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SHORT COMMUNICATION

The gecko’s last dance: Aegaeobuthus gibbosus (Brullé, 1832) (Scorpiones: Buthidae) prey on
Mediodactylus kotschyi (Steindacher, 1870) (Squamata: Gekkonidae) in Greece

Freideriki Karavatsou', Apostolos Christopoulosl, Aris Deimezis-Tsikoutas', Evdokia Beleri' and

Panayiotis Pafilis' 2;

'Section of Zoology and Marine Biology, Department of Biology, National and Kapodistrian University

of Athens, Panepistimioupolis, 15784 Athens, Greece; E-mail: karavatsoufr@gmail.com; “Museum of Zoology, National and
Kapodistrian University of Athens, Greece, Panepistimioupolis, 15784 Athens, Greece

Abstract.

Scorpions mainly feed on insects and other invertebrates. However, several species include small vertebrates in their diets.

Here, we report a case of lizard consumption by a Mediterranean scorpion. This is the first documented case of Aegaeobuthus gibbosus
(Brullé, 1832) (Buthidae) preying on the gecko Mediodactylus kotschyi, adding to a limited body of reports of lizard predation

by European scorpions.
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Scorpions are commonly consumed by amphibians (Jared et al. 2020;
Rodriguez-Cabrera et al. 2020) and reptiles (Castilla et al. 2008; Zagar
et al. 2011; Jablonski et al. 2015; Akram et al. 2020; Vacheva & Naumov
2024). However, in some cases the roles are reversed and scorpions act as
predators (Formanowicz et al. 1981; Castilla 1995; Roberts et al. 1999). In
arid, oligotrophic habitats, insect prey may be scarce, and lizards could
provide an important part of the scorpion diet (Williams 1971; Castilla
et al. 2008). Several species of North American and African scorpions are
known to prey on diurnal lizards (McCormick & Polis 1982).

The family Buthidae is the largest family of scorpions, with more than
90 genera and 1,100 species (Ojanguren-Affilastro et al. 2017). The members
of this family colonized all the continents except for Antarctica and are mainly
distributed in tropical, subtropical and some temperate regions (Fet et al.
2000). The species Mesobuthus gibbosus occurs in the southern Balkans
and Turkey (Fet et al. 2000). Adults may reach a total length of 8.5 cm
(Kinzelbach 1975). It is nocturnal (Kinzelbach 1975), aggressive and
among the most toxic of the European scorpions (LD50: 0.4 mg in mice,
2.4 mg in rats) (Lebez et al. 1980). In a recent taxonomic review, the new
genus Aegaeobuthus was created and thus the new name attributed to the
species is Aegaeobuthus gibbosus (Brullé, 1832) (Kovarik et al. 2019).

Here, we report a case of predation of the Kotschy’s gecko (Mediodactylus
kotschyi) by A. gibbosus. Mediodactylus kotschyi is a small thin-toed gecko
with a total length of up to 10 cm (Valakos et al. 2008). Historically, the
species was considered native to southeastern Europe and the Levant
(Sindaco & Jeremcenko 2008). Nonetheless, an impressive among-
population variation was described, and an increasing number of new
species were separated from the M. kotschyi cluster (Kotsakiozi et al.
2018, 2024). As such, the distribution of the species is now limited to
Greece, Albania, North Macedonia and Bulgaria (Kotsakiozi et al. 2018;
Pafilis & Maragou 2020). Mediodactylus kotschyi lives primarily in arid,
rocky habitats up to 1,700 m above sea level, and is also found in shrubs
and human-made structures (Cigek et al. 2015; Lymberakis et al. 2018).

On 6 August 2022, at 23:47 hours, in Zevgolatio village (Achaea,
Peloponnese, Greece, 37° 49’ 55.704” N, 22° 7' 34.032” E; elevation
458 m), we observed the capture of a juvenile M. kotschyi individual
by an adult A. gibbosus (Fig. 1). The landscape in the area consists of
maquis and phrygana shrubland, dominated by Kermes oak (Quercus
coccifera), a seasonally inhabited settlement, with abandoned agricultural
fields, surrounded by terraces and dry-stone walls. The night was overcast,
with the temperature reaching 31°C, humidity 40% and the moon phase at
waxing gibbous. We observed and photographed a predation event between
A. gibbosus and M. kotschyi on a rural house wall (Fig. 1). The scorpion
stung the gecko and then grabbed it, first with its right and then its left
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pedipalp. A. gibbosus started consuming its prey by the head, while it was
still alive, but stopped and quickly retreated to its shelter.

Saurophagy (Greek: cawvpa, savra, “lizard” and @aoyio, phagia, “to eat
what the first part denotes”), or lizard consumption, by scorpions in Europe
is known only from the Columbretes Archipelago in Spain (Castilla 1995;

Figure 1.—Adult Aegaeobuthus gibbosus holds its prey, a juvenile
Mediodactylus kotschyi, Zevgolatio Achaea, Peloponnese.
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Castilla et al. 2008). Some incidents of vertebrate consumption by inverte-
brates have been reported from Greece in the recent past, for instance a case
of Scolopendra cingulata (Myriapoda: Scolopendridae) consuming a Podarcis
erhardii (Deimezis-Tsikoutas et al. 2020), a Steatoda triangulosa
(Walckenaer, 1802) (Theridiidae) consuming a M. kotschyi (Vitkauskaite
et al. 2021), a Lethocerus patruelis (Insecta: Belostomatidae) consuming a
Pelophylax kurtmuelleri (Christopoulos et al. 2022), a Potamon pelops
(Crustacea: Potamidae) consuming a Natrix natrix (Groen et al. 2023) and
a Potamon karpathos consuming a Pelophylax cerigensis (Christopoulos
et al. 2024). However, to the best of our knowledge, this is the first report
of an A. gibbosus preying on M. kotschyi. The activity of A. gibbosus is
affected by the phases of the moon. According to Kaltsas et al. (2008)
and Kaltsas & Mylonas (2010), the high moonlight negatively affects
the general activity of A. gibbosus, while its foraging activity is highest
between 22:00 and 01:00. The time and phase of the moon on the day of our
observation are consistent with both of the above.

Several relevant reports of scorpions preying on lizards have been
published throughout the world over the past years (Teruel & de
Armas 2012; Teruel et al. 2020; Rodriguez-Cabrera et al. 2021; Cubas-
Rodriguez et al. 2022). Consumption of vertebrate prey might provide an
advantageous energetic profile for the predator, compared to that of
invertebrate ones (Grayson et al. 2005; Tennie et al. 2014), even though
some evidence suggests that invertebrate predators might be more efficient
at extracting nutrients from arthropod prey (Wilder & Simpson 2022). It is
unclear how widespread such behavior is among European scorpions. If our
observation is not an isolated event, this behavior’s impact on the area’s tro-
phic ecology could be significant. Interactions between scorpions and lizards
require more thorough research to fully understand their role in the popula-
tion dynamics of both taxonomic groups.
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