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Summary

1.

 

Many phylogenetic lineages of animals have undergone major habitat transitions,
stimulating dramatic phenotypic changes as adaptations to the novel environment.
Although most such traits clearly reflect genetic modification, phenotypic plasticity
may have been significant in the initial transition between habitat types.

 

2.

 

Elapid snakes show multiple phylogenetic shifts from terrestrial to aquatic life. We
raised young tigersnakes (a terrestrial taxon closely related to sea-snakes) in either a
terrestrial or aquatic environment for a 5-month period.

 

3.

 

The snakes raised in water were able to swim 26% faster, but crawled 36% more
slowly, than did their terrestrially-raised siblings. A full stomach impaired locomotor
performance, but snakes were less impaired when tested in the environment in which
they had been raised.

 

4.

 

Thus, adaptively plastic responses to local environments may have facilitated
aquatic performance (and impaired terrestrial performance) in ancestral snakes as they
shifted from terrestrial to aquatic existence.

 

5.

 

Such plasticity may have influenced the rate or route of this evolutionary transition
between habitats, and should be considered when comparing habitat-specific locomotor
abilities of present-day aquatic and terrestrial species.
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Introduction

 

The phenotype of any living organism reflects not only
its genotype, but also direct effects of environmental
conditions. Some manifestations of environmental effects
may be non-adaptive (such as fluctuating asymmetry:
Whitlock 1996; Shykoff  & Møller 1999). Growing
evidence nevertheless demonstrates that natural selection
often modifies developmental trajectories in a direction
that increases fitness in local environments via enhanced
growth, survival and/or reproduction (Bull 1980; Werner
1986; Stearns 1989; Schlichting & Pigliucci 1998; Losos

 

et al.

 

 2000; Agrawal 2001). Over recent decades,
adaptive phenotypic plasticity has become a central
theme in evolutionary biology (Dudley & Schmitt
1996; Pigliucci 2001; Price, Qvarnstrom & Irwin 2003).

Studies of phenotypic plasticity typically have focused
on transient effects involving environmental factors

that vary over small spatial and temporal scales.
Examples include the growth of anti-predator defensive
structures in Daphnia and fish in the presence of
predators (Woltereck 1909; Bronmark & Miner 1992)
and diet-induced developmental polymorphism in
caterpillars (Greene 1989). However, phenotypic
plasticity also may influence evolutionary transitions
at a far grander scale, including major phylogenetic
shifts in important traits (Pigliucci & Murren 2003;
West-Eberhard 2003). Several recent studies have
successfully incorporated adaptive plasticity into
macroevolutionary theory (Levin 1988; West-Eberhard
1989; Sultan 1992; Schlichting & Pigliucci 1998; Garland
& Kelly 2006).

A key principle linking phenotypic plasticity to
macroevolution is the hypothesis that adaptive plasticity
may enable, or otherwise facilitate, major evolutionary
transitions (see Crews 1994; Leclaire & Brandle 1994;
Wimberger 1994; Shine 1995; Gravilets, Li & Vose 1998).
For example, it has been proposed that phenotypically
plastic responses of reptilian embryos to incubation
temperature facilitated the evolutionary transition
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from oviparity (egg-laying) to viviparity (live-bearing)
in more than 100 separate phylogenetic lineages of
lizards and snakes (Shine 1985, 2004). In some but not
all reptile species, higher incubation temperatures
enhance offspring viability (Shine 1999); and viviparity
arose within many of these groups as a way of exposing
the eggs to higher temperatures via the female’s ability
to adjust its body temperature over ambient tem-
perature variations. Maternally retained embryos were
thereby kept warmer and developed into more viable
offspring (Mell 1929; Sergeev 1940; Shine 1983, 1985,
2004). Overall, adaptive phenotypic plasticity may
augment an individual’s ability to occupy a new
habitat (Baldwin 1896; Holway & Suarez 1999; Price

 

et al.

 

 2003; Yeh & Price 2004), exposing founding
populations to novel selection pressures and therefore
creating the opportunity for genetic assimilation
(Waddington 1942, 1961; Pigliucci, Murran & Schlichting
2006).

The hypothesis that adaptive phenotypic plasticity
facilitates major evolutionary transitions requires that
the founding population exhibits either a pre-adapted
phenotypically plastic feature that enables the popu-
lation to explore a novel habitat, or a feature that
acquires phenotypic plasticity in response to exposure
to the novel habitat. Although we cannot directly
measure phenotypic plasticity in any founding
population of an ancient radiation, we can assess the
presence of the appropriate phenotypic plasticity in
present-day species. The critical taxon in this respect is
the outgroup of a clade that has passed through a
major evolutionary transition. If  the outgroup species
retains the ancestral habitat, it may well retain the
ancestral state for phenotypic plasticity also. We focus
on four groups of aquatic snakes, each of which has
independently arisen from a terrestrial ancestor
within the Elapidae (front-fanged snakes) (Keogh 1998;
Heatwole 1999). These groups are the hydrophiid
sea-snakes, the laticaudid sea-snakes, the water cobra

 

Boulengerina annulata

 

, and the aquatic coral snake

 

Micrurus surinamensis

 

 (e.g. Heatwole 1999).
The hydrophiid sea-snakes are especially interesting.

The 57 members of this group arose relatively recently
from a small clade of terrestrial, viviparous Australian
snakes, the ‘Notechis group’ (Keogh 1998). Of the 20
genera of Australian elapids, 

 

Notechis

 

 itself  is most
widely distributed, and occurs on many oceanic islands
and coastal swamps (Cogger 1992). This situation may
well resemble that in which the initial evolutionary
transition to aquatic habitats occurred; indeed, Australian
tigersnakes (

 

Notechis scutatus

 

) often forage in the
water (e.g. 

 

N. scutatus kreftii

 

: Mirtschin & Davis 1992).
Moreover, tigersnakes show significant phenotypic
plasticity in many traits (Aubret 2004; Aubret, Shine &
Bonnet 2004a; Bonnet 

 

et al.

 

 2004).
We use the tigersnake as a model for the ancestral

phenotype of hydrophiid sea-snakes, at least with
respect to major habitat (terrestrial 

 

vs

 

 aquatic). We
tested if  this model for the ancestral phenotype has

pre-adapted phenotypic plasticity that augments the
ability to occupy the new environment and, therefore,
could facilitate a transition from the terrestrial to
aquatic habitat. We have done so by measuring plasticity
in locomotor performance of young tigersnakes by
manipulating the habitat in which the snakes were
reared (terrestrial 

 

vs

 

 aquatic).

 

Materials and methods

 

study species

 

The Australian tigersnake, 

 

N. scutatus

 

,

 

 

 

is a highly venomous
elapid species that is widely distributed throughout
southern and eastern Australia (Cogger 1992). Mean
adult body lengths vary geographically, but generally
average 1–2 m (Shine 1987; Schwaner & Sarre 1988).
Tigersnakes forage both on land and underwater,
taking a diverse range of prey ranging from frogs to
nestling birds (Shine 1987; Aubret 

 

et al.

 

 2004b). Some
populations forage mostly on aquatic prey (tadpoles,
fishes: Mirtschin & Davis 1992) whereas others live in
areas without permanent freshwater bodies and thus,
depend entirely upon terrestrial foraging (Bonnet 

 

et al.

 

1999, 2002; Aubret 

 

et al.

 

 2004b). A previous comparison
between two populations of tigersnakes from western
Australia suggested that plasticity may play a role in
matching locomotor performance to local conditions
(Aubret 2004). Neonatal snakes from a swamp-dwelling
mainland population were similar to neonates from a
more arid island population in terms of swimming speed,
stamina, apnoea capacities (time spent underwater
before surfacing to breathe) and swimming behaviour.
However, adult mainland snakes had greater apnoea
capacities and faster burst swimming speed than did
island snakes. Mainland adult snakes also spontaneously
swam underwater for a longer period of time, and a
higher proportion filled their lungs whilst surface
swimming compared with island specimens (Aubret
2004). These results suggest that early experience may
have long-term measurable effects on swimming
performance in a wild population of snakes.

 

experimental procedure

 

The study animals were neonates, born to 10 pregnant
female snakes captured in Herdsman Lake (S31

 

°

 

55

 

′

 

44

 

″

 

;
E 115

 

°

 

48

 

′

 

19

 

″

 

), a nature reserve near the city of Perth,
Western Australia. This perennial lake contains
abundant frogs, and these constitute the major dietary
items for local tigersnakes (Aubret 

 

et al.

 

 2004b). At
this site, tigersnakes are found both in aquatic and
terrestrial habits (Aubret 2004). Neonates were measured
< 24 h after parturition. Body mass (BM) was quantified
with a digital scale (± 0·01 g); body length (BL) and
snout-vent length (SVL) were measured to the nearest
5 mm. Neonates were individually housed in plastic
boxes (15 

 

×

 

 10 

 

×

 

 5 cm), with a water dish, shelter and
paper towel as substratum. All snakes were fed dead
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baby mice once a week. When the snakes were 2
months old, we randomly selected two neonates per
litter, and allocated these 20 animals to one of two
treatments: terrestrial 

 

vs

 

 aquatic rearing conditions.
The animals were raised under these conditions for
5 months.

 

Aquatic environment

 

The 10 neonates (six males and four females) were
housed in two plastic boxes (50 

 

×

 

 50 

 

×

 

 40 cm) filled
with 10 cm deep water. A basking rock was available
on one side of each enclosure. A shelter (a rock covered
by a flower pot) was provided on the other (colder) side
of the enclosure, and could be accessed only by diving
underwater, through a hole in the side of the flower
pot. All young snakes were observed swimming, diving
and moving between the shelter and the basking rock
on regular basis.

 

Terrestrial environment

 

The 10 neonates (six males and four females) were
distributed between two enclosures identical to those
described above, but with a mixture of  sand and
sawdust as substratum and a small water dish (too small
to allow swimming). All young snakes were frequently
observed basking on the rock before returning to the
shelter.

In both treatment groups, heating was provided
(three periods of  15 min per day) by a Na+ high
pressure lamp (600 W), directed towards the basking
rock. The young snakes basked every day, and to do so
they had to crawl or swim from the shelter to the other
side of the cage. The room temperature was main-
tained at 15 

 

°

 

C by night and 27 

 

°

 

C by day (including in
testing periods). The mean selected body temperature
of tigersnakes in captivity is close to 27 

 

°

 

C (Ladyman
& Bradshaw 2003).

 

locomotor performance records

 

We focused on locomotor performance as a fitness-
relevant measure of the animal’s ability to function
both in the ancestral habitat (land) and the novel habitat
(water). Locomotor traits were measured twice for
each snake: at the beginning of the experiment and
after 5 months spent in the respective habitats (i.e. at 2
months and 8 months of age). Morphological data
were recorded concurrently with testing, at the start
and at the end of the experiment. To compare traits
between the two groups, 

 

anova

 

s were applied to
log-transformed data. As commonly occurs during
captive raising of very young animals, some died (three
‘aquatic’ and two ‘terrestrial’ snakes) for unknown
reasons. Hence, our sample sizes decreased slightly
throughout the course of the experiment and degrees
of freedom in the statistical analysis vary among tests.
Excluding the ‘full stomach trials’ (see below), testing

was always delayed until the sixth day after the most
recent feeding event to ensure that the snakes had fully
digested their prey prior to testing. We selected the
following performance traits to quantify different
facets of  a snake’s relative functioning in aquatic 

 

vs

 

terrestrial habitats.

 

burst swimming speed

 

To estimate swimming performances we used a standard
procedure adopted in previous studies (Shine & Shetty
2001; Shine 

 

et al.

 

 2003; Aubret 2004; Aubret 

 

et al.

 

2004c). Snakes were released into the water at one end
of a linear swimming track (glass aquarium; recording
section of 170 cm). Using a digital stopwatch (precision
0·1 s), we recorded the time taken for the snake to
reach the other end of the pool. Maximum speed was
maintained by stimulating the snake’s tail with an artist’s
paintbrush. This test was done twice in succession and
the fastest performance retained for analysis.

 

burst crawling speed

 

Neonates were released at one end of a 100 cm terrestrial
raceway with sawdust as the substratum. As above, the
snakes were stimulated to keep moving by gently
touching their tails with an artist’s paintbrush.

 

non-forced swimming trials

 

Snakes were dropped from 5 cm above the water level
into a circular track (average diameter 94 cm) containing
15 cm deep water. Immediately upon release, every
animal began to swim around the track; they were
not touched or disturbed for the next 60 s. Over this
period, we recorded the number of laps completed,
and the time spent swimming 

 

vs

 

 resting (percentage of
activity).

 

apnoea scores

 

We used an opaque PVC tube 10 cm in length and
2·5 cm in diameter, closed at one end. The diameter of
the tube was large enough to allow easy movement of
the snake inside it. Snakes were removed from their
cage, and the open end of the tube was presented to
them. As soon as the snake voluntarily entered the
tube, the unit was fully immersed in a pool of water. We
recorded the time that the snake remained underwater
before surfacing to breathe as the 

 

free apnoea score

 

.
The following day, the test was repeated except that
this time, we attempted to mimic a predator by moving
above the water and touching the snake underwater
with a stick each time it was about to reach the surface.
This stimulus encouraged the animal to prolong the
duration of its time underwater, presumably until its
need to breathe overcame the perceived risk of preda-
tion. The time taken to surface was recorded as the

 

forced apnoea score

 

.
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effect of a full stomach on 
locomotor performance

 

After completion of  the last series of  tests (i.e. after
5 months’ exposure to either aquatic or terrestrial life),
snakes were fed as usual and then tested the following
day for burst crawling speed. The next day, forced
apnoea scores were recorded also. A week later, snakes
were fed and their burst swimming speed was recorded
the following day.

 

Results

 

Neonates from the two treatment groups did not differ
significantly in initial body size (body mass, snout vent
length, body length or body condition; all 

 

P 

 

> 0·47) or
locomotor performance (burst crawling, burst swim-
ming and apnoea performances, nor in any of  the
variables recorded along the circular swimming track;

 

anova

 

s; all 

 

P

 

 > 0·10 – see Table 1). Within each treatment
group, there was no significant difference in any of the
performance records between males and females at the
start of the experiment (All 

 

P

 

 > 0·17), nor at the end
(All 

 

P

 

 > 0·10); thus males and females were pooled for
analysis. Below, we describe the changes over time of
each trait from the beginning to the end of the experiment
(Table 1).

 

feeding rates and body sizes

 

The two treatment groups were fed similar amounts
of food throughout the experiment (on average
0·07 g ± 0·01 g of food per day; Repeated measure

 

anova

 

; Wilks’ 

 

λ

 

 = 0·75, 

 

P

 

 = 0·22; effect of treatment

 

F

 

1,17

 

 = 0·37; 

 

P

 

 = 0·55). Consequently, both treatment
groups grew at similar rates and thus exhibited similar

mean body mass (

 

F

 

1,16

 

 = 0·05; 

 

P

 

 = 0·82), total length
(

 

F

 

1,16

 

 = 0·67; 

 

P

 

 = 0·42), snout vent length (

 

F

 

1,16

 

  = 0·90;

 

P

 

 = 0·36), and body condition (body mass relative to
snout vent length – 

 

F

 

1,15

 

 = 0·56; 

 

P

 

 = 0·46) at the end of
the experiment.

 

burst swimming speeds

 

When re-tested after 5 months, the snakes raised in
water swam more rapidly than did their siblings raised
on land. The aquatic-raised snakes averaged 26%
faster in burst swimming speed in absolute terms
(cm per second – 

 

F

 

1,15 

 

= 31·73; 

 

P

 

 < 0·0001) and 21%
faster relative to body length (i.e. number of body
lengths swam per second; see Fig. 1 upper panel).

 

burst crawling speeds

 

When tested on the terrestrial runway, snakes raised
under terrestrial conditions sprinted more rapidly than
did their siblings raised in an aquatic environment. This
difference between the groups was significant both for
absolute crawling speed (by 36%; 

 

F

 

1,13 

 

= 10·88; 

 

P

 

 < 0·006)
and speed relative to body length (by 31%; see Fig. 1,
lower panel).

 

non-forced swimming trials

 

Neither the total distance swum around the circular
track (cm; 

 

F

 

1,13 

 

= 2·18; 

 

P

 

 = 0·16; BL swum; 

 

F

 

1,13 

 

= 2·76;

 

P

 

 = 0·12) nor the percentage of activity in the water
differed significantly between the two groups (

 

F

 

1,13

 

 = 0·21;

 

P

 

 = 0·65). Nevertheless, non-forced swimming speed
was much higher in the aquatic group in absolute terms
(by 87%; 

 

F

 

1,13

 

 = 7·46; 

 

P

 

 < 0·017) as well as relative to
body length (by 77%; 

 

F

 

1,13 

 

= 8·98; 

 

P

 

 < 0·001).

Table 1. Body size and locomotor performances in juvenile tigersnakes at the beginning and end of the experiment

Traits recorded

Aquatic (N = 7) Terrestrial (N = 8)

2-months-old 7-months-old 2-months-old 7-months-old

Body mass (g) 7·29 ± 0·48 13·95 ± 0·93 7·18 ± 0·41 14·40 ± 1·14
Snout vent length (cm) 20·50 ± 0·47 24·69 ± 0·65 20·20 ± 0·55 25·55 ± 0·64
Body length (cm) 23·97 ± 0·54 28·93 ± 0·85 23·98 ± 0·74 29·85 ± 0·75
Body condition 7·18 ± 0·48 14·53 ± 0·93 7·29 ± 0·51 13·82 ± 1·14
Burst crawling speed (cm/s) 9·83 ± 0·50 14·26 ± 1·54 9·28 ± 0·84 19·47 ± 0·89
Burst crawling speed (BL/s) 0·46 ± 0·03 0·49 ± 0·05 0·43 ± 0·04 0·64 ± 0·03
Free apnoea score (s) 173·10 ± 30·53 389·68 ± 58·78 228·66 ± 22·54 381·05 ± 100·00
Forced apnoea score (s) 339·32 ± 45·76 659·72 ± 58·31 418·78 ± 83·62 301·13 ± 54·68
Burst swimming speed (cm/s) 33·68 ± 5·62 34·71 ± 0·71 31·23 ± 1·97 28·67 ± 0·87
Burst swimming speed (BL/s) 1·39 ± 0·20 1·20 ± 0·03 1·29 ± 0·05 0·95 ± 0·02
Circular track

Distance swum (cm) 333·70 ± 47·48 224·93 ± 40·66 338·40 ± 80·80 135·13 ± 15·22
Distance swum (BL) 13·78 ± 1·77 7·90 ± 1·53 14·10 ± 3·01 4·43 ± 6·48
Activity time (%) 86·67 ± 4·20 54·99 ± 9·18 88·80 ± 4·65 54·55 ± 6·67
Average swimming speed (cm/s) 6·28 ± 0·79 7·93 ± 1·39 6·40 ± 0·57 4·48 ± 0·65
Average swimming speed (BL/s) 0·26 ± 0·03 0·28 ± 0·05 0·27 ± 0·02 0·15 ± 0·02

BL, body length. Mean values ± SE are given.
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apnoea scores

 

Free apnoea scores (i.e. voluntary dive durations) were
similar between the two groups at the end of the experi-
ment (

 

F

 

1,13 

 

= 0·13; 

 

P

 

 = 0·73), but when threatened, the
aquatic-raised group remained underwater for an
average of  119% longer (see Fig. 2; 

 

F

 

1,13 

 

= 15·62;

 

P

 

 < 0·0017).

 

effect of a full stomach on 
locomotor performance

 

In both experiments involving recently-fed snakes,
prey mass did not differ significantly between the
aquatic and terrestrial groups (on average, 31% of
snake body mass; both 

 

P

 

 > 0·44). The presence of prey
in the stomach significantly decreased burst crawling
speed, and did so to a greater extent in the aquatic

group than in the terrestrial group (see Fig. 1 upper
panel). In contrast, having prey in the stomach
affected burst swimming speed more in the terrestrial
group than in the aquatic group (see Fig. 1 lower
panel). Lastly, having prey in the stomach strongly
reduced apnoea scores in both treatments. The effect
was greater in the aquatic group (71% reduction) than
the terrestrial group (42%), because all recently-fed
snakes showed similar, low durations of forced apnoea
whereas the duration of forced dives in unfed animals
was much greater in the aquatic than the terrestrial
animals (Repeated measures 

 

anova

 

; Wilks’

 

 

 

λ

 

  = 0·43;
P < 0·007; interaction F1,13 = 10·13; P < 0·007). Thus,
in this respect the advantages afforded by familiarity
with aquatic habitats were evident for unfed but not
fed snakes.

Discussion

The habitat in which a young tigersnake spent the first
few months of its life affected its locomotor abilities,
and did so to a surprising degree. A clear trade-off  was
apparent between locomotor abilities in the two
habitat types: improved swimming/diving abilities
entailed a decrease in terrestrial performances, and
vice versa. This pattern is consistent with the notion
that aquatic and terrestrial environments impose
different constraints on the optimal morpho-functional
attributes of locomotion (Jayne 1982, 1985), to the
extent that muscle structures that optimize swimming
in snakes differ from those that optimize terrestrial
movement (Jayne 1982). Hence, we would expect to see
trade-offs between these traits during ontogeny (Jayne
1982). Importantly, our animals were reared in two
discrete environments (aquatic or terrestrial) so no
compromise was offered. Most natural environments
provide a more variable situation, favouring a combi-
nation of crawling and swimming (as is the case in
Herdsman Lake). Presumably, such a situation favours
(and induces?) phenotypes that strike a balance that

Fig. 1. Effect of prior experience (being raised in aquatic vs

terrestrial environments) on locomotor performance in
young tigersnakes. Twenty young snakes were reared either in
aquatic (circles) or in terrestrial environments (squares).
After 5 months of treatment, the aquatic-reared snakes (white
circles) proved faster in burst swimming than their siblings
raised in a terrestrial environment (white squares) (top panel;
body lengths swam per s; F1,15 = 48·58; P < 0·0001). In contrast,
the latter snakes crawled more rapidly when tested on land
(lower panel; F1,13 = 7·82; P < 0·016). Having prey in the stomach
significantly decreased burst swimming speed by 15% in the
aquatic group (grey circles) vs 35% in the terrestrial group
(grey squares; Repeated measures anova; Wilks λ = 0·21;
P < 0·0001; interaction F1,15 = 9·71; P < 0·007); and crawling
speed by 10% the terrestrial group vs 38% in the aquatic
group (Wilks λ = 0·08; P = 0·0001; interaction F1,13 = 48·85;
P < 0·0001). Means speed values (in body length per second)
+ SEs are plotted.

Fig. 2. The effect of rearing environment (aquatic vs terrestrial)
on forced apnoea scores in young tigersnakes. Snakes that
had been raised in an aquatic environment (white bars) stayed
underwater for much longer than did their terrestrial-raised
siblings (black bars; F1,11 = 16·65; P < 0·0018).
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minimizes costs and maximizes benefits in both
environments. Nonetheless, such compromises may
be constrained because swimming and crawling in
snakes make conflicting demands on morphology
(Jayne 1985).

Our study suggests that phenotypic plasticity: (i) may
enhance organismal fitness by modifying mean
locomotor speeds in each environment (as previously
reported in other systems: e.g. Losos et al. 2000); and
(ii) also, can lower some costs associated with day-
to-day activities. The presence of a prey item in the
stomach impairs locomotion in snakes both in terrestrial
locomotion (Garland & Arnold 1983; Ford & Shut-
tlesworth 1986) and in aquatic locomotion (Shine &
Shetty 2001). In keeping with this conclusion, snakes
that contained freshly-ingested prey items in our study
were slower in terms of  crawling speed as well as
swimming speed. However, the degree of impairment
differed between treatment groups, suggesting that the
‘costs’ of a full stomach are manifested differently
depending upon the kind of environment that the
young animals had experienced prior to testing.

Flexibility of  this kind is likely to confer strong
fitness benefits to tigersnakes in nature. We do not
know whether locomotor speed affects survival or
growth rates in tigersnakes, although such a link has
been documented in a field study of  another snake
species (Jayne & Bennett 1990). There is massive
spatial and temporal heterogeneity of habitat types –
especially, the proportion of the local area that is
underwater – across much of the range occupied by
tigersnakes. On a spatial scale, the swampy habitats
occupied by this species consist of complex mosaics of
water and land; given the relatively small home ranges
of these animals (Shine 1979; X. Bonnet, unpublished
data), animals in adjacent home ranges may well differ
substantially in the proportion of their time spent
either on land or in the water. On a temporal scale, the
stochastic precipitation schedules characteristic of
many Australian habitats mean that a high proportion
of waterbodies are ephemeral, varying enormously in
the extent of inundation from one year to the next
(Flannery 2002). For example, Lake George near
Canberra in the southern highlands of New South
Wales has long been renowned for its high tigersnake
densities (e.g. Worrell 1972). Its area commonly varies
between 130 and 155 km2 in area but over the last 200
years the lake has been almost completely dry on six
occasions, sometimes for decades at a time (Department
of Land and Water Conservation NSW 1999). Thus, a
tigersnake born into such a population might encounter
either dry conditions or very wet ones. Genetically-based
adaptive processes cannot track such rapid, stochastic
fluctuations, but adaptive plasticity is ideally suited to
this challenge (Robinson & Dukas 1999). By facultatively
adjusting locomotor performance to the conditions
experienced during early life, each cohort of young
tigersnakes can be well-matched to the habitats that
they encounter.

In turn, plasticity in response to spatially and
temporally heterogeneous precipitation regimes may
have played a significant role in pre-adapting tigersnakes
or related taxa to invasion of the oceans. For example,
enhanced aquatic locomotor ability may have allowed
snakes to spend more time underwater, where selective
pressures associated with aquatic life could operate.
Simultaneously, the impaired terrestrial locomotor
performance of these animals may have forced them
towards more highly aquatic habits, essentially driving
a unidirectional progression of increasing dependence
on aquatic life. Under this scenario, phenotypic
plasticity induced by a specific habitat creates phenotypes
that function best in that habitat; and in turn, tends to
favour individuals that spend more of their time in that
habitat. This ‘ratchet’ mechanism could plausibly
accelerate the speed of an evolutionary transition to
aquatic life (by disadvantaging individuals that tended
to revert to more terrestrial [ancestral] habitats) and
might also make such a transition more likely. The
initial phases of  the transition from land to water
presumably occurred in coastal swamps, with some
populations exploiting the abundant food resources
available underwater in such habitats. By facilitating
aquatic locomotion during foraging bouts (and perhaps
for predator evasion also), adaptive plasticity of
locomotor traits provided an opportunity for selection
to operate on genetically-coded traits (i.e. genetic
assimilation – Pigliucci & Murren 2003; Pigliucci et al.

2006) and speed up evolution (Behera & Nanjundiah
1997, 2004) that may ultimately have enabled more
effective occupancy of oceanic habitats (Heatwole
1999; Shine & Shetty 2001; Shine et al. 2003).

We do not understand the proximate mechanisms
that underlie the plastic responses in locomotor
performances exhibited by juvenile tigersnakes, and
future work may allow a better understanding of the
potential physiological and morphological changes
involved (e.g. in muscle structure). Future work also
could investigate the time course of this response, and
the persistence and reversibility of these changes in
locomotor performances. Regardless of such issues,
plasticity in locomotor performance in response to
local conditions may well provide advantages in terms
of organismal fitness. Although it is impossible to
know if  ancestral proto-seasnakes displayed either
behavioural or morphological plasticity in locomotor
performance, the widespread occurrence of phenotypic
plasticity in living organisms lends credence to the
suggestion (Bell 1997; Pigliucci 2001). Because our
study organism is closely related to ancestral taxa that
gave rise to the hydrophiid sea-snakes, similar plasticity
may well have played an important role in pre-adapting
these animals to the invasion of a new habitat type that
posed novel locomotor challenges. Analogous work
on other taxa in similarly critical phylogenetic
positions should be feasible, and could help to answer
the more general question of whether adaptive plasticity
has influenced the rates or routes of major evolutionary
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radiations (Pigliucci & Murren 2003; West-Eberhard
2003).
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