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R E P T I L E S O F T H E A L D E R M E N I S L A N D S 

by D.R. Towns* and B.W. Haywardt 

S U M M A R Y 

Six species of reptile are recorded from the Aldermen Islands after a visit to 
all of the islands in the group in May, 1972. They are: the geckos Hoplodactylus 
pacificus and H, duvauceli; the skinks Leiolopisma oliveri, L. smithi and L. 
suteri, and the tuatara, Sphenodon punctatus. No reptiles were found on Middle, 
Half and Hernia Islands but they were abundant on the three largest rat-free 
islands (Ruamahua-iti, Ruamahua-nui and Hongiora). 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

One of us (B.W.H.) collected and noted reptiles seen on the islands during a 
visit in May, 1972, whilst the senior author (D.R.T. ) identified specimens and 
commented on their occurrence and taxonomy. The party was based on 
Ruamahua-iti (Fig. I.) and consequently the most detailed collection and 
observation was made on this island. Two day-trips were made to Middle Island, 
and one day visits to each of Hongiora, Ruamahua-nui, Half and Hernia Islands 
were also made. 

P R E V I O U S W O R K 

In 1843, Rev. Wade was shipwrecked on Ruamahua-iti. He commented on the 
"iguana-like lizards" (no doubt tuataras), and since then there has only been one 
published report of reptiles on these islands. This was included in a survey by 
Sladden and Falla (1928), who recorded a skink species {"Lygosoma Smithii"), 
geckos ("Dactylocnemis" sp.) and tuataras (Sphenodon punctatus). 

Over the past twenty-five years a number of parties of Internal Affairs Dept. 
Officers have visited the group and recorded tuataras seen, though no specific 
study of the reptiles has been attempted. 

H A B I T A T 

Descriptions of the individual islands are given in Hayward (1973), but it is 
important to note that no gravel beach habitats exist on Hongiora or Half Island. 
The presence or absence of reptile species also appears to be influenced by 
introduced predators; of these, rats are common on offshore islands (Whitaker, 
1968; Towns, 1971a, 1972a). Rats (Rattus exulans; Blackburn, 1958) are only 
present on Middle Island in the Aldermen Group. 
•Department of Zoology, University of Auckland, 
f Department of Geology, University of Auckland. 
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The vegetation of the Aldermen Islands has undergone some changes since 
1927 (Sladden and Falla , 1927;Fal la , 1953;Court , Hardacre and Lynch , 1973), 
with an increase in the area covered by forest. Factors such as this tend to alter 
the distribution, rather than the composition, of the reptile fauna (Whitaker, 
1968; Towns, 1972a). 

SPECIES P R E S E N T 

The species collected and the islands on which they were found are 
summarized in Table 1. Classification of the lizards is based upon McCann 
(1955). 

Measurements are given as mm or cm from snout to vent (SV) . 

Order Rhynchocephalia 
Sphenodon punctatus 

Sladden and Falla (1928) reported that tuataras were numerous on 
Ruamahua-iti and they also encountered them on Ruamahua-nui and Hongiora. 
They note: 

"We saw no large specimens on Ruamahua-iti: they were all more slender 
than those found later on Hongiora . . . . the majority of the Hongiora tuataras 
are undoubtedly older, larger and more slow in movement than those on the 
other islands in the group." 

Table 1: Distribution of reptiles in the Aldermen Group 
•5 
E 

3 
E 

Rhynchocephalia 
Sphenodon punctatus NS* 

Gekkonidae 
Hoplodactylus pacificus* 
H. duvauceli^ 

Scincidae 
Leiolopisma oliveri^ 
L. smithi* 
L. sutert 
L. moco -f 
Sphenomorphus pseudornatus 

x 

NS Not seen this trip 
* reported by Sladden and Falla (1928) 
f new locality record 
§ Recorded during a visit by Wildlife Branch, Department of Internal Affairs in 

November, 1972. The authors arc grateful to Mr A.H. Whitaker for supplying this inform
ation. In addition to the islands listed above lizards were also recorded by Whitaker (pers 
comm) from the following islands in the Aldermen Group: Hernia Island (H. pacificus, H. 
duvauceli and smithi), Half Island (//. pacificus, H. duvauceli, L. oliveri and L. smithi), 
and several small stacks (H. pacificus and /,. smithi). 
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It was found on the present visit also that the tuataras on Ruamahua-iti were 
numerous, but not particularly large. O f 25 tuataras sighted, two were less than 
1 5 cm S V and the rest were 15-25 cm S V . The presence of young tuataras (less 
than 15 cm SV) indicates that this is an actively breeding population. 

Several tuataras were seen in an area in which petrel burrows were common 
on Ruamahua-nui. 

No tuataras were seen on Hongiora, in contrast to the report o f Sladden, Falla 
and Bell (1951), who commented that "Hongiora probably carries the highest 
population of tuatara in the Aldermen group." Observations during the present 
visit do, however, agree with Adams (1967) who noted: 

" F o r the area covered, the number o f tuatara seen would lead to a conclusion 
that they are few on Hongiora. Only one tuatara was seen." 

Apparently the tuatara population on Hongiora has decreased markedly over 
the past twenty years. 

Order Squamata 
Family Gekkonidae 

Hoplodactylus pacificus 
The geckos seen by Sladden and Falla were tentatively identified as 

"Dactylocnemis granulatus." Dactylocnemis as a generic name has been replaced 
by Hoplodactylus (McCann, 1955). It is unlikely that these workers found H. 
granulatus, as all o f the specimens of small gecko examined in the present study 
were H. pacificus. Hoplodactylus pacificus vary greatly in patterning and colour, 
and three basic dorsal colour patterns were evident on specimens from the 
Aldermen. One group fitted McCann's (1955) type c, a second group fitted type 
d, and the third group seemed to be intermediates o f c and d. 

Hoplodactylus pacificus were abundant on all of the main islands except for 
Middle. On Hongiora geckos were more common than skinks. 

Hoplodactylus duvauceli 
The giant gecko, H. duvauceli (F ig . 2) was not mentioned by Sladden and 

Falla, who only found the "smaller form" of nocturnal gecko on the Aldermen. 
Hoplodactylus duvauceli were found to be common on Ruamahua-iti, and one 
immature individual was captured on Hongiora. 

Family Scincidae 
Sphenomorphus pseudornatus 
The Aldermen are included among the localities for S. pseudornatus given 

by Fawcett (1964). Several large brown skinks resembling Sphenomorphus were 
collected during the present study. These have since been identified by A . H . 
Whitaker as Leiolopisma oliveri, and will be discussed under that heading. 

Leiolopisma oliveri 
These nocturnal skinks were once thought to be endemic to the Poor Knights 

Islands, but have recently been found on several rat-free islands south of the 
group (Whitaker, pers. comm.). 

Apart from an undivided lower eyelid, this species appears to have little to 
separate it from the large form of Sphenomorphus common around Auckland. 
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In fact, one specimen had an undivided left lower eyelid and a fully divided right 
one! Variability o f the eye-lid character has already been discussed for the 
smaller form of Sphenomorphus pseudornatus (Towns, 1972a) and other skinks 
(Robb, in press). 

Specimens of Leiolopisma oliveri were collected on Ruamahua-iti and 
Hongiora islands, and a juvenile was captured on Ruamahua-nui. In all cases the 
lizards were found under scrub where petrel burrows were common. 

Leiolopisma smithi 
Sladden and Falla noted that "Lygosoma Smithii" were most common on 

Ruamahua-nui. During the present trip these skinks were found on boulder 
beaches, together with Leiolopisma suteri, on both Ruamahua-iti and 
Ruamahua-nui. Leiolopisma smithi were not found on Hongiora, possibly due to 
a lack of suitable habitat. A l l o f the specimens examined were the small 
subspecies, Leiolopisma smithi smithi. 
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Leiolopisma suteri 
This nocturnal skink was abundant on the boulder beaches of Ruamahua-iti, 

and specimens were captured in a similar area on Ruamahua-nui. The individuals 
captured on Ruamahua-iti were extremely large; 7 adult specimens ranged from 
86 to 102 mm S V . O f over 100 L. suteri examined from throughout their 
geographic range, those from the Aldermen Islands were amongst the largest 
(Towns, 1972b). 

The distribution of reptiles on Ruamahua-iti. 
The various species of lizard, and the tuataras on Ruamahua-iti were found to 

occupy discrete habitat types (Fig. 3.): 
Sphenodon punctatus was most common under Coprosma-ngaio scrub just 

above the top of the beach, but were also found in areas higher on the island, in 
both cases near petrel burrows. Leiolopisma oliveri were found under rocks near 
petrel burrows, while L. suteri and L. smithi were restricted to the boulder 
beaches. The geckos were most common under the Coprosma-ngaio scrub just 
above the beach. 

This pattern is broadly similar to that given by Whitaker (1968) for the Poor 
Knights Islands. 

DISCUSSION 

1. Status of the reptiles present. 
Reptiles were common on Ruamahua-iti, Ruamahua-nui and Hongiora 

Islands, but not on Middle, Halt and Hernia Islands. Despite numerous visits to 
Middle Island over the years, no tuataras have been reported and skinks have 
only been recorded once (Sladden, Falla and Bell , 1951). The scarcity of reptiles 
on this island is almost certainly due to the presence of rats. Rats have long been 
suspected of depleting reptile populations in New Zealand (Robb, pers. comm.), 
though the recent reports o f the presence of lizard remains in two rat species (R. 
exulans and R. norvegicus) provide the first actual evidence of this (Bettesworth 
and Anderson, 1972; Bettesworth, 1972;Towns, 1972b). 

The apparent absence of reptiles on Half and Hernia Islands may be due to a 
lack o f suitable habitat. Elsewhere in the group, the reptile fauna is typical of 
areas undisturbed by introduced predators, exemplified by the presence o f 
numerous geckos, including Hoplodactylus duvauceli and the skink Leiolopisma 
oliveri, all apparently sensitive to rat predation (Whitaker, 1968). 

2. Geographic relationships. 
McCann (1955, 1956) proposed that the New Zealand skink fauna could be 

placed in two groups whose distribution is separated by the 3 8 ° parallel of 
latitude. It now appears that fewer species than McCann thought hold to this 
division (Towns, 1972a). There is, however, some change in the species 
commonly found in the skink fauna between the Aldermen Islands ( 3 7 ° S ) and 
McCann's 3 8 ° S line. O f the three skink species Leiolopisma suteri, Leiolopisma 
oliveri and L. moco, two, L. suteri and L. oliveri, have their southernmost 
recorded localities in the Aldermen Group. Leiolopisma moco has not yet been 
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found south of the Tauranga area (Mayor Island; Towns, 1971b). About 120 km 
south of the Aldermen Islands, skinks with obvious "southern" affinities are 
present on Whale Island (Towns, 1971a), in the form of a Leiolopisma species 
closely related to L. infrapunctatum (southern North Island) and possibly also to 
the southern North Island and South Island species, L. zelandica. The 
importance of the 3 8 ° S line is probably in its close relation (in part) with the 
southern limit of the climatic region known as "Northern New Zealand" 
(Gamier, 1958), a region characterised by warmer conditions throughout the 
year than the rest of the country. It seems likely that these conditions provide 
the limits controlling the distribution of the northern New Zealand skinks. In 
addition, the north-eastern coastal islands are surrounded by a warm current 
which appears to influence their climate (Towns, 1972b). 
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A D D E N D U M 

L I Z A R D S P E C I M E N S D E P O S I T E D W I T H T H E A U C K L A N D M U S E U M 

by D . R . Towns 

The following specimens have been deposited by the author in the 
reptile collection of the Auckland War Memorial Museum. Most of the lizards 
have been referred to in various articles in T A N E in relation to Field Club 
scientific camps (Towns, 1971a,b; Towns, 1972a; Towns and Hayward, 1973) or 
in an ecological study of the skink Leiolopisma suteri (Towns, 1972b). 

Species Num ber Locality Reference 

Sphenomorphus pseudornatus 1 Whale Island 1971a 
2 Cuvier Island 
1 Red Mecury Island 1972a 

Sphenomorphus sp.* 5 Mt. Mangere, Auckland 1972b 
2 Northcote, Auckland 1972b 

Leiolopisma suteri 1 Ruamahua-iti, Aldermen Gp. 1973 
(juvenile) 1 Ruamahua-nui, Aldermen Gp. 1973 

3 Burgess Island, 1972b 
Mokohinau Gp. 

7 Cuvier Island 1972b 

Leiolopisma oliveri 1 Ruamahua-nui Island 1973 
1 Hongiora, Aldermen Gp. 1973 
1 Ruamahua-iti Island 1973 

Leiolopisma smithi smithi 2 Lady Alice Island, 
Hen and Chickens Gp. 

1 Kawerua, Northland 
2 Ruamahua-nui Island 1973 
3 Ruamahua-iti Island 1973 
2 Burgess Island 1972b 
9 Cuvier Island 1972b 

(?) 2 Near Matauri Bay, 1971b 
Northland. 

Leiolopisma smithi numerale 2 Ruamahunga Beach, 1971b 
Coromandel 

1 Mokomoko Rock, Mercury Gp. 1972a 
1 Double Island, Mecury Gp. 1972a 
1 Port Jackson, Coromandel 1971 
1 Matauri Bay, Northland 1971b 

1 Rangipukea Island, 
Coromandel 



102 

Species Number Locality Reference 

Leiolopisma moco 1 Mayor Island 1971b 
1 Red Mecury Island 1972a 
1 Lady Alice Island 

Leiolopisma zelandica (?) 1 Mt. Anglem, 
Stewart Island 

Leiolopisma sp. 2 Whale Island 1971a 
(juvenile) 1 Whale Island 1971a 

Hoplodactylus pacificus 1 Ruamahua-nui Island 1973 
1 Hongiora Island 1973 
2 Ruamahua-iti Island 1973 

*The larger of the two forms of Sphenomorphus found about Auckland. 
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