Differences in Nile crocodile subpopulations in regards to captive care

Depending on who you talk to in the world of crocodilians you will get a variety of opinions on the various ‘subspecies’ of Nile crocodiles that are sometimes seen in the live animal trade. The question is do any of these proposed divisions have merit and does it matter to the private keeper or zoological institution? At any time various animals are offered from one point of origin or another. Some claiming to be real ‘monsters’ or ‘man-eaters’ I suppose to heighten the macho image for those looking to stroke the ego with a true Titan. Depending on who is posting the add these ‘monsters’ may come from East Africa, West Africa, or South Africa. 

The general sentiment is that the animals from West Africa attain a smaller adult size and are distinct from other Nile crocodiles. The subspecies name C. n. chamses has been suggested for animals from this locality. Recent work on the genetics of the animal adds credence to the division not only as a subspecies but perhaps a fully distinct species.  But lets not make this paper a scientific treatise on the proper divisions of Nile crocodile taxonomy. What really matters from this articles perspective is whether the alleged origin matters to the purchaser of a Nile crocodile. 

The primary concern when keeping any crocodilian is housing the adult animal. If then some reliable information could be gleaned from the knowledge of a particular group of Nile crocodiles as opposed to another proper management choices could be made well in advance. If in fact West African Niles attain smaller adult sizes than say those from East Africa enclosures can be tailored to animals in the 8-10ft range rather than animals in the 12-16ft range. This can save considerable space and expense. But all this is hypothetical. The truth of most available Nile crocodiles available from breeders is that they are most often a hodgepodge of genetics due to the fact the vast majority of keepers put all their Nile crocodiles into communal type enclosures. Very few segregate animals based on origin simply because, in most cases, the origin is unknown. In cases where origin is known a few keepers do segregate the animals but these scenarios are few and far between. 

All data seems to generally point to the fact that Nile crocodiles from areas with extended cold or periods of harsh conditions remain smaller than they would be if they lived in other more optimum environments. One must be careful not to extrapolate ideas about genetic ‘dwarfism’ from such populations when it may simply be a case of environmental conditions causing the ‘runting’ of a population. South African Nile crocodiles are thought to remain smaller than their northern counterparts due to this fact. The same can be said for Nile crocodiles present in Madagascar and the Sahara desert. Now it’s very possible through the actions of evolution that these populations will end up as separate species(or already are) but we must be careful and skeptical of claims make by individuals looking to profit from such claims before the evidence has been carefully weighed and examined.

At the end of the day all Nile crocodiles get big, very big and a well prepared keeper will understand the keeping of these large saurians requires a large responsibility.
