to see
and practically inaccessible for me. A rat left the hole and ran on the cave walls for a few minutes and returned to the hole.

Figure 1. Three Broad-footed Climbing Rats (Rhipidomys latimanus) roosting in a small deep hole into the EIl Salitre cave
(Charala, Santander, Colombia). Photo MRP.
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These records provide new data about the natural history of R. latimanus, previously, this species was considered mainly
arboreal and solitary, but the observations presented here suggest that these rats may roost in groups and use the cave as a
roosting place or obtain other resources. To my knowledge, this is the first confirmed record of a rodent species using a cave
in Colombia (see Mufioz-Saba et al. 1997, 1999, 2013). Finally, | want to draw attention to the need of increasing the
knowledge about Colombian rodents, around 132 species have been registered in the country, with 75 species of them
corresponding to mice and rats of the subfamily Sigmodontinae (Ramirez-Chaves et al. 2016), but we know very little about
their natural history, including their biology, taxonomy, ecology, and distribution (Montenegro-Diaz et al. 1991).
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