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Spilogale pygmaea Thomas, 1898
Pygmy Spotted Skunk, Zorrillo Manchado Pigmeo

Spilogale pygmaea Thomas, 1898:898. Type locality: “Rosario,
Sinaloa, W. Mexico.”

CONTEXT AND CONTENT. Order Carnivora, Family Me-
phitidae, Genus Spilogale, species pygmaea (Dragoo and Honey-
cutt, 1997). Ewer (1973) questioned the validity of S. pygmaea
arguing that the small size and color pattern approached those of
S. putorius tropicalis and implied that these species might be con-
specific; he reported that only five specimens were known. How-
ever, by 1979 there were at least 37 specimens collected and de-
posited in museums in Mexico, the United States, and the United
Kingdom (Lépez-Forment and Urbano, 1979). Validity of the sub-
species has been questioned by some authors (Schreiber et al.,
1989), because of the continuity in the range and habitats where
this species occurs. Four subspecies have been named, of which
only three currently are recognized (Lépez-Forment and Urbano,
1979; Schreiber et al, 1989):

S. p. australis Hall, 1938:514. Type from Acapulco, Guerrero,
Mexico.

S. p. intermedia Lépez-Forment and Urbano, 1979:726. Type from
“Jalisco: 8 km E, Chamela, 60 m,” Mexico.

S. p. pygmaea, see above. (albipes Goodwin a synonym).

DIAGNOSIS. Spilogale pygmaea (Fig. 1) is the smallest car-
nivore in Mexico and one of the smallest in the world. It is a small
skunk weighing about 200 g but reaching as much as 320 g (Ce-
ballos and Miranda, 1986) with six continuous creamy-buff stripes
running along the dorsum. The tail is short and is sparsely covered
with short, black and creamy hairs. The only other species of Spilo-
gale that can be sympatric with S. pygmaea along the west coast
of Mexico is S. putorius (Kinlaw, 1995; Wozencraft, 1993). S. pu-
torius is larger, with a body mass of 250-500 g; the pelage color
pattern is markedly black and white, not creamy; the dorsal stripes
are discontinuous; and it has a longer, fluffier, more densely furred
tail (Kinlaw, 1995). Another species that co-occurs with S. pyg-
maea, at least in parts of its range, is the hooded skunk (Mephitis
macroura), but it is a larger skunk (head and body length, 280—
380, body mass, 700-2,500 g—Nowak, 1991), with a mostly black
pattern and two faint to bold white stripes running divergently from
the forehead posteriorly. Its tail is much longer and covered with
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Spilogale pygmaea from Chamela, Jalisco. Photograph
by G. Ceballos.

very long, dense hairs giving a fluffy appearance. The tail of M.
macroura can be from all black to whitish, depending on the vary-
ing proportion of white hairs (Medellin, pers. obs.). The hog-nosed
skunk (Conepatus mesoleucus) also co-occurs with S. pygmaea
over a large portion of the latter’s range, but the two are easily
distinguished by the larger size of the former (head and body
length, 300490 mm; body mass, 2,300—4,500 g—Nowak, 1991);
a single broad, white band along its back from the forehead; a long,
fluffy, mostly white tail; and a broad nosepad (Ceballos and Mi-
randa, 1986).

GENERAL CHARACTERS. The pygmy spotted skunk is the
smallest mephitine and has an elongated body shape and short
limbs (Fig. 1). The neck is short and the pelage is relatively short
and fine. The species has a characteristic color pattern of a black-
ish-brown background with six continuous bands, ca. 8 mm wide,
of creamy-buff hair running down the back from the forehead to
the rump. The outermost band crosses the forehead just above the
eyes. The feet also are creamy-buff dorsally. The dorsum and tail
are dominated by the creamy-colored, relatively broad stripes. The
tail is relatively short with interspersed black and creamy-buff hairs
like other Spilogale, but shorter than in sympatric skunks (Ceballos
and Miranda, 1986; Hall, 1981; Lépez-Forment and Urbano, 1979).
Dental formula is i 3/3, ¢ 1/1, p 3/3, m 1/2, total 34 (Ceballos and
Miranda, 1986).

The rostrum is short, with a small black nose pad. The ears are
short and rounded, surrounded by the pale band that crosses the
forehead. Fore- and hind legs are short, with slender feet that have
relatively small, slightly curved claws.

The skull (Fig. 2) is small, short, and delicate, with no sagittal
crest. The nasals are high and the rostrum short and pointed, with
a narrow turbinal opening. Zygomata are stout and conspicuously
arched. The mesopterygoid pit is wide and deep with a palatine
spine protruding into the pit. Lamhdoidal crests are evident but not
large. The teeth are similar to those in other species of the genus.
The canines are relatively small, but molars are large. Among
skunks, the genus Spilogale has the longest carnassials, suggesting
greater predatory habits (Ewer, 1973).

Somatic measurements (in mm; n = 22-26) are as follows: total
length, 240~-282; hind foot length, 20-34; ear length, 18-33; and
body mass, 150-320 g (Ceballos and Miranda, 1986; Hall, 1981).
Tail length is a sexually dimorphic character (Lépez-Forment and
Urbane, 1979); mean (= 90% interval) 1ail length of 18 males and
8 females was 70.3 = 2.8 and 63.5 * 3.8, respectively. Measure-
ments (£ 90% interval) of three sexually dimorphic skull charac-
ters are, occipitonasal length (n = 16 males, 8 females), 41.6 *
0.8, 40.5 £ 0.2, respectively; interorbital width (n = 18 males, 9
females), 13.0 + 0.6, 12.7 = 0.6, respectively; and palatal length
(n = 18 males, 9 females), 14.8 = 0.2, 14.3 = 0.9, respectively
(Lépez-Forment and Urbano, 1979). Other cranial measurements
(sexes combined) are as follows: condylobasal length, 40-44; zy-
gomatic breadth, 23-27, mastoidal breadth, 20-24; interorbital
width, 11-12.5; postorbital width, 12-13; cranium height, 14-16;
and length of maxillary toothrow, 13.5-14.2 (Greer and Greer,
1970; Van Gelder, 1959). Although some are sexually dimorphic,
live skunks cannot be separated at a distance.

DISTRIBUTION. Spilogale pygmaea is endemic to the trop-
ical Pacific Coast of Mexico, from Sinaloa south to Oaxaca (Fig. 3).
It has been recorded from the states of Sinaloa, Nayarit, Jalisco,
Colima, Guerrero, and Oaxaca (Ceballos and Miranda, 1986; Hall,
1981; Lépez-Forment and Urbano, 1979). Aliitudinal distribution
is usually 0-100 m above sea level (Van Gelder, 1959), although
remains of one S. pygmaea were found in an owl pellet at an
elevation of ca. 500 m, at Cafién del Zopilote (Lépez-Forment and
Urbano, 1979). The distribution of this species is consistent with



Fic. 2. Dorsal, ventral, and lateral view of skull and lateral
view of mandible of adult female Spilogale pygmaea from Puerto
Marquéz, Guerrero. Condyloincisive length is 40.9 mm.

that of 37 other Mexican mammalian endemics (Ceballos and Rod-
riguez, 1993).

FOSSIL RECORD. No fossils of S. pygmaea are known. Spilo-
gale rexroadi, a fossil skunk known from the upper Pliocene (early
Blancan), was similar in size only to female S. pygmaea and to the
smallest subspecies of S. putorius (Dalquest, 1972). Spilogale pyg-
maea has been proposed as the most primitive of the living spotted
skunks (Van Gelder, 1959), and S. rexroad: has been speculated
to be a direct ancestor of the living Spilogale, since its dentition
is less specialized than that of living species (Dalquest, 1972).

ONTOGENY AND REPRODUCTION. Gestation is 43-51
days, slightly shorter than that of S. putorius, and it may include
a very short and perhaps variable period of delayed implantation.
The species may produce more than one litter per year. One to six
pups can be born in one litter (Teska et al., 1981). Mean body mass
of six newborns was 6.9 g. These were born partially covered with
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Fic. 3. Distribution of Spilogale pygmaea. 1, S. p. australis;
2, 8. p.intermedia; 3, S. p. pygmaea.

fine white hair, although some skin pigmentation similar to the adult
pattern was discernible. The eyes and ears remained closed until
29-32 days of age, and most teeth except M3 had erupted by 47
days of age (Teska et al., 1981).

Breeding occurs from April to August, with most births around
July and August (Baker and Sanchez, 1973; Ceballos and Miranda,
1986). One male captured in April had scrotal testes (Lépez-For-
ment and Urbano, 1979).

ECOLOGY. Spilogale pygmaea inhabits deciduous tropical
forest, semi-evergreen forest, and desert scrub (Ceballos and Mir-
anda, 1986). One specimen was obtained in coastal sand dunes
with only herbaceous vegetational cover (Lépez-Forment and Ur-
bano, 1979). Nearly all individuals have been captured in coastal
habitats, and its distribution is patchy along the coastline, with
some areas completely devoid of the species. However, remains of
one were found in an owl pellet at Cafién del Zopilote, Guerrero,
115 km from the coast (and at a higher altitude than the species
is usually found—Lépez-Forment and Urbano, 1979). Although
most individuals have been found in undisturbed habitats, they are
capable of penetrating into agricultural zones and pastures (Ceba-
llos and Miranda, 1986). Vegetation in Colima where a specimen
was caught in a Sherman trap was dominated by Crescentia, Aca-
cia, Caesalpinia, Ipomoea, Cochlospermum, Guazuma, Combre-
tum, organ-pipe cactus (Stenocereus), and agaves (Agave—Greer
and Greer, 1970).

Spilogale pygmaea is a nocturnal species that makes dens un-
derground or in fallen logs, among rocks, or simply under dense
vegetation cover. Food habits consist of insects, spiders, birds, eggs,
small mammals, and some fruit and seeds (Ceballos and Miranda,
1986). Of eleven digestive tracts of individuals caught around Puer-
to Marqués, Guerrero, ten contained animal matter and eight had
plant matter. Five of the latter had fig seeds and another had seeds
of Umbeliferae. One digestive tract was empty. Five contained Co-
leopteran remains, and two others contained spider remains, one of
which was an adult Theraphosid (Brachypelma smithit). One stom-
ach contained remains of a crayfish (Macrobrachium), one, the
remains of a 12 cm-long scorpion (Centruroides elegans), one,
parts of a bat (Balantiopteryx plicata), and another, remains of an
Orthopteran (Lépez-Forment and Urbano, 1979).

These skunks have been captured by hand, gun, and small traps.
Where they are abundant, they readily enter Sherman or trigger
Big Victor snap traps, including those baited with peanut butter,
oats and vanilla (intended for rodents), and fresh fish (Lépez-For-
ment and Urbano, 1979).

Spilogale pygmaea is a scarce species, but seems to be able to
survive under human-disturbed conditions if enough habitat is pre-
served (Schreiber et al., 1989).

BEHAVIOR. Spilogale pygmaea is primarily a nocturnal spe-
cies. The animals use pathways and stream beds to move to and



MAMMALIAN SPECIES 600

from water bodies. W. Lépez-Forment reports that individuals of
this species have approached him twice (Lépez-Forment and Ur-
bano, 1979). Once when observing bats in a cave, a pygmy skunk
grabbed and pulled at the fabric of his trousers, and another at-
tempted to snatch a screaming bat from his hand. Two individuals,
caught in live traps, stomped their feet at the approach of the re-
searcher. The secretion of the anal glands is released only under
extreme circumstances, such as when the skunk is handled (Me-
dellfn, pers. obs.) or closely approached.

Individuals live alone most of the year except in the breeding
season, when males and females can be seen together. Males are
territorial and actively defend their territory against other males,
only allowing the entrance of females (Ceballos and Miranda,
1986).

One S. Pygmaea skull was recovered from a barn owl (Tyto
alba) pellet (Lépez-Forment and Urbano, 1979). However, snakes
and other carnivores probably prey on the species. Recorded par-
asites include ticks (Ixodidae), cestodes, nematodes, and two spe-
cies of Acanthocephala: Prostenorchis rugosus and Pachysentis
gethi (Lépez-Forment and Urbano, 1979; Salgado-Maldonado,
1979).

CONSERVATION STATUS. The rapidly expanding touristic
developments occurring in the small range of S. pygmaea along
the Pacific Coast of Mexico, together with its discontinuous distri-
bution along the coastline, are probably having a negative effect on
this species (Ceballos and Navarro, 1991). The species is consid-
ered vulnerable (Ceballos and Navarro, 1991) and listed as threat-
ened by the federal government (Mexico, 1994). Its presence in
protected areas has been confirmed in the recently decreed, 12,000
ha Cuixmala Biosphere Reserve, which is continuous with the Cha-
mela Reserve of the National University of Mexico, located on the
coast of Jalisco. Thus at least one population enjoys federal pro-
tection from habitat destruction. Some individuals are stuffed and
sold as souvenirs in stores at Acapulco, Guerrero, Mexico (Mede-
llin, pers. obs.). The great pressure to develop the west coast of
Mexico for resorts, roads, and touristic cities is currently destroying
much of the habitat of this as well as other endemic species of
Mexico (Dinerstein et al., 1995; Ramamoorthy et al., 1993).

REMARKS. The name Spilogale is derived from the Greek
spilos, meaning spot, and gale, meaning weasel (Kinlaw, 1995).
The specific name pygmaea refers to the small size of this skunk,
small both for a carnivore and for the genus. We thank A. Kinlaw,
R. H. Baker, and L. Carraway for helpful suggestions on improving
the manuscript.
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