
THE CAPACITY OF URBAN RESTORED SITES TO SUPPORT 
NATIVE BIRDS: ECOLOGICAL OR SOCIAL RESTORATION?

Today, over half the world’s popu-        
        lation lives in urban areas and the 
proportion of urbanites is even high-
er in certain developed countries such 
as New Zealand, where it exceeds 87 
per cent. As the human population 
shifts to cities, so do potential sourc-
es of conservation action in the form 
of votes, fi nances, volunteers and fu-
ture conservation leaders. Research-
ers have argued that direct, personal 
experiences of the natural world are 
necessary to foster a willingness to 
care for and about nature, and these 
experiences further promote human 
health and wellbeing. As the majority 
of people move to cities, it follows that 
most human experience of nature will 
take place in an urban setting.
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Urbanization often results in bi-       
      otic homogenization, or replace-
ment of unique endemics with glob-
ally widespread species. For the avi-
fauna of New Zealand cities, this 
has meant replacing the native tui, 
bellbird or kereru with the ubiquitous 
house sparrow, rock pigeon or Euro-
pean starling. City residents need to 
experience native species in their daily 
life if they are to care about their con-
servation in distant forest parks. Th ere 
is also growing recognition of the po-
tential contribution cities can make 
to the conservation and restoration 
of native biodiversity. Habitat resto-
ration in urban areas has been cham-
pioned as a means to improve bird 
conservation, and a number of studies 

have investigated how birds respond 
to both urbanization and the resto-
ration process. Restored sites within 
urban areas may therefore perform 
the dual role of acting as refugia for 
native plant and animal communities, 
and as places where city residents can 
connect on a personal level with the 
natural world.

Restoration plantings in urban
        areas  are often small, isolat-
ed patches of native vegetation sur-
rounded by the impervious surfaces 
and high human population densi-
ties of the urban matrix. Th e question 
arises whether these small patches of 
native vegetation can provide suitable      
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sity conservation and to reconnect 
urban residents with nature by evalu-
ating restored sites in Hamilton and 
New Plymouth in terms of the three 
restoration goals listed above.

In order to evaluate the potential of
    restored sites in these cities to sup-
port native bush birds, I will need to 
collect data on landscape composition 
and configuration, local habitat vari-
ables such as vegetation cover, leaf 
litter depth and presence of import-
ant fruit trees, and predation levels 
within study sites. In order to inves-
tigate the ability of urban restored 
sites to reconnect city residents with 
native nature, I will need to inter-
view city residents and distribute an 
online survey. The generous support 
of the Birds New Zealand Research 

habitat for native wildlife, an argu-
ment often made by restoration ecol-
ogists but rarely tested. According to 
the Society for Ecological Restoration 
(SER, 2004) and Dearborn and Kark 
(2009), a successfully restored ecosys-
tem should:

1) Have similar diversity and com-
munity structure in comparison with 
reference sites

2) Be capable of sustaining reproduc-
ing populations of indigenous species

3) Connect people with nature and 
provide environmental education

My research proposes to investi-
          gate the capacity of urban re-
stored sites to contribute to biodiver-

Fund (BNZRF) will provide some of 
the funds to cover these research ex-
penses. If you would be interested in 
getting involved with the study and 
are living in Hamilton or New Plym-
outh, please contact Elizabeth Elliot 
(eee5@students.waikato.ac.nz). 


