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Hypsiboas boans (Giant Tree Frog) 
 
Family: Hylidae (Tree Frogs) 
Order: Anura (Frogs and Toads) 
Class: Amphibia (Amphibians) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1. Giant tree frog, Hypsiboas boans. 
[http://www.pingleton.com/field/peru/day3/P1050133.JPG, downloaded 6 November 2012] 

 
 
TRAITS. The giant tree frog is also known as the gladiator tree frog and was formerly classified 
as Hyla boans. It is the largest tree frog found in Trinidad with males reaching sizes of 100 mm 
and females 110 mm from snout to vent. The eyes are large and pupils are horizontally arranged.  
They are of brownish or grey hues and may have a reticulated pattern on the lower eyelid 
(Murphy 1997). The back is usually covered in darker coloured irregular blotches and most have 
a dark/black stripe that starts in the middle of the head close to the snout and runs down the spine 
ending near the vent. The legs are striped with thick dark blotches with some having vertical 
lines on the thighs. Toes and fingers are more webbed than in other species and end in large 
discs. The males possess a sharp bony structure called a prepollex spine that grows from the 
wrist region and is located next to their thumbs. This spine is usually covered in a sheath of skin 
but the tip is exposed (Zug et al. 2001).  
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ECOLOGY.  It is found over large geographic range inclusive of Brazil, Ecuador, Guyana, Peru 
and Venezuela as well as other countries in South America. It can be found in Trinidad  in 
Arima, Maraval, Maracas, North and Central Ranges and Nariva but has not been reported in 
Tobago. (Murphy 1997). The giant tree frog avoids higher elevations, and is found in forested 
areas and near bodies of water such as ponds and streams during the mating season. Mainly an 
arboreal species they will descend to the ground to dig nests in the banks of rivers and ponds 
during the mating season. It feeds primarily on insects, small crabs, beetles and other 
invertebrates (Murphy 1997).  
 
SOCIAL ORGANIZATION. None of note as it is usually a solitary animal and it is only 
during mating season males will aggregate forming choruses to which the females are attracted. 
After mating the female leaves. (Zug et al. 2001). 
 
ACTIVITY. It is nocturnal and will usually hide in trees between leaves during the day to avoid 
desiccation. They rarely move too far away from resting areas and breeding sites (Murphy 1997). 
 
FORAGING BEHAVIOUR. They do not actively forage but remain in the same general 
location-usually within a few metres. Being an arboreal/aquatic species it has been postulated 
that foraging may be more vertically oriented however this has been poorly studied. Locally they 
may forage on shrubs and plants close to river banks and ponds but again usually remain 
confined to a specific area (Dodd 2010). 
 
COMMUNICATION. This species communicates mainly through vocal communication with 
males tending to be the most vocal especially during the mating season. Several distinct calls 
have been isolated including an advertisement call which in one variation is seen to have a 
courtship function in attracting a female. Another variation of the advertisement call is the 
territorial and/or encounter calls which are made when a rival male begins to vocalize in another 
male’s territory or physically invades it. An interested female will also make a response call to a 
males advertisement call (Wells 2007; Savage 2002). 
  
SEXUAL BEHAVIOUR. Mating usually occurs in the dry season from December to April. 
Males descend from the canopy and select a desirable spot on the banks of relatively still or slow 
flowing bodies of fresh water. Depending on the substrate they construct shallow basins (Fig. 2) 
by rocking their body side to side while using their limbs to push out sand or debris. If the 
substrate is rocky they will select secluded rock pools. A single male may construct more than 
one of these and can mate with multiple females making it polygnous. The constructions allow 
eggs to be isolated from environments with predators and sporadic flooding. Males tend be very 
aggressive at these times and frequent encounter calls or aggressive charging and chasing may 
occur. Such calls and actions tend to space the males out. If such threat displays are not sufficient 
to deter a rival male or predator the defending male will charge at the other or dive with 
prepollex spines on the front arms exposed trying to cut or stab the opponent. During these fights 
males will tend to target vulnerable areas like the eyes and eardrums resulting in permanent 
damage to one or both parties or even death (Savage 2002). To attract a female, Advertisement 
calls are made from the trees/vegetation above their nests (Zug et al. 2001). An interested female 
will call to the male with a responding call and enter the nest to which the male will descend 
from his perch above. The female is very choosy and will inspect the nest occasionally bumping 
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into the male. If either is found wanting she will abandon that nest in search of a new nest or 
partner and this usually occurs 50% of the time. If the nesting site and male are deemed worthy 
the female inspects the nest and effects any repairs, she will then caress the male with her hands, 
chin and body. After such “amorous” actions the male mounts her back using his hands to grasp 
her shoulders and steadies himself with his cloaca close to hers. The female begins laying small 
clusters of eggs while submerged and the male fertilizes as soon as they are laid. The eggs are 
deposited as a delicate surface film that allows proper oxygenation. Females may deposit 3-4 
other clutches in the same or other nesting depressions then leave. The male remains and guards 
the eggs against predators and rival males as the fragile surface film of eggs is easily disrupted 
increasing mortality. Again territorial and encounter calls, feigned charges and all out attacks are 
used to disperse rivals or predators (Zug et al. 2001). 
 
LARVAL and METAMORPH BEHAVIOUR. After 3-4 days the male leaves as the eggs 
have hatched into benthic (bottom-dwelling) larvae. If the basin-nest is not disturbed they remain 
confined to this area. If they are liberated by a rise in water levels or a break in the basin side 
they will tend to form schools that may persist for a few hours. These larva tend to feed on algae 
but in some instances tadpoles may begin to cannibalise one another resulting in some being 
larger than the others even though they are from the same clutch. After two months the tadpoles 
have fully metamorphosized into miniature frogs (metamorphs) and they will ascend into the 
trees and plants to resume the cycle reaching sexual maturity at 1 year (Diarmid and Altig 1999). 
 
ANTIPREDATOR BEHAVIOUR.  Tree dwelling frogs such as H. boans will simply jump 
away in a direction opposite to the predators approach. If captured, the frog can also secrete 
noxious chemicals from their granular glands that irritate the predator to the extent that it will let 
go. During the breeding season after the eggs are laid in the basin nests, males will aggressively 
defend them till they have hatched (Savage 2002). To deter a predator, antagonistic calls, feigned 
charges and as a last (and most costly) resort a full on attack with the prepollex spine are all 
strategies to ward them off (Wells 2007). 
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Fig. 2. Constructed shallow nesting basin showing egg position of H. boans. 
[http://farm6.staticflickr.com/5121/5327975954_45450d7e4b_z.jpg, downloaded 9 November 2012] 
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