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AN ACCOUNT OF THE ESTABLISHMENT OF 
THE AUSTRALIAN COOT IN THE ROTORUA 

DISTRICT WITH SOME NOTES ON ITS 
N EST1 NG HABITS 

l j y  R. JACKSON nnd H .  LYALL  

T h e  Australian Coot (Fulica n t m  au.st?-dis) made its first appear- 
ance in the Kotorua District on Lake Okareka, in the early spring of 
1962, with the arrival of one bird on the southern side of the main 
peninsula. This  bird remained by itself for about 4 weeks, keeping 
company with the Scaup (Aylhyn nouneseelnndine) and the Pukekos 
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(l'orplryl-io /I. tr~el(rrro/~rsj. It was then joined by another  bird, prcsurn- 
ably Senrale (bu t  in c x t c r ~ ~ a l  ;Ippe;lr;lncc both sexes look a l ike) .  l ' h e  
pair  soon ;~di~ptec l  tliemselves to liui:lg in ;I l ~ t l  o l  rushes (Eleoclrnris 
sphncelak~)  of about  4 o r  5 acres in extent,  and  by the cntl of tha t  year 
brought  o u t  ;I brootl ol' seven young (not 2 brootls 21s oriqinally sup- 
j?oxetl). Soon after hatching one  was lost, Ijut the o ther  S I X  survived 
to  reach maturity a n d  st;~yetl with the p i ~ r e n t  I,irtls until the beginning 
o l  September, 1963, whcr~  they wcrc driven oll. Four o l  them stayed 
in the vicinity o u t  oS reach o f  tlie old birds, while two of them crossed 
to the o ther  side o l  the peninsula, but  I'ailetl to est;~ldish thcmselvcs 
there. 

'l'ow;~rtls th6 entl oS Septcniber I!)63, this pair  nested again, lor  in 
the third week oS Oc to lx r  they wcrc seen with iinothcr I~roocl of seven; 
;~g;iin one  went missing, but  u p  to  t l ~ c  prcscnt ( , j ;~nuary  I!)64) the rest 
Ilitve survived. 13uring Decenilxr 1!)63, they I ~ L I S L  Ili~vc set to  work 
once more lor, unexpectetlly on the rnorning o l  the 6th , january 1964, 
two newly h:~tcherl young were noticeel. Finally, o n  thc  8th they c a n e  
o u t  on  to the  open water with ;I complete I~rootl  oS s e w n .  T h e  young 
o l  the previous brood had niovetl ; ~ w ; ~ y  to the eastern cncl of the  
p e n i n s d a  i~ncl joined u p  with tw0 others I ~ c I ~ n g i n g  to the I~rootl  of 
the  year bel'orc. 

klc;~nwlii lc ~ I I  the 17th Novcnilxr I!)(i3, a t  the southcr~r  entl of the 
s;lme Ixtl  of rushcs ;I nest with only three eggs was l'ouncl, Ixlonging 
to  two metiibcrs oS the  first or ig i~ra l  brootl. '.l'hcsc eggs hael I~atchctl  by 
the 1st Decemlxr,  wlien tlie parents were seen with two young, which 
thcy lost a Sew clays later. No  Further a t tempt  was m l d e  a t  nesting 
by the same pair  unti l  the 2Srtl Dcccmbe~.,  when ;I nest oC six eggs was 
rcportc(l not  la r  Srom w l ~ e r e  tlleir first ncst h i~t l  I x e ~ l  tliscovcretl. For 
;I Sortnight the n u n l l ~ c r  ol' eggs in the nest remained a t  six, b ~ ~ t  when 
visited on  the  9th , January  l!)(i4, only five could Ilc Sound. Hy the 
12th ,]i~nu;lry the ~ l u ~ n b c r  had I'allcn tci three, I~ i i t  ;I young Ijirtl was in 
the water close by. Another y o u r ~ g  bird w;~s  seen in the ncst on  the  
14th J;~nu;lry,  ;IS well ;IS one  egg. However, o n  the 16th ] i ~ n u ; ~ r y ,  the 
ncst was deserted d togcthcr ,  ;rnd one  of the xtlult I~irtls was seen moving 
through the  rushes lollowed by two young. 

So, du r ing  the  period ol' ;~pproxirnatcly 1-1 nronths t l ~ : ~ t  tlle Coots 
have Ixen 1)reetling a t  Okarek;~ ,  25 young h ;~ve  Ixcn I~atchecl a n d  I'our 
lost, ;I loss of roughly ItiCZ,. 'l'his loss lnay IIC C ; I I I S L ' ~  by the L ~ c t  tha t  
when tlie young first take to the  water, t l ~ c  parents have co~rs i t lc r i~ l~le  
trouble keeping them together, ant1 odd ones I~ecome cut oll I'ronl the  
main brootl and arc  losc among  the rushes, thereby falling easy prey 
to  such predators ;IS tlie Harrier H ; ~ w k  (Circ.rc.s cr/)/~t-oxitrrn~r.s go~clrli) 
and  the  Kl;lck-backed Gull  (L(r~-rr.c tlorrrirriccr~r~r.~). In the  last ~ ~ c s t  under  
ol,servi~tion the  unaccountal,le tlis;ippcar;~nc.e ol' the rggs could Ilc 
;~ t t r ibutc t l  to I'itkekos, as on  two occ.;lsions thcy 11;lve Ixen noticed itr the 
the nests o l  the I-llack SMVII ( C ~ ~ I I I M  (I/IN/II.P) l'eeding 011 eggs which 
Iiavc I;~ilccl to l i ;~tch.  

A t  present these Coots 1i;lve not  ~novet l  to any o l  the o ther  lakes 
in the Kotorua district, with ~ l l c  exception ol o n e  pair  which w;ls 
reported on the nor thern  side o l  the peninsula a n d  11;ls since vanished 
wi thout  trace. From what we Iiave so Sar observecl, their  spread may 
be  linritctl by two factors. 

Firstly, thcy may be restricted by a p r e l e r c ~ ~ c e  lor  beds of rushcs 
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Fig. - Australian Coot (Fulica atra australis) settling on nest. Lake 
Okareka, 5/1/64. 

(Eleaclrtcl-is sphnceln~a)  in this district. They are very aquatic in  habits 
and obtain most of their food from tlic lake bed. They seem rather 
ungainly on dry land and seldom come ashore; when pressed too closely 
they prefer to swim lor sheltcr amongst the dense rushes rather than 
t ~ k c  to flight. Therefore, this extensive bed of rushes ;rt Okareka 
provides an ideal habitat. These rushes seem to grow best in sheltered 
backwaters which have a muddy or  stony bottom and are deep enough 
11ot to dry out during the summer months. T h e  maximum depth at  
which they will grow ranges from 8 lo 10 feet. In places where there 
are large cxp;rndes of silt ancl sand, or whcre streams irntl swzmps How 
out into lakes, either they d o  not exist or thcir place is taken by 
I-aupo (Tyl3hr~ cmgustifolin), of which there arc considerable areas on 
most lakes. Therefore, i f  thc C:oots confine themselves to these bctls 
of rushes, tlleir range in this area may be restricted tl~rough lack o l  
preferred habitat. Hut, on the other hand, if the younger birds wish 
to breed many will have to lcave Okareka for, when nesting, Coots 
take up  well defined territories from which other members of their 
spccies are strictly excluclec!. Whether or not they will become as 
adept as the I'ukeko in clambcririg about amongst the dense growth of 
r m p o  remains to bc scen. 

Secondly, their feeding habits are very similar to those of the 
N.Z. Scaup, whicli is present in large numbers on all the lakes about 
Rotorua. Both I,irds obtain their food from the bed of the lake by 
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diving, a t  which tlie Chat seems to be the more as it stays 
wbmcrgetl  for :I longer period and  can get its food it1 deeper water. 
The  Coot ,seems to spend ;I good portion of the daylight hours feeding, 
whereas the Scaup feeds m a ~ n l y  in the evening and sl.)erlds most of the  
d:iy resting on the surf;ice of the water. Certainly the COOLS behave 
aggressively towards the Scaup and frequently attack isolated intlivitluals. 
Rut  dur ing the winter months when the Scaup gather in large flocks, 
the rise oS the lake level is bound to cause a shortage of food for both 
slxcies. T h e n ,  whether the Coot will be able to 11oltl its own  g gain st 
the Scaup, o r  will puccumb to weight of numbers, is something which 
must yet be lountl out.  At Okareka it has been noticed that i f  there 
are too many Scaup on the water, the Coots preler to move Imck in to  
the rushes and Ie;~vc them to it, though a t  most otl!er pl;~ces they seem 
inditl'crcnt to their presence. Tl!c ccology ol' the 1hl)chic:k (Por l i ce j~s  
t .uJo /~ec l~r . s )  also is similar, I)ut tlic I>;~hchick is not present in large 
enough numl>ers I'or it to I x  ;I serious rival of the Coot. 

Wc were fortunate enough to  be able to study two nests of these 
C:oots, I>oth oC which I)el?ngetl to tlie same pair. T h c  first ncst was 
I)uilt in a rather exposed situaticn, ; ~ b ~ u t  I0 yards Srom the sliorc in ;I 

very open patch of stuntctl ruslies: it w s  on the verg:: of tlisir~tcgration 
when we Sound it. T h e  site lor  the second ncst, h o w ~ v e r ,  was much 
Ix t t e r  chosen. It was pl;~cctl a l ~ o u t  t l ~ c  same distance I r o ~ n  the shore 
l>ut, Ix ing :il)out (i y;~rtls i l l  from tlle edge of ; I  dense stand of rushes, 
wxs Oetter l)rotect(:~I 1'1-OIII rough IVC;IL~IC'I.. I % o t l ~  ~ ies ts  were poorly 
~ . o n s t r ~ ~ c t e ~ l ,  1xi11g s~na l l ,  untidy heaps, I)uilt l)y p11Ili11g down the 
surro~ui t l ing rushes and  I)cntlin# t l icn~ round to I'orn~ ;I platl'orm, with 
little trouble taken to I)uiltl up  the structure with 100s- material. 
Ncvcrtliclcss, I)uilt i l l  this w:~y, t l~cy  lvcrc securely ;~ l~chore t l  t o  the lake 
1 ~ ~ 1 ,  ; I I I ~  14~:rc ( ~ ; I I X I I ~ I C :  01' w i t l ~ s ~ : i ~ ~ ( f i ~ i ~  :I u c r t ; ~ i ~ ~  ; ~ y o u n t  of wave xctio11 
in storlily ~ ~ e ; ~ t l i c r .  ~1iougI1 ;I rise i l l  the wl t c r  level wo~11:I prol)al~ly 
I)c clis:~strous. 

' 1 ' 1 1 ~  eggs ; ~ p p e : ~ r  to be identic;~l i l l  size ; ~ n d  S ~ I ; I I ) C  to those of 
l l ~ c  I'ukcko: they arc d ~ d l  wl~ i t c  in colo~tr ,  I>ut on  closer e?c;~min;~tion 
show ;I I)rownish pink tinge. I 'hey are :~lso  marked a11 over with black 
spots. 

Dur ing tlie i~ tcul ) ;~t ion period tllc Coots selt lon~ nwve Ltr from 
ihe nest. O n  each of ou r  visits one bird was on  the nest while the 
other stood guard on  the open water outside. Whenever we went u p  
close, the bird that  was sitting would withdraw and  crouch a t  tlie side 
ol' the ncst hissing with wings spreatl atid neck outstrctchctl ;IS though 
prelxlretl to ;rtt:rck; the o ther  bird would leap u p  ; ~ n d  down on the 
:;urface of the water in :in effort to ilttriict ou r  attention. Once they 
r o t  used to  ou r  p r e s e ~ ~ c c  they would quieten clown. and  the bird that 
was on  the nest would settle on the eggs again. As soon as the eggs 
start h:~tcliing they seem to lose interest in the nest, their  attention 
k i n g  given to  the young tl1;rt a rc  on tlie water. l ' h c  young evitlcntly 
lcave the nest very soon ;!Ster they :Ire Iiatchetl, ;IS it was only on  one  
c ' u s i o n  that ;I young bird was caught ;~ctually in the nest. 

111 appearance the young bear n o  resenil~lance to the adul t  birds. 
When  first hatched they are almost ;I brilliant sc;trlet colour almut the  
sides of' the head, tlie I~ristles clown the hack of the neck and  ; ~ r o n n d  
11.9 face :Ire t ipped with yellow, anti the rest 01' tlic I)otly is covered 
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with black down. After about three or four weeks this bright colouring 
fades and is replaced by a patch of dull q-eyish-white down the front 
of the neck and breast. They are almost full grown before they show 
bhck on the neck and the Srontal shield begins to appear. ' 

In  conclusion, our  thanks must be given to many of the local 
residents who took ;I keen interest in the proceedings and were able 
to give us niucli uselul information; above all, our thanks must go to 
Mr. E. Housby of Lake Okareka, who originally found the two nests 
and who was always alde to provide us with a boat when we wanted 
one. We are also extremely grateful to Mr. M. J. S. Black, of Kotorua, 
but for whose encouragement ;I good c!eaI less might 1i;we been done. 

SHORT NOTE 
CAI'TLE EGKE1' NEAR CKEYMOUTH 

O n  28th April, 1964, Mr. R. H. Jones of 92 Ward St., Cobden, 
told me that he had seen a strange small white heron near the roadside 
in the Coal Creek area. H e  said that he was lamiliar with the ordinary 
White Herons, Royal Spoonbills ; ~ n d  Wliitc-laced Herons, but did not 
know this bird. l ' h e  bird was white in colour; bill yellowy orange but 
shorter than a White Heron's I~ill;  head and neck appeared tliicker in 
proportion than on  a White Heron; the legs were very [lark; the wings 
in flight rounded and blunt. On the ground the I~irtl  I i ;~ t l  ;I s;twn-dl 
appearance, tail short ; ~ n d  wcll o f T  the ground, stance upright. When 
the bird was tlisturlxd it flew to some grazing cattle, 1;1ntletl by the hc;~tl 
of one, skipped sideways with half-r;~isecl wings when the row I>uttctl 
a t  it, then moved around l~cliintl the cow. T h e  I i rd was still following 
the caltle some four hours hter .  71'llere were no other I h d s  to be 
seen in the area. From the general description m t l  I)~'Ii;~viour the I~ i rd  
was clearly ;I Cattle Egret, A~deolcl ibis. 

I was not successful in seeing the bird on the ground but 
probably saw it in flight over Greynlouth on  30th April, 1964. T h e  
relatively short and rounded wing compared with White Herons, Egretla 
alba rnodestcl, and Little Egrets, Egretlo gc~rzettn, was very apparent. 
'The bill appeared orangey and the legs very dark. T h e  wingbeat was 
noticeably faster than that of White Herons or Little Egrets. However, 
I had only a brief glimpse in good light from below the bird while 
I was driving a vehicle. 

On 3rd May, 1964, Mr. T. Hartley-Smith reported that he had 
followecl ;I White Heron-like bird near Totara Flat. Unfortunately the 
fog was very thick ; ~ n d  a good view was not obtained. T h e  bird Ilad a 

' short, rounded wing, very dark legs, quick wingbeat - abnut twice 
as fast as the wingbeat of White-ficed Herons, Arotophoyx ,novae- 
hollnndiae, it was with: bill appeared dark. Smaller than the White- 
faced Herons. 

Whether or not the same bird was seen at Greymouth and Totara 
Flat is problematical, but  the Greymouth bird was not reported after 
30th April and it could easily have moved some twenty miles up the 
Grey River by 3rd May. It  is very likely that the Totara Flat bird 
was in fact a Cattle Egret. 

- P. GKANT 


