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Stomach flushing has been proved useful in the study of lizard
diets, but techniques have varied from one study to another (Henle
1989a; James 1990; Legler and Sullivan 1979; Shine 1986). We
carried out a study of food habits in green iguanas (Iguana iguana)
at Hato Masaguaral (a cattle ranch), Gudrico, Venezuela (8°34'N,
67°35'W), and present the technique we used to recover stomach
contents without killing or injuring the animals.

An iguana’s mouth may be opened by gently pulling down the
lower jaw, and then kept open by insertion of a metal ring (25 mm
diameter, covered with several layers of masking tape to avoid
damage to the teeth). Clear plastic tubes (8—15 mm diameter, de-
pending upon animal size), with ends sanded to avoid cutting the
stomach wall, may then be lubricated with vegetable oil and, while
holding the animal’s head in a vertical position, gently introduced
through the ring into the throat. The tube is inserted past the ini-
tial resistance of the throat and until further resistance is met (a
distance of about 60% snout-vent length), and then the tube is
slowly backed out a distance of 1-2 cm, depending upon the size
of the animal. The tube is then filled with water until the water
level rises above the height of the mouth. The water in the tube is
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then mixed with the stomach contents by gently massaging the
belly; contents are removed by inverting the animal, retracting
the tube an additional 2-3 cm (estimated distance from the hind
wall of the stomach to the distal end of the sternum), and apply-
ing gentle pressure from the rear to the front of the stomach. The
stomach contents are then collected in a plastic container; food
becoming lodged in the mouth or pharynx is easily removed with
forceps. This procedure is repeated 36 times for each animal
and is stopped when the expelled water contains no plant items.

To test the efficiency of this procedure, one yearling and 13
hatchling iguanas were sacrificed, and the remaining stomach con-
tents were analyzed after the procedure had been used. An aver-
age of 83.2%of all stomach contents (range 32—-100 %) was re-
covered, and all species present in the stomach were detected in
13 of 14 cases. We did not consider it necessary to sacrifice larger
animals to test the efficiency of the method.

Using this technique, we have been able to recover remains of
125 species of plants (Molina 1991; Rivas 1990). Stomach wash-
ing was performed on 365 iguanas ranging in size from hatchling
(70 mm SVL, 12 g) to adult (up to 450 mm SVL, 4500 g). No
animals died during the treatment although, in early attempts, some
animals appeared weak after the maneuver. Many iguanas previ-
ously “stomach-washed” were recaptured in subsequent years and
showed no ill effects.

This method provides a safe and easy way to study the dietary
habits of large lizards. Because water is poured into the tube, no
water pressure is applied to the animal gut, and no pump or sy-
ringe is needed. Although we used this method only for green
iguanas, we believe it could be used with other lizards of compa-
rable size; it was also used successfully with hatchling spectacled
caiman (Caiman crocodilus) (Escalona, pers. comm.).
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