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Although chemoreception plays an important role in social organization of many lizards,
only a few studies have examined the chemicals found in secretions used for intraspecific
communication. We report the composition of the secretion of the femoral glands of males
of the spiny-footed lizard (Acanthodactylus erythrurus). On the basis of mass spectra, ob-
tained by GC/MS, we identified 45 lipophilic compounds, including several alcohols ranging
from 10 to 29 carbon atoms (mainly hexacosanol and tetracosanol), steroids (mainly choles-
terol and dehydrocholesterol), n-C9 to n-C20 carboxylic acids, esters of carboxylic acids, and
minor components such as lactones, ketones, squalene and α-tocopherol. Some of these com-
pounds are reported for the first time in lizards. Adult and subadult males differed in the
composition of secretions, with C9 to C15 carboxylic acids being more abundant in younger
than in older lizards, whereas C16 to C20 carboxylic acids were more abundant in older lizards.
Also, older lizards had significant lower proportions of cholesterol and campesterol but
higher proportions of dehydrocholesterol.
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Introduction

Chemoreception plays an important role in so-
cial organization of many lizards (Mason, 1992;
Halpern, 1992). Most species are able to detect
pheromones from the skin, precloacal or femoral
gland secretions (e.g., Alberts, 1993; Aragón et al.,
2001a). The femoral pores are epidermal struc-
tures on the ventral surface of the thigh of many
squamates connected to glands that produce copi-
ous amounts of holocrine secretion, especially in
males and during the mating season (Mason, 1992;
Alberts, 1993). The presence and relative concen-
tration of pheromone components seem to vary
not only between sexes but also consistently
among individuals, which may convey information
on the individual identity and serve a variety of
functions (Alberts, 1990, 1992, 1993).

The ventral location of the femoral pores sug-
gests that secretions are passively deposited on the
substrate as lizards move through their home ran-
ges, and, therefore, they can advertise residence in
a home range, and/or can convey information
about social status and competitive ability of the
sender (Aragón et al., 2001b, 2003; López and
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Martı́n, 2002). Also, femoral pores secretion might
transmit chemical information about a male’s
quality, which may be used by female lizards in
their mate choice process (Martı́n and López,
2000; López et al., 2002, 2003).

In spite of the potential importance of chemical
signals in lizard intraspecific relationships, only a
few studies have analyzed the chemical composi-
tion of these secretions mainly in Iguanids (Chau-
han, 1986; Alberts, 1990; Weldon et al., 1990; Al-
berts et al., 1992; Escobar et al., 2001, 2003).
Chemical data for most groups of lizards are not
available, but only for skin semiochemicals of a
few species (Weldon and Bangall, 1987; Mason
and Gutzke, 1990). These studies have shown that
femoral (or the similar precloacal) gland secre-
tions are composed of both lipids and proteins.
Lipids have a high degree of molecular diversity,
which increase the potential information content
of a pheromone, and are thought to be the main
compounds involved in communication.

The spiny-footed lizard or common fringe-toad
(A. erythrurus) is a medium-sized lacertid lizard
(adult snout-vent length up to 82 mm) (Pérez-Mel-
lado, 1998). It is the only species of its genus


