
URBAN ANTICS !
Legless and

Lesser-legged
Lizards

\
No matterhow small your block.or

p lo t  o f  lawn may be ,  every  u rban
garden supports its own underworld,
its very own out-of-sight 'Jurassic

Park' where pseudo-serpents slither
and s l ide ,  day  and n igh t . .

T h e s e  m i n i - d i n o s a u r s  a r e  t h e
fossorial l izards, those which l ive or
bur row in  topso i lo r  lea f  l i t te r .

The Perth region is indeed lucky in
tha t  the  loose sur face  so i l s  o f  i t s

Q u i n d a l u p ,  S p e a r w o o d  a n d
Bassendean dune systems, together
w i th  occas iona l  l imestone ou tc rops
a n d  w e l l - v e g e t a t e d  c h a i n s  o f
wetlands. give it one of the richest
repti le faunas of any city in the world.

Of  about  seventy  loca l  rep t i le
species, two groups, the legless l izards
(family Pygopodidae) and some of the
sk inks  (Sc inc idae)  a re  fossor ia l  and
'snake- l i ke '  in  appearance.  bu t  a re
actually harmless creatures which go

about  l i fe  most ly  unseen as  they
'swim'through soil, 9rass, thicket and
leaf l i tter.

Being legless or near-legless in the
repti le world has its benefits, allowing
species to take advantage of habitats
o therw ise  no t  ava i lab le  to  them.  l t
a lso  has  i t s  hang-ups  though.  Too
of ten ,  peop le  th ink  ' snake! '  when
raking the garden or edging the lawn.
5omet imes,  they  are  too  eager  to
wield the rake in their quest to be
both judge and executioner.

A careful observer always looks for
the tell-tale forked tongue of a snake.
compared with the fleshy flat tongue
and remnant appendages of a l izard,
before they freak-out.
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W h o l
or partial l imb loss

in l izards is an interesting
evo lu t ionary  p roeqss  wh ich  has
happened and is currently happening
in those species oJ skink that have
adapted to a burrowing or fossorial
l i fe-style.

While fossorial skinks are in various
stages of losing l imbs and digits. there
are also a variety of other necessary
changes that enable exploitation of
such different microhabitats. These
include longer bodies, shovel-shaped
heads, waxy cuticles on the snouts,
smal leyes  and covered ear  open ings .
Also, some lizards possess moveable
o r  f u s e d  l o w e r  e y e l i d s  w i t h  a
transparent disc as built- ln spectacles.

S i x  s p e c i e s  o f  t h e  s k i n k  g e n u s

lerita are found in the Perth region.
These have the  grea tes t  range o f
b o d y  s h a p e ,  a n d  h a v e  v a r y i n g
numbers of legs and toes. They feed
on small invertebrates and their eggs
and larvae. All are egg-layers.

T w o  s p e c i e s  o f  t h e  g e n u s
Hemiergs (earless skinks) occur in the
Per th  reg ion ,  one in  the  mois te r
laterite soils and jarrah woodlands of
t h e  D a r l i n g  R a n g e  a n d  t h e  o t h e r
around wet lands  and in  suburban
backyards on the Swan Coastal Plain.
The la t te r  spec ies ,  the  two- toed
ear less  sk ink ,  i s  the  most  common
fossorial repti le in Perth gardens. lt is
often seen when leaves are raked up
and may be kil led by lawn mowers or
wh ipper  sn ippers .

o f  t h e  p y g o p o d i d s .  m o s t  a r e
surface dwellers l iving under covers of
dense, low vegetation and leaf l i tter,
and a t  leas t  two can be  arborea l ,
' s w i m m i n g '  t h r o u g h  l o w  s h r u b s .
Some leg less  l i zards  l i ve  a  ' sand-

swimming' l i festyle in the Perth area,
particularly two of the 'worm lizards'
o f  the  genus Apras ia .  These smal l

l e g l e s s
crea tures ,

a b o u t  1 8  c m
long,  ma in  l y  ea t

te rmi tes ,  an ts  and the i r  eggs .
Larger species such as Burton's legless
lizard, which can reach around 70 cm
in length and eats other repti les, are
u s u a l l y  f o u n d  i n  l a r g e r  a r e a s  o f
natural vegetation.

5o, next t ime the lawn or garden

needs attention, take it easy. Clear
edges and leaf l i tter with some care
before you dig and chop. Remember,
something amazing always l ives there.

B Y  J O H N  H U N T E R

D I D  Y O U  K N O W ?

Of all the local near-legless

skinlcs, onlA the two Hemiergis

species are olouiuiparous, givtng

birth to between 2-5 liue Aoung.
Others are oaiparous, laging

eggs,

Mana pggopodids uocalise with

a high-pitched squeak when

distressed, a c harac ter is t ic

shared with their closest

relatiaes, the geckos.

Three pygopodids practice snake

mimicru, rearw their heads,

llickering their flat tongues and

ercn pretending to strike uhen

threatmed-

Pggopodids occur only in

Australia and Neu Guinea and

are the onlu familg of reptiles

endemic to our part of the world.
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ULMb neu Marine Corceruation
Branch gets in deep (page 10) to plaA its
uital role in safeguarding the health of
WAb uniqte marine enaironment-

Called 'Karlamilgi' bg desert Aborigines,
RudaU Riuer National Park (page 28)
is steeped in historA and b^tling uith
wildlife.

Fancg a walk? Join us while we look at
the maironmmL history and buiuing
of a new Bibbulmun Track. See page 36.
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CHRIS SIMPSON, NICK D ADAMOAND CAROI.YN THOMSON.......1 O

AUSTRALIAS GOLDEN FUTURE

PARK FOR THE PEOPLE

BUILDING A BETTER BIBBULMUN TRACK

MOUND BUILDERS OFTHE PILBARA
STUARTANSTEE,TONY STARTAND KEITH M0RRIS.,.....,.....,.......42

SPINELESS INDICATORS
MIKESMIIH,WINSTON MYADRIAN PINDERAND
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Aquatic bugs are helping scientbts to
determine the health of WA' s
waterways. See Spineless lndicators on
page 49.

The economic, social and conseruation
potential ofAcacia in WA , a storg of a
golden future on page 16.
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