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Executive Summary 
 

One five day trip to Mokoia Island was planned for December 2010 and successfully completed 

in this research period. 

We were able to catch 30 skinks and collect two faecal samples. However, because of heavy rain 

we were not able to collect any blood samples of diagnostic value. 

We discovered an external parasite which was identified by Allen Heath AgResearch as 

Neotrombicula sphenodonti . This mite has not previously been described on Oligosoma 

infrapuncatum and is of interest for herpetologist, entomologists and ecologists nationally and 

internationally. 

No eggs of Nematodes were discovered, the methodology for the extraction of nematode eggs 

from ethanol preserved faeces needs further testing to confirm that we are not seeing false 

negative results. 

Reinvestigation of previously taken blood samples revealed that there are some interesting 

findings which after discussing with Dr Richard Jacob-Hoff, New Zealand Centre for 

Conservation Medicine (NZCCM) need further investigation. Again these blood samples taken 

in 2008 were taken in the rain and are not of diagnostic value. 

John Perrott and Sabina Schragen presented the research results from 2008-2010 at the 

biannually conference of the Society for Research on Amphibians and Reptiles in New Zealand. 

The abstracts are attached and will be published in the New Zealand Journal of Zoology later this 

year. Please note that the discovery of the mite is not mentioned in the abstract as was found at 

the time of writing.  

 

Background 
New Zealand is home to three distinct reptile taxons, Tuatara, Geckos and Skink.  The speckled 

skink (Oligosoma infrapunctatum) is one of 28 described native skink species. 

  

Oligosoma infrapunctatum are defined by the Department of Conservation (North Island 

Oligosoma spp. Skink recovery plan 2002- 2012) as a species in gradual decline. In this 

document options for future recovery are discussed, and this research team agrees with DoC that 

Option 2 (p.38) which states that low level surveying and the protection of island populations are 

the most feasible options. 

 

Internal parasites are common and their implications on the individual animals are often difficult 

to establish. Changing environmental conditions which could potentially be stressors to wild 

animals can increase the impact parasites have on individuals. Baseline data on parasitic 

infections of native species can help in future management and recovery attempts. 

 

Faecal samples taken from skinks (O.infrapunctatum) collected during previous surveys on 

Mokoia Island showed that some of these animals were infected with a variety of endoparasites. 

In this research project we aim to increase the number of samples to evaluate the infection rate of 

the Mokoia Island skink population.  
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Blood parasites (Haemogregarina spp.) have been described in blood smears of O. 

infrapunctatum in the Wellington area. Several blood parasites have been found in other 

Oligosoma species but investigations on O. infrapunctatum are rare. Previous samples taken on 

Mokoia did not show any signs of the mite (intermediate hosts) and no blood parasites were 

found in the blood samples previously taken from Mokoia skinks. The sample size of 20 is small 

considering that previous reports described a prevalence as low as 5% in some populations. 

Larger sample sizes would give more precise information about the prevalence or possible 

absence of this parasite group from the Mokoia skink population 

 

One of the strategic goals of the Department of Natural Sciences is to provide research for 

stakeholders. The Department of Conservation is an important stakeholder for both majors in the 

Bachelor of Applied Science.  

 

Negotiated study students, in particular the once holding the Unitec Diploma in Veterinary 

Nursing, are very interested in ‘medical’ research. These studies combine their knowledge 

gained in the Diploma in Veterinary Nursing with the knowledge gained in the Bachelor of 

Applied Science.   

 
Aims and Objectives 

 We aim to develop a picture guide for endoparasites found in O. infrapunctatum for 

further use in research. The literature available on endoparasites in native skinks is 

sparse, often anecdotal and primary sources difficult to find. Publications with pictures 

for identification of parasites are rare and incomplete. 

 

 We are aiming to investigate the possible impact parasites have on individual skinks by 

comparing growth rate of infected vs to non-infected skinks. The impact of endoparasites 

on the infected animal is difficult to establish and research has not been attempted for O. 

infrapuncatum. 

 

Methodology 
The methodology has not been altered from what was outlined in the research application. 

 

Outcomes/findings 
- New host parasite relationship found on Mokoia Island 

- Expansion of known home rage of  Neotrombicula sphenodonti  

- Tentative identification of skink blood parasite  

  

Conclusions 
The information collected to date is of high significance to the DoC Oligosoma recovery plan. 

Also the aims of producing a picture guide could not be full filled the direction and information 

gathered underpins the knowledge needed to publish this guide in the future. 

Further research is needed on the ecology of the mite as well as the relationship between host 

and parasite.  

 
Implications 
Through our work on Mokoia and the questions we ask and answer the Department of 

Conservation – East Coast Bay of Plenty Conservancy has asked Dr John Perrott to coordinate 

and undertake the reptile monitoring of Mokoia. This project strengthens our relationship with 

DoC and opens up new and exciting research areas in which Unitec staff and students of the 

Department of Natural Sciences can get involved. 

Future plans  

- Investigate mite infestation rates vs blood parasite infection rates of O. infrapuncatum 
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- Abundance and distribution of skinks on Mokoia Island 

- Investigation of the mite ecology on Mokoia 

- Identify the species of gecko on Mokoia  

 

 

Recommendations  
This research and the results directly link into the teaching of the Bachelor of Applied Science 

students and helps creating interesting negotiated studies for 3
rd

 year students. 

Publications and dissemination 

The research results were presented at the biannual conference of the Society for Research on 

Amphibians and Reptiles in New Zealand. The abstracts will be published in the New Zealand 

Journal of Zoology later this year.  

The publishing of a short communication about the discovery of the mite is planned in the 1
st
 

half of this year.  


