
WHITE-FACED HERON I N  NEW ZEALAND. 
By R. H. D. Stidolph, Masterton. 

The white-faced heron (Notophoyx novaehollandiae) has shown a 
remarkable increase in numbers in New Zealand during the last ten years. 

A perusal of the literature relating to this bird indicates its general 
rarity prior to 1940. Most of the published bird lists up to that year make 
no mention of it and the few that do, refer to its scarcity. Although there 
has been some confusion between this species and the coastal-frequenting 
leef heron (Dernigretta sacra) under the general name of "blue crane," it 
is significant that competent bird observers, until 1940 onwards, have few 
definite records of the white-faced heron, either in the North or the South 

"Island. 
Only thirteen records of the occurrence of this heron in the period of 

European settlement up to the end of 1939 can be traced, these relating 
tc  twelve localities and to not more than two birds seen together. It  is 
possible that there are a few additional records, those relating to "a pair" 
seen on Lake Taupo in October, 1875, and to one at Lake Rotoiti, in' 
October, 1884, which were listed by Buller under the reef heron, but are 
more likely to have been the white-faced heron. The reef heron is a 
coastal bird. The records of Reischek of Ardea novaehollandiae in the 
West Coast Sounds are regarded as referable to the reef heron. 

From the beginning of 1940 to the end of 1951 there are 43' records 
in 32 localities, these including as many as 36 birds in one group, with 
other instances of 20, 12 and 7 birds having been seen together. Thus, 
we have 13 records over a period of 100 years (1840 to 1939) and 43 
records in 12 years (1940-1951). Even making allowance for the larger 
number of bird observers at the present time, it must be remembered that 
it is unlikely that a bird of its size would escape detection in earlier days 
even by those not interested in bird-life. Moreover, there are definite state- 
ments that the bird has appeared in certain widely-separated districts only 
in the last few years. 

In a somewhat contradictory reference to the white-faced heron in the 
"Wellington Evening Press," by Mr. Edward Wakefield, quoted in a foot- 
note by Buller (1888), it is stated that the bird breeds in New Zealand 
"sometimes," this statement evidently being based on the observations of 
a resident of Blind Bay (Nelson). No published record of the nest, eggs, or 
young of this bird in New Zealand is known except that of B. A. Ellis 
relating to Shag Valley, Otago (1941-1944), though there are good reasons 
to believe that the bird has bred elsewhere before and after these known 
instances. Dr. R. A. Falla has stated his belief (1941) that it "seems likely 
it has been a common breeding species there (referring to Westland) during 
the whole period of European settlement and before, and that it has some- 
what similar winter dispersal habits to those of the white heron. Local 
observers consider that it has always been a much more plentiful bird than 
the white heron." If the bird had been as common in Westland (prior 
to 1940) as the above statement would seem to suggest, it is strange that 
more birds of this species did not turn up elsewhere in New Zealand during 
the dispersal period. 

Although the white-faced heron and the reef heron sometimes are to 
be found in the same locality there is no reason why they should be 
confused. In colour, the white-faced is a much lighter bird than the reef 
heron, appearing almost white, while the other is almost black, that is, if 
viewed in a good light. Moreover, the white-faced heron in flight shows 
the distal portion of the wings much darker than the remainder, whereas 
in the reef heron, the whole of the wing is the same dark shade. The 
white-faced, too, is a slimmer looking bird, the reef heron being of a more 
stocky appearance. The reef heron is essentially a bird of the coast, though 
it is to be seen sometimes a mile or two up a mud-flanked river. On the 
other hand, the white-faced may be seen on tidal harbours and estuaries 
as well as in inland areas, where it frequents swampy land, lagoons and 
lakes-areas quite beyond the normal habitat of the reef heron. In nesting 
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