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Herpetology is the branch of zoology concerned with the study of amphibians (frogs, toads, 
salamanders, newts) and reptiles (lizards, snakes, turtles, tortoises, crocodilesύΦ  άIŜǊǇέ ƛǎ ŀ ǾŜǊƴŀŎǳƭŀǊ 
term for amphibians and reptiles. 
 
Herpetology offers benefits to humanity in the study of the role of amphibians and reptiles in global 
ecology, especially because amphibians are often very sensitive to environmental changes, offering a 
visible warning to humans that significant changes are taking place.  Some toxins and venoms produced 
by reptiles and amphibians are useful in human medicine.  These inherently beautiful creatures will 
continue to fascinate people so long as we continue to protect them. 
 
In the Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation Area, National Park Service researchers conduct 
multiple studies to monitor the distribution and abundance of herps (in addition to much other wildlife).  
In fact, herps are often the most abundant vertebrates in a given region.  By studying these animals, we 
can better manage our natural resources and further our knowledge of wildlife ecology, biology, 
genetics, behavior, as well as the effects of urban development and other anthropologic activities. 
 
This guide includes information on 35 known species of herps in the Santa Monica Mountains NRA.  
Within each taxonomic group (lizards, turtles, amphibians, snakes) the animals are listed from most to 
least common, generally.  This guide was designed to be interesting to read, easy to understand, and 
helpful in assisting anyone (even the most inexperienced) to identify herps in the region.  Hopefully, 
with recognition of the individual species, this guide will help bring acknowledgement and appreciation 
to these animals.  If nothing else, it is fun to look at the pictures.  Enjoy. 
 

 
 

!ÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÍÅÎÔÓ 
 

This guide was made by Mark Ziman, a wildlife biology intern for the National Park Service of the Santa 
Monica Mountains NRA.  During his time in the Santa Monica Mountains, Mark frequently worked 
hands-on with the wild animals in the area.  He created this comprehensive guide so the public would 
have access to scientifically accurate information about all the herps in the Santa Monica Mountains.  
Mark wrote some of the text and took about a quarter of the pictures. 
 
Special thanks to Dr. Robert Fisher of the U.S. Geological Survey.  He provided the detailed, thorough 
information in the text.  Dr. Fisher is an accomplished herpetologist and has years of experience with 
herps in Southern California. 
 
Great thanks to Chris Brown of the U.S. Geological Survey for his incredible pictures of these animals.  
Mr. Brown is also an accomplished herpetologist and has much experience with herps in Southern 
California. 
 
 
 
*For questions about this guide, please contact:  National Park Service 

401 W Hillcrest Dr, Thousand Oaks, CA  91360  
       (805) 370-2300  
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Sceloporus occidentalis  (subspecies: longipes) 

Size (snout to vent length): 2.0-3.5 in (5.0-8.5 cm) 

Distinguishing Characters:  Dorsal scales keeled and pointed; dark brown or black blotched pattern; 

small blue spots on back and large one on throat; blue ventral patches, with a black mid-ventral stripe 

separating the patches; yellow or orange on rear under surfaces of limbs. 

Juveniles:  Lacks blue on throat; blue ventral patches faint or absent. 

Dimorphism:  Swollen tail base in males with paired enlarged scales just posterior of vent, and femoral 

pores; female has less vivid markings and lacks, or has smaller, pale blue ventral patches (see photos 

below). 

Notes:  Regularly, although unscientifically, referred to as Blue Bellies.  By far the most common lizard in 

the region.  Seen in all habitats, often άŘƻƛƴƎ ǇǳǎƘ-ǳǇǎέ ƻƴ ǊƻŎƪǎ ƻǊ ǎǳƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƻƴ Ǌƻcks.  Have 

large variation in colors.   

 

        
       Underside of Male                     Underside of Female 

NPS 

USGS USGS 
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Plestiodon skiltonianus 

Size (snout to vent length): 1.5-3.0 in (4.5-7.5 cm) 

Distinguishing Characters:  Broad, brown stripe down middle of the back edge with black; pale whitish 

or golden stripes down sides, separated by a beige stripe beginning behind eyes; ventral side whitish or 

grey; smooth scales; small legs; stripes appear faded in older adults. 

Juveniles:  Stripes are more contrasting; a bright cobalt blue tail. 

Notes:  Although common in area, sightings are uncommon.  They often stay covered and are fast 

moving through dense vegetation.  They are a small, delicate species.  They have smooth scales and tails 

that are easily lost. 

 

 
Juvenile with bright blue tail. 

 

USGS 

NPS 
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Uta stansburiana  (subspecies: elegans) 

Size (snout to vent length): 1.5-2.5 in (3.5-6.5 cm) 

Distinguishing Characters:  A small species; a conspicuous bluish-black blotch on each side behind the 

forelimbs; dorsum blotched or spotted with blue, orange, yellow, brown and/or black; whitish to grey 

on venter; orange or light blue patch on throat, and no blue belly patches. 

Juveniles:  Similar to adult female in pattern; may lack blue-black spots on sides. 

Dimorphism:  Male has swollen tail base, blue and yellow flecks on mid-dorsal side, and enlarged 

postanal scales; female lacks blue and yellow mid-dorsal flecks and is blotched dorsally in brown and 

black. 

Notes:  A common species throughout area, prefers open habitats with rock or sand. 

 

 
Blotch on side.  

NPS 

NPS 
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Elgaria multicarinata  (supspecies: multicarinata, webbii, and intergrades) 

Size (snout to vent length): 3.0-7.0 in (8.0-18.0 cm) 

Distinguishing Characters:  A long-bodied species with black and white crossbars on back and tail; 

brown, yellow, grey or reddish ground color; prominent fold along sides of body; dorsal scales strongly 

keeled; black or dusky bars on sides; yellow eyes; tail over twice the body length (if not regenerated); 

large head with pointed snout; small legs; broad, forked tongue. 

Juveniles:  Broad dorsal stripe of yellow, tan or reddish-gold; indistinct crossbands. 

Dimorphism:  Head broader and more triangular in adult males. Males may exude hemipenis when 

stressed. 

Notes:  May look snake-like at first glance.  Individuals will  attempt to bite and defecate when handled; 

though not dangerous. 

 

            
                                                                                          ! ƳŀƭŜΩǎ triangular head.  

NPS 

NPS 

USGS 
































































