
Zoology and Ecology, 2020, Volume 30, Number 1
Print ISSN: 2165-8005  

Online ISSN: 2165-8013https://doi.org/10.35513/21658005.2020.1.6

A rare case of saurophagy by Scolopendra cingulata 
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Abstract. Centipedes feed mainly on insects and other invertebrates. However, they may occasion-
ally enhance their diet with small vertebrates. Lizard consumption by centipedes is rather rare. Here, 
we report an incident of saurophagy by the most common Mediterranean scolopendrid, Scolopendra 
cingulata, on the Aegean wall lizard, Podarcis erhardii. Island particularities may trigger such 
behaviours that could be more frequent than previously thought.Keywords:  
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Introduction

Scolopendromorpha is an order of predatory chilopods 
that occur in most parts of the world, with the exception 
of Antarctica (Bonato and Zapparoli 2011). They mainly 
feed on other arthropods and laboratory observations 
have shown a wide spectrum of prey organisms: earth-
worms, snails, spiders, cockroaches, locusts, beetle and 
fly larvae, wasps, bees and many other insects (Lewis 
1981; Voigtländer 2011). Lewis (1966) examined the 
gut content of 37 Scolopendra morsitans from Khar-
toum, Sudan, and found numerous fragments of arthro-
pods, such as spiders, mites, centipedes, flies, beetles, 
termites and ants. Iorio (2006) observed two cases of 
predation on the scorpion Euscorpius flavicaudis by 
Scolopendra cingulata in the forests of the Bouches-
du-Rhône, in France.
However, large scolopendromorphs have also been 
frequently reported to prey on small vertebrates (Mc-
Cormick and Polis 1982). In Asia and, most notably, 
the Americas, their diet may include rats (Clark 1979), 
bats (Molinari et al. 2005; Srbek-Araujo et al. 2012; 
Noronha et al. 2015; Lindley et al. 2017), toads (Carpen-
ter and Gillingham 1984), tree frogs (Forti et al. 2007; 
Folly et al. 2019) and even snakes (Easterla 1975; Mirza 
and Ahmed 2009; Chiacchio et al. 2017). Saurophagy 
(Greek: σαύρα, savra, “lizard” and φαγία, phagia, “to 
eat what the first part denotes”), lizard consumption, is 
an atypical feeding behaviour among centipedes. Large, 
mainly tropical, species may occasionally include liz-
ards in their diet (Lewis 1981; Moura et al. 2015). The 
rarity of such observations, compared to the consump-

tion of mammals or amphibians, could be attributed to 
the hard saurian scales that are tough to penetrate. In 
Europe, saurophagy by a centipede has, to the best of 
our knowledge, been reported just once (Zimić and Jelić 
2014). Here, we report a case of a Podarcis erhardii 
lizard (Reptilia: Squamata: Lacertidae) being consumed 
by the most common Mediterranean scolopendrid, 
Scolopendra cingulata (Chilopoda: Scolopendromor-
pha: Scolopendridae), on Andros Island (Aegean Sea, 
Greece) (Figure 1).
Podarcis erhardii, the Aegean wall lizard, is a small 
diurnal lacertid, endemic to the Balkans (Valakos et al. 
1999). In Greece, its range covers most of the mainland 
and the Aegean Islands, excluding Crete and parts of 
the Peloponnese (Valakos et al. 2008). In the Archi-
pelago, it is the most common lacertid lizard species 
(Lymberakis et al. 2018). It is mainly an insectivorous 
species, feeding primarily on coleopterans, orthop-
terans and arachnids, but expands its diet during the 
summer months to include ants and fruits (Valakos et 
al. 1997; Adamopoulou et al. 1999; Brock et al. 2014). 
Scolopendra cingulata has a widespread distribution 
that includes northern Africa, western Asia, central and 
south-eastern Europe and many Mediterranean islands 
(excluding Sardinia, Corsica and the Balearic Islands) 
(Simaiakis and Mylonas 2008). In Greece, the species 
occurs throughout the mainland and on most islands, 
with the exception of Crete and its satellite islands 
(Simaiakis et al. 2005). The species is carnivorous and 
typically feeds on insects, worms, spiders and scorpions, 
but occasionally may enhance its diet with vertebrate 
prey, such as small mice (Lewis 1981). Filial cannibal-
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ism has been recently reported (Cabanillas et al. 2019). 
The Mediterranean banded centipede seizes its prey with 
its claws and secrets its venom that causes paralysis or 
death through its forcipules (Lewis 1981).

Materials and methods / Results

On June 6th, 2019, the authors conducted fieldwork at 
37.76867° N and 24.97687° E, in the southern part of 
Andros Island. The landscape in the area consists of 
phrygana shrubs, punctuated by a dense network of 
dry stone walls. Around noon, we noticed the tail and 
rear part of an adult Aegean wall lizard protruding from 
a crevice at the base of a dry stone wall (Figure 2a). 
When we attempted to grab the base of the tail and pull 
the lizard out, we realised that the latter was actually 
dead, held tightly inside the crevice by a S. cingulata. 
The centipede revealed itself when we dragged the 
lizard out, refusing to abandon its prey (Figure  2b). 
Scolopendrids are predators and feed on live animals, 
but scavenging has been recorded as well (Lewis 1981; 
Voigtländer 2011). In our case, we believe S. cingulata 
actively preyed on P. erhardii. The scales of the lizard 
had the glossy appearance of those of a live animal and 

the general condition of the specimen was quite good, 
so we presumed it was a fresh kill.

Discussion

This is only the second report of a lizard being predated 
upon by S. cingulata. The first one (Zimić and Jelić 
2014) refers to the active predation of a sharp-snouted 
rock lizard (Dalmatolacerta oxycephala), a lacertid 
lizard of similar size to P. erhardii, in the Dalmatian 
island of Korčula (Croatia). Our report further supports 
the notion that S. cingulata includes lizards in its diet. 
As scolopendrids are generally nocturnal predators, 
whereas most lizards are active during the day, interac-
tions between these two groups are seldom documented 
(Moura 2015). However, such interactions may not be 
all that rare, considering most centipedes are adapted 
to life under the surface (Clark 1979) and may often 
encounter hiding lizards, particularly during the night, 
when they are most active and lizards seek shelter.
Interestingly, both reports of saurophagy by S. cingulata 
derive from islands (Zimić and Jelić 2014 and this note). 
Island life comes with many adaptations to the particulari-
ties of insularity (MacArthur and Wilson 1967; Losos and 

Figure 1. Andros Island in the central Aegean Archipelago, Greece. The black square in the map on the right denotes the exact 
location where the incident of saurophagy was recorded.
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Ricklefs 2009). Animal populations on Mediterranean 
islands tend to alter their feeding ecology (Pafilis et al. 
2019 and references therein), but also their size. This is 
the case for S. cingulata, for which intraspecific variation 
in body length is high in the Aegean Islands, with many 
individuals being gigantic (Simaiakis et al. 2011). As a 
result, roles may change in insular biocommunities and the 
typical predators (lizards) may instead become food for 
their invertebrate prey. On Columbretes Islands (Spain), 
scorpions have been observed to prey upon the Iberian 
wall lizard (Podarcis hispanicus) (Castilla 1995), while 
the Mediterranean black widow spider is known to kill and 
consume the Dalmatian wall lizard (Podarcis melisellen-
sis) on Krk Island in Croatia (Schwammer and Baurecht 
1988). Such accounts provide valuable insights on the 
predator-prey relationships between Mediterranean rep-
tiles and invertebrates, while improving our understanding 
of the position they occupy in insular food webs.
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Figure 2. (a). Podarcis erhardii lizard protruding from a crevice in the ground, held tightly by the scolopendrid species 
Scolopendra cingulata. (b) Scolopendra cingulata revealed itself when the lizard was dragged out, refusing to abandon its 
prey. (Photos by A. Deimezis-Tsikoutas).
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