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The hidden wildlife of OZNL
Highway wildlife rescue reveals hidden ecology along Otaki to North of Levin Project.
AshleishCo[is
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of the wildlife living there.

Theywerewrong.
Workers had initially bapped 43 eels

from the small pond as part of the Otaki to
north of Levin (OzNL) hiehway proiect. But
as excavation began, more and more eels
emergedfromdeepmud.

Bytheendof it,1L8 eelscame out of this
little pon4" OZI\II, Northem Alliance Lead
Ecologist Caitlin Lavery said.

lNlost of them were tiny, only just bigger
thanglasseels."

The discovery is one of dozens of unex-
pected wildlife stories emerging from the
massive highway project, where ecologists
have found breeding skinks beside State
Highway 1, rescued giant longfin eels from
strearns and watched threatened birds
establish themselves in wetlands created
duringconstruction.

Speaking during a public presentation
on the project's environmental programme,
Lavery said the flndings had revealed how
manynative species were quietly suwiving
in places mostpeople wouldnever expect.

One of the most exciting discoveries
was evidence that native grass skinks were
breeding in roadside drains and grass verg-
es directly alongside SHl.

"We were really, really excited," she said.
"All of the grass skinks we were finding

were similar sizes, but then we found this
tiny little guy whose body was only 4.5 cen-
timetres long. That told us they're breeding
there."

The juvenile skink was relocated with
others to a specially protected preda-
tor-proof reserye established as part of the

greatest threats to native lizards.
"When you take away the stoats, therats

go crazy, and when you take away the rats,
the mice are generally the last ones stand-
ing,"shesaid.

The ecological programme extends be-
yond reptiles and fish. Stick insects, wetd
and other native invertebrates are regular-
ly relocated ahead of vegetation clearance,
while stormwater ponds and temporary
wetlands created during construc[on have
become habitat for native birds.

One rurexpected visitor was a New Zea-
land dabchick, a threatened native diving
bird.

"I reversed my vehicle because I thought,
'Uratb not a ducK" Lavery said.

Birds nesting wihin actve construc-

tion areas have also presented challenges.
Pipiwharauroa, pukeko and dotterels have
all adapted to construction environments,
sometimes nesting alongside heavy ma-
chinery.

"Theywillnest in the absolute middle of
a construction site," Lavery said.

Beyond wildlife rescue, the project is also
undertaking large-scale wetland restoration
to meet environmental offset requirements.

Part of that work focuses on restoring
degraded wetlands overtaken by invasive
reed canary grass near the Kapiti rail cor-
ridor and surrounding reserves. The wet-
Iands provide habitat for species including
mudfish, spotless crake, bittems and giant
landsnails.

Lavery described the restoration pro-
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grarnme as "a huge undertaking", involving
aerial spraying, mulching, hydrology im-
provements and long-term native planting.

Environmental monitoring continues
across the project, including monthly wa-
ter-quality testing and sediment contols
designed to prevent runoff entering water-
ways.

While construction and ecology are of-
ten seen as opposing forces, Lavery said
many workers genuinely cared about pro-
tectngwildlife.

"I always make sure I pass on the infor-
mation.Inever setthemup to fail," she said.

Asked what inspired her to become an
ecologist, her ansvrerwas simple.

"I really like animals, and I really like be-
ingoutside."
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prorect.
Lavery said manypeople assume young

skinks require parental care, but reptiles
generally fend for themselves from birth.

"There's no parental care generally in
skinks and geckos, so this little guy is on his
own,"shesaid.

The eel discoveries did not stop at So-
rensensRd.

While working around temporary cul-
veds, ecologists discovered more than 85
longfineels in a smallstream.

"The biggest one we got was 6.6 kilos and
1.25 mehes long," Lavery said.

It was the best day ever."
Longfin eels are nationally declining and

hold significant cultural importance for iwi.
Many rescued animats are being relo-

cated into protected habitat surrounded by
predator-proof fencing and supported by in-
tensive Eapping programmes targeting rats,
stoats, possums, mice and rabbits.

Lavery said mice remained one of the
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