
Scientifi c Name
Shinisaurus crocodilurus

Other Names
None

Range
Southern China and northeastern Vietnam

Habitat
Secondary evergreen and bamboo forests

Average Size
Length: 8 – 12 in. 
Weight: 200 – 300 g. 

Description
Small grayish-brown lizard with orange to red 
sides and throat. The long tail has two ridges 
running its length 

Lifespan
In the wild: Unknown
In captivity: 10 years

Diet
In the wild: Caterpillars, snails, tadpoles, 
dragonfl y larvae, worms and insects
In captivity: Insects, earthworms and baby 
mice

Gestation
8 months

Sexual Maturity
2 to 3 years of age

Offspring
2 to 12 live young

Predators
Birds of prey, carnivores, snakes and humans

Population Status
Vulnerable

Behavior
The Chinese crocodile lizard inhabits clear, shallow pools of slow moving 
water with rocky and sandy bottoms. Although usually seen on land, 
this species is semi-aquatic with a powerful tail for swimming. When 
threatened, they often dive into the stream to escape. In fact, they can 
reduce their respiratory rate to remain submerged for a long period of time. 
Not known for intense activity, this diurnal lizard spends its day basking 
on branches and rocks along a waterway. They prefer dense vegetation 
overhanging waterholes for sleeping and shade. Although usually solitary, 
they will congregate together in rock crevices or tree holes before 
hibernating from November to March. 

Reproduction and Breeding
Breeding takes place from July to August. There is minimal courtship 
involved but males have been documented changing colors at this time, 
becoming brighter to attract the females. 

The young are born alive and are very active, feeding and swimming 
almost immediately.

Neither parent provides any care to the offspring, who remain in the 
general area for a few weeks before fi nding their own water hole to defend. 

Conservation
The main concern for this species is loss of habitat. Extensive deforestation 
causes ponds and streams to dry up and reduces the amount of ground 
cover available, leaving this lizard vulnerable to predators. In 2003, a new 
population was discovered in Vietnam, which is currently in peril due to 
illegal logging in the area. 

Because of its colorful appearance and docile nature, this is a popular 
animal for the pet trade. In the 1980’s, large numbers were exported to 
Europe and America, further decimating already small populations. In 2008, 
it was estimated that only 1,000 to 2,000 individuals remained, but accurate 
counts are hindered by the rugged habitat and reclusive nature of the 
lizard.
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Chinese Crocodile Lizard

In 1990, the Chinese crocodile lizard was listed on appendix II of CITES, which limited the numbers that could legally be 
exported, and since then, their wild trade has almost ceased. In China, only ½ of their range falls within a nature preserve. 
Fortunately, there are many captive breeding programs that work to preserve genetic diversity and provide a buffer against 
extinction.
The North American Regional Studbook for the Chinese crocodile lizard was fi rst published in 1995, is maintained by the 
Fresno Chaffee Zoo. 

Amazing Facts

This lizard was only discovered in 1929!

They are called “lizard of great sleepiness” because of their ability to remain motionless for hours!

They are also a folk remedy for insomnia for many native Chinese!

This lizard has many primitive characteristics and is considered to be a remnant reptile from the Pleistocene!
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