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Western fence lizards are often found sunning themselves on
different surfaces.

Lounging With Lizards
Angela McLaughlin ~ The Journal • Aug 22, 2019Aug 22, 2019

Basking in the intense Southern California sun, head tilted
back with eyes closed, the lizard warms its body. Something
moves nearby, and it tips its head from side to side,
determining if there is a threat. A shadow passes overhead,
and in a flash, the lizard is gone.

So accustomed to the sight of many of the smaller reptiles of
the area, we rarely pause to observe them. But these
fascinating creatures are worthy of a second glance, both
because of their curious traits and their effect on the
ecosystem. 

The ancestors of modern lizards appeared on Earth more
than 200 million years ago — so they’ve been on this planet
for quite some time. They are found on every continent,
except Antarctica.

There are many different types of reptiles living in the warm
climate of Southern California, but some of the most common
are the lizards that share our area, such as the Western fence
lizard. 

Lizards are ectothermic, or cold-blooded, meaning they take
on the temperature of their surroundings. They are most active during the day, when the sun is out. Some
lizards appear darker in color before their body temperature has warmed. The Western fence lizard is often seen
on top of rocks, boulders, walls and, as their name implies, fences. 

Primarily active during the warm summer months, the lizards around Ramona and Julian go into a hibernation of
sorts, where they become less active during the cool winter months. Some may burrow underground until the
world warms again. 

And when they reappear in spring, it is with a good appetite and readiness for courtship.

Most native lizards are insectivores, meaning they consume insects. This makes them a welcome addition to
yards and gardens, as they help with insect control around the home. Using their tongues to catch scent
particles in the air, lizards often hunt crickets, cockroaches, ants, beetles and more — in other words, the bugs
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we don’t want around. 

Another reason to keep these interesting critters around, particularly the Western fence lizard, is detailed in a
1998 study led by entomologist Robert Lane at University of California, Berkeley. The study found that a protein
in the Western fence lizard’s blood actually killed off the bacteria in juvenile ticks that causes Lyme disease.
Though more information has since come to light, researchers seem to agree that adult ticks that feed 
predominately on this type of lizard have lower Lyme disease infection rates. 

Aside from fence lizards, you may be fortunate enough to spot Southern sagebrush lizards, Western side-
blotched lizards, the larger San Diego alligator lizard and the elusive San Diego banded gecko, among others. If
you are interested in learning how to identify the reptiles in your backyard, check out the identification charts at
californiaherps.com. 

Assuming you leave them undisturbed, the lizards found in San Diego County pose no real threat to humans. In
fact, there is only one venomous lizard in the United States, the Gila monster, which is native to the Southwest
and parts of Mexico. They are incredibly rare in California, having only been found in a few select places in the
Mojave Desert. 

Though relatively harmless, lizards should not be handled or disturbed. Aside from the possibility of being
bitten, most reptiles carry the salmonella bacterium. After coming into contact with a lizard, thoroughly wash
your hands and any surface the lizard touched. 

While they aid in insect control, lizards are also a beneficial part of the ecosystem, acting as a food source for
other animals, such as birds of prey and some mammals.

So the next time you see a lizard perched on a rock in your garden or clinging to the side of your house, take a
moment to watch it — you may be surprised by how fascinating these often-overlooked creatures are.
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