
 
 

 

 

                                               

 
This very handsome skink has a bucket- load of support behind it: which it will need given it lives in a delicate 
environment with its growing list of threats. 

A SKINKY SUCCESS STORY 
Want to make a difference to a threatened species? The trick is to get the research happening 
ASAP and then keep on with it, year after year. What follows is as close to an ideal 
conservation template as you can get –  worth a look if you’re keen to help a struggling 
population build itself into a robust community. In this case we’re talking about the Guthega 
Skink and the person walking us though the ‘how to’ is threatened species ecologist Dr Zak 
Atkins. As he explains, “If we could do this for all threatened species we’d be set up for 
success.” 

But first a bit of back-story. Guthega Skinks are found only in the Australian Alps and only then 
in two populations, each isolated from the other – one on Victoria’s Bogong High Plains and 
the other in Kosciuszko National Park (New South Wales). On top of this, the skinks already 
occupy our highest elevations and need five months hibernation under the snow to exist – a 
potential problem in a warming climate. When you put these factors together it’s easy to see 
why at both state and national levels the Guthega Skink is variously described as endangered, 
critically endangered and threatened. It’s also on Zoos Victoria’s Fighting Extinction priority list.  

So how do we support these isolated, warming, skink communities and help buffer them 
against the usual list of other stresses: pests, weeds, degraded habitat and fire? The answer is 
to find out all you can about a species to the point where there’s less chance of doing 



 
 

something wrong in a crisis, and a greater chance of getting it right when you step in to help. 
This is what Zak Atkins has been involved in starting back in 2012. “I began doing preliminary 
research in the field as part of an Honours and PhD with Latrobe University on the Guthega 
Skink’s distribution, diet, habitat preferences, growth rates, reproductive output and lifespan, 
thermal biology, and population genetics. This was all happening long before any systematic 
genetic rescue was being considered, though Zoos Victoria had been studying a handful of 
Victorian lizards in captivity at Healesville Sanctuary since 2013, developing husbandry 
protocols as insurance against major disturbance events predicted in the future.” 

As the years went by, information gathered from wild populations in both states was fed by Zak 
to a growing team of experts – on habitat preferences and fire susceptibility (2015), diet 
(2017), thermal biology (2018), life history (2019) and baseline genetic understanding (2020). 
This bespoke expert team covers herpetology, genetics, botany, reproductive biology, 
specialised reptile husbandry and habitat restoration and its members hail from Zoos Victoria, 
Snowline Ecology, Royal Botanical Gardens Victoria, La Trobe University, Parks Victoria and 
the New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service. 

 
Nick Clemann, Senior Biologist Herpetology, Zoos Victoria and threatened species ecologist Dr 
Zak Atkins (Snowline Ecology) up in Guthega Skink country: just two of the experts working 
long-term and col laboratively on saving this threatened species. 

The result is a more informed picture: we know a lot more about the life of a Guthega Skink, 
and have a clear genetic picture of the wild populations. “These were analysed looking 
between the two regions as well as within each location and it shows that there is greater 
genetic diversity in Kosciuszko National Park where there’s more available habitat and greater 
connection between colonies. The Bogong High Plains population is far smaller, there is less 
available habitat and the colonies are more isolated from each other. With less connection 
there is more inbreeding and much less genetic diversity.” Importantly the genetic information 
showed that the last connection between the Bogong and the Kosciuszko skinks took place 
around one million years ago. “There are certainly differences between the populations but it’s 
not enough to classify them as distinct sub species. It means they’re more likely to be able to 
breed successfully and produce fertile offspring.”   

The decision to take the next step – to launch a genetic rescue program – was made soon 
after the compelling genetic results were finalised. It also coincided with the ‘Black Summer’ 
fires that impacted on the Australian Alps in 2019 - 2020. “It was incredibly lucky that the fires 
missed the two skink populations: fire retardant was dropped to protect critical habitat and 
assets as a last resort, and in one location fire came to within 100 metres of a monitored 
colony.”  



 
 

 
With patches of snow still on the ground, Zak (above) collects skinks for the genetic rescue program at Healesville 
Sanctuary’s dedicated Guthega Skink ‘Chalet’ captive breeding facility (below) which ultimately led to success –  
(far below) is one of the hybrid neonates born in Apri l  2022.Photo: Zoos Victoria  

 



 
 

Kicking off the genetic-rescue program in captivity was relatively easy given all the ground 
work that had already been done. The key players were already in place, the location for a 
breeding facility was obvious – Healesville Sanctuary – and the team had a rich body of 
information ready to support the process. The Zoos Victoria husbandry experts building the 
dedicated breeding facility (aka the Skink Chalet) spent time in the field with Zak to add first-
hand experience to their own knowledge (gained from keeping these skinks at Healesville 
Sanctuary since 2012) and access to Zak’s comprehensive field data. “They replicated a 
Guthega Skink habitat in each tank, putting in a substrate mix to mimic what the wild skinks dig 
into to build their burrow systems. Living plants from within the lizards’ alpine range were 
added and granite rocks positioned for them to bask and burrow under. Specialised lighting 
and heating was installed, controlled by a time-tabled thermal regimen to mimic the summer 
activity period, autumn cooling, lengthy over-winter hibernation conditions and spring 
emergence.” 

Zak’s years of Guthega Skink experience and skill meant he was given the task to head out 
into both northern and southern zones to locate wild animals to pair with those already in 
captivity. “I came back with a tub of skinks, each one collected so we’d have the best possible 
genetic diversity as well as a mix of males and females from both populations.” All the skinks 
were collected in March and April prior to hibernation, and they were selected based on age (to 
reach breeding maturity the following spring) and compatibility with existing captive lizards. 

“The keepers monitored the captive lizards daily and while they did see some promising 
behaviours, in that first season we weren’t successful. But this year one pair, a Kosciuszko 
male and a Bogong High Plains female, produced a litter of two hybrid young.” 

The plan is to continue to breed hybrid skinks and build up a captive population in a controlled 
environment, learning more about their captive husbandry and their potential to go on to breed 
future generations. Zak points out again why this breeding program is vital. “If the skinks had a 
wide range and were in large numbers, they’d be far less vulnerable. But we’re dealing with 
only two small, isolated, alpine endemic populations. Habitat loss from feral horses and deer, 
expanding infrastructure, fire, and a warming climate are major threats.” The hope is to 
produce enough captive bred animals so that an ongoing breeding group – an insurance plan 
– can be held safely at Healesville Sanctuary with others potentially released into purpose-built 
sites in the wild (see Wonderland in the Wild, below). 

 

MEET THE GUTHEGA SKINK 
The Guthega Skink, Liopholis guthega, is a nationally endangered alpine lizard. 
This species is only found in the Australian Alps in two isolated regions above 1600m on the 
Bogong High Plains in Victoria, and within Kosciuszko National Park in New South Wales.  
Guthega Skink adults grow to a maximum snout-vent length of 113mm and live for over ten 
years. 
They live in family groups, in colonies set in burrow systems, and they give birth to between 
one and three live young in late summer.  
Their ideal habitat includes a mix of alpine shrubs, grasses and rocks that together offers 
protection from predatory species and the harsh alpine elements.  
Guthega Skinks are alpine specialists and need a five month uninterrupted under-snow 
hibernation period, hence their limited range in largely treeless high elevation peaks and 
plateaux. 
Our warming climate isn’t giving these skinks much wriggle room as forecasting predicts less 
snow and more fire in the landscape. 



 
 

 
Super cute and very young -  aka neonate –  these Guthega Skinks are being studied at a site in Kosciuszko 
National Park. Everything that’s learned about the species feeds into steps being taken to protect it in the wild. 
 
 

A SKINK WONDERLAND IN THE WILD 
A few months ago, the first Guthega Skink field enclosure was created. Funded federally 
through the Regional Bushfire Recovery Fund, it’s a trial run for what is hoped will be many 
more field enclosures, one day housing robust, thriving populations of Guthega Skinks. This is 
how it’s being done… 
PICK A SPOT: the location not only had to suit the skinks, but it was also an opportunity to 
rehabilitate a disturbed landscape within the Alps. Years in the field have honed Zak’s eye 
making it possible for him to identify an ideal spot with the right gradient, aspect and wind 
protection.   
KNOW WHAT SKINKS LIKE: Again, years of watching these skinks in the wild meant the 
design of the field includes: pockets of sandy soil ideal for skinks to burrow into; granite rocks 
to offer protection and basking opportunities; alpine bushes and grasses planted around to 
offer cover as well a favourite food source on their doorsteps – in particular the berries from 
the Snow Beard Heath (Acrothamnus montanus). 



 
 

 

PUT THE PIECES TOGETHER: In this instance the location had good vehicle access and was 
near sources of local rock and soil. A 23 x 16 metre site was weeded then 135 rocks 
positioned and 320 specially grown plants of local provenance were planted. A temporary 
fence to protect the new plants from exotic pest herbivores was also put in place.  
WAIT FOR IT TO GROW: It’s now a watch and wait game. How long will it take before the 
landscape establishes itself? How long before it functions as a habitat for captive-bred or 
translocated skinks to be released in the years to come?  

WELCOMING INHABITANTS: And for when that day comes, a more robust fence will have 
been constructed not only to protect the vegetation, but to keep newly released skinks 
contained. This will be made of 1.5 metre high lengths of sheet tin set 30 centimetres into the 
soil, with the area just within the perimeter kept bare to deter cover-loving skinks from 
burrowing. 

 
With rehabilitation expertise from former NSW Parks staffer Liz MacPhee, the first ever Guthega Skink field 
enclosure looks set to be a success. When expertise is gathered on projects like this –  when people who know 
what they are doing join forces –  the result should be excellent.

 



 
 

TELL US YOUR STORY: We are always looking for stories to include in this newsletter. 
What’s happening in your part of the Alps? If you’ve built a new bridge, cleared a track, 
managed pests, done vegetation restoration works or worked on threatened species recovery, 
why not send Rob Gibbs a photo and a quick line and he’ll take care of the rest. Maybe you 
just went for a particularly fabulous walk and would like to share your experience. We’re 
always happy to hear from agency staff members, volunteers and members of the general 
community. 

 

SUBSCRIBE: WWW.THEAUSTRALIANALPSNATIONALPARKS.ORG                                                 

News from the Alps issue number 82 was published in July 2022 by the Australian Alps National Parks. Program 
Manager and Editor is Rob Gibbs, NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service, Rob.Gibbs@environment.nsw.gov.au. 
For more information about the Alps, including information about the Parks, other publications and news, visit the 
Australian web page, https://theaustralianalpsnationalparks.org You can also catch up and stay connected on 
current Alps related happenings and issues on the Australian Alps National Parks Facebook page:  
https://www.facebook.com/australianalpsnationalparks/.  And many thanks to those people who’ve been 
interviewed, and to the photographers for their images. Without this support, News from the Alps wouldn’t be 
possible. 
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