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Background

Mount Creighton Station is a vast section of freehold land located in the southern
Richardson Mountains, near Queenstown (Otago; Fig 1). The landowners of this station
have expressed interest in facilitating conservation operations on their property, but the
biodiversity values of the area are relatively poorly understood. Accordingly, landowners
from Mount Creighton Station, and staff from Southern Lakes Sanctuary, combined
resources to undertake a comprehensive biodiversity survey on Mount Creighton Station. |
endeavoured to learn more about the local reptiles and invertebrates, while Greg Whall
(Biodiversity Coordinator/Glenorchy Coordinator) surveyed for indigenous birds (contact
Greg Whall for details pertaining to the avifauna element of this survey). This report
details my findings from the reptile/invertebrate-focused component of surveys on Mount
Creighton Station.

Methods

Survey methodology

| undertook a herpetological survey between Wednesday 12 of December and Friday the
14 of December 2023. The survey primarily targeted reptiles, but | also opportunistically
searched for notable invertebrates (e.qg., giant wéta/Deinacrida spp.). | used two basic
search techniques: visual searching and systematic hand searching. Hand searching
involved carefully turning over rocks and searching for lizards beneath them. Visual
searching involved carefully traversing potential lizard habitat (Fig 2, 4, and 5) and
visually scanning the terrain for its reptilian occupants. On the evening of the 13, | also
spotlight searched a small area of shrubland (south of Lake Luna). On Wednesday the
12, the weather was warm and sunny with some cloud (suitable for finding reptiles), but
on Thursday the 13™, it was extremely hot (> 22 °C) and thus, not ideal for finding reptiles.
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Figure 1. Location of Lake Luna/Mount Creighton Station (circled with red). Otago, New Zealand.
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Figure 2. Focal search areas near Lake Luna (circled with red). Otago, New Zealand.

Results

In total, | sighted eleven skinks, comprising two different species. Most of these were
cryptic skinks (Oligosoma inconspicuum; Fig 3), but one individual was a McCann’s skink
(Oligosoma maccanni; Fig 6).

Figure 3. Cryptic skinks (Oligosoma inconspicuum) found on the hilltops west of Lake Luna near .1427.
Otago, New Zealand.
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This is the first time that cryptic skinks have been officially recorded in this vicinity, with
the nearest verifiable records of this species occurring on Tree Island, in Lake Whakatipu.
Cryptic skinks appeared to be relatively abundant at high elevations near .1427 (Fig 7).
and this general area was the only location where | found these skinks (Fig 4, 5, and 7).
The habitat in this area was a complex mix of tussocks (Chionochloa rigida), swordgrasses
(Dracophyllum rosmarinifolium), mountain daisies (Celmisia spp.), and speargrasses
(Aciphyllasp.). Schist rock was also widespread in this area and formed small
boulderfields and screes (Fig 5). | found the single McCann’s skink along the eastern
boundary of Lake Luna, next to the 4WD track (Fig 7). This was the only lizard |
encountered on Friday the 14™. However, | suspect the paucity of reptile observations on
this day was largely related to weather conditions. Conditions were extremely warm (> 22
°C) and sunny when | was searching, which was not ideal for maximising reptile
observations. Many of the rocks | turned were hot underneath, meaning that most reptiles
would have been seeking refuge from the heat in deeper, difficult-to-access retreats. |
expect there will be many more McCann's skinks in the area and there may even be
cryptic skinks and/or other reptile species (e.qg., Mokopirirakau geckos) at higher
elevations, as the habitat looked suitable (Fig 8 and 9). No geckos were found during
spotlight searches.

Figure 4. Cryptic skink habitat on the hilltops west of Lake Luna near .1427. Otago, New Zealand.
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Figure 5. Cryptic skink habitat on the hilltops west of Lake Luna near .1427. Otago, New Zealand.

Figure 6. McCann’s skink (Oligosoma maccanni) found east of Lake Luna near 4WD track. Otago, New
Zealand.
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Figure 7. Locations where skinks were sighted on topographic map. Green circle represents
McCann'’s skink (Oligosoma maccanni), red circles represent cryptic skinks (Oligosoma
inconspicuum). Otago, New Zealand.

Figure 8. Suitable lizard habitat east of Lake Luna where no lizards were found. Otago, New Zealand.
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Figure 9. Suitable lizard habitat east of Lake Luna where no lizards were found. Otago, New Zealand.

| also encountered a range of interesting invertebrates and several native fishes. The most
notable insects | encountered were large ground wéta (Hemiandrus focalis and H. maia;
Fig 10), giant kapokapowai/bush dragonflies (Uroptetala carovei), and a range of native
moth species including the rarely encountered, streaked alpine owlet (Nivetica nervosa;
11). The most notable native fishes | encountered were native, migratory galaxiids that
appeared to be koaro/climbing galaxias (Galaxias brevipinnis; 12). One of these was
sighted in a small, forested stream flowing into Lake Luna, the other near the shores of
Lake Luna.

Figure 10. Ground wéta (left H. focalis, right H. maia) found near Lake Luna. Otago, New Zealand.
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Figure 12. Native migratory galaxiid (presumably koaro) found near Lake Luna. Otago, New Zealand.

Discussion

Survey

This survey revealed the presence of two skink species on Mount Creighton Station. While
one of these species, McCann’s skink, was predicted to be in the area (and has likely been
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observed on the station many times before), the discovery of cryptic skinks was a pleasant
surprise. Cryptic skinks are classified as “At-Risk: Declining” according to the New
Zealand Threat Classification System (Hitchmough et al. 2021). Cryptic skinks are
primarily associated with rocky/vegetated habitats (Purdie 2022) and appear to be more
vulnerable to habitat modification and exotic mammalian predators than some of their
more common relatives, such as McCann’s skink (pers. obs.). Accordingly, | suspect their
persistence on Mount Creighton Station is likely supported by the vast swathes of intact
habitat at high elevations.

Given that the weather conditions during half of the survey was suboptimal, it is possible
that these skinks may occur elsewhere on Mount Creighton Station (e.g., east of Lake
Luna in the rocky shrublands). Additionally, other reptile species, such as the orange-
spotted gecko (Mokopirirakau “Roys Peak”; Fig 13) or mountain beech gecko
(Woodworthia “south-western”; Fig 13) may have been located, had conditions been
optimal. These musings are purely hypothetical, but there was suitable habitat for these
geckos at high elevations; they often occur at low, difficult-to-detect densities; and they
have both been recorded nearby (DOC Herpetofauna Database). Therefore, their presence
at Mount Creighton Station cannot be ruled out.

Figure 13. Other reptile species that may occur near Lake Luna. Left: orange-spotted gecko (Mokopirirakau
“Roys Peak”). Right: mountain beech gecko (Woodworthia “south-western”). Otago, New Zealand.

Recommendations

Achieving adequate predator control, to the benefit of reptiles and invertebrates, is very
challenging (Norbury et al. 2023). This is especially true for alpine ecosystems, so our
inventory of meaningful conservation tools for reptiles and invertebrates is limited.
Moreover, we know very little about how to best protect indigenous reptiles, on mainland
ecosystems, in an efficacious, cost-effective way (i.e., methods other than predator-
exclusion fences). Consequently, reptiles and invertebrates at Mount Creighton Station
might not necessarily benefit from conventional predator-control strategies, and
potentially could be adversely affected by them (via meso-predator release; see Norbury,
2017). However, retaining the habitats of indigenous reptiles is undoubtedly important for
their persistence (Woolley et al. 2019; Hitchmough et al. 2016; Towns and Elliot 1996).
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Cryptic skinks may be able to persist locally if the structural heterogeneity of their habitat
is retained, as it offers food, micro-climatic utility, and refuge from predators. Accordingly,
| recommend that Mount Creighton Station continues to uphold the integrity of
indigenous habitats on their land and that extreme caution is exercised with any
controlled burns. When we better understand predator-control strategies, and their
dynamics with mainland reptile populations, it may be prudent to re-assess predator-
control strategies and implement these if appropriate. However, currently, it seems
impractical to control the entire suite of predators (including rodents) in such vast and
remote ecosystems. Finally, | would like to encourage the landowners of Mount Creighton
Station to report any future lizard observations they make. Doing so could contribute to
our understanding of reptile distributions and have implications for our understanding of
their conservation statuses.

In conclusion, Mount Creighton Station hosts a variety of precious, indigenous lifeforms,
including stunning reptiles and invertebrates. However, measures to protect and monitor
these animals are currently limited and/or poorly understood. Thus, conservation
operations by Southern Lakes Sanctuary may be most suited to discrete forested
ecosystems, where meaningful outcomes for wildlife can be achieved. For example,
conventional predator-control strategies could be implemented in the remnant beech
forest (south of Lake Luna) to protect the resident avifauna population. Please contact
Greg Whall for more information pertaining to local bird population and how it might best
be conserved.
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