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Searching for the Top End’s
most threatened reptile

THE ARNHEM ROCK SK
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Background

Arnhem rock skinks are large, brown, chunky lizards—

similar in size to the more common blue-tongued skink.

These lizards occur in association with sandstone
escarpments and have only been recorded from a few
areas along the western edge of the Arnhem Plateau.
Most records of Arnhem rock skinks are from Kakadu
National Park.

Arnhem rock skinks are shy and hard to find, and we
know very little about them. The species is one of the
most threatened reptiles in Australia and is thought to
be disappearing from historical areas where they used
to be found. At the start of this project, the species was
only confirmed to still occur in one location.

Main aim of the research

We aimed to find Arnhem rock skinks using new non-
invasive survey methods. We wanted to see if the
lizards still exist in areas where there are historical
records of them, or if they have truly disappeared from
those places.

What we did

We looked for Arnhem rock skinks using two methods:

« Camera trapping — setting remote cameras facing
rock crevices in areas with historical records

Environmental DNA —
collecting small amounts of

soil and water from rock crevices

and nearby waterbodies to see if we can detect the
species’ DNA (genetic material) in the environment

What we found

Camera trapping successfully detected Arnhem rock
skinks. We found the species at five of the seven
historical locations we surveyed. This is exciting as the
species had not been recorded at many of these areas
for 20 or 30 years.

However, in the areas where we did find Arnhem rock
skinks, we commonly only found one or two lizards. So,
the skinks seem to occur in low numbers in many of the
areas we found them.

Looking at the crevices where we found skinks has
helped us understand what habitat they might prefer.
We found Arnhem rock skinks used flat, deep, wide
crevices that were narrow in height. These crevices
may provide cooler and more humid habitats and and
protect them from predators.

The environmental DNA methods trialled in this project
were not successful for finding skinks. No Arnhem rock
skink DNA was detected in any soil or water sample,
despite being collected from an area with relatively high
activity of rock skinks.
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survey methods trialled in
this project can be used to
learn more about Arnhem rock skinks and their threats.

* Annual surveys during the wet-season using camera
traps could help to monitor population numbers, to
see if they are stable or decreasing.

+ Additional camera trapping could be used to look for
them at other historical sites as well as in new areas.

« Camera trapping could be a useful way to check the
health of rocky-escarpment country.

The camera traps also captured images of other
threatened or lesser-seen species, including water and
rock goannas, an Oenpelli python, Arnhem rock-rats,
giant cave geckos, and rakali (water rats). Additionally,
the camera traps recorded images of feral animals such
as cats and cane toads in some rocky areas which can
help us know where to manage threats on country.
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