
NEW ZEALAND BIRDS 
 
The Center is working to provide Endangered Species Act protection for scores of the 
world’s most imperiled bird species. Endangered Species Act listing petitions were 
submitted in 1980 and 1991 for 73 international imperiled bird species, including these 
New Zealand birds. After decades of inaction, the Center filed suit against the Fish and 
Wildlife Service in 2003. As a result of that lawsuit, in May of 2004 the Service 
determined that the black stilt warranted ESA listing and indicated it would promptly 
prepare a listing proposal. The Service also determined that the other 7 New Zealand 
birds continue to warrant ESA listing, but are precluded from listing. In February 2006, 
after continued failure to list these vanishing species, the Center filed notice of intent to 
sue the Service for failing to provide protection for these New Zealand birds and 48 other 
imperiled candidate bird species. 
 
Cook’s petrel (Pterodroma cookie) 
 

Cook’s petrel is a marine and highly pelagic bird endemic to New Zealand, found in 
temperate and subtropical waters. Cook’s petrel rarely approaches land except at nesting 
colonies. It breeds on Little Barrier, Great Barrier, and Codfish Islands and occupies 
thickly forested high ridges and slopes, up to 700 m above sea level. Cook’s petrel is 
classified as Endangered in the 2002 IUCN Red List because it has a very small range 
when breeding. Although population numbers currently are increasing, there is a danger 
that the population on Great Barrier Island may be lost. The population estimate for 
Cook’s petrel is 100,000 birds and increasing. Threats to the species are predominantly 
from invasive species such as cats, black rats, Pacific rats and the weka, which are major 
predators of adults and chicks. Cats were eradicated from Little Barrier Island by 1980 
and wekas were eradicated from Codfish Island between 1980 and 1985. Pacific rats were 
successfully eradicated from Codfish Island in August 1998, and eradication from Little 
Barrier Island has been proposed. 
 
Chatham Island petrel (Pterodroma axillaries) 
 

The Chatham petrel is found only on South East Island in the Chatham Islands of New 
Zealand. It is marine and presumably pelagic bird that breeds on coastal lowlands and 
slopes in areas with low forest, bracken, or rank grass. The Chatham petrel nests in 
burrows amongst low vegetation and roots on flat to moderately sloping ground. The 
Chatham petrel is classified as Critically Endangered in the 2002 IUCN Red List because 
it is restricted to South East Island and is presumed to be continuing to decline due to 
competition from other native burrowing seabirds. The population of Chatham petrels is 
estimated to be 800-1,000 birds, with a decreasing population trend. There is intense 
competition for burrows on South East Island with the abundant bird the broad-billed 
prion, which may be the cause of the observed low breeding success and high rate of pair 
bond disruption in Chatham petrels. As a conservation measure, artificial nest sites have 
been provided for the petrels and burrows have been blocked to prevent occupation by 
prions. Although these actions have greatly improved breeding success, only a small 
proportion of breeding burrows have been found. 
 



Magenta petrel (Pterodroma magentae) 
 

The magenta petrel is native to Chatham Island, New Zealand. It breeds in a fragmented 
colony under dense forest and is a marine and presumably pelagic bird. The magenta 
petrel was rediscovered in 1978 after 10 years of intensive searching. The magenta petrel 
s listed as Critically Endangered by IUCN because it has undergone a historic decline that 
is assumed to be greater than 80 percent in 60 years, it has a very small population, and it 
is restricted to one extremely small location. The population of magenta petrels is 
estimated to be 100-150 birds. Although the long-term reduction in numbers may have 
begun to stabilize, it is premature to assume that there is not a continuing decline. The 
species is predominantly threatened by introduced species that take eggs, chicks, and 
adults, or compete for or cause the destruction of burrows. 
 
Takahe (Porphyrio mantelli) 
 

The takahe is endemic to New Zealand and is unique as the world’s largest living 
member of the rail family. The takahe is the remnant of the South Island population 
resulting from speciation. A North Island rail species which was taller and thinner boned 
is extinct. Fossils show that the takahe was once widespread in the North and South 
Islands. When the species was rediscovered in 1948 it was confined to the Murchison 
Mountains in Fiordland. It is restricted to alpine tussock grasslands on the mainland and 
feeds primarily on juices from the bases of snow tussock and the rhizome of a fern 
species. The takahe is listed as Endangered by the IUCN because it has an extremely 
small population. The main cause of the takahe’s decline was competition for food from 
the introduced red deer which also modified habitat by grazing. The takahe may also be 
affected by predation by stoats. Other potential competitors or predators include the 
introduced brush-tailed possum and the threatened weka. Over the last two decades the 
population has fluctuated between 100 and 160 birds. Populations have been re-
established on four predator-free offshore islands - Kapiti, Mana, Tiritiri Matangi, and 
Maud - from birds translocated between 1984 and 1991. Overall, numbers are slowly 
increasing due to intensive management of these island populations, although there are 
fluctuations in the remnant mainland population. Since the 1960s, deer have also been 
controlled in the Murchison Mountains. 
 
Chatham Island oystercatcher (Haematopus chathamensis) 
 

The Chatham oystercatcher is endemic to the Chatham Islands, New Zealand. It is mostly 
found on rocky shores, less often on sandy or gravel beaches, and sometimes nests in 
sites with some short vegetation. The Chatham oystercatcher is classified as Endangered 
in the 2002 IUCN Red List because it has a very small population. The Chatham 
oystercatcher population increased from approximately 50 birds in the early 1970s to 
100-110 birds in the breeding season of 1987-1988, which included 44 breeding pairs. A 
census conducted in 1998 revealed 140-150 birds, which represented a significant 
increase. However, numbers of birds on South East Island appear to have gradually 
declined since the 1970s. Introduced predators, as well as cattle and sheep, are a major 
threat on Pitt and Chatham Islands. South East and Mangere are free of mammalian 
predators, but populations are highly variable, and the causes of the decline occurring on 
South East Island are unknown. The birds on the Chatham Islands are protected through 



active management. Nest manipulation, fencing, signage, intensive predator control, and 
a research program aimed at assessing the effects of predators, flooding, and management 
on breeding success have been initiated. 
 
Black stilt (Himantopus novaezelandiae) 
 

The black stilt was formerly widespread across New Zealand. Currently, breeding is 
restricted to the Upper Waitaki Valley, South Island, and small numbers of the species 
over-winter on North Island. The black stilt is found along riverbanks, lake shores, 
swamps, and shallow ponds. The black stilt eats a variety of invertebrates and small fish. 
Most stilts breed for the first time at 3 years of age. The species typically lays four eggs 
per clutch and will usually re-nest if the first clutch is lost early in the season. 
 
The population of black stilts crashed from 1,000 birds or more in 1950 to fewer than 100 
birds in 1960. The latest black stilt population estimate is 40 birds and decreasing. The 
black stilt is considered Critically Endangered by the IUCN because it has declined 
recently to an effective population size of 18 breeding birds and is considered one of the 
most threatened shorebirds in the world. This species suffers from heavy predation, 
primarily from introduced animals such as cats, ferrets, stoats, hedgehogs, brown rats, the 
native Australian harrier, and kelp gull. For nesting, the black stilt prefers dry banks 
where both cats and ferrets hunt. They are solitary nesters, have a long fledgling period, 
and exhibit ineffective anti-predator behavior, which all contribute to heavy losses from 
predation. Nesting areas have also been destroyed by drainage, weed growth, and 
hydroelectric development. There is also interbreeding with the black-winged stilt as the 
population size decreases. The black stilt has been prevented from becoming extinct in 
the wild by the annual release of substantial numbers of captive-bred birds and through 
predator control. 
 
There are a number of conservation efforts under way for the black stilt. Predator control 
and captive rearing and release began in the early 1980s with mixed success. Recent 
advances in release methods appear to have enhanced the initial survival of released birds 
from 20-45 to 80-100 percent. Trapping for predators around all wild nests has been 
ongoing since 1997. Water levels are being manipulated in managed wetlands where 
predators are controlled to attract birds to feed and possibly breed. 
 
Orange-fronted parakeet (Cyanoramphus malherbi) 
 

The orange-fronted parakeet is found in only two valleys on the South Island of New 
Zealand - the South Branch Hurunui River valley and the Hawdon River valley. 
Historically, this parakeet species was present on the North, most of the South, and 
Stewart Islands. The orange-fronted parakeet is restricted to southern beech forest, with a 
preference for areas bordering stands of mountain beech. It requires mature trees with 
natural hollows or cavities for nesting, and breeding of the species is linked with the 
irregular seed production by beeches. 
 
The orange-fronted parakeet has an extremely small population and limited range. There 
have only been a few sightings since 1966, and previous assessments of its status have 



ranged from more common than originally thought to close to extinction. The orange-
fronted parakeet is classified as Endangered in the 2002 IUCN Red List and is listed in 
Appendix II of CITES. The population is estimated at 200-500 birds and declining. The 
primary cause of decline is likely to be predation by stoats and rats. Hybridization with 
yellow-crowned parakeets has been observed at Lake Sumner. 
 
Codfish Island fernbird (Bowdleria punctata wilsoni) 
 

The Codfish Island fernbird is found only in low scrub habitat on Codfish Island, off the 
northwest coast of Stewart Island, New Zealand. The vegetation of Codfish Island has 
been modified by the introduced Australian brush-tailed possum and fernbird numbers 
have been reduced by predation by the weka and the Polynesian rat. In 1966 the fernbird 
was considered relatively safe, but estimates from 1975 indicated a gradually declining 
population numbering only 100 birds. At that time, it was absent from parts of Codfish 
Island that it had formerly occupied. Several conservation measures have been completed 
on Codfish Island. The weka was eradicated from Codfish Island between 1980 and 
1985, and Polynesian rats were eradicated from Codfish Island in August 1998. The 
fernbirds are now rebounding on the island. 
 

 


