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Caudal autotomy in response to attempted predation
is common in lacertid lizards (e.g., Bateman & Fleming 2009). Once the tail has been lost, lizards face lots
of challenges. The most obvious one is impaired locomotion performance, resulting in reduced feeding opportunities (Martín & Salvador 1993a). Moreover, the tail has a
function as a fat store in some species (Avery 1970) and
its loss may affect female fecundity (Dial & Fitzpatrick
1981) or male status (Martín & Salvador 1993b). Regrowth of the tail also requires the allocation of resources
(Maginnis 2006). Thus, to recoup resources lost through
caudal autotomy or regeneration, it has been proposed that
some reptiles may consume their own autotomised tails

(Bateman & Fleming 2009). This has been reported in
skinks (Clark 1971), tuataras (Gillingham et al. 1995),
and in lacertid lizards where autophagy of the tail may be
related to ensuring reinfection with the parasite Sarcocystis
gallotieae (Matuschka & Bannert 1987). Even so, observations of this kind are scarce and poorly documented.
On 18 June 2013, during fieldwork at the lakes of Cova
donga (Picos de Europa National Park, Spain. 43°16’06’’ N,
4°58’42’’ W, 1,151 m a.s.l.), we observed an adult male of
Iberolacerta monticola (Boulenger, 1905), an endemic
species of the Iberian Peninsula, consuming his recently
autotomised tail (Fig. 1). The observation was made during
the breeding season, when fights between males are com-

Figure 1. Male Iberolacerta monticola eating his own autotomized tail.
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mon and frequent. As we approached two males engaged
in a fight we saw how one of them lost his tail. When we
were detected by lizards, the male with the intact tail ran
away, while the other began consuming the section of tail
he had lost.
In lacertid lizards, the loss of the tail brings about a
decrease in status (Martín & Salvador 1993b), so that
quick regeneration of the lost piece will be advantageous
to regain it in order not to lose out on the few mating opportunities. Therefore, recovering energy by means of
consuming the lost piece of the tail may contribute to a
more rapid regeneration. The genus Iberolacerta is adapted to living in alpine habitats. Some populations may occupy areas at lower altitudes, but usually they are associated with high-mountain rocky areas. In this kind of habitat, climatic conditions are unfavourable by comparison,
being characterised by long periods with cold temperatures and snow, so that the breeding season of these species will be very short (the activity period of I. monticola
at the study site is from April through September [Braña
et al. 1990]; and the mating season lasts around a month
[C. Cabido pers. comm.]). In harsh conditions like this,
the loss of the tail could have even more negative consequences, since individuals do not have enough time to recoup energy before the long period of hibernation. Thus,
although difficult to observe in the field, ingesting the own
autotomised tail might be a common strategy in lacertid
lizards, especially in species with short mating periods.
Observations like this could therefore help to better understand complex mechanisms such as caudal autotomy
and their evolution.
Acknowledgements
Financial support was provided by a grant of the Spanish MECD
to MI (FPU fellowship, FPU12/04148), by the Fundacion Biodiversidad (Convocatoria de Ayudas 2012), and the project MICIIN-CGL2011-24150/BOS.
References
Avery, R. A. (1970): Utilization of caudal fat by hibernating common lizards, Lacerta vivipara. – Comparative Biochemistry
and Physiology A, 37: 119–221.
Bateman, P. W. & P. A. Fleming (2009): To cut a long tail short:
a review of lizard caudal autotomy studies carried out over the
last 20 years. – Journal of zoology, 277: 1–14.
Braña, F., M. J. Arrayago, A. Bea & A. Barahona (1990): Ciclo
reproductor y de los cuerpos grasos en los machos de Lacerta
monticola cantabrica. Comparación entre dos poblaciones situadas a diferente altitud. – Amphibia-Reptilia, 11: 41–52.
Clark, D. R. (1971): The strategy of tail autotomy in the ground
skink, Lygosoma laterale. – Journal of Experimental Biology,
176: 295–302.
Dial, B. E. & L. C. Fitzpatrick (1981): The energetic costs of tail
autotomy to reproduction in the lizard Coleonyx brevis (Sauria: Gekkonidae). – Oecologia, 51: 310–317.

216

Gillingham, J. C., C. Carmichael & T. Miller (1995): Social
behavior of the tuatara, Sphenodon punctatus. – Herpetological monographs, 9: 5–16.
Maginnis, T. L. (2006): The costs of autotomy and regeneration
in animals: a review and framework for future research. – Behavioral Ecology, 17: 857–872.
Martín, J. & A. Salvador (1993a): Tail loss and foraging tactics of the Iberian rock-lizard, Lacerta monticola. – Oikos, 66:
318–324.
Martín, J. & A. Salvador (1993b): Tail loss reduces mating success in the Iberian rock-lizard, Lacerta monticola. – Behavioral
Ecology and Sociobiology, 32: 185–189.
Matuschka, F. R. & B. Bannert (1987): Cannibalism and autotomy as predator-prey relationship for monoxenous Sarcosporidia. – Parasitology Research, 74: 88–93.

