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Parrot of the night
You came from Rangi
You came from Mother Earth
You came from Tāne

Kākāpō
Mai a Rangi
Mai a Papatūānuku
Mai a Tāne

For the flowering of Rimu

Ka puawai Rimu

A sustenance for Kākāpō

Ka hua a Kākāpō

From this world
To the world beyond

Ki te Whai ao
Ki te Ao mārama

We are bound together in conserving nature

Ka here tāngata

We are bound together in conserving land

Ka here whenua

Let night come

Ka tū te Pō

Let day come

Ka tū te Ao

Such is life

Tīhei mauri ora

This whakataukī was composed by the late Ngā Puhi Kaumātua Riki Cherrington and Tāne Davis from Ngāi Tahu. It honours the
importance of kākāpō as a taonga species to Ngāi Tahu and other iwi. It reflects the bird’s role in the natural world, and recognises
both the role conservation has played in saving the kākāpō as well as the flagship role it has in promoting conservation. Whakataukī
are poetic proverbs. They can combine historic events, holistic perspectives, thoughts and values, as well as advice of past generations, and they provide underlying messages which are influential in Māori society.
4 KĀKĀPŌ

Manu and kākāpō
ranger Freya Moore.
MIKAYLIE WILSON
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1. RETURN OF THE KĀKĀPŌ

THE KĀKĀPŌ WAS FIRST NAMED by Māori, who called it ‘parrot of the night’. Early
European settlers in New Zealand called it the owl parrot, for the way its face—with its
circular spray of bristles—resembled that of an owl. In 1845, scientist George Robert Gray
named it Strigops habroptilus, meaning ‘owl-face soft-feathered’.
Over the last 60 years, the kākāpō species has declined almost to extinction, been rescued,
and is now making an increasingly confident recovery, which would never have happened
had it been left alone to make its own way in the world. The Kākāpō Recovery Programme
now takes into consideration every aspect of kākāpō, and works at a number of levels of
management: from the microscopic and molecular, to the needs of an individual bird,
those of the entire kākāpō population, and beyond that, at an ecosystem level. Because,
ultimately, it isn’t enough just to save a species—it needs to be saved in the context of the
natural ecosystem in which it lives.
In 1989, the New Zealand Department of Conservation (DOC) published its first species
recovery plan—for the kākāpō. The first paragraph was simple and to the point: ‘The kakapo,
a large flightless nocturnal parrot, is one of the rarest and most endangered species in the
world.’ The extent of its predicament was summed up on the plan’s second page: ‘In total
the species numbers 40 known birds, only 27 per cent of which are females … Other than
two young banded in 1981, the ages of these kakapo are unknown.’
What a difference nearly 30 years make. At the time of this book’s writing in early 2018,
there are 149 living kākāpō. Many of those were produced in two big breeding seasons:
in 2009, 33 chicks took the kākāpō population over 100 birds for the first time since the
early 1980s; and in 2016, 34 chicks boosted numbers to over 150. The population now
has a very different sex ratio: 77 males and 72 females. There are currently 112 adults and
37 juveniles, and while the ages of 30 adult birds remain unknown there are now almost
four times as many known-age kākāpō hatched on offshore island sanctuaries as there are
living founders from Stewart Island / Rakiura.
Kākāpō numbers never remain static for long—they fluctuate, of course. After the
2016 breeding season, the population hit a brief high of 157 birds, before a series of
deaths whittled it back down to 149. And it will almost certainly go down again before
it next goes up. But numbers are only part of the story. In 1989, Gerald Durrell wrote an
introduction to David Butler’s book Quest for the Kakapo: The full story of New Zealand’s

A four-month-old kākāpō
chick sports its first complete
set of feathers but still bears
the last traces of baby down.
DARREN SCOTT
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Flightless kākāpō have sturdy
legs and strong feet for walking
and climbing, and an endearing
habit of ‘freezing’ when they feel
threatened. MALCOLM RUTHERFORD

most remarkable bird. In it, Durrell wrote: ‘If naturalists go to heaven (about which there
is considerable ecclesiastical doubt) I hope that I will be furnished with a troop of kakapo
to amuse me in the evening instead of television. Meanwhile, however, the kakapo is in
grave danger of slipping away from us, of becoming extinct before we have unravelled the
secrets of its strange nocturnal life.’
Well, the good news is that not only is the kākāpō no longer in imminent danger of
slipping away, but there has been much unravelling of its make-up and habits in the last
two decades. Although there are still many unsolved mysteries—including seemingly
basic ones such as exactly how long kākāpō live for—we now have considerable insight
into many aspects of kākāpō biology and life history.
So, what kind of bird are they? Douglas Adams, writing in the 1990 book Last Chance
to See, said: ‘In fact the kakapo is a bird that reminds me of the British motorbike industry.
It had things its own way for so long that it simply became eccentric … It pursues its own
eccentricities rather industriously and modestly. If you ask anyone who has worked with
kakapos to describe them, they tend to use words like “innocent” and “solemn”, even when
it’s leaping helplessly out of a tree.’
The words ‘charming’, ‘endearing’ and ‘old-fashioned’ are also often used to describe
the kākāpō, and therein lies its conundrum—it evolved in a different world, one in which
it could take its time.
So, first of all, let’s meet a sweet, old-fashioned bird, with a suitably old-fashioned name—
Nora. Nora’s story gives us an insight into the world and biology of a female kākāpō. Then
we will hear the story of Felix, and discover what it takes to be a male kākāpō. Finally, we
will meet the third member of the kākāpō breeding triumvirate—the rimu tree, whose
fruit is an indispensable kākāpō love potion.
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CODFISH ISLAND /
WHENUA HOU

Ħ Northwest of Stewart Island

⊠

1,396 hectares
% Highest elevation 249 metres

Whenua Hou is a largely granite island situated 3 kilometres off the northwest coast of Stewart
Island. It is now uninhabited, but was occupied by Murihiku Māori in the past, and a small
amount of forest clearance took place. It is covered in vegetation, ranging from rimu- and
rātā-dominated forest, to low scrub on the tops. Whenua Hou is home to significant colonies
of burrowing seabirds, including tītī (muttonbird or sooty shearwater), mottled petrel, South
Georgian diving petrels and Cook’s petrel, as well as short-tailed bats, fernbirds and New Zealand
fur seals. Introduced weka were finally eradicated from the island in 1985 following a fiveyear programme of translocation, trapping and shooting, and possums were eradicated in the
mid-1980s. Immediately following the possum eradication, the first kākāpō were introduced
in 1987 (including Nora). Kiore were eradicated during an aerial drop of anticoagulant poison,
brodifacoum, in 1998. Since the mid-1990s kākāpō management has focused on Whenua Hou.

KATJA RIEDEL
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Changing transmitter
on Anchor Island.
JAKE OSBORNE

28. 2010 – 15: KEEPING KĀKĀPŌ TIME

AFTER A BIG KĀKĀPŌ BREEDING SEASON there is inevitably a quiet hiatus the following
year, and 2010 is no exception. There is a rush of relocations as some of the adult females
that had been moved to Whenua Hou to breed in 2009 are moved back to Anchor Island.
And two old founder birds die: Sass and Sarah, both of whom had taken part in the 2009
breeding season.
But by February 2010, after the usual summer tree climbing, the Kākāpō Recovery Team
know that they need to start preparing for another breeding season in 2011. On Whenua
Hou, an average of 21 per cent of branch tips on the 10 sample rimu trees are bearing fruit,
which is somewhat less than the almost 40 per cent that triggered the bumper breeding
seasons of 2002 and 2009, but more than the 10 per cent and 13 per cent that triggered
nesting in 2005 and 2008, respectively. On Anchor Island, the rimu count is 12 per cent.
There is a lot of variation between trees, so it is hard to predict exactly what will happen:
perhaps females with good rimu trees in their home range will breed, while others exposed
only to poor fruiting trees may not respond. Based on these levels, the prediction is that
there could be up to 19 nests on Whenua Hou and seven on Anchor Island—but everyone
knows that the weather will play a big role. And sure enough, it does.
In mid-September 2010, a deep low-pressure system tracks towards New Zealand,
drawing very cold air and precipitation from as far south as Antarctica. When it reaches
Southland, it drops a thick load of wet snow that is heavy enough to collapse the roof of
the sports stadium in Invercargill and damage other city buildings, as well as causing heavy
stock losses on farms around the region. On both Anchor Island and Whenua Hou more
than half of the unripe fruit falls off the rimu trees.
Nonetheless, winter levels of fruit have obviously been enough to get the male kākāpō
into breeding mode, and as summer rolls around there is plenty of activity at track and
bowl systems, and lots of booming, on both islands.
Christmas 2010 sees the end of a significant era in kākāpō conservation: on Christmas
Eve, Richard Henry, the last surviving Fiordland kākāpō, is found dead. The cause of death
is erysipelas; the frail elderly bird’s immune system couldn’t fight the bacterial infection,
which also killed three young females in 2004. We don’t know how old Richard Henry was
when he died, but it’s thought he was probably well over 80 years old—and quite possibly
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31. 2016: FIORDLAND TO THE FORE

IN 2016, FIORDLAND FIRMLY REGAINS ITS TITLE as ‘home of the kākāpō’, during the
biggest breeding season the Kākāpō Recovery Team has had to cope with. The season
is frenetic, overwhelming, exhilarating, frustrating—and productive. For the first time,
breeding sprawls across three islands, numerous young birds breed (especially on Anchor
Island), and 18-year-old Kuia finally realises everyone’s dream of adding Richard Henry’s
precious Fiordland legacy to the kākāpō gene pool. The 34 chicks that make it past weaning just exceed the number from the last major breeding season seven years earlier, briefly
increasing the kākāpō population to 157 birds, the highest since management began. It’s
a long way from the 51 birds of 1995.
Planning, as always, begins well ahead of time, as the team tries to predict how big the
rimu mast will be. There are still so many questions: what will happen during a big beech
mast on Anchor Island? What exactly is triggering breeding on Hauturu? The February
rimu count on Whenua Hou is 24 per cent—good, but not outstanding, and nowhere near
the 2002 and 2009 levels of nearly 40 per cent. Nonetheless, they decide to plan for a likely
25 chicks. The rimu count on Anchor Island is not great—just 13 per cent—but the team
has a nagging suspicion that the 10 trees they count there are not fully representative and
are considering changes to the way they calculate their predictions. Despite the low rimu
prediction the beech mast on Anchor Island looks like a big one, so the team places a conservative bet of nine chicks. They’re optimistic about Hauturu and think they could have
up to four nests, even though kauri isn’t among the suite of trees flowering and fruiting.
But counting your chicks before they hatch is always a tricky business. After another
cold spring, the rimu count drops to just 12 per cent on Whenua Hou and 6 per cent on
Anchor Island. The team reins in its hopes and predictions, to 15 and four chicks, respectively, with Hauturu as the wild card. They’re anticipating the season will get off to a very
late start, and are not expecting mating to begin until mid-February.
The birds are all in place: 63 on Whenua Hou, 42 on Anchor and 10 on Hauturu. Females
slightly outnumber males on the two big islands, as 10 genetically less desirable males
remain parked on another island out of the way. All the founder birds, plus some young
birds, are on Whenua Hou, while Anchor Island belongs to the new generations of birds.
The island rangers are in place, and looking forward to seeing how well the new smart
technology does at keeping a remote eye on the birds.

REBECCA HOUNHOLD / DOC
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The plan this year is to forge ahead with artificial
insemination (AI). Dr Sushil Sood, from India,
became the latest AI expert in 2014, as Juan Blanco
was too busy with birds of prey back in Spain, and
ROVING TORTOISE PHOTOS
he will be available again in 2016. Sushil’s method
of collecting sperm is a little different to Juan’s:
he still massages the bird, but holds it in his lap rather than on a table, and he gets good
sperm samples this way. All the sperm will be used fresh, to top up females who mate only
once, to try to optimise some of the genetic matches, and to try to reduce the high rates
of infertility and early embryo deaths. For now, cryopreservation and the sperm bank are
on hold, and sperm collection and AI are focused on Whenua Hou, where all the founder
birds are located, as are the two males with Fiordland genes, Sinbad and Gulliver.
A new plan for 2016 is to introduce a rating system for nests, to help staff prioritise their
efforts. A gold star nest is highest priority; initially this will comprise genetically important
birds such as Kuia and any founder birds that haven’t yet bred or have produced only a
small number of chicks. Once chicks hatch, they will be provisionally sexed from their
bill width, and female chicks will be given priority. Gold star nests will get all the tech as
well as a nest-minder. Silver and bronze star nests will get proportionally less attention,

Deidre Vercoe and Daryl Eason have
spent many years developing a system
of artificial insemination for kākāpō.
Mostly recently they have been working
with vet expert Sushil Sood. TUI DE ROY /
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and may just be monitored via the nest Snarks.
The team members settle in for a long wait—and it’s fair to say they’re caught a little by
surprise when the first mating happens. Not only is it much earlier than they are expecting, but it all happens in a rush.
On 9 January 2016, the Anchor Island rangers send an exciting email: seven-year-old
Tīwhiri is the first female to mate, and her mate is 14-year-old Horton. Both are breeding
for the first time.
The next female to breed, also on Anchor Island, is a cause for celebration. Kuia is one
of only three kākāpō with Fiordland genes. Although she is 18 years old, this is the first
time she has bred, and her mates of choice are two other first-timers, Blake, aged 14, and
Kumi, aged 11.
The birds on Whenua Hou aren’t far behind—Aranga mates with Smoko, and then Pearl
mates twice with Felix. The news keeps coming in thick and fast—and among it all is the
sad news that Smoko has been found dead, killed in a fight with another male at his track
and bowl system. Competition has been building among the males over favoured territory,
and although shouting—or rather skrarking—matches are common, sometimes they spill
over into a full-blown fight that can have fatal consequences.
Splitting her time between Whenua Hou and Invercargill, Deidre Vercoe scrambles to
find more people with kākāpō experience who can come and help out on the islands. She
needs to scale-up operations on Anchor Island rapidly, so that as Tīwhiri, Kuia and the
other early females begin to nest, there are people on the ground to install the equipment at
each nest so it can be monitored remotely. Due to its remoteness and the expense of hiring
helicopters to fly people in and out, there will be no volunteer nest-minders on Anchor
Island, but the plan is for priority nests on Whenua Hou to have live-in nest-minders.
Deidre soon has a team of experienced rangers in place, with senior ranger Jo Ledington
taking the lead on Anchor Island.
The search is now on for nests, as the first females to mate begin to lay their eggs. The
egg-timer transmitters are useful allies, as the marked change in activity that indicates a
bird is settling alerts the rangers to start looking for nests. Kuia’s nest on Anchor Island
is one of the first to be found, and although the good news is that her three eggs are all
fertile, she hasn’t chosen her nest site well: it is near the coast, next to a muddy seal colony,
and she is bothered by swarms of sandflies. There is concern that Kuia’s constant fidgeting
could result in egg damage, so it is an easy decision to remove her eggs so that they can
be safely incubated in captivity. The team hopes that, as it is early in the season, Kuia will
mate again and re-nest—which she eventually does, laying another three fertile eggs in a
much better nest, well away from any seals.
The sperm-collection team, meanwhile, is busy on Whenua Hou, racing each female
kākāpō’s egg-production clock. Daryl Eason knows which sperm matches he’d like to make.
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