A changing habitat for Otago’s skinks
The Grand and Otago giant skinks are New Zealand’s largest lizards. Otago skinks grow as long as 300mm
and grand skinks 230mm. Birds and lizards once ruled Otago’s forests but the big birds have gone and
the lizards that are left, are in danger. Let’s see how it happened.

Where did these lizards
once live?
In Otago from close to the
east coast, inland to Lakes
Hawea and Wanaka and up
to the Lindis Pass area in
the North.

What happened next?
Birds were
replaced by mammals like
rabbits, cats and more rats
and goats.
New plants and weeds were
introduced from other
countries and tussock and
grass covered the land .

Did the forest recover?
No, new settlers arrived
and farmed the scrubby
land. The stock ate more
plants and there were
more fires.

What was it like?
There were forests with
mountain beech, kahikatea,
matai and totara,
rimu, miro and kamahi.
The treeline reached 950
metres and above that grew
tussock, scrub and grass.

Try this!
First, check out a map of Otago and
see where the lizards used to live.
The giant skinks now live in less than
8% of this area. Most live in the
Macraes area in the east.
And then
An adaptation is a body part, body
covering, or behaviour that helps an
animal survive in its environment.
Watch the Macraes Flat Skink video
and then check out lizards on the
DOC website and list some
adaptations these skinks might have
made to survive all the changes.

What about the animals?
Well birds still ruled the coastal
areas where there was bush but
the big birds and some lizards
were already extinct.

Who ruled?
The birds and giant
lizards ruled and the
pace was slow. Things
grew slowly and lived a
long time.
Even the grasses were
tough.

So who brought
change?
The first human
settlers with fire to
burn off the forest.
500 years ago the fires
peaked and these trees
were poorly adapted
for fast
recovery from fire.

What changed?
Whole habitats changed.
It went from forest, to
tussock and scrubby
shrub land and grass.
Big birds were hunted
and kiore, the rat ate
small birds, chicks, eggs
and lizards.

