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Eastern Blue-tongue d Skinks,
Tiligua scincoides scincoides
feeding on fruits of the Red Leaf Fig Tree,
Ficus congesta

Grant S. Turner
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Abstract

Faecal samples from three Eastern Blue -tongue d Skinks,Tiligua scincoides scincoides ,

from north Queensl andds Wet Tropics region consi
Leaf Fig Tree, Ficus congesta , adding to the broad range of food items consumed by

this omnivorous skink. Time -lapse photography over atwo  -month period showed that

a particular F. congesta tree was visited repeatedly when in fruit by six individual

skinks, which consumed fallen fruit , as well as fruit attached to the stems and

racemes.
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Introduction

The Eastern Blutongued Skink,Tiliqua scincoides relatively open, earhstage, regenerating rainforest
scincoidesis a large (ave. SVL 300 mm), terrestrial,with a grassy understy bordered by stands of
omnivorous, livebearing lizard found in all three sugar cane and Guinea Grasdjegathyrsus
eastern states of mainland Australia as well asmaximus Mature F. congestavere uncommon on
parts of southeastern South  Australia, the slope and it was the onkjicusspecies present.
encompassing a broad latitudinal range that The particularF. congestatree featured in this
extends from Melbourne to thdip of Cape York work (hereafter referred to as the sourtee) was
Peninsula (Cogger 2014). While the species occur8.5 m in height and had two main stems (approx.
AY Y2NIK vdzSSyatlyRQa 02 %id 0.2 N Idantkter atlgfogng Bvel) (ividtis
Cassowary Coast, it does not occur in the dominantthe larger stem bifurcating 0.6 m above the
rainforest habitat there, but has established itself ground. Below this height were numerous
in agricultural areas (personal obsereeat). peduncles, as well as racemes emanating from the
In this work, | record fruits of the Red Leaf Fig Tree,l2rger stem, sora of which extended up to 0.7 m
Ficus congesteas a dietary item of. s. scincoides &/ong the ground. These structures periodically
from the Wet Tropics region and also describe the Produced fruits that were readily accessible to
feeding habits and visitation patterns to the source @ LAY 1 a® C2NJ aAYLX AOAle> L

tree. though technically they are structures called
_ _ scyonia, which are inftescences (essentially
Site details & m ethods modified, fleshy stems; Flaishmagt al. 2008).

Observaions were made on a sugar cane property Plant identifications were made using Cooper
near the town of Silkkwood (£@ p Q{ $n n @@ ¢sCooper (2004) and the Australian Tropical
approx. 120 km south of Cairns. The habitat was aRainforest Plants (2010) website.

steep northwest facing slope consisting of

Turner: Blue-tongue d Skinks eating figs 78


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

\ North Queensland Naturalist 49 (2019)

Three T. s. scincoidesvere located incidentally QObservation s

during 201718 and retained briefly (< 24 hrs) for , )

examination before being released at the point of Skink size and faecal samples

capture. During this time, skinks were examined, Measurements of the skinks indicate that they
measured and photographed. Mass was measuredwere all sexually mature adultygble 1 see Shea
to the nearest 10 g using a 1 kg spring balance1992). Faecal samples from the thre€. s.

Faecal samples were aaited, examined with a scincoideswere all similar in appearance being
hand lens while wet, and then dried. dark brown to black, and consisted exclusively of

compactedF. congestdruits, most of which had a
oft rind, and though partially digested, were
argely intact. Seeds were very numerous and
clearly visible both within the compacted fruits and
also between compacted fruits in all samples. The
latter were presumably derived from digested
fruits or perhaps the ingestioof fruit portions. No
other items were found in the faecal samples. The
blackened appearance of the rind and flesh of the
fruits within faecal samples appeared almost
identical to the decayed fruits that had
accumulated around the base of the tree.

The source tree was photographed using time
lapse sequences made on 39 days during dayligh
hours from approx. 6:30 am to 5:30 pm (EST) from
the start of October through to the rel of
November 2018. A Maginon Vision camera was
mounted on a tripod 1.2 m above ground and set
on timelapse so that a photograph was taken
every minute to record the visitation of skinks to
the sourceF. congestatree. The frame of each
photograph captued an area of ground approx.
3 n? where most fruit fell and included the two
main stems of the tree; the area at the far side of
the tree was mostly out of view. Feeding was Time-lapse sequences

deemed to have occurred if either a fig was in the A total of 52 visits by s. scincoide® the source
alAylQa Y2 dzu KibitedMypicalipte ora trke/ Were Sdedtded over the 39 days. No s.
post-feeding postures (i.e., jaws agape with tongue scincoidesactivity was recorded before 6:30 am,
extruded, swallowing with head and snout held and only one occurrence after 3 pm. Almost all
upwards with mouth slightly agape and tongue recorded activity occurred between 10 am and
extruded). Individual skinks were assigned a 3 pm (n = 31; 79%). The earliest visit to the tree
number and in most cases were easily identifiy  was at 8:53 am and this was one of only seven
a combination of banding patterns (i.e., number of recordings before 10 am (18%). Six individual adult
bands, bifurcation of bands, and cavities within T. s. scincoidesere recorded Visiting the tree.
bands) and dorsal ground colouration (either grey

or yellow).

Table 1. The morphological details of three Eastern Blaegued SkinkTiliqua s. scincoideghe
composition of faecal samples, the fruiting state of the probable source Red Leaf Fig Himes
congesta and the distance each skink was located from the tree.

Abbreviations of measurements are as follows: SVL = snout to vent length, TL = tail length, HL = he
length (from the tip of the snout to the posterior edge of the interparietal sedédag the midline) and
HW = head width (at the widest point). Length measurements (SVL, TL, HL and HW) are all in millit
(mm) and mass in grams (g).

Skink Measurements of
Date number T.s. scincoides Faecal composition Red Leaf Fig Trg&ource)
I SVL 333, TL 202, At least 12 partially digested o
714117 #  HL56.5 HW46.9, but mostly intactF. congesta o fruits: decayed through
. to immature; skink 10 m away
Mass 690 fruits & numerous seeds.
| SVL 282, TL 160, Atleast9 partially digested o
10/4/18  #4  HL 39.9, HW 36,5,  but mostly intactF. congesta My fruits: decayed through
. to immature; skink 35 m away
Mass405 fruits & numerous seeds.
| SVL 315, TL 210, 10 partially digested but Decaving & immature fruits
9/9/18 #6 HL 52.4, HW 42.1,  mostly intactF. congesta onl '};kigk 50 m awa
Mass 470 fruits & numerous seeds. Y y
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All six skinks were recorded feeding multiple times
(Table 2. Visits to the tree were generally of two
1AYRAY 030 HKIPNB a2ad1 Aoy &
fSaa Ay 2yS RANBOGAZ2Y |
doubled back and/or crossed over theiath (at
least oncejFig. J. Both types of visits (in nearly all
instances) involved skinks actively foraging as
photos show their snouts probing the ground.
A loop typically involved a skink circling the base of
the tree (n = 16; 73%). Not surprisingbignifi
cantly more time was spent completing a loop
rather than a pasdy { = 5.94, df 27P < 0.0001),
with the average amount of time spent completing
each being 11.9 min (5 to 29 min; n = 22) and
3.9 min (1 to 12 mins; n = 30), respectively. Feedin
was recorded on both types of visits. On overcas
or rainy days (n = 7), no visits by skinks wer:
recorded, and there were no sightings of active
skinks on such days. Towards the end of the
observation period (November), a protracted dry
spell meant that,despite good weather foil. s.
scincoidesactivity, fruit fall was negligible and the
only fruits on the tree were small, green and
unripened. This coincided with reduced visitation
by T. s. scincoideswith only two of the six
individuals recorded makingsits, and no visits by

Figure 1 Examples of three paths made by three
individual Eastern Blugongued SkinksTiliqua

s. scincoideson visits to the Red Leaf Fig Tree,
Ficus congestairee as viewed from above.

The crosshatched areas are the two main stems
of the tree, the lines trailing off to the top left are
above gound roots and the thin lines emanating
from the thicker stem are racemes (only some are
drawn). Tracks 1 and 3 are loops while track 2 is
passby (see text). Question marks indicate regior
on the far side of the tree where skinks were
temporarily out d view.

skinks on six of these days despite other sightingsoPectacled Flyinfpxes Pteropus conspicillatiis

indicating they were active.

Skinks approached the tree from various
directions, generally with the head down probing

2N WAy@SauAaardiayaqQ GKS
foraged beneath the racemes located low on the
main stem Fig. 2).The ground around the base of
the tree had accumulated rotting fruits, often

accompanied by the chewed remains of fruits left

by Fawnrfooted Melomys Klelomys cervinipgs

Table 2. The frequency of visits and of feeding
by individual Eastern Blu¢ongued Skinks,
Tiliqua s. scincoidest the Red Leaf Fig Tree,
Ficus congesta

Skink  No. of visits No. of times feeding
number (no. of days) was recorded

#1 11 (10) 9

#2 13 (13) 16

#3 9(9) 6

#4 4 (4) 3

#5 3(3) 5

#6 12 (7) 8
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and Doubleeyed FigParrots  Cyclopsitta
diophthalma macleayana Skinks fed on fallen
fruit, consisting of both ripe (yellow) and decaying

i R 6 e SHhE T bach L1V

and main stem of the treeF{g. 3). Furtherit was
noted that no small, hard green fruits were
consumed. On six occasions, skinks were recorded
climbing part way up the stem, some with their
head and body leaning vertically against it,
attempting to access figs growirfggherup (Fig.

4); in all thes instances there werfew or no ripe
figs on the ground and none on the more
accessible racemes. With one exception, only one
skink was recorded at the tree at any one time. The
exception occurred when a second skink appeared
at the base of the tree wheanother was part way
up the main stem, resulting in a taminute
overlap, however, no interaction between them
was recorded. There were three instances when
different skinks visited the tree within 30 minutes
of another. The largest number of skinks toitvis
the tree during a single day was three (n = 4). Most
skinks visited the tree just once in a day (88%), but
two individuals visited the tree twice (n = 6).
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Figure 2 An Eastern Blugongued Skink;T. s. scincoide@t2) consuming a fiit attached
to a raceme sprouting from the base of the Red Leaf Fig Tré®)s congesta

Figure 3. An Eastern Bltengued SkinkT. s. scincoideg#2) consuming a ripe (yellow)
fruit that had recently fallen from the Red Leaf Fig Tréécus congesta
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