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Project River Recovery: 
Project Area

Project area for Project River Recovery. PRR strategic plan 2012-19.



To provide an update on the 

population trends, distribution, 

threats and knowledge gaps of 

some of the cryptic and elusive 

species that occur with the 

Mackenzie Basin

Purpose

Lowland longjaw galaxias (Dean Nelson)

Takapō wētā (TMAP)

Snout moth (Noah Fenwick)

Robust grasshopper (PRR)

Lakes skink (PRR)

Project River Recovery (PRR), Te Manahuna Aoraki Project (TMAP)



A note on threat status’

The New Zealand Threat Classification 

(NZTCS) is a national system used to 

assess the conservation status of species 

found in the wild in Aotearoa New Zealand.

Extracted from: https://nztcs.org.nz/



Lakes skink – 

Oligosoma aff. chloronoton 
"West Otago"

Distribution and habitat

• Southern Mackenzie Basin, 

Southern Lakes District and 

inland western Southland

• Lowlands to alpine: tussock 

grasslands, rocky habitats 

(river terraces, gullies, scree 

and talus), damp areas

Lakes skink. Photo: Jemma Welch

Hitchmough et al. 2026



Monitoring the Upper 
Ōhau River Population

• Found in 2013 

• Initial funnel survey 2016 (Lettink, 2016)

• Pitfall traps installed along a terrace

Left: Pitfall trap with lakes skink. Right: Terrace lizard habitat. Photos: PRR



Monitoring the Upper 
Ōhau River Population

Example photos take for each Lakes skink A) right side B) Left side C) dorsal D) 
ventral temporary mark E) missing toes F) scars. Photos: PRR.

Longest running skink dataset in NZ, 2017- 2026 

• Annual mark-recapture pitfall survey

• measured & weighed

• sexed

• temporary mark 

• photo-ID



Threats

• Mammalian predators

• Rodents

• Mustelids

• Feral cats

• Hedgehogs

• Additional risk from smaller 

predators that fit in small 

spaces

Mouse approaching pitfall during lizard monitoring in 2023. Video: PRR 



Threats

Shading of lizard habitat from trees. Photo: PRR

Leaf litter on lizard habitat. Photo: PRR

• Habitat degradation and 

fragmentation

• Weed encroachment

• Leaf litter build up

• Shading



Results

• No trend over 8 years, low recaptures

• In 2025 doubled effort  - 14 days

• Small population ~ 60 adults, and 

potentially declining.

• Low adult annual survival rates – 

54% 

• Low recruitment 

Population estimates of Lakes skinks PRR (Bourke et al. 2026)



Photo-ID

• 5 scales tested

• High mark stability across years – 

between year mark-recapture

• Photo quality

• Manual matching effort 

Lakes skink identifier scales in photo ID mark-recapture (Bourke et al. 2026). 



Monitoring limitations

• Low recaptures

• Captures declined after the 
first day

• Likelihood of encountering 
and entering a trap?

Mouse approaching pitfall during lizard monitoring in 2023. PRR

→ Funnel trapping? 

mice presence (predation risk)

 

→ More pitfalls?

• Limited and sensitive habitat



What’s next?

• Continue habitat maintenance

• Further develop monitoring 

methods capable of detecting 

trends

• Test management options

A release of an adult lakes skink (in slow-motion). Video: PRR.



Takapō ground wētā
- Hemiandrus fabella

Takapō ground wētā Photo: TMAP

Distribution and habitat: 

• First discovered along the 

Takapō River in 1992

• Endemic to the Mackenzie 

Basin

• Occurs throughout the basin 

on sparsely vegetated friable 

soils

Trewick et al. 2022



From: van Wyngaarden, F.1995. 

Activity and threats

• Activity Patterns:

• Nocturnally active

• Builds underground burrows

• Plugs the top of its burrow

• Key threats:

• Habitat loss

• Mammalian predators



Mammalian predators

Pye et al. 2026 Patersons Terrace Robust grasshopper fence. Photo: PRR.



Robust grasshopper – 
Siguas robustus

The robust grasshopper camouflaged in its habitat

Distribution and habitat: 

• Endemic to the Mackenzie Basin

• Stoney, sparsely vegetated braided 

rivers and associated terraces 

Trewick et al. 2022



The robust grasshopper camouflaged in its habitat

Exceptional camouflage



Exceptional camouflage

The robust grasshopper camouflaged in its habitat. Photo DOC

Images: NZSnowman 



Exceptional camouflage

The robust grasshopper camouflaged in its habitat. Photo DOC

Images: NZSnowman 



Making headlines around the world





• Walk-through surveys, 3-days 

in early summer

• No detectable trends yet

• Highest densities in 

anthropogenic habitats

• In modified rivers, densities of 

<1 adult female 

grasshopper/km

Population 
monitoring

* * * * * * * * * * * * *
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• Walk-through surveys, 3-days 

in early summer

• No detectable trends yet

• Highest densities in 

anthropogenic habitats

• In modified rivers, densities of 

<1 adult female 

grasshopper/km

Population 
monitoring
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• Walk-through surveys, 3-days 

in early summer

• No detectable trends yet

• Highest densities in 

anthropogenic habitats

• In modified rivers, densities of 

<1 adult female 

grasshopper/km

Population 
monitoring
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Population 
monitoring
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• Walk-through surveys, 3-days 

in early summer

• No detectable trends yet

• Highest densities in 

anthropogenic habitats

• In modified rivers, densities of 

<1 adult female 

grasshopper/km



Threats

Lupins in the Takapō River

• Habitat degradation

• Introduced 

mammalian predators



Climate change: potential impacts on 
reproductive success

Schori 2020



Climate change: potential impacts on 
reproductive success

• Eggs require over-winter conditions to complete development

Schori 2020



Climate change: potential impacts on 
reproductive success

Robust grasshopper eggs incubated in situ

• Eggs require over-winter conditions to complete development

Brumby et al. Climate Change Risk Assessment

Schori 2020



Orocrambus fugitivellus
Nationally Critical 

Seasonally dry channel of the Grays River

By Noah Fenwick

Snout moth – 
Orocrambus fugitivellus

By Birgit E. Rhode, Landcare Research New Zealand Ltd.Distribution and habitat:

• Endemic to the Mackenzie Basin

• Ephemeral channels of the Grays River

• Only known from the Glenrock 

Conservation Area

Phenology: 

• Adults emerge January to March

• Males fly by day

• Females are flightless

Threats:

• Limited distribution

Hoare et al. 2026



Lowland longjaw galaxias 
(Waitaki River) - Galaxias 
aff. cobitinis “Waitaki”

Distribution and habitat: 

• Only through the mid Waitaki catchment

• Small streams and spring fed tributaries

• Require clean and ‘moveable’ substrate 

for burrowing into interstitial spaces

Dunn et al. 2023

NZ freshwater fish database



Threats

• Invasion of aquatic weeds (such 

as monkey musk)

• Changes in land use, such as 

stock access to stream and 

changes to riparian vegetation

• Introduced fish species such as 

trout

Monkey musk smothers a spring feed stream.



Threats

Monkey musk smothers a spring feed stream.

A trout consuming a native galaxias.

• Invasion of aquatic weeds (such 

as monkey musk)

• Changes in land use, such as 

stock access to stream and 

changes to riparian vegetation

• Introduced fish species such as 

trout



Trout barriers for protection

Celebrating on top of the trout barrier at Waterwheel.



Juvenile bignose galaxias. Photo Dean Nelson

Thank you!
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