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The Rediscovery of the Luzia’s Mountain Geckos

By Gabriel Mendonca Grellet
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Report 2
Present: The Living Island

Although Santa Luzia is an inhospitable island, characterised by a desert climate and its unique biodiversity
adapted to these arduous conditions. Therefore, it is not surprising that precipitation is the main limiting
factor for biodiversity around the island.

There is a clear climatic zonality associated with the alternation of different habitats, which is evidenced by
the diversity of plant communities. The plants are mostly associated with dune and restinga formations, or
in the surroundings and on the mountainous slopes of the island.

Among the plant species that stand out most in dune formations are grasses like Cynodon dactylon and
Tragus racemosus, and bushes such as Tetraena simplex, Frankenia ericifolia and Portulaca oleracea
that during the rainy season bring a green freshness to its rough landscape. It is also very common to
find Calotropis procure, nearshore specially on ephemeral river sites. And on the mountain slopes, the
predominant endemic species are lichens such as Urzela (Roccella tinctoria), and bushes such as the
Tortolhos (Euphorbia tuckeyana).

Constant heat and wind makes the deserts such harsh environments, and this is no different at Santa Luzia.
This of conditions are what dictates evolutionary trends in animal life, determining the fittest physiologies,
and the most adapted ecological habits. One of the remarkable ecological trends in deserts, is that animal
life tends to thrives in burrows, since even the most adaptable species can’t stand the thermal range that
the deserts can provide.

All these makes lizards the main predators of Santa Luzia. Their thick skin protects them from bigger
predators, and helps themregulate their body temperature, since they can’t generate any body heat through
their metabolism. There are only four species of lizards on the “Desertas” archipelagos, and only three of
them occur on Santa Luzia. Two species of geckos and one skink species, respectively Tarentula raziana,
Hemidactylus bouvieri, and Chionimia strangeri.

Chionimia strangeriis the most abundant lizard species and the only skink species ontheisland, but because
of its endemism is still considered Near Threatened by the IUCN. They have dorsal coloration pattern with
two light lateral stripes on a brown back and dark meshes with white spots. It has diurnal habits and is
distributed in shrub areas and rocky areas, despite preferring sandy and dune vegetation. Little is known
about its ecology, such as whether it is oviparous, ovoviviparous or even viviparous.

Tarentula raziana is a small gecko species, with less than 60mm long, distributed across rocky areas with
little or almost no vegetation. They have nocturnal habits, little is known about its reproduction, however it
is thought to be oviparous species, meaning it lays an egg that hatches outside the mother’s body. And it is
also considered Near Threatened species by the IUCN.
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And Hemidactylus bouvieri is the species that we are looking forward to find during this expedition, since
it is very rare species, for its difficulty on finding it. Because it’s distribution seems to be restricted to
high altitudes, around or 200 meters above, since seems to prefer more humid areas on the top of the
mountains. It has been little known about its ecology and habits, we only know that it has nocturnal habits,
and it is most likely a oviparous species. Since its is considered a Critically Endangered species by the
IUCN, because of its sensibilities to climate change and menaces like the introduction of exotic species in
Santa Luzia, low population densities and restricted distribution, it is believed that without strict protection
measures, these populations could become extinct in any time soon.

We hope that this expedition can bring more light to this matter, so that in a way we canraise the awareness
about one the most unique species in Cape Verde, that should be watched and protected and better studied.
This way we could change the perception of the general public about lizards and their threats so that this
species could become a conservation symbol for Cape Verde and the world.
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