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Distribution and conservation status of the dwarf inanga
Galaxias gracilis (Teleostei: Galaxiidae) an endemic fish of
Northland dune lakes

D. K. Rowe, B. L. Chisnall*

Surveys of 27 Northland lakes revealed two new locations for Galaxias gracilis but
confirmed its restricted geographical distribution. It is now present in 11 lakes on the
west coast of the North Island within 50 km of Dargaville, and in Lake Ototoa on the
South Kaipara Head, where it was introduced in 1986. Densities of G. gracilis were
determined by nocturnal fyke netting in the littoral zone of the North Kaipara lakes. It
was abundant in two of these lakes, common in two, rare in five, and extinct or close to
it in at least three others. We conclude that G. gracilis has one of the most restricted
geographical distributions of any New Zealand native fish, and that its densities have
declined in over 80% of the lakes from which it has been recorded. Although trout
predation could account for the current low density of G. gracilis in three lakes, it is not
responsible for low densities in six others. Factors responsible for the decline of this
species are therefore unknown, so it is a threatened species in terms of its conservation
status.
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INTRODUCTION

Landlocked galaxiids were first discovered in 10 lakes on the west coast of the North Island
of New Zealand in 1950 but were not identified to species level (Cunningham et al. 1953).
Land-locked populations of Galaxias maculatus (Jenyns) and Galaxias fasciatus Gray were
later found in some of the more southerly lakes surveyed (McDowall 1972; Schipper 1979),
but the galaxiids in lakes on the North Kaipara Head and further north remained unidentified.

In 1965 a sample of these unidentified galaxiids was obtained from Lake Rototuna on the
North Kaipara Head. On the basis of differences in meristic features (i.e., the number of
vertebrae and gillrakers), and the divergence of these from G. maculatus, these fish were
described as a new species, Galaxias gracilis McDowall (McDowall 1967). The common
name for this species ‘dwarf inanga’ refers to its diminutive size relative to the landlocked G.
maculatus, or ‘inanga’, from which it is thought to have evolved (McDowall 1990).

By 1968 G. gracilis had been identified from only four lakes, but by 1972 it had been
reported from five of the 16 dune lakes on the North Kaipara Head (Poutu Lakes), as well as
from three of the four Kai Iwi dune lakes (Table 1). In 1977 it was reported from a further
Poutu lake, bringing its total locations up to nine.

Unidentified galaxiids were also reported from Lake Rototoa, near the tip of the South
Kaipara Head (Cunningham et al. 1953). Subsequently McDowall (1978, 1990) reported that
G. gracilis was present in lakes of the North Kaipara Head, including Lake Rototoa.
However, there is no Lake Rototoa on topographical maps covering the North Kaipara Head.
The Lake Rototoa to which McDowall referred, and in which Cunningham et al. (1953)
found galaxiids, is on the South Kaipara Head. To add to the confusion, this lake is now
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