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1. Introduction 
 
During April 2018, EcoGecko Consultants, contracted by the Greater Wellington Regional Council 
(GWRC), undertook field surveys to determine the presence of speckled skink (Oligosoma aff. 
infrapunctatum) at Lowe's Bush Scenic Reserve, East Taratahi.  
 
There are historical records of the speckled skink adjacent to Lowe’s Bush Scenic Reserve1. The 
taxonomic status of the speckled skink in the Wairarapa remains unknown, however, the threat 
classification of the entity – whatever species it turns out to be – is likely to be Threatened (Greaves et 
al. 2008; Melzer, Patterson, Bell, Chapple & Hitchmough, unpub. data2,3). Therefore, targeting this 
species is considered a high priority.  
 
A similar survey was undertaken at Lowe’s Bush Scenic Reserve in May 2017, and a report with survey 
results and recommendations for the speckled skink was prepared (Bell 2017a). This 2018 survey effort 
follows through on the main recommendation proposed by Bell in the report: that rank grassland 
adjacent to East Taratahi Road be intensively surveyed, approximately where Gavin Woodward’s 
sighting of four individuals was made in 1974; the recommendation was to use g-minnow traps and 
pitfall traps. Rank grassland is a confirmed habitat type for the species sensu lato elsewhere (T. Bell, 
pers. obs.). 
 
The survey field work was completed under an appropriate Wildlife Act Authority issued to EcoGecko 
Consultants by the Department of Conservation (DOC), and was carried out by an experienced 
herpetologist, and a field technician working under the herpetologist’s supervision. 
 

2. Habitat values 
 
Lowe's Bush Scenic Reserve is ~49 hectares in size and is owned by DOC. It is located at an altitude of 
110 m above sea level. The habitat at the reserve consists of a combination of wetlands and swamp 
forest remnants. Kahikatea (Dacrycarpus dacrydioides) and pukatea (Laurelia novae-zelandiae) are the 
predominant emergent trees, with mataī (Prumnopitys taxifolia) and tawa (Beilschmiedia tawa) 
predominant on drier ground. Tītoki (Alectryon excelsis var excelsis) and māhoe (Melicytus ramiflorus) 
form the main subcanopy, and where light permits, a shrubby understory of Coprosma spp. is present 
(Rebergen et al. 1999). Surrounding the forest are a few swampy areas with raupō (Typha orientalis), 

                                                        
1 Four individuals were recorded 310 m east of Lowe's Bush Scenic Reserve in 1974. 
2 The speckled skink in the Wairarapa may be conspecific with the eastern speckled skink (Oligosoma aff. 
infrapunctatum) known only from Cape Kidnappers/Waimarama, or it could be an entirely different species. In this 
report, we will use the term ‘speckled skink’ to refer to Oligosoma aff. infrapunctatum sensu lato, until the Wairarapa 
entity is identified. 
3 Latest data indicates that the Kupe skink (Oligosoma “southern North Island”) is now recognised only from 
Whanganui and Kaimanawas, it is therefore not likely to be present in the Wairarapa. 
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olearia (Olearia virgata), swamp maire (Syzigium maire) and several sedges (Baumea tenax, Carex 
lessoniana, C. dissita and Uncinia uncinata). Lowe's Bush Scenic Reserve is also home to native birds, 
long-tailed bats (Chalinolobus tuberculatus), kōura (Paranephrops planifroms) and mudfish (Neochanna 
apoda). DOC is currently utilising a network of Goodnature A24 traps to kill non-native predators 
within the reserve. 
 
The forest habitat present appears to be suitable for some lizard species, such as ngahere geckos 
(Mokopirirakau “southern North Island”), barking geckos (Naultinus punctatus) and Raukawa geckos 
(Woodworthia maculata). The rank grass around the forest edge has potential to provide good habitat for 
terrestrial lizards such as northern grass skinks (Oligosoma polychroma) and speckled skinks sensu lato. 
 

3. Lizard species previously recorded 
 
Lowe's Bush Scenic Reserve is located in the 36.01 Wairarapa Plains Ecological District (ED). Seven 
native lizard species have previously been recorded within this ED. Details of each of these species, 
including current threat classifications (Hitchmough et al. 2016) are listed in Table 1. 
 

Table 1: Lizard species recorded within the 36.01 Wairarapa Plains Ecological District. 
Scientific 
name 

Common 
name 

Threat 
classification 

Species’ preferred habitat type Notes 

Mokopirirakau 
“southern 
North Island” 
 

Ngahere 
gecko 

At Risk - 
Declining 

Macro: Primary and secondary 
forest, and scrubland. Also bluffs.  
Micro: Rock or wood piles, tree 
hollows and canopy or in crevices 
in rock bluffs.  

Records are sparse 
within the Wairarapa. 

Naultinus 
punctatus  
 

Barking 
gecko 

At Risk - 
Declining 

Macro: Primary and secondary 
forest, and scrubland.  
Micro: Canopy.  

Records are sparse 
within the Wairarapa. 

Woodworthia 
maculata  
 

Raukawa 
gecko 

Not 
Threatened 

Macro: Primary and secondary 
forest, and scrubland, bluffs, screes 
and boulderfields.  
Micro: Canopy (at night), tree 
hollows, wood piles, rock piles and 
in crevices.  

A relatively abundant 
species within the 
Wairarapa. 

Oligosoma 
aeneum  
 

Copper 
skink 

Not 
Threatened 

Macro: Primary and secondary 
forest,  
scrubland and wasteland with 
debris.  
Micro: Waste piles, dense leaf litter, 
wood piles, rock piles and compost. 

Only eight 
individuals have been 
recorded within this 
ED. 
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Oligosoma aff. 
infrapunctatum 
sensu lato 

Speckled 
skink 

At Risk - 
Declining4 
 

Macro: Grassland and scrubland.  
Micro: Dense rank grass, wood 
piles, rock piles.  

Extremely sparse 
records within 
Wairarapa, all of 
which are from the 
1960s and 1970s. 

Oligosoma 
kokowai  

Northern 
spotted 
skink 

At Risk - 
Relict  
 

Macro: Grassland and scrubland, 
especially with rocky habitat.  
Micro: Dense rank grass, wood 
piles, rock piles. 

Records are extremely 
sparse within the 
Wairarapa. 

Oligosoma 
polychroma  
 

Northern 
grass skink 

Not 
Threatened 

Macro: Primary and secondary 
forest,  
grassland and scrubland.  
Micro: Dense rank grass, wood 
piles, rock piles. 

More commonly 
sighted within the 
36.01 Wairarapa 
Plains ED than the 
other skink species 
listed above. 

 

Of the seven species recorded within the 36.01 Wairarapa Plains ED, six of these species are listed in 
the Department of Conservation’s BioWeb Herpetofauna Database as having been previously recorded 
within a 10 km radius of the reserve (Table 2). 
 

Table 2: Lizard species recorded within a 10km radius of Lowe’s Bush Scenic Reserve.  
Scientific 
name 
 

Common 
name 
 

Number of 
individuals 
sighted 

Notes 

Mokopirirakau 
“southern 
North Island” 

Ngahere 
gecko 

2 Two recent records within a 10 km radius  
(Bell 2017b).  

Naultinus 
punctatus  

Barking 
gecko 

1 One new record from a private property adjacent to Fensham 
Reserve (Bell 2018). 

Woodworthia 
maculata  

Raukawa 
gecko 

20 Twelve of these were from a single record at Carter Scenic 
Reserve (1996). Three other single records are from across the 
Plains. The remaining five are recent observations at Fensham 
Reserve (Bell 2017b). 

Oligosoma 
aeneum  
 

Copper 
skink 

16 One sighting of four individuals was recorded in 1967, 3.4 km 
south-east of Lowe's Bush Scenic Reserve. Another 12 
individuals were recorded during the 2017 survey at Fensham 
Reserve (Bell 2017b). 

Oligosoma aff. 
infrapunctatum 
sensu lato 
 

Speckled 
skink 

5 One sighting of four individuals was recorded 310 m east of 
Lowe's Bush Scenic Reserve in 1974. Another sighting of one 
individual was recorded near Fensham Reserve in 1974,  
~8 km west of Lowe's Bush Scenic Reserve. 

Oligosoma 
polychroma  

Northern 
grass skink 

2 Four records, each of one individual within the 10 km radius. 
All four records are historical (1967, 1969, 1970, 1971). 

                                                        
4 Sensu lato (The eventual threat classification is likely to be Threatened for the Wairarapa species, once the taxon 
is identified). 
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In the previous survey effort by Bell (2017a), one lizard of an unidentified species was seen during the 
installation of pitfall traps and Onduline artificial cover objects (ACOs) in February 2017. This was in 
the south-eastern area of the reserve. A lizard dropping was found in one Onduline ACO stack in the 
same area during May when the pitfall traps were opened. However, no lizards were trapped in the 
pitfall traps. 
 

In 1974, four individual speckled skinks were sighted in close proximity (310 m) to Lowe's Bush Scenic 
Reserve. The four skinks were observed by Gavin Woodward near the roadside of East Taratahi Road 
(ARDS card number 5916). The skinks were noted to be on developed farmland under stones. Prior to 
this, in 1970, G. Woodward had observed a speckled skink at a location less than 10 km from Lowe's 
Bush Scenic Reserve (ARDS card number 2082). Identification of this as a speckled skink was confirmed 
by A. H. Whitaker, a respected herpetologist. Therefore, it is thought that Woodward's later 
identification of the same skink species at East Taratahi Road in 1974 is likely to be correct. However, 
due to the age of these records, and lack of technological GPS devices at the time, it is possible that the 
exact locations of these observations are inaccurate.  
 

4. Survey  
 

4.1. Survey sites 
 

Three open, sunny sites were selected for the survey at Lowe’s Bush Scenic Reserve (Fig. 1).  
 
 

 
Figure 1. Trapping sites at Lowe’s Bush Scenic Reserve.  
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The farm road edge on Richard Lowe’s property off East Taratahi Road was also surveyed (day 
searches) as this was the closest possible viable habitat for terrestrial lizards to the 1974 record. The day 
searches were concentrated around the farm buildings at the end of this farm road, as there was the 
potential for lizards to hide under the plentiful farm debris. 
 

4.2. Survey techniques 
 
As the focus of the survey was the speckled skink, the most suitable survey techniques for large, 
terrestrial skinks were used: Onduline ACOs, large pitfall traps (4L), and g-minnow traps. See 
Appendix 1 for descriptions of survey techniques.  
 
Pitfall traps and g-minnow traps have both proven effective trapping techniques for O. infrapunctatum 
species complex (Duncan 1999; T. Bell, unpub. data; L. Moran, pers. comm.). Onduline ACOs have not 
been tested for trapping larger skinks, but speckled skinks are often found under ground cover objects, 
therefore it is expected that these would be effective as well. All ACOs and traps were placed in 
locations with habitat potentially suitable for speckled skink. 
 
Fifty-four (54) double-layered Onduline ACOs were set up during October and November 2017. These 
were checked five times (260 checks)5 in the 2018 survey. Thirty (30) pitfall traps were dug into the 
ground in October and November 2017. The pitfall traps were checked four times (111 trap days) in 
2018. Six g-minnow traps were installed in Clearing 3 and checked five times (30 trap days) during the 
2018 survey. In addition to this, a non-timed day search was undertaken on Richard Lowe’s farm 
property twice (once in 2017, and again in April 2018), looking underneath ground cover objects. 
 
During the 2017 survey, closed-cell foam covers (CFCs) and Onduline ACOs had been installed, but 
could not be accessed or checked due to health and safety concerns when German wasp (Vespula 
germanica) nests blocked the main access point. A total of thirty-six (36) CFCs had been placed on trees 
in locations that were identified as having potential for arboreal lizard populations. Thirty-six (36) 
double-layer Onduline ACOs had also been set up on the ground by the CFCs.  These closed-cell foam 
covers and Onduline ACOs from 2017 were checked once and removed during this 2018 survey. 
 
In total, 36 CFCs, 30 pitfall traps, 90 double-layer Onduline ACOs and 6 minnow traps were checked 
for a total of 36 checks, 111 trap days, 296 checks and 30 trap days respectively. Standard procedures 
for pitfall trapping and checks of Onduline ACOs were followed as described in the Department of 
Conservation’s Biodiversity Inventory and Monitoring Toolbox (Hare 2012; Lettink 2012). 

  

                                                        
5 Not all of the Onduline ACOs or pitfall traps could be found again on the first day; these were either gradually 
found or never found. The number of trap nights has been amended to reflect this. 
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4.3. Timing 
 
The day searches were undertaken on the 20th of October 2017, and the trapping from the 1st – 6th of 
April 2018. 
 

4.4. Weather conditions 
 
Throughout the week of 1st – 6th April, temperatures ranged from 15-25°C. Wind was consistently rated 
0-2 on the Beaufort scale. No rainfall occurred during the survey. Cloud cover was consistently rated 
as 0-4/8. The weather conditions during that week were considered ideal for lizard surveys. 
 

5. Results 
 
Three species of lizards are now confirmed to be present in Lowe’s Bush Scenic Reserve and the Lowe’s 
property. These species are the northern grass skink (n=23), copper skink (n=3) and Raukawa gecko 
(n=2 + sign). See Appendix 2 for lizard capture data. No speckled skinks sensu lato were recorded 
despite intensive effort in both open areas and in forest.  
 

6. Recommendations 
 
No further surveying in Lowe’s Bush Scenic Reserve is recommended for speckled skink sensu lato. 
Instead it is recommended that a reassessment of the potential habitat of speckled skink sensu lato is 
undertaken at a regional scale in the 36.01 Wairarapa Plains and the 35.01 Eastern Wairarapa ED, with 
targeted surveys where large tracts of suitable habitat is known to exist, with a preference for public 
land (council or DOC). 
 
Additionally, a public call for lizard records in the Wairarapa is likely to result in additional lizard 
records (for all species, some of which may be unidentified) for the region. New information sourced 
through a public call may allow for targeted follow-up surveys at locations where it is recognised that 
potentially significant records exist. 
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Appendix 1: Descriptions of survey methods used  
 
 

Survey 
method 

Description of survey method 

Onduline 
ACOs  

Onduline ACOs are ~45 cm x ~50 cm pieces of corrugated roofing material. A piece (also known 
as a “layer”) is placed on the ground in habitat suitable for terrestrial lizard species, then a few 
small sticks are placed on top of this layer in the grooves, and lastly a second layer is placed on 
top. They are then left undisturbed for ideally 1-3 months. Terrestrial lizards make “homes” in 
the ACOs, and hide both under the bottom layer and also in the crevice created between the 
two layers. Following the placement period, they are “checked” (the top layer lifted, and then 
the bottom layer lifted), and any lizards underneath a layer a captured by hand. Data is collected 
and then the lizard released back under the ACO. 

 
Pitfall traps Pitfall traps are buckets (typically plastic) dug into ground, so that the top of the bucket is flush 

with the ground’s surface. Traps have 4-6 small holes drilled into the base to allow for drainage 
of rainwater. Unlike ACOs, pitfall traps do not need a minimum placement period, however it 
is sometimes more practical to set them up at the same time as setting up the other surveying 
equipment. If set-up months in advance, traps will have a lid attached to them (to prevent 
lizards entering the traps during the months they are unattended), and also a stick or some 
stones placed inside of them (so if the lid was to come off and a lizard fell in it could then climb 
out again). When the survey starts, lids/sticks/stones are removed, the trap is baited with tinned 
pear, a piece of wet sponge placed in the bottom of the trap (to prevent desiccation of any lizards 
trapped), and grass/leaf litter/dirt placed in the bottom (to provide hiding places for trapped 
lizards). Either a plywood square raised off the ground using nails or rocks, or Onduline ACOs 
are placed on top of the trap to provide shelter for lizards trapped (plywood squares were used 
for this survey). During the survey traps are checked at least once every 24 hrs, and any trapped 
lizards are captured by hand. Once data has been collected they are released outside of the trap. 
  

G-minnow 
traps 

G-minnow traps are made of mesh and have a funnel at each end. Like pitfall traps they are 
baited with tinned pear, a piece of wet sponge placed in the trap (to prevent desiccation of any 
lizards trapped), and grass/leaf litter placed in the trap (to provide hiding places for trapped 
lizards). Pitfalls are checked at least once every 24 hrs. Once data has been collected they are 
released outside of the trap.  
 

Closed-cell 
foam covers 
(CFCs) 

CFCs are made from 5 mm thick, black polyethylene closed-cell foam (Bell 2009). Each cover is 
a rectangle approximately 70 cm high x 30 cm wide, designed to mimic split bark and hollows 
in trees. CFCs are used in both mature and secondary forest types. These are nailed to the 
trunks of trees using six flat-head nails. They are placed at chest height, and typically north 
facing on each tree. The CFCs are fitted flush on each side to prevent wind and rain entry, but 
finger sized gaps are created along the centre of the cover to create refuges for geckos to 
occupy. They are checked mainly during cool but dry weather conditions (typically overcast 
days), with low to moderate wind. 
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Appendix 2: Lizard capture data  

 
Date Lizard species  

(common name) 
Sex SVL 

(mm) 
Tail length 
/ tail break 
(mm) 

Method of 
capture  

Notes 

20/10/2017 Northern grass skink N/A N/A N/A Day search Not captured 
20/10/2017 Northern grass skink ND ND ND Day search Captured, not measured 
20/10/2017 Northern grass skink ND ND ND Day search Captured, not measured 
20/10/2017 Northern grass skink ND ND ND Day search Captured, not measured 
20/10/2017 Northern grass skink ND ND ND Day search Captured, not measured 
20/10/2017 Raukawa gecko ND ND ND Day search Captured, not measured 
20/10/2017 Raukawa gecko ND ND ND Day search Captured, not measured 
2/04/2018 Northern grass skink N/A N/A N/A Onduline T3O03. Not captured 
2/04/2018 Northern grass skink M 69 78 Onduline C3O20 
2/04/2018 Northern grass skink M 62 78 Pitfall C2P08 
3/04/2018 Copper skink N/A N/A N/A Onduline T4O07. Not captured 
3/04/2018 Copper skink M 57 67 Pitfall C2P02 
3/04/2018 Northern grass skink F 67 80 Onduline C2O07 
3/04/2018 Northern grass skink M 56 69 Onduline C1O08 
3/04/2018 Copper skink F 67 16/31 Pitfall C1P05 
4/04/2018 Northern grass skink M N/A N/A Pitfall C2P08. Recapture 
4/04/2018 Northern grass skink N/A N/A N/A Onduline C3O20. Not captured 
5/04/2018 Raukawa gecko N/A N/A N/A Cover LWM1, skin 
5/04/2018 Northern grass skink M 65 34/30 Corrug. iron Where 2017 animals 

found 
5/04/2018 Northern grass skink M 73 18/17/- Onduline T4O06 
5/04/2018 Unidentified skink N/A N/A N/A Onduline T3O05. Not captured 
5/04/2018 Northern grass skink M 62 10/20 Onduline C2O01 
5/04/2018 Northern grass skink F 63 74 Onduline C2O02 
5/04/2018 Northern grass skink M 58 69/7 Onduline C2O07 
5/04/2018 Northern grass skink F 64 68 Pitfall C2P07 
5/04/2018 Northern grass skink M 67 86 G-minnow FG02 
5/04/2018 Northern grass skink M 61 76 Pitfall C2P08 
6/04/2018 Northern grass skink ND ND ND G-minnow C3M05 
6/04/2018 Northern grass skink M 59 68 G-minnow C3M04 
6/04/2018 Northern grass skink F 64 73 G-minnow C3M02 

 

 


