
        
            
                
            
        

    
Blue-Tongued Skinks

Project Team

Lead Editor: Jennifer Calvert

Art Director: Cindy Kassebaum

i-5 PUBLISHING, LLCTM

Chief Executive Officer: Mark Harris

Chief Financial Officer: Nicole Fabian

Vice President, Chief Content Officer: June Kikuchi

General Manager, i-5 Press: Christopher Reggio

Art Director, i-5 Press: Mary Ann Kahn

Vice President, General Manager Digital: Jennifer Black

Production Director: Laurie Panaggio

Production Manager: Jessica Jaensch

Marketing Director: Lisa MacDonald

Dedication: To Nathan

Copyright © 2014 by i-5 Publishing, LLCTM

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of I-5 PressTM, except for the inclusion of brief quotations in an acknowledged review.

LCCN: 96-183295

ISBN-10: 1-882770-99-4

ISBN-13: 978-1-882770-99-1

eBook ISBN: 978-1-62008-073-3

This book has been published with the intent to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter within. While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the author and publisher expressly disclaim any responsibility for any errors, omissions, or adverse effects arising from the use or application of the information contained herein. The techniques and suggestions are used at the reader’s discretion and are not to be considered a substitute for veterinary care. If you suspect a medical problem, consult your veterinarian.

[image: I-5_PressLOGO_4c.jpg]

i-5 Publishing, LLC™

3 Burroughs, Irvine, CA 92618

www.facebook.com/i5press

www.i5publishing.com

 



Introduction

At one time almost completely ignored by lizard keepers, blue-tongued skinks (part of the genus Tiliqua), with their distinctive berry-blue tongues, have become extremely popular. While most blue-tongued species exhibit a certain amount of variability in both pattern and color, those with greater variability—the Eastern (T. s. scincoides) and Blotched (T. nigrolutea), for example—can fetch exceptionally high prices whenever they become available.

Today, members of the blue-tongue family are generally considered the most popular, intelligent, and undemanding of pet lizards. Because they are slow moving (due to their short limbs), quickly tamed, and trustworthy in the presence of children, blue-tongued skinks are suitable for even first-time lizard keepers, both young and old. In addition, these reptiles only occasionally need live food, which is good news for those who don’t like the thought of having to bring crickets, roaches, and other insects into their homes.

These interesting and relatively hardy lizards eat a variety of foods, are easy to maintain in very basic set-ups, and usually settle down quickly and live for many years in captivity, growing into medium-size, submissive, approachable, and clever pets. That said, you’ll need to take some simple measures right from the start if you want caring for your skink to be trouble-free. 

Whether you are an advanced keeper or a beginner, this book gives you all of the information you’ll need to care for and reproduce these wonderful reptiles
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1. The Blue-Tongued Skink Family

Lizards, together with snakes, belong to an order of reptiles known as Squamata. On their own, lizards form the suborder Lacertilia (or Sauria), of which there are more than 4,480 species in some twenty families. They exist in greatest number and variety throughout the tropics, and they progressively lessen in number as you move farther away from the equator into the cooler temperate zones. The farther north you go, the fewer lizard species you’ll see. You’ll find just one, the European common or viviparous lizard (Zootoca vivipara), within the Arctic Circle.

Lizards are incredible reptiles that vary tremendously in both size and form. One of the world’s smallest lizards, the Jaragua Sphaero (Sphaerodactylus ariasae), or dwarf gecko—discovered in 2001 on Beata Island off the southernmost point of the Dominican Republic—measures just 0.6 inches (16 mm) from its snout to the tip of its tail. At the other end of the spectrum, the giant Komodo dragon (Varanus komodoensis) reaches almost 10 feet (3 m) in total length and can weigh up to 330 pounds (150 kg). 

Their astonishing and varied forms, vibrant and often cryptic colors and patterns, and fascinating and elaborate behavior place lizards among nature’s most beautiful and extraordinary creatures. It is therefore not surprising that they are the most frequently kept exotic animals, second only to tropical fish. 
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The dwarf gecko (Sphaerodactylus ariasae) is one of the world’s smallest lizards.
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The Komodo dragon (Varanus komodoensis) is one of the world’s largest lizards.

Family Scincidae and Genus Tiliqua

Classification

Kingdom: Animalia 

Phylum: Chordata 

Class: Reptilia 

Order: Squamata 

Suborder: Lacertilia (Sauria) 

Infraorder: Scincomorpha 

Family: Scincidae 

Subfamily: Lygosominae 

Genus: Tiliqua (Gray, 1825) 

One of the most diverse—and possibly the largest—of all of the lizard families is the Scincidae, the skink family, with an estimated 1,400 species in approximately fifty genera. You’ll find them in the tropics and temperate zones throughout the world, with the greatest number occurring in Africa, Southeast Asia, and Australasia. In fact, in some parts of the world—Australia especially—skinks outnumber all other lizard species. 

All skinks are somewhat similar in habits and appearance, the features of any one species being fairly characteristic of the majority—namely, a fairly elongated, cylindrical body narrowing toward a comparatively short, at times even stubby, tail; a broad, pointed head; relatively small and, in most cases, highly polished scales; and short limbs. In certain species, such as the Italian three-toed skink (Chalcides chalcides), the limbs are so exceptionally small that they border on being absurd. Going one step further, species such as Greece’s limbless skink (Ophiomorus punctatissimus) has, as its name suggests, no legs at all. 

The most prominent, although by no means biggest, skink genus is the Australasian Tiliqua. These are medium to large ground-foraging lizards—attaining lengths of up to 20 inches (50 cm) or more in some species—and include the familiar blue-tongued skinks. With the exception of the Adelaide, or Pygmy, blue-tongued skink (Tiliqua adelaidensis), which is for the most part a hunter of ground-dwelling crustaceans and invertebrates, all blue-tongued skinks are omnivorous, feeding on a wide range of foods from insects, gastropods, and small mammals to fruits, blossoms, and berries. 

About Blue-Tongued Skinks

The Tiliqua genus includes several species and subspecies of blue-tongued skink, whose common name is obviously derived from its characteristic fleshy berry-blue tongue. Blue-tongued skinks are mostly large, smooth-scaled, thickset, robust lizards with comparatively short limbs; moderately sized tapering tails; large, broad, triangular heads; and dulled teeth. 

Movements

The blue-tongued skink displays its distinctive tongue whenever it is suddenly threatened or alarmed. At such times, it positions itself sideways, with its tilted body bowed, so that its head and tail are directed toward the threat. The skink inflates its body to make it look as large as possible while holding its mouth agape, tongue lolled forward, and usually hissing. This unexpected and rather startling action, often in conjunction with a strong thrash of the tail, usually succeeds in deterring rivals and predators, but the behavior usually disappears in captivity once the skink becomes tame and accustomed to movement and routine disturbances. 

Although its movements are normally slow and deliberate, the blue-tongued skink can move quickly over short distances. When alarmed or threatened, for instance, it will often hold its short limbs against its body and wriggle across the ground in a snakelike manner. 
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The modern blue tongue features a long cylindrical body, a stubby tail, a pointed head, and short limbs.

Habits and Life Expectancy

As with the rest of the genus, the blue-tongued skink is diurnal, spending the daylight hours foraging for food and engaging in its other routine activities, such as basking, defending its territory, courting, and breeding. Although it will occasionally crawl into the lower, thicker branches of shrubs in its search for food and haul itself onto rocky ledges from time to time to bask, its short limbs are not adapted for climbing. 

The fact that the blue tongue has a nonspecialized diet means that it can occupy a surprisingly wide variety of habitats. It can live in areas from grassland to semiarid brush scrub, from open forest to rock-strewn steppe. It is also equally at home on the margins of both subhumid tropical forest and semidesert. 

During midday, when the sun is at its hottest, the blue tongue seeks out shade and shelter in deserted animal burrows, in rocky crevices, among the roots of trees, in hollow logs, or beneath stones, dead vegetation, or other natural or man-made debris. The skink often uses these same retreats as sleeping quarters at night, when its somewhat flattened body enables it to hide itself easily in such places. 

The normal life expectancy for this species in captivity is between fifteen and twenty years, although there are unconfirmed reports of individuals living beyond thirty-two years. Scientists have yet to determine a blue tongue’s longevity in the wild. 
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To avert a threat, the blue-tongued skink turns and inflates its body to appear larger while opening its mouth wide to hiss.

Scientific Naming System

Every living thing that has ever been discovered and described is given a scientific name, derived from Latin or Classical Greek and consisting of two or three parts. Using this internationally recognized system helps prevent confusion caused by a species having many different common names. The assignment of scientific names to organisms is called nomenclature and, while these names can stand for many years, nomenclature is very fluid, and names are constantly being revised, modified, or changed.    

A species is a wide group of similar individuals that are able to reproduce among themselves. Individuals or groups belonging to the same species are called conspecific. Many species are then divided into subspecies (organisms that have characteristic traits that differ slightly from those of their main species). Similar or related species are placed within a genus.

A scientific name is designated in italics and consists of the genus (in this case, Tiliqua) followed by the species (for example, Tiliqua occipitalis—the Western blue-tongued skink). A scientific name consisting of two words denotes an organism that does not have a subspecies. If a plant or animal’s scientific name is three words, the third word indicates either that this is the main species of which there are subspecies or that this is a subspecies. For example: the Northern blue tongue is Tiliqua scincoides intermedia, a subspecies of the Eastern blue tongue Tiliqua scincoides scincoides. A species with the same name repeated twice is the main species, or the pure breed. A subspecies of the Eastern blue tongue is the Kei Island blue tongue, and its scientific name is Tiliqua scincoides keyensis. 

So, in summary:

First word = genus name (Tiliqua )

Second word = species name (gigas)

Third word (if the same) = main species (gigas)

Third word (if different) = subspecies name (keyensis)



2. Common Blue-Tongued Skinks

Throughout the pages of this book, you’ll see references to individual species. While a particular breed may have a reputation for being placid, easy to handle, ideal for the beginner, or good with children, there is always an exception to the rule. A great deal of your skink’s behavior will depend on how you keep it and how often and how carefully you handle it. That said, getting to know the different species a bit better before you buy a skink will help ensure that you’ll be happy with your choice.

Wild blue-tongued skinks are confined entirely to Australasia, with six types occurring on mainland Australia itself: the Western (Tiliqua occipitalis), the Centralian (T. multifasciata), the Eastern (T. scincoides scincoides), the Northern (T. s. intermedia), the Blotched (T. nigrolutea [the only species to occur in Tasmania]), and the Pygmy (T. adelaidensis). The Indonesian blue-tongued skink, T. gigas gigas, occurs in Papua New Guinea and on a few Indonesian islands with two subspecies: the Kei Island (T. g. keyensis) and the Merauke (T. g. evanescens).

Indonesian Blue-Tongued Skink,Tiliqua gigas gigas 

This species is sometimes known as the New Guinea blue tongue, and it is one of the most familiar and commonly kept blue-tongued skinks. It is also known in some parts as the great Moluccan skink, although this name is not often used today. This species can be found in Papua New Guinea, Jobi, the Admiralty Islands, New Britain, and the Bismarck Archipelago. 

Under optimal conditions, this skink can grow extremely rapidly. Newborn Indonesian blue tongues measure roughly 6 inches (15 cm) in length from head to tail and can double in length every four weeks or so during their first few months of life. In just eighteen to twenty months, they can reach their full adult size of 19.75 inches (50 cm); those inhabiting the Sarong region can grow even longer.

In most New Guinea blue-tongued skinks, the ground color ranges from a golden yellow to a light brown or sometimes a light, almost silvery gray or gray-brown. Most are dappled with fifteen to twenty slender, dark, irregularly shaped bands across the back and tail. These bands may become indistinct or be absent on the tail, which is frequently completely black with occasionally a little speckling of white or brown. Specimens inhabiting the islands of Ceram and Ambon are virtually solid black all over, with little or no brown. 

The venter, or underside, can range from cream to orange and may be peppered with black. The short limbs are usually entirely glossy black and may be spotted with white. The large scales on the broad triangular head are very often edged in black, and a single black stripe usually runs down the center of the back of the neck. Occasionally, a dark stripe extends from the neck to the tail. The tongue is, obviously, a vivid berry-blue color and may protrude and roll forward from the deep pink interior of the mouth during a show of aggression. 

Two subspecies are recognized: the Kei Island blue-tongued skink (T. g. keyensis), and the Merauke blue-tongued skink (T. g. evanescens). 
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The Indonesian blue tongue (Tiliqua gigas gigas).

Kei Island Blue-Tongued Skink, Tiliqua gigas keyensis

The Kei Island blue-tongued skink, as its name suggests, occurs on the Indonesian Kei Islands. Keis start developing their adult colors at around two to three months of age. The ground color, although quite variable, is typically greenish, with spots and bands of black or brown mixed with reds, browns, and tans; some specimens also display yellows and oranges. The tip of this blue tongue’s nose (on a rather stout head) is almost always creamy to white. 

The Kei differs from the New Guinea subspecies in several ways: Individual Kei specimens are more impressively built and are therefore more energetic and more active. Kei blue tongues have faded and spotted bands (compared to the New Guinea’s well-defined banding) and very pale orange, or even white, bellies (compared to the New Guinea’s darker, often red, stomach). In addition, Keis always have the same markings on their flanks no matter what color they are, whereas the New Guinea blue tongues lack this pattern. Lastly, the Kei’s head is exceptional and, rather than tapering to a tip, has a nose that comes to an abrupt point. 
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The Kei Island blue-tongued skink (Tiliqua gigas keyensis).

Merauke Blue-Tongued Skink, Tiliqua gigas evanescens

The Merauke blue-tongued skink, known also as the Faded blue tongue, occurs in southern Papua New Guinea and is the longest of the blue tongues. The Merauke often attains lengths of more than 25 inches (63.5 cm), with some adult specimens reaching 30 inches (76 cm). 

Juvenile Merauke individuals can sometimes be very tricky to differentiate from New Guinea blue tongues. Generally speaking, though, the Merauke has several features that help in its identification: It has a huge tail that is usually much longer than that of the typical New Guinea. Although many specimens display a faded grey tinge (hence its alternative name), both the tail and the body are generally fresher, and the striped pattern more distinct. The Merauke’s throat lacks any speckling, and its forelegs usually lack the solid black found in the New Guinea.  

Although it might not be as eye-catching as some other blue-tongued species, the Merauke can, even if infrequently, show impressive coloration. Generally, though, the species makes up for lack of visual impact by having a pleasantly placid disposition. 
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The Merauke blue tongue (Tiliqua gigas evanescens).

Centralian Blue-Tongued Skink, Tiliqua multifasciata

The Centralian, or Central, blue-tongued skink occurs in both desert and tropical habitats, including coastal sand dunes, open shrublands, woodlands, and hummock grasslands in West Australia, Queensland, South Australia, and the Northern Territory. It can attain an average total length of 15.5 to 17.5 inches (40 to 45 cm) and has the characteristic blue-tongue build: a robust body; a large, triangular head; and a relatively short tail. The Centralian’s color is predominately brownish gray with eleven to thirteen narrow orange bands across the length of the body and wider brown bands across the tail.

Active by day, the Centralian hunts for invertebrates and small mammals and forages for plants and berries. At night, it seeks refuge in unused animal burrows or beneath leaves, rock piles, logs, and so on. Females give birth to between two and six young, which is a relatively low rate among blue tongues. The Centralian is listed as “Vulnerable” under the New South Wales Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995, which categorizes threatened species into three groups—Critically Endangered, Endangered, and Vulnerable—by risk of extinction.
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The Centralian blue tongue (Tiliqua multifasciata).

Irian Jaya

Irian Jaya is the former name of the province of West Papua in Indonesia that occupies the western half of New Guinea and a dozen offshore islands. At the time of writing, one more species of blue tongue, which has been recognized for over a decade but has yet to be scientifically described, exists there. This skink is currently known as the Irian Jaya or West Papuan blue-tongued skink. With the region’s thousands of tropical and often isolated constituent islands, additional forms of the blue-tongued skink may be discovered before long.
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The Irian Jaya (Tiliqua Sp.).

Eastern Blue-Tongued Skink, Tiliqua scincoides scincoides

Sometimes known as the common blue-tongued lizard, the Eastern blue-tongued skink inhabits a wide range of environments, including bushland, montane forest, semi-desert, and cultivated areas, and it even appears occasionally in suburban gardens in Victoria, southeastern South Australia, New South Wales, and southern Queensland. This stout and slow-moving lizard, which is extremely hardy and can live for up to thirty years in captivity, grows to an average length of 19 inches (48 cm), although larger specimens have been recorded. The Eastern’s diet includes invertebrates, small mammals, and plant material. 

This blue tongue is extremely variable in color but usually has a grayish to orange-brown ground color with darker bars extending over the back onto the flanks and sometimes continuing onto the pale underside. The scales between these bands are generally marked with dark lateral edges, forming a sequence of thin, dark brown, arrowlike lines that extend the length of the body. A dark brown or black temporal strip runs from the back of the eye to the top of the ear opening on each side. The skink’s forelimbs are basically patternless and are always much lighter in color than the hind limbs. Finally, the Eastern has a fat tail and a comparatively narrow head. 
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