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PREDATION OF LITTLE PENGUIN EGGS BY
KING'S SKINKS ON PENGUIN ISLAND, WESTERN AUSTRALIA

CATI{ERINE E.  MEATHREI-  and NICI} iOLAS I .  KLOMP

Bioloqical  Sciences.  Murdoch LJnivcrs i ly .  Weslef  Austra l i l  6150
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Egg oss of Lit t le Penguins by King's Skink predation on penguin lsland, Weslern Austral ia, is
reporled over two avian bteeding seasons. Predation may depress the reproduclive success of
pengurns at thrs colony.

INTRODUCTION

King s Skink Egarniu kingii is ctnc of the largcst
(200 g)  Aus t ra l ian  mcnbers  o f  thc  fami ly  Sc in -
c id  c  (Sk)n  e /  ?1 .  l98 l ) .  A l though v icwcc l  as
unusua l  rcp t i l cs  bccausc  o f  the i r  v iv ipar i t v  and
csscr ' r t ia l l y  hcrb ivorous  d ie t .  lhcy  havc  bccn l i t t l c
stutl ictl in thc l lcld (Srvanson 197(r). Arena
( l9 i l6 ) .  who cxanr incd  thc  gcncra l  eco logy  o f
K ing  s  Sk inks  on  Pensu in  Is l i ind .  Wcstern  Aus t -
ra l ia .  suggestcc l  tha t  t l r c  popu la t ion  dens i t i cs  o l '
th is  spec ies  were  grc t tc r  on  Pengu in  Is lanc l  th rn
or1  thc  ncar t ) , -  ma in land.  lnd  avcraged approx i -
rna te- lv  100 sk inks  per  hccrar -c .  r ' [  1  200 adu l t
sk inks  on  the-  cn t i rc  i s lanc l .

Though csscnt ia l l v  l rc rb ivorous .  K ing  s  Sk inks
h i tvc  a  v l r i cc i  c l ie t  o f  p lan ts  a r rd  i r rsec ts  and.
rcpor tc ( l l v .  t l t c )  l t rc  thc  consumcls  o f  seab i rd
cggs  (Swanson 1976) .  Rcpt i l cs  may take  a  w ide
raosc  o l  csgs  and ch icks  o f  b i rds  (Vcs t jens  1977:
Kop iur  rnc l  Yonr -Tor .  l9 f i2 ) .  wh ich  urc  excc l l cn t

sourccs ol protein that ciln supplcnrcnt a low
ritrogen diet. C)n thc islands ()1l south-wcstcrn
Aust ra l ia ,  K ing 's  Sk inks  ha t ,c  bccn i rnp l i ca tcd  as
the prcdrtors of sontc scabird eggs. Woollcr and
Dunkrp  (1990)  cxc luc lcd  rep t i l cs  f lom a  lenced
0.2  ha  a lca  o f  ( la rnac  Is lan t l  anc l  I i )un( l  l l t r t  S i l vc r
Citrl l  Lrtrus rnt,tcltctlkutdiuc cgg krss uas rcduced
from 60 pcr ccnt to 20 pcr ccnt. trut t l i t l  not clcarly
r i c l inca tc  whether  K ing 's  Sk inks  or  

' l - igc r  
Snakes

Notc<his scututus rvctc ltrcving upon thc cggs.

Pcr rgr r in  Is lanc l  i s  an  in lpor tan t  ncs t ing  arc r  t i ) r
co lon ia l  scab i rds  in  south-wcs tc rn  Aus l ra l ia .
Tltc two most abundant spccics. Silver GrLlls ancl
l-itt lc Pcnguins Eudt'ptulu nrlrror, both havc
Irrotractecl breecling scasons of eight ancl six
months  rcspcc t ivc ly  (Woo l lc r  and Dun lop  1979;
K lomp l t )87) .  rcsu l t in -q  in  a  near lv  cons tan l  sourcc
o l  c lcs  fo r  K ing 's  Sk ink 's  consunpt ion .  Th is
paper  rcpor ts  egg loss  o f  I - i t t le  Pcngu ins  c lu r in t
thc  b rccc l ing  scnsor rs  o [  19 l l ( r  and l9 l ]8 .
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METHODS

T h c  b r c c d i n g  c c o l o g l '  o f  L i t t l c  P c n g u i n s
was invcstigatcd on Pcnguin Island. Western
Aust ra l ia  (32 ' l l t 'S .  I  l -5 '42 'E)  f rom March
to L)cccmber in both 1986 ancl 1988. Repm-
clrrctivc pcrtirrmancc \\ 'as nronitorcd u'cckly in i l{)
natural burrows und 55 artif lcial nestboxcs Llncl
obscrvations u'cle rrade of egg loss and ptotrablc
ciltLSc.

Eggs destroycd b,v predution *crc casily recog-
n ized.  T .vp ica l l l .  eggs  ex ten  bv  gu l l s  wcrc
puncturcd  w i th  thc  b i l l  a t  t l l c  la rger  po lc .  whcrcas
eggs clcstrol 'cd iry skinks hacl cithcr two opllosing
ho lcs  l long  thc  cgg s  cquator  o r  c rushed shc l l s .
Sk inks  vcrc  obscrvcd  to  opc l l  cggs  by  push ing
thc  egg rga ins t  a  so l id  ob jcc t .  such as  a  shru l )
irolc or the sirlc of a ncstbox. t l lcrcbv crcating
two o1rposint holcs.

RESULTS

Dur ing  1986.  7 l  (16 'X , )  o f  198 l - i t t le  Pcngu in
cggs  la id  c l i c l  no l  h r tch  ( i . c .  wcrc  in fc r t i le ,  ro t tc r t .
cracked or i l isappcarcd). Of thcsc 71 cggs .1,1
(62'X, ) \!crc dcsertcd attd subscquentl!
cl isappcared lrs did a small number (39')1, ol 25)
o l  ch icks  less  than two $ 'ccks  o lc l .  I t  rvas  thought
tha t  thcse  losscs  wcrc  thc  resu l t  o f  p rcdat ion  bv
s k i n k s .

In 198fi. . l- l ( l(r"1, ) of 96 cggs laid b.v pcnguins
d id  r ro t  h r tch .  In  15  cascs  (34 ' l i ) .  cggs  had
rupparcn t lv  la l l cn  p re .v  to  K ing 's  Sk inks  as
cvitlcncccl bv doubl,v holccl or crushcd shclls in
r u 5 t h ( , \ c \  . r l ) J  t r i i l u r i r l  n t : t .  O n ' i x , , t r ' ; r s i r ' t t s .
King s Skinks wcre obscrvccl consunrinll cggs In
thc  ar t i f i c ia l  r l cs ts .

DISCUSSION

Colon ia l i t v  in  sc rb i rds  i s  thought  to  have
cvolvcti par:t iall l  as arr anti-prctl ittor dcfcncc
hccausc  o f  thc  p ro tec t ion  a f fo rded by  nur rbcrs
( l -ack  l95 l ) .  Horvcver .  co lon ia l  ncs l ing  b i rc ls
offer l densc. plcclictalt lc footl sourcc to cxisting
prcdators .  Dur in -e  1986 and 1988.  t l r c  pengu in
cggs and chicks that disappearcil r l 'crc probably
p lcycd  upor t  b1"  K ing 's  Sk inks  as  no  o ther  g round
prcdator  i s  p reseDt  on  Pcngu in  Is land.

K lornp  (  l9E7)  docLrmeoted tha t  a  la rgc  numbcr
of'natural ncst-sitcs tLsctl b1' penguitts ltrc located
in  thc  human se t t lenrcn t  a rca  o f  thc  i s land 's
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t o m b o l a .  I l e r l r .  n e s t s  f o I  p c n g u i n s  a r e  i n
and undcr  mcta l  s t ruc tu rcs .  such as  roo f -
s h c c t i n g .  v c h i c l c  c t r a s s i s .  c t c .  I h c s e  m e t a l
s t ruc tu res ,  and the  tops  o f  a l t i l i c ia l  ncs tboxcs .
are also tlrc primc baskirrg sitcs for King's
Sk inks .  as  no  Ia rgc .  na tura l .  [a l l l :n  vcgc ta-
t ion  is  p resent  on  t l rc  i s land.  N igh t  tcmpcra-
tu rcs  a rc  o f ten  warm cnough fo r  sk inks  to
bc activc. antl this was \\ 'Jrcn thc-\, rray prcy
upon tcrnporali ly abanclonccl pcnguin cggs/chicks
whosc  pr rcn ts  n re  ou ts ic lc  nes ts  d isP lav i t lg .
cour t ing .  e tc .

I i  K ing 's  Sk inks  scavcngc t l  on lv  dcscr lcd
c g g s .  r a t h e r  t h ; r n  r c t i v c l !  k i l l i n g  p e n g u i n
cggs .  thc i r  c f l cc ts  upon thc  rcproduc t ion  o l
pengu ins  rvou l t l  bc  ncg l ig ib lc .  Howcvcr .  d i rcc t
otrscrvations dtrring 191.i,3 of cggs bcing takerr
f rom i l c t i vc  nes ts  ( i . c . .  p r ren ts  ln  a t l cndancc
after cgg loss) suggcsts that thc skinks mav
i )c  t ruc  p rcdators .  Deta i l cd  Icp t i l i an  gu t  and
f a c c a l  s t u t l i c s  w o u l d  b c  n c c a l c d  t o  a s s c  s s
fi l l lv thc pr(]dator-prcv intcl. l lctions l]etwccn
King 's  Sk inks  and I - i t t l c  Pcngu ins  on  PcngLr in
ls lan t l .  Snra l l  co lon ics .  such as  thc  onc  o l  c .
250 pairs undcr stucl!. anil isolrrtcci b-v' I 500
knr  f ron  thc  l carcs t  la rgc  pcngu in  co lony .
may bc  par t i cu l i i r l v  vu lncrab lc  to  cg l l  p rc -
da t io  n .
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