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ABSTRACT

The dwarf lizard (Parvilacerta parva) and the Anatolian ground squirrel (Spermophilus xanthoprymnus)
exhibit a remarkable ecological association in the arid, rocky mountain steppes of Shirak Province,
Armenia. The distribution of the two species is highly fragmented. "Field surveys conducted in the
Shirak region over the past four years revealed co-occurrence of P. parva and S. xanthoprymnus at five
locations, while three sites inhabited by lizards lacked squirrel presence. Additionally, we recorded S.
xanthoprymnus in three localities where P. parva was not detected. This overlap supports an earlier
hypothesis regarding shelter-sharing between lizards and ground squirrels in steppe ecosystems. S.
xanthoprymnus constructs extensive burrow systems in loose, stony soils that provide protection from
predators and temperature extremes. While P. parva does not build burrows, it frequently utilizes
squirrel burrows for thermoregulation and predator avoidance. This commensal relationship benefits the
lizards without creating direct competition for resources. The two species further minimize competition
through dietary separation. Notably, both species are listed as endangered in the Red Book of Armenia,
with P. parva classified as Critically Endangered (CR) and S. xanthoprymnus as Endangered (EN).
Consequently, protecting intact mountain steppe habitats in Shirak is crucial for the conservation of
these species, highlighting the ecological importance of their co-occurrence sites.
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