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ABSTRACT
Australian skinks of the genus Liopholis Fitzinger, 1843 are well known to most Australian herpetologists,

because they are widespread, large and common.

In Eastern Australia, most are referred to the species L. whitii Lacépéede, 1804, although numerous regional
forms have been formally described and named. Unfortunately the various papers naming these forms have
failed to either provide appropriate synonym lists for relevant taxa, suitable diagnostic features that separate
the putative taxa or both. The result being that no texts including the most recent treatises of the group
(Cogger 2014, or Wilson and Swan 2017) have properly defined or separated the various similar forms, in
that diagnostic characters purported to separate the various purported taxa simply do not. They invariably
rely on claims of colour variations which simply are not consistent or hold true, even within a single location.
Notwithstanding the preceding, molecular evidence (e.g. Chapple et al. 2008, Pyron et al. 2013) confirms that
several morphologically similar, yet valid species and subspecies are being confused with one another.

One of the more divergent forms within the complex from Tasmania remains undescribed and so it is formally
named as a subspecies of E. whitii according to the rules of the International Code of Zoological

Nomenclature (Ride et al. 1999) herein.

Hoser (1989) reported that L. whitii Lacépéde, 1804 often lives in groups consisting of 2-3 individuals,
sometimes sharing the same rock as a retreat. Contrary to this observation, this paper reports on an
unexpected case of cannibalism between two L. whitii complex skinks from near Kinglake in Victoria.

Keywords: Skink; Liopholis; whitii, montana; Victoria; Tasmania; Kinglake; Whittlesea; Humevale; Australia;

cannibalism; new subspecies; dannygoodwini.

INTRODUCTION

Australian skinks of the genus Liopholis Fitzinger, 1843 are well
known to most Australian herpetologists, because they are
widespread, large and common.

In Eastern Australia, most are referred to the species L. whitii
Lacépede, 1804, as done by Hoser (1989), although numerous
regional forms have been formally described and named (see
Cogger et al. 1983, Wells and Wellington 1985 and Donnellan et
al. 2002). Unfortunately the various papers naming these forms
have failed to either provide appropriate synonym lists for
relevant taxa, suitable diagnostic features that separate the
putative taxa or both. The result being that no texts including
the most recent treatises of the group (Cogger 2014, or Wilson
and Swan 2017) have properly defined or separated the various
similar forms, in that diagnostic characters purported to separate
the various purported taxa simply do not. They invariably rely on
claims of colour variations which simply are not consistent or
hold true even within a single location.

Notwithstanding the preceding, molecular evidence (e.g.
Chapple et al. 2008, Pyron et al. 2013) confirms that several
morphologically similar, yet valid species are being confused
with one another.

Hoser (1989) reported that L. whitii Lacépede, 1804 is often

found in groups of 2 or 3 individuals of different ages,
sometimes sharing the same rock as a retreat. The statement
was based on observations involving specimens at Cowan, New
South Wales in Kurringai Chase National Park (east of the north-
south railway line, near Jerusalem Bay) and also at Heathcote
National Park, at Waterfall, New South Wales, west of the north-
south railway line, to the west of Lake Toolooma.

In both locations skinks of ages ranging from juvenile to adult
were found on several occasions sharing a single large rock as
a refuge, or fleeing into a single rock crevice.

No observations of antagonistic behaviour between specimens
occurred.

One widely divergent form within the L. whitii species group is
also formally named within this paper as a new subspecies.
MATERIALS AND METHODS

As a licensed snake controller in Victoria, | attend locations to
remove venomous shakes perceived to be a risk to people or
pets. Opportunistic observations of wildlife are made and
exceptional cases recorded. This paper refers to one such
incident.

In the process of seeking to identify the relevant species
involved, it emerged that a divergent subspecies within the L.
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whitii species complex from Tasmania remained unnamed and
so it is formally described according to the rules of the
International Code of Zoological Nomenclature (Ride et al. 1999)
within this paper.

RESULTS

Contrary to the earlier observations of group social interaction
within the L. whitii species complex by myself, this paper reports
on an unexpected case of cannibalism between two L. whitii
complex skinks from near Kinglake in Victoria.

In September 2015, | was called to attend a site 250 metres
east of 655 Whittlesea-Kinglake Road, Humevale, on the
northern outskirts of Melbourne, Victoria, Australia. People
working for the phone company Telstra had seen a large
unidentified snake, most likely a Copperhead Austrelaps
superbus (Gunther, 1858), in the area they were working in and
had called me to come and remove it.

The site was within a roadside reservation between the main
bitumen road and fenced farm paddocks to the north. A search
for the snake failed to locate it, which was not surprising as it
turned out that the workmen had seen it some days prior.

The delay in myself attending the site was due to a delay in the
Telstra line of communication and not through any delays at my
end. In fact | attended the site immediately when called to on
the basis | was told that the snake was present, not moving and
waiting to be caught! However as part of the checking process a
number of small to medium sized rocks were lifted to see if any
snakes were hiding under them.

From underneath two separate rocks in faily close proximity
were recovered two L. whitii complex skinks of similar
appearance, one clearly being young born the previous summer
and the other an unsexed adult.

They were presumably one or other of L. whitii, L. coplandi
Wells and Wellington, 1985, L. montana (Donnellan, Hutchinson,
Dempsey and Osborne, 2002) or potentially even an
undescribed species, based on capture location.

Both were placed in a large plastic tub immediately after capture
for the purpose of being photographed and released. Within a
few minutes | opened the container to throw in a centipede to be
retained and fed to frogs we use in Australia’s only hands on
reptile shows and at the same time saw the end of the tail of the
younger lizard protruding from the mouth of the adult lizard as it
continued to eat it.

| grabbed the larger lizard and it regurgitated the smaller one.

A photo of the larger lizard appears on the cover of this issue
(issue 38) of Australasian Journal of Herpetology.

DISCUSSION

While it could be speculated that the presence of two lizards in
the confined space of a plastic container was the sole cause of
the cannibalistic behaviour by the larger lizard, | doubt this to be
the case. The only obvious variable | could see would be that
there was a greater chance of the young lizard being caught and
eaten in the confines of a plastic tub, as opposed to in the wild
outside of the tub.

That the two lizards occupied separate rocks in close proximity
when found, also leads one to assume that for the smaller lizard
at least, it had chosen to hide away from a larger lizard likely to
eat it.

Noting that the placing of a wild lizard into a plastic tub is
stressful for it, it is slightly surprising that in the face of this
stress, it still chose to eat the smaller lizard. Again this implies
that the attack was normal for the individual of the species and
not an aberrant act of cannibalism.

Because multiple individuals of varying age of this species group
have been found in proximity without apparent incident around
Sydney, New South Wales, cannibalism may not be common
practice in the L. whitii complex in some areas and yet occurring
elsewhere.

Based on molecular evidence, the central Victorian populations
of E. whitii are also believed to be a divergent clade to those
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from Sydney, New South Wales and so this may in part also
explain the seemingly different behaviour observed.

If a herpetologist could access sufficient numbers of specimens
from various locations and get ethics approvals from wildlife
authorities, it would be an interesting study indeed to see what
causes acts of cannibalism in L. whitii complex species and if
this behaviour is the same between populations and clades.
Furthermore, while there have been a number of taxonomic
studies and summaries of the L. whitii complex species
including Cogger et al. (1983), Chapple and Scott Keogh (2004),
Chapple et al. (2005, 2008), Donnellan et al. (2002), Gardner et
al. (2008), Storr (1968) and Wells and Wellington (1984, 1985)
the taxonomy of the complex is far from resolved and certain
due to a lack of sampling from nay localities relevant species
occur. Due to the relative abundance of the species involved, a
revisiting of the taxonomy of the group, based on both molecular
and morphological evidence should be a priority.
Notwithstanding the preceding comments, the Tasmanian
population of L. whitii is significantly divergent from the typical
form from kangaroo Island, South Australia, or those described
and named from New South Wales, including forms in Victoria
related to the nominate types from South Australia or New South
Wales.

It is therefore formally described herein as a new subspecies, L.
dannygoodwini sp. nov..

LIOPHOLIS DANNYGOODWINI SUBSP. NOV.

Holotype: A preserved specimen at the Australian Museum in
Sydney, New South Wales, Australia, specimen number:
R.88446 collected 11.3 km East of Campbell Town, via Road,
Tasmania, Australia, Latitude -41.95 S., Longitude 147.62 E.
The Australian Museum in Sydney allows access to its holdings.
Paratype: A preserved specimen at the Australian Museum in
Sydney, New South Wales, Australia, specimen number:
R.66604, collected at Freycinet Peninsula, Tasmania, Australia,
Latitude -42.20 S., Longitude 148.316 E.

Diagnosis: Liopholis dannygoodwini subsp. nov. is similar in
most respects to the described species L. whitii (Lacépéde,
1804), L. compressicaudus (Quoy and Giamard, 1824), L.
coplandi Wells and Wellington, 1985, L. montana Donnellan et
al. (2002), L. messeli Wells and Wellington, 1985 and L.
multiscutatus (Mitchell and Behrndt, 1949), some of the
preceding of which may be conspecific.

L. dannygoodwini subsp. nov. is however readily separated from
all the above species by the presence of ivory white labials
under the eye and posterior to it, with thick black etching around
each white blotch, usually numbering three large irregular-
shaped white blotches, combined with significant reddening
towards the end of the original tail, as well as a dorsal pattern
including a series of longitudinal markings incorporating brown
and grey dorsolinear stripes, black zones and numerous whitish
or cream spots arranged in a linear manner on the dorsum and
upper flanks. There are no specimens or morphs of this species
that have the so-called plain back, being a uniform brown or
grey in colour as seen in the other species.

While the other species commonly have white upper labials, the
distinctive thick dark black etching of the rear ones is not seen
as in L. dannygoodwini subsp. nov..

The Tasmanian subspecies L. dannygoodwini subsp. nov.
reaches a snout-vent length in adults of 85 mm, versus 95 mm
in most of the other species.

Distribution: Most of Tasmania, except for the far south,
including immediately adjacent offshore islands to the north and
east and invariably found in or near rocky situations, although
like most other reptiles will happily seek out and live in human
rubbish such as sheets of tin.

Etymology: Named in honour of Danny Goodwin of Inverloch,
Victoria, Australia, formerly of Tasmania, Australia and Worri
Yallock, Victoria, Australia in recognition of his services to
herpetology over some decades.
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