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The American Robin (Turdus migratorius Linnaeus)
and Five-lined Skink (Eumeces fasciatus Linnaeus) are
commonly found in deciduous forests, as well as rural
and urban areas and parks, in eastern North America.
However, although they inhabit the same areas, there
have been no accounts of predator-prey interactions
between these two species. The American Robin, the
most common thrush species in North America, is a
versatile forager, feeding largely on invertebrates dur-
ing the spring and summer and shifting to a diet with
more fruits in the fall and winter (Sallabanks and James
1999; Wheelwright 1986). Robins also occasionally
consume vertebrate prey, including snakes (Davis 1969;
Netting 1969; Richmond 1975; Erickson 1978), shrews
(Powers 1973), and even fish (Bayer 1980; Kimball
1944). However, there are no published records of
Robins pursuing or consuming any species of lizard
(Sal labanks and James 1999).

The Five-lined Skink is a small lizard associated
with forest openings throughout the eastern United
States and southern Ontario (Fitch 1954; Behler and
King 1997). Juveniles and adults differ in their appear-
ance; adults develop a solid brownish color, whereas
juveniles have five light-colored stripes on a black body
and a bright blue tail (Behler and King 1997). Juveniles
can lose their blue tail (autotomy) during interactions
with predators. This, along with their striped pattern,
is thought to confuse predators and allow the skink to
escape (Fitch 1954; Clark and Hall 1970; Vitt and
Cooper 1986; Goodman 2006). Numerous mammalian
and reptilian predators of the Five-lined Skink have
been documented (Fitch 1954). Although several birds,
including mimids, icterids, corvids, and accipiters, prey
upon lizards (Cooper and Vitt 1985), the American
Robin has not been known to prey upon lizards. Addi-
tionally, there have only been a few confirmed avian
predators of the Five-lined Skink, including the Amer-
ican Kestrel (Falco sparverius) (Heintzelman 1964),
Broad-winged Hawk (Buteo platypterus) (Fitch 1974),
Cooper’s Hawk (Accipiter cooperii) (Toland 1985),
Greater Roadrunner (Geococcyx californianus) (Brown

1963) and Red-shouldered Hawk (Buteo lineatus) (Fitch
et al. 1946).

I observed a predator-prey interaction between an
American Robin and a Five-lined Skink on 24 August
2006 at Joe Creason Park in Jefferson County, Kentucky
(38°12'N 85°42'W). The interaction took place in a
field at the edge of a forested area and I used 10 × 43
binoculars to aid my observations. The initial observa-
tions of two juvenile robins (J1 and J2), and the juve-
nile skink were made from a distance of over 20 m.
Subsequent observations of J2 were made from about
10 m. At 18:18 I observed J1 with a skink in its beak.
At 18:19 J2 approached J1, at which point the skink
escaped by jumping out of J1’s beak. The robins pur-
sued the skink for approximately 30 cm; J2 captured
the skink and carried it approximately 5 m away while
J1 flew off. I moved closer and observed the robin han-
dle and consume the skink over the next six minutes.
The robin, holding the skink in its beak, beat the skink
on the ground multiple times and then took several bites.
The robin repeated this four times, stopping periodi-
cally to stand alert and scan the area. The robin also
took one large bite and swallowed a large portion of the
skink. After the robin flew off, I examined the spot and
found only the skink’s entrails. Closer examination of
the site where the skink was initially captured revealed
the skink’s blue tail. Although I was unable to measure
the skink, based on the tail remnant and entrails the
skink was approximately 90 mm.

This is the first account of a predator-prey interac-
tion between the American Robin and the Five-lined
Skink. The Five-lined Skink spends most of its time
under cover such as woody debris and thus may large-
ly avoid predation from avian foragers (Fitch 1954).
However, the ranges and habitat of both species over-
lap, and it is likely that skinks may occasionally be
pursued and successfully captured by robins. At least
one other thrush species is known to consume skinks;
Turdus caleanops of Japan has been recorded to prey
upon juvenile Eumeces okadae (Hasegawa 1990). It is
interesting that the interaction I observed took place
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between juveniles of both species. Previous studies
have shown that juvenile robins are less skilled when
foraging for invertebrates and fruits (Vanderhoff and
Eason 2007). Therefore, one might not expect that a
juvenile robin would attempt to capture a skink. How -
ever, juveniles are often more likely than adults to pur-
sue and consume novel food items (Wunderle 1991).

Juvenile Five-Lined Skinks may also be less skilled
at escaping predators than are adults. I did not witness
the initial capture of the skink by J1 so I am unsure of
any anti-predator behaviors that the skink may have
used at that time. However, many species of Eumeces
flicker their vividly colored tails to distract predators
(Cooper 1998), and studies have shown that juveniles
that display this behavior are better able to escape from
snakes (Cooper and Vitt 1985). 

Five-lined Skink populations may be more intermit-
tent and less common in Ontario than in Kentucky
where this interaction was observed. In recent years
Five-lined Skink populations have been in de c line in
Canada, and under the Species at Risk Act the Five-
lined Skink is listed as a species of special concern
(Quirt et al. 2006). Human removal of woody debris
has eliminated an important microhabitat for the
skink, and the decline in appropriate microhabitat is
thought to be one of the main causes for the skink’s
decline in some areas of Canada (Hecnar and M’Clos -
key 1998). Woody debris is important for nest sites, but
also acts as an important refuge from predators (Hec-
nar 1994), and removal of these refuges may increase
the Five-lined Skinks’ encounter rate with avian pred-
ators, like the American Robin, as well as increase the
skinks’ likelihood of being captured. 

Birds and lizards are commonly studied organisms,
but documentation of predator-prey interactions be -
tween these two groups is rare (Blomberg and Shine
2000), although avian predation is thought to be the
selective pressure responsible for the vivid blue tail of
juvenile skinks (Cooper and Vitt 1985), little informa-
tion exists on interactions between birds and skinks.
Both quantitative and qualitative information on pred-
ator-prey interactions between birds and lizards is need-
ed to add to knowledge of both groups.
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