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The Alligator in our Watershed

 Our local watershed is 
 home to three distinct 
 species of lizards.  These 
 are commonly known 
 as the Western Swift (or f
 ence lizard), the Southern 
 Alligator Lizard, and 
 the Western Skink.  We 

have written about the swift in a previous edition of our 
newsletter, and of the three species it is by far the most 
common.

But the alligator lizard (Elgaria Multicarinata) is perhaps the 
most fearsome-looking of the three species, due partly to its 
large size (sometimes reaching a foot in length), but mainly 
because it resembles nothing so much as a little alligator, or 
crocodile. And like a crocodile, the alligator lizard prefers 
habitat near water and is often found in the oak-shaded, 
grassy areas of our local hills. The swift, by contrast, seeks a 
more open environment, where it can bask in the full sun.

The southern alligator 
lizard is broken down into 
several sub-species.  The 
main sub-species, the 
California Alligator Lizard, 
is found in the red zone of 
the accompanying map.  
This is the variety you 
will encounter in our local 
watershed.

The alligator lizard varies 
in color, but perhaps the most common color is brown or 
coppery. But they can be gray, green, or even yellow.  There 
are 9 to 13 bands across the back.  The body, in the adult, is 
thick and covered with large, shiny scales. 

 A distinctive fold along 
 the lower body allows for 
 expansion to take in large prey 
 or to hold eggs.  The legs are 
 small, and the lizard is perhaps 
 the slowest of the three species, 
 making it somewhat easy to 
catch by hand.  But beware, the 

little fellow has powerful jaws and can inflict a painful, if not 
harmful, bite.

The alligator lizard feeds 
on insects, other lizards, 
occasional small mammals, 
bird eggs, and even small 
birds. Like all lizards, the 
alligator lizard is cold-
blooded, and in our area 
will hibernate during the 
colder months.  But as soon 
as the weather warms, it 
becomes active.  Breeding is in the spring, usually in April or 
May. Females lay two clutches of eggs in a year, and will guard 
the eggs until they hatch.

 The alligator lizard is one 
 of those fortunate creatures 
 that does well in the 
 presence of humans.  It 
 is not endangered or 
 threatened.  This is also true 
 of the other two species of 
 lizards in our watershed.   
 So your chances of seeing 

an alligator lizard on your next outing are good.  So keep your 
eyes open for the little alligator in our watershed.
 
Unless otherwise noted, the photos in this article are courtesy of 
herpetological photographer, Gary Nafis.

                         by Donald Bastin

Juvenile Alligator Lizard
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         Summer Nature Walks
       www.spawners.org/programs/nature-walks

Skyline Gardens with Glen Schneider
Tue. June 5 from 5:30-8:00pm
Directions: Meet in the parking lot for the Tilden Park 
Steam Trains, 2501 Grizzly Peak Blvd. & Lomas Canta-
das Rd. in Orinda.

Learn about the ecology and restoration efforts in this 
fascinating area from naturalist Glen Schneider. 
Note: This walk may go past 8:00pm, but you can leave 
at any time.

Briones Crest Trail with Bob Flasher
Tue. July 10 from 5:30-7:30pm
Directions: Meet at the Bear Creek Staging Area at the 
end of Briones Valley Rd. From San Pablo Dam Road, 
take Bear Creek Road east for 4 miles; the turnoff for 
Briones Valley Road will be on the right, 1/4 mile past 
Happy Valley Road. Meet in the first parking lot. 

Join us as Bob Flasher leads us on Briones Crest Trail, 
which rises over 500 feet in elevation and circum-
navigates three or four peaks, affording breathtaking 
views. There will be some relatively steep climbs.

Funding for SPAWNERS activities is provided by the Rose Foundation, the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation, the Northern California Grassroots Fund, Contra Costa 
County, and generous donations from our members and volunteers. Thank you!

            
     Volunteer Work Parties
www.spawners.org/programs/volunteer-work-parties

Sat. May 19  
Sat. June 16 
Sat. July 21
From 9:30am-noon
Wilkie Creek Restoration Site
Next to 4805 Santa Rita Road in Richmond

Join us at our Wilkie Creek restoration site, where 
we have been building a native plant ecosystem since 
2010. This spring we’ll focus on maintaining our 
native plantings and removing invasives. People with 
all levels of experience are welcome. Please wear sturdy 
shoes, comfortable work clothes, and bring a water 
bottle. SPAWNERS will provide tools, gloves, and 
snacks. 

Helpful numbers
Broken hydrant or street flooding: 1-866-40-EBMUD
Debris dumped in the creek: 1-800-No-Dumping

Lech Naumovich at Point San Pablo on May 8

http://www.spawners.org/programs/nature-walks
http://www.spawners.org/programs/volunteer-work-parties 


By Gudrun Kleist
    Photos from the Watershed

Chalcedon Checkerspot butterflies on Cow Parsnip Anise Swallowtail caterpillars on Yampah seedhead

Pipevine Swallowtail caterpillars on pipe vine fruit Dutchman’s pipe vine flowers


