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NOTORNIS

VOLUME EIGHT NUMBER ONE : JULY NINETEEN FIFTY-EIGHT

A FIVE-YEAR BANDING STUDY OF
THE TAKAHE

(Notornis mantelli Owen)

By G. R. WILLLIAMS and K. H. MIERS
Wildlife Branch, Department of Internal Affairs

Though this species was rediscovered in 1948, banding was not
begun until four years later, even though the use of the technique
had been recommended in 1949. The main reason for this delay was
an understandable reluctance to disturb the species any more than
seemed absolutely necessary until more had been learned about its
numbers, distribution and some of the more important aspects of its
life-history. By 1952, in the light of information collected by expeditions
to that date, it was decided that banding could safely begin, and in
December of that year nine birds were captured and marked with
poultry-type plastic wrap-on bands. Riney and Miers 6 have described
the operation and the results obtained by observation over the next few
days and have included a small number of observations made by another
party about two months later. These gave some preliminary information
on the extent of daily movements and the home range of one family
group of two adults and a chick. Unfortunately, no numbered aluminium
bands were available at the time, and it was soon found by other
observers that not only werc the plastic bands subject to serious loss
but two of the colours being used were likely to be confused later.
This was because the green faded to a yellow indistinguishable in the
field from that of the yellow bands. These and similar difficulties
also beset us but, as will be scen in due course, they have now been to
some extent overcome.

Thirty takahe have been banded with a combination of aluminium
and plastic bands up to the end of December, 1957. Of the nine birds
banded with plastic bands only in 1952 four have been rebanded since
with aluminium bands as well; but the other five have probably lost
their original bands and may have since been unknowingly rebanded,
for they have not been reported for four to five years. It is possible,
of course, that they may even have died or emigrated from the main
colony. In the summer of 1954-55 the plastic colour bands which were
still being lost were closed with cement after fitting. Only two losses
have been detected since. (The cement used is nitrocellulose lacquer
which is smeared on all opposing surfaces of the celluloid and the bird
is then held until the cement has partially set. This takes about three
minutes.)

Because the chance of frequent recapture of a flightless bird in
a limited area is greater than with most birds possessing the power of
flight, we have an excellent opportunity in the takahe of comparing
band wear and band loss in aluminium and plastic bands; and it is an
added advantage in making these comparisons that all the. evidence
indicates that the species is a longllived one. As far as we know no

Maps referring to this article see page 28
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aluminium bands have been lost during the four years they have been
in use (that is, no birds have been recorded over this time wearing plastic
bands only). Nor have we found on any recaptured birds any that show
sign of serious wear, springing open or the development of sharp edges
or any feature that might lead to injury of the leg. And over the last
three years in which the plastic bands have been cemented shut,
though we have, so far, detected two losses, there does not seem to be
any excessive wear among any of the remainder we have examined.
However, the bands are becoming less elastic and badly-faded colours
have had to be replaced.

Figures for the loss of the wrap-on (and a few spiral) plastic
bands when used in the normal way, without the cement) are of some
interest. Twenty of these were on birds seen again on one or more
occasions after banding. After approximately one year, seven or 359,
had been lost and only two (109,) are known to have remained on for
as long as two years. Had it not been possible to recapture birds and
read the aluminium bands such a loss would have caused a very serious
gap in our knowledge. Wrap-on or spiral plastic bands used on birds
able to fly may well have a longer life. We feel the losses
among takahe are not caused by birds attacking bands with their
powerful beaks, for the cemented ones would be almost as vulnerable;
it is more likely that their continual proximity to ground vegetation
and ground water weakens them and increases the chances of their
being stripped off by catching on projections or on the claws of the
other foot.

We soon realised that fading of some pigments was likely to cause
difficulty in the positive identification of some combinations. To get
an idea of which colours were likely to be unsatisfactory, a complete
series was left to weather in the open in Takahe Valley and another
submitted to ultra-violet radiation under controlled conditions. (For
the making of this test we are indebted to the Paints Laboratory of
the D.S.ILR.). The two experiments gave similar but not identical
results: Fast colours in both cases were black, white, dark-blue, red and
orange; those subject to serious change were pink, light-blue, mauve and
vellow. Green was satisfactory in the ultra-violet test, but not in the
field. Combinations are therefore now limited to the five fast colours
and aluminium, and faulty combinations already in use will be changed
wherever possible. Not only have combinations been devised that offer
the least chance of confusion with each other but two-colour combinations
on one leg are being made the critical identification key and both
colours on this leg must be recorded before the observation will be
regarded as satisfactory. We find it impracticable and inadvisable to
try to use one key-colour for birds banded in a particular year.

A major difficulty in identifying birds is that of obtaining a
good view of the leg bands in the thick ground cover in which the
takahe spend most of their lives. Perching birds are often in clear
view, shore and swamp birds spend at least some time on clear —or
relatively clear — shorelines; but flightless birds living in thick "under-
growth or tall grass pose a special problem: ‘Takahe are greatly
dependent for food, nesting and ordinary cover on two species of tall
snow tussock, Danthonia rigida and D. flavescens and these grow thickly
over most of the range that is not hoggy ground or forest or sub-alpine
scrub.  These grasses have an average height in the Takahe and Point
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Burn Valleys of 2-3 feet, that is, as tall as or taller than the bird itself;
so to get a clear view of the legs of undisturbed birds in this habitat
demands considerable patience; nor is stalking the birds in the
forest an easy task. Wing tags and neck 1markers have been
considered but not experimented with, for we feel that their use
would involve the birds in too great a risk of being caught up in thick
vegetation and injured. Two other marking methods are at present
being considered: one is the use of a specially designed tall colour band,
in effect a short tube, about 1} inches high, which would fit quite
comfortably on the bird’s long tarsus, so increasing by about three times
the coloured area available for observation; the other is the marking
of the prominent frontal shield with a recognisable but, for obvious
reasons, not too obtrusive pattern. It would be safer in the first instance
to do this only after the birds have bred and, of course, the mark would
not be permanent. However, the great abvantage would be its promin-
ence. We have not seen this system suggested elsewhere, but it is a
technique that might well be useful in the study of species with frontal
shields or similar anatomical outgrowths.

BANDING RESULTS SO FAR

These are dealt with under three headings: those throwing light
en (a) behaviour, (b) some aspects of physiology and (c) population
size and survival.

(a) Behaviour

Territory and home range: The information most obviously aris-
ing from sight and recapture records is that on movement, home range
or territory. If we accept Noble’s definition® of territory as * any
defended area” and Bourliere’s definition! of home range as the un-
defended area over which the individual or the family group normally
travels in search of food, then in the breeding season at least, takahe
occupy a territory. At other times of year the same area may be mainly
a home range for we have so far not seen any disputes except during the
breeding season, though this does not mean, of course, that they do not
occur — our visits are infrequent other than at this time. But it is likely,
hecause of the relative permanence of occupation by takahe of certain
areas, that a part at least is still defended as a territory at other times than
when the birds are breeding. Should this be so, then the takahe’s behaviour
resembles that the American coot, Fulica americana,3 and the European
coot, F. atra.2 1If all the area under occupation is defended by fighting,
threat-display or song throughout the year, then in this species we have
an example of Hinde's “Type A” territory.4 However, there are a
tew areas occupied by birds — those in the head basins of the Takahe
and Point Burn valleys — which, as far as we can tel], just have to be
given up during those months when they are heavily drifted with snow.
For simplicity hereafter, we shall use the word * territory” whenever
we are referring to areas that time may show to be either true territories
or home ranges.

It seems that as long as a particular pair bond exists a given
territory is occupied continuously, and even a change of partner does
not necessarily presuppose a change of territory. Areas occupied over
two seasons or more by a pair, or one of a pair, of birds give a good
idea (like watching individually-marked takahe over a number of days)
of the size of a territory, though we have found the actual boundaries
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hard to define. Such areas are shown hatched in Map No. 1. From
the data available the area of a breeding, or immediate post-breeding,
territory seems to lie between the limits of 15 and 45 acres, (the grid
squares on Map No. 2 have an area of approximately 18 acres). This
territory includes forest and bog as well as open tussock country. To
obtain these estimates we have used not only direct observations of
marked birds but also what we consider to be reliable circumstantial
evidence of the presence of these same birds in an area by means of the
location of calls after the birds have been identified, always within the
same observation period of course. Though the same birds have been
recorded in these areas at other seasons our records are not numerous
enough for us to be sure to what extent changes, if any, occur throughout
the year. It seems reasonable to assume that during winter, when snow
lies thick and long over the main feeding areas, birds have to range
further afield than at other times. The observations given by Riney
and Miers for the family group they watched during their sojourn in
Takahe Valley indicate that a home range of at least 15 acres was being
occupied by it at that time.- Later observations made by another party
suggest that the home range increased as the chick became bigger and
more able to move about; and one year later we found one of these
adult birds (White/Blue: Left) in occupation, again with a chick,
ranging over about 30 acres. Riney’s and Miers’s reported movement
of the family group on this area covering a distance of 375 yards in
about 16 hours still stands as the greatest of which we have record
within a single day. The movements of White/Blue: Left between
31st December, 1952, and 17th February, 1954, are shown on Map No. 2.

Within one particular period of observation the occasional sporadic
foray such as that shown for No. 16388 is not regarded by us as taking
place within the territory. Such an excursion seems more likely to result
from “ banding shock,” disputes, the wandering of a chick and so on.
(No. 16388, an adult, was banded at point No. 1 on 4th January, 1955,
and seen one week later about 300 vards away with its mate in
apparently the same territory. But in less than three days after this it
appeared in copulation with an unidentified bird 1200 yards away across
the valley at an altitude some 500 feet higher. Eight days later it was
back close to where it was first captured).

On the other hand, all the records, except the first, for No. 16386
(the bird for which most records exist — there have been 11 between
30th December, 1952, and Ist May, 1955) have occurred, in our opinion,
within the confines of one territory which therefore has an area in this
instance of about 45 acres. No other pairs have been recorded within
this area during the period under discussion.

Interseasonal movements with change of breeding territory are
known; the one of greatest amplitude so far is that of No. 16380 banded
as a chick at about three weeks of age above the tree-line in “M Basin”
on 27th December, 1952, and then found incubating a nest in the clearing
above the northern bluffs (grid square C5) almost exactly a year later.
From the map it can be seen that the distance covered in a direct line
is probably more than 2000 yards. Later movements of this bird up to
28th January. 1957, are also shown. Another emigration from a
recogmsed breeding territory which may or may not have been permanent
is recorded for an adult, No. 16385, which, incubating two fertile ‘eggs
in grid square C5 in November, 1955, was captured 12 weeks later in
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grid square F9, some 1500 yards away and 500 feet lower. (Though
the eggs had hatched, we cannot say whether any chicks accompanied
this bird on the occasion of its capture).

From what is now known of such movements as have just been
described, there seems no reason why an interchange of birds between
Takahe Valley and the Point Burn Valley should not occasionally occur;
but since banding has been begun no such interchange has been dis-
covered.

Pair bonds and persistence of lerritories: Being able to recognise
a number of takahe individuaily enables us to get some idea of the
permanence of pair bonds and territories. The useful records of pair
bonds are those which exist over two or more seasons and of these there
are the following: (The use of seen implies that mating was not
established  beyond all doubt.)

No. 16378 (?F) was mated with “Blue right”* in square G10 in 1952/53.
was mated with No. 16386* (Black/Blue left) Glld in
1954/55.

was seen with No. 16894 in G11b in 1956/57.

As No. 16378 was captured in February, 1954, in HIl and in May of
the same year in G10 and as no more than one pair of birds has been
known to occupy this particular area south of the Tunnel Burn, we
are confident that No. 16378 has occupied the same breeding territory in
these two breeding seasons at least. As it has been captured, apparently
mated, in G11 during the 1956/57 breeding season also, the presumption
seems reasonable that it has occupied the same breeding territory for

five consecutive seasons. The mate of the 1954/55 season, No. 16386,

has not been recorded since lst May, 1955.

No. 16380 (?M) was mated with No. 16381* in C4 in the 1953/54 season.
was mated with No. 16385 in C5 in the 1954/55 season.
was mated with No. 16385 in C5 in the 1955/56 season.
was mated with an unidentified bird in C5 in the

: 1956/57 season.

For reasons similar to those just given, the same breeding territory
scems to have been occupied throughout these four seasons.

No. 16382 (M) was mated with No. 16384* in G13 in the 1953/54 season.
was mated with No. 16383 in Glla in the 1954/55 season.

No. 16383 was the chick of the previous season. As No. 16382 was first
banded in G13 in late 1952 and was recorded twice there that year and
in the same square or G12b for a total of three times in 1954, we once
again feel confident that the same breeding territory was occupied
throughout for three consecutive seasons.

No. 16389 (?M) was mated with No. 16395* in G15 in the 1954/55 season.
was seen with an unbanded bird in G15 in the

1956/57 season.

was mated with an unidentified banded bird in G15 in

the 1957/58 season.

This appears to be a fourseason occupation of the same territory.

* Not recorded since this season, ''Blue right” may have lost its only
plastic band and keen unknowingly rebanded.
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No. 16391 (M) was mated with No. 16390 in ]9 in the 1954/55 season.
was seen with an unidentified bird in J9 in the
1955/56 season.
was apparently mated with No. 16390 in ]9 in the
1957/58 season, and still accompanied by a yearling

from the previous season. .
This appears to be a fourseason occupation of the same territory by

the same pair.

No. 16398 (*M) was mated with No. 16392 in J8 in the 1954/55 season.
was seen with No. 16397 in ]J8 in the 1955/56 season
(the chick of the previous season).

was seen with No. 16392 in J8 in the 1956/57 season.

In the two latter seasons a third unidentified adult was also present and
tolerated in the territory (this was after hatching time). It is possible
(as with Nos. 16390 and 16391) that in the frst of these instances
at least, the whole family unit was still together even though
the chick was now a year old. There was a nest that season containing
an egg which had apparently hatched though no chick was positively
ascribed to the territory thereafter. This seems to be an occupation by
the same pair of the same territory over three seasons.

No. 16398 (?M) was mated with No. 16399 in M18 in the 1954/55 season.
was mated with No. 16399 in M18 in the 1955/56 season.

These observations suggest that the pair bond - and the
territory occupied by the pair are at least semi-permanent; and
it is probably not entirely without significance that in the five fairly
certain instances of change of partner the second bird has not been
recorded since, though admittedly this does not necessarily mean that
death is the cause of the apparent disappearance.

There are records of 22 birds being seen in different breeding
seasons, though four of these observations are only ten months apart.
The rest range from just over a year to five years. Of these 22 birds
we regard only three as having moved without any doubt from one
breeding territory to another and one of these, No. 16380, shifted before
it had reached breeding age. There are two birds whose movements
are such that we cannot be certain whether .a change of territory
is involved. One of these, tco, was in its first year at the time of its
change, or apparent change. The remaining 17 birds have not
obviously changed their breeding territories over the periods for which
we have records and in one instance already quoted, that of No. 16378,
loyalty to a territory has lasted five seasons. Four, Nos. 16380, 16385,
16390 and 16891 have remained on the same breeding territory for four
seasons; and five, Nos. 16382, 16386, 16389, 16392 and 16393, have
remained for three. = The remaining seven have occupied their
known breeding territories for two seasons so far. We have made one
major assumption in reaching these figures and that is, that if a bird
was reported in a territory in one season, missed the next but found
there again in the following then it is regarded as having been in
continuous occupation provided that no other pair has been seen -in the
same place in the meantime and it has itself not been recorded elsewhere.

If takahe normally show an extended attachment to a-

breeding territory and perhaps to a mate, then the implication
is that maturing young must generally move over much greater
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distances than older birds in search of a territory or a matc.
As most of the valley floor territories in the Point Burn and
Takahe Valley (if not those in the head basins, too) seem to be fairly
constant in number and position from year to year (see Map No. 1)
surviving young could have a fair way to go in their search and
No. 16380 is probably a good example of this. But as the total number
of adults in the main colony is about 50 and only about one chick
survives on the average to leave the nest for every 2-3 nesting pairs, then,
even if first-year mortality is as low as 50%, only about five chicks on an
average will be competitors for territories each year within the main
colony. It is this marked territorial behaviour that seems the principal
factor regulating the number of takahe in the main colony at leastS.
Food and cover seem always to be morc than sufficient.

Incubation behaviour: Observation of banded birds has proved
that the task of incubation is shared. In this, takahe resemble most other
rails. Because we feel that our provisional method of sexing is not yet
fully established, we arc not prepared to apportion particular behaviour
of any kind to either male or female. Birds of a pair will even take
turns in sitting on an empty nest that has apparently never contained
eggs and one such nest is known to have been incubated ” for about
cight weeks.

Very little is known about the length of spells at the nest except
that in one instance a bird relieved its mate at least once a day over a
period of observation lasting a few days.”

(b) Physiology

Breeding age: One bird banded as a chick is regarded as having
bred at one year. This may or may not be a general rule. It was found
in its first breeding season after hatching sitting on a nest containing
two eggs. This was the bird No. 16380. Another yearling, No. 16397,
was twice recorded in one breeding season with one of its parents,
No. 16393, in grid square J8 in which a nest and egg were found close by.
We would be happy that this was another example of a bird breeding
in its first year if it were not for the fact that an unidentified adult was
seen in the territory at the same time and that No. 16393 was apparently
mated with its original mate No. 16392 in the following season. Under
these circumstances it is rather more likely that a family group has been
maintained in the territory, or a yearling tolerated there, until after
the parents had laid.

Double brooding: There is one clear case of this. Takahe No. 9
of the 1952/53 season (White/Blue: Left) was seen with a chick on
16th December, 1953. On 15th February, 1954, it was seen again by us
with a chick only a few days old in the same territory and almost exactly
in the same place. The fate of the first chick is not known. Evidence
of renesting has not been based upon banding studies so will not be
reviewed here. However, it has been discussed elsewhere.®

Sex differences: Because the sexes are alike in plumage and body
sizes are very similar, we have found it impossible to sex takahe on
sight. This 1s a great disadvantage, but by individually marking birds
of a number of known pairs it should be possible to get some clues
from behaviour (supported by other evidence) that would allow a
number to be'sexed as time went on, especially when changes in mate
occurred.
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All birds captured for banding are weighed and measured and,
because in rails the male is generally the larger, we have provisionally
assumed that one bird of a pair is a male so long as the culmen has
a length of 86 mm. or more and the weight is 2.6 kg. or greater. This
may seem a rather arbitrary division but inspection of our data (sec
table) plus our register of known mates indicates, so far at any rate,

TRABLE No. 1 .
PROVISIONAL MALES PROVISIONAL FEMALES
Mean Mean Mean Mean
Band No. Culmen Weight Band No. Culmen = Weight
16376 87mm. 2.85kg. 16378 86mm. 2.30kg.
16377* 89 2.30 16379 83 2.50
16380 87 2.60 16381 83 2.30
16382 88 2.75 . 16383 86 2.50
16386 89 2.70 16384 85 2.30
16388 89 2.70 -+ 16385 84 2.25
16389 30 2.60 16390 81 2.15
16391% 87 2.25 16392 82 2.10
16393% 86 2.45 16395 82 1.85
16394 86 2.65 16396 82 2.35
16398 88 2.85 16399 85 2.60
18488 . 86 2.80 16400 85 2.30
184490 . 91 3.25 - 18491 81 2.10
18492 82 2.15
Means .. 88mm. 2.65kg. Means .. 83mm.  2.25kg.

Culmen lengths (including frontal shield) taken to nearest mm.
Weights taken to nearest 0.05kg.
* Though the weight of this bird is below 2.60kg., the culmen length is

so far outside the female range that it seems safe to regard it as a
provisional male.

t For comments on these birds see Table 2.
Banded birds Nos. 16387, 16397 and 18489 have, so far, been weighed
and measured only as chicks.

that only a small overlap occurs; and in the five changes of mate the
new bird’s provisional sex has been that required every time. The
reliability of our standard of division can be tested only by the slow
collection of more data on measurements and mated pairs. But as a
further check on its possible accuracy in the meantime, we have used
measurements of the same two characteristics in the related pukeko or
swamp hen (Porphyrio p. melanotus) to see if it is possible to get a
reliable separation of the sexes there. Thirty-eight birds were measured
and sexed by dissection. Then with a set of standards similar to those
used in the takahe we provisionally sexed another 41 pukeko and checked
our forecast by dissection. We were correct in 38 instances, wrong in
two and one bird was a “ border-line case.” In the whole 79 birds there
were only four that would have been wrongly sexed by the weight-culmen
standard for this species, an accuracy of about 959, which is a fairly
satisfactory standard. An account of this investigation is now in press’.

Weights: Ideally it should eventually be possible to obtain
sufficient weight records to g2t some idea of growth rates and ‘seasonal
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TABLE No. 2 .
KNOWN PAIRS OF PERMANENTLY-BANDED BIRDS

(The provisional male is given first)

16380 with 16381

& 16385
16382 with 16383
& 16384

163861 with 16378 (In the 1954/55 season, see 16394)

16388 with 16396

16389 with 16395

16391* with 16390

16393% with 16392

& 16397% (There is some doubt cbout this pair, see text)

16394 with 16378 (In the 1956/57 season)

16398 with 16399

18488 with 16400

18490 with 18491

* 16391 should be a male according to its size proportional to its mate
and its culmen measurement of 87mm., but a female according to its
weight of 2.25kg. Its mate, 16390, is a good female.

* 16393 would have been classed as a female had it not been mated with
an even smaller 16392, Its culmen measurement is 86mm. and its
weight 2.45kg. Its mate, 16392, was a good female.

* 16397: there are no adult measurements at present available.

T Not recorded since 1/5/55.

changes. Tn this there is still & long way to go but there are a few
miscellaneous figures that may be of some interest in the meantime since
they give a rough idea of growth-rate in this species: A chick at an
estimated age of about one month weighed 440 grams, one week later
it weighed 480gm. Two other chicks or juveniles of an estimated age
of less than two months weighed 710 gm. and 850 gm. respectively.
A juvenile approximately three months of age weighed 1.85kg.; eleven
months later it weighed 2.5 kg. Adult birds recaptured at different
times have not shown weight variations in excess of approximately 109
either way of previous weights and we have insufficient records to
discover whether any consistent seasonal variations occur.

(c) Population size and survival

Population size: Because of all the provisos that hedge about
the use of the Lincoln Index and because of the small number of banded
birds available (though nevertheless they certainly make up an
appreciable part of the population with which we are concerned), we
have used our population estimates of adults in the beststudied and
most accessible parts of the Takahe Valley-Point Burn area (those two
enclosed by the heavy boundaries in Map No. 2) merely as a check
on a figure obtained by the following method:

Eight years’ familiarity with these parts of the main colony has
convinced us that the maximum number of pairs occupying breeding
territories in any one season has never exceeded fifteen. Our yearly
counts, which we feel are of considerable accuracy in more recent
seasons, have always set a figure of between ten and twelve pairs and we
are certain that any error in these estimates could not exceed 209
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either way. Therefore the number of breeding birds (or mated birds
on territory, since some may not breed) in these areas lies in the vicinity
of twenty-two and it appears fairly constant from year to year. We
have no estimate for the number of unmated birds, but whatever the
figure may be it is certainly not high and could not approach that for
mated birds for such a proportion could not possibly be missed. In
fact the general impression is that unmated adults are distinctly un-
common at any time. Thus we would fix the adult population in these
areas at something between 22 and 30 birds.

Though it may be a chance agreement it is nonetheless gratifying
to find that Lincoln Index estimations of the adult population in these
same areas gave in the 1954/55 season a figure of 29 and in the
1955/56 season a figure of thirty-three. For these estimations only birds
bearing aluminium bands were used and all the usual necessary
assumptions have been made. From other criteria we know that the
aluminium bands are permanent and that the birds are longlived; and
from knowledge of the territories of pairs and the likely range of
diurnal movement we are likely to be fairly correct in our assumption
that no birds were counted .twice. Of course, deaths or emigrations
favouring banded birds would make any estimates too high.

We have no Lincoln Indices to compare with our population’
estimates for the great cirques at the head of the Takahe and Point
Burn valleys (see the stippled areas on Map No. 2) but four adults
and one chick were banded in the Point Burn cirque in January, 1955.
No birds have been banded in the Takahe Valley cirque though five
different unbanded birds have been seen there on one day. Although
our knowledge of the difficult country in these two cirques is not as
intimate as that for the rest of the colony, we feel certain that the total
number of adults in them is far less. Thus the total of adults in the:
main colony as a whole does not seem to have exceeded 50 over at least
the last five years and the birds occur only rarely outside the areas marked
on Map No. 2. Although the Takahe Valley — Point Burn area has,
as far as is known, the main concentration of takahe, the species is
spread sporadically throughout the whole of the Murchison Range, of
which the area covered by the map is but a small part. Other
characteristics of the population of the main colony have heen dealt’
with in the earlier paper.

Swrvival: Naturally, with only 30 birds banded with at least
semi-permanent bands and the passage of only five years’ observation
since banding was begun, very little in the way of a life table can be
expected—especially since it secms that takahe are long-lived. Preliminary
figures on the population ' dynamics of the species suggest that the
average éxpectation of life in birds of one year of age or more may
approach ten years.8 Because our total period of observation is well
short of this estimate a satisfactory life table is not likely to appear for
a very considerable time. No banded birds haye yet been found dead
and only two unbanded adults. These were discovered before banding
was begun. FEighteen of the maximum number of 35 takahe banded
up to December, 1957, have been positively identified between one and
four vears after their first capture (five years being the time since
banding was begun). Since some of the earliest-banded birds, through
loss of uncemented plastic rings, can no longer be identified or identified
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only by capture and reading of the aluminium band, the number
surviving at least one year after banding must be higher than the
known total of eighteen.
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SUMMARY

(i) Banding of takahe (Notornis mantelli) was begun in December,
1952, and has been continued since. Results are described up to and
including December, 1957.

(ify Thirty-five birds have been banded but of these only thirty hear
a combination of aluminium and plastic colour bands. The other five
birds, which were banded in 1952 with plastic colour bands only, have
apparently lost them since.

(iif) A comparison is made between the durability and the resistance
to wear of the aluminium and the plastic colour bands, and a recom-
mendation is made that plastic wrap-on bands be cemented closed with
a nitrocellulose lacquer whenever such bands are used. Some data on
the fading of the colour bands are given.
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(iv) Pairs of takahe show year-round territorial behaviour and extended
attachment to the area they occupy — frequently lasting over a number
of years. The size of this occupied area lies between 15 and 45 acres.
Diurnal, seasonal and other movements are discussed.

(v) Usually takahe appear to pair for life and this bond persists
throughout the year. The histories of some marked pairs and some
territories are described.

(vi) Both birds of a pair take part in incubation; the breeding age
is one year in at least some birds; double broeding and renesting arc
known.

(vii) There is no obvious external difference between the sexes but
a provisional method of separation based on marked birds of known
pairs depends upon the use of a combination of culmen and weight
measurements.

(viii) Population estimates for the number of adults in the main
colony indicate a figure of about 50. However, the species does
occur elsewhere in the Murchison Range but nowhere in such concentra-
tion as in the Takahe Valley-Point Burn area. ‘

BAR-TAILED GODWITS CHASING SKUA

On 7/4/57, as the tide rose, we were watching shore-birds gathering
on a shellbank near Miranda in the Firth of Thames. More than
400 S.I. Pied Oystercatchers, together with some Stilts, Caspian and White-
fronted Terns, were already at the roost and some hundreds of Godwits
and Knots were just arriving. Suddenly all the resting birds rose at the
approach of a Skua (Stercorarius ? pavasiticus), rather a dark specimen
without any conspicuous white in the wing and very like one seen on the
same coast a year before (Notornis 7, p. §9). .

Omne close flock of about fifty Bar-tailed Godwits (L. lapponica
baveri) refused to be intimidated, but with a few Knots drove the raider
far out over the Firth, pressing home the attack for more than a mile
and up to a height of about a thousand feet.

As less than 29 of the Godwits seen on this date were in red
plumage, it is likely that the attackers were for the most part immmature
non-breeders, moved by an inherited antipathy to a traditional enemy.
On the Arctic tundra where they breed, Godwits may well have to be
on their guard against predatory Skuas. In the Handbook of British
Birds, Vol. V, p- 134, the young of Whimbrel, Lapwing and Redshank,
as well as several of the smaller waders, are listed among the prey taken
by Arctic Skuas.

Another point of some interest is that the roosting birds rose
when the Skua was still some way off. Though it was flying low, they
were able to recognise it as a threat to their security and to distinguish
it from a young. Black-backed Gull (Larus dominicanus), a species
which they generally ignore, though when it flies close to the water, its
silhouette and colouring are not unlike those of a Skua. ’ ’

B. D. HEATHER
R. B. SIBSON
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Red tussock (Danthonia rigida} growing between
the mountain beech forest and the northern shore
of Lake Orbell. This picture gives some idea of
how difficult observation of takahe can be — the
tussock is about twice the height of the birds
living in it. :
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[Photo by G. ]. H. Moon

BLUE REEF HERON

This is a coastal species, more numerous in the
north than in the south, nesting by preference
in caves or cracks in sea-cliffs. A white phase
of this heron, which occurs commonly in the
tropics, might straggle to N.Z.

15
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Top — LITTLE EGRET (E. garzetta) and BLACK SHAG (P. carbo) at
Matata lagoon, Bay of Plenty, winter 1957. [Photo by F. C. Kinsky
Bottom — Black-backed gull taking an egg from a gannet nest on
Chimney Rock, Black Reef gannetry, Cape Kidnappers. This egg

was actually not removed but later eaten at the nest.
[Photo by S. N. Beatus
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ANNUAL MEETING

The Annual General Meeting was held in the room of the
Royal Society of the Dominion Museum, Wellington, on the evening
of 16th May. About fifty members and friends were present.

After the routine business of the Society had been expeditiously
despatched, Dr. R. A, Falla gave an account, illustrated with slides,
both vivid and amusing, of his recent visit to Macquarie Island; and
the President, fresh from a scientific trip to Australia, explained the
value of ringing in the study of the muttonbirds of the islands of
Bass Strait.

*

EIGHTEENTH ANNUAL REPORT
FOR THE YEAR 1957-58

OFFICERS __ 1957-58
President: Mr. P. C. BULL
N.IV.P: Mr. E. G. TURBOTT SI.V.P.: Mrs. L, E. WALKER
Secretary: Mr. G. R. WILLIAMS Treasurer: Mr. H. R. McKENZIE
Editor: Mr. R. B. SIBSON

Members of Council: Mrs. O. SANSOM, Dr. R. A. FALLA
Mr. J. C. DAVENPORT

According to the Constitution, the following three members of
Council are due to retire: Mr. E. G. Turbott, Mr. R. Sibson and
Mrs. O Sansom, leaving vacant the offices of North Island Vice-President,
Editor and Member of Council. Nominations for these posts were called
for. None was received for that of North Island Vice-President, so this
position will be filled, as the Constitution allows, by an appointment
made by the incoming Council. Mr. Sibson was the only nomination
received for Editor, so he is thereby elected unopposed. Three nomina-
tions were received for the post of Member of Council: Mrs. O. Sansom,
Mr. E. G. Turbott and Mr. L. Gurr. A postal ballot was held, as
required, and I have great pleasure in declaring Mr. E. G. Turbott
elected. As he is now living in the South Island he was, of course,
ineligible for re-election to the position of North Island Vice-President.
It is very satisfying that at least 259, of New Zealand members of the
Society eligible to vote did vote in the election, and I should like to
thank them for their keen interest that made the ballot truly represent-
ative.

Council Business, during the year, was deeply concerned with
financial matters __ as a result of the President’s circular members are
aware of the Society’s financial position. Business was carried on mainly
by Council Circular __ of which there were 5 during the financial year.
It is essential for business to be carried on by this means as Council
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members are dispersed from Auckland to Invercargill. The various
Committees which now carry on a great deal of the Society’s activities
(and whose various reports will soon follow) are also well dispersed
throughout the country.

The Council would like to thank all those who have taken part
in the work of these committees' and would also like to thank the
Regional Organisers for what they have done to help the Society to
function more fully. While on this subject, it might be a good idea if
Regional Organisers would, in future, supply brief annual reports to
. the Secretary of the activities that have been arranged in their districts
during the year.

Council would also like to thank Mr. R. V. Roberts for continuing
his work in binding Emu for the Society, and Mr. B. D. Bell for arrang-
ing for the Blenheim excursion which is planned for the Labour
Week-end. Details of the provisional programme will follow and we
hope the outing will be well patronised. '

The death of a distinguished member of the Society, Dr. W. R. B.
Oliver, was a loss to ornithology in this country and Gouncil extends
sympathy, on the Society’s behalf, to Mrs. Oliver and relatives.

Council has carefully considered (as was requested by the last.
Annual General Meeting) whether a more suitable time could be
arranged for the A.G.M. than the present one of mid-May. The result
of this investigation was, briefly, that in spite of any disadvantage a
May meeting has, one at any other time of year would have more.
For the present, therefore, there will be no change,

*

TREASURER'S REPORT — 1957 - 58

The membership dof the Society is very satisfactory. Members -
consist of: Ordinary 492, Endewment 172, Junior 28, Life 64, Hon. Life 1;
Total 757. Of these 45 are in arrears, while 30 have resigned. Those
resigning as at 31/3/58 must he included as they were financial to the
end of the current year.

The loss last year of £65 (being £142 less a debit item of £77
really belonging to the previous year) has been more than offset by a
profit this year of £96. This has been achieved by the generosity of
certain Government Departments and also by the exercise of stringent
economies, which have meant much worry and hard work for the
Executive. These workers, however, have been greatly cheered by the
generous help of some members. Donations were £43.

] The Life Subscriptions, £200, have been invested in Registered
Stock at 59, with the Auckland Electric Power Board. ’

The cash balance, £152/7/-, is still not enough to meet financial
obligations. These are: Creditors less Debtors, £79/12/9; Index for last
two years to be pricted, £24; Life Subscriptions and Endowments not
invested, £40/5/-; Subscriptions in Advance, £37/10/; Total, £181/7/9.
It is hoped that the appeal to be launched in April will bring in
sufficient to allow us to function more comfortably.
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The amount of printing last year was greatly augmented through
a gract of £50 by the Internal Affiairs Department for the paper by
G. R. Williams, ““ The Kakapo,” and this year by a grant of £50 by the
Department of Scientific and Industrial Research for a paper by P. C. Bull,
“ Distribution and Abundance of the Rook in New Zealand.” The
Ringing Scheme was again assisted to the extent of £25 by the Internal
Affairs Department.

Funds have been assisted by the fine effort of Mr. J. C. Davenport
in handling the sale of publications and more gain is expected in
the future.

Mr. Bruce Chambers is continuing the Christmas Card venture,
having the ready help of some good members, and there is a good
prospect of a considerable sum being gained for investment.

Our thanks are due again to Messrs. Chambers, Worth and
Chambers for continuing to audit our books free of charge.

H. R. McKENZIE, Hon. Treasurer
14/5/58

*

ANNUAL REPORT OF THE LIBRARY, 1957-58

During the year 36 pamphlets and Reprints have been added
to the library. Thirty-three periodicals are received regularly on ex-
change, these representing thirteen different countries. It is important
to note that the majority of these journals are not held elsewhere in
New Zealand.

Fifty-seven items were borrowed during the year, this being a
considerable increase over last vear's borrowings. '

New rules for the circulation of journals were adopted by Council
during the year and the circuits are now operating satisfactorily.

We acknowledge with thanks the donation by Mr. D. Galey of
the book, “Eagles,” by Leslie Brown. Again we have to thank
Mr. R. V. Roberts for the work he has done in connection with the
binding of periodicals and for his efforts to obtain missing parts.

(signed) ENTD A. EVANS
Hon. Librarian

We were interested in the statement of D. H. Binney (Notornis
. 7. 215) that he had seen Banded Dotterels (C. bicinctus) near the summit
of Mt. Tarawera. On 6/1/58, when we climbed this mountain, we
noted at least fifty Banded Dotterels scattered over the surrounding
bare scoria slopes and right up to the summit (8700 ft.). There were
also others on the two adjacent flattened tops of Tarawera.

K. F. WINSTONE, J. BASKETT, ]. D. BATES
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NEST RECORDS SCHEME
Annual Report for Year Ending 31st March, 1958

With more contributors this year than hitherto the collection now
stands at some 1200 cards. Miss P. M. Lewis, Puketitiri, and Mr. N. B.
MacKenzie, Pakowhai, deserve mention for contributing each more than
fifty cards. There was one loan from the collection during the year,
while liaison has been maintained, as hitherto, with the Organiser of
the Nest Records Scheme of the British Trust for Ornithology, Oxford,
England. With records accumulating for Blackbird and Songthrush,
the Organiser once again draws members’ attention to the importance
of getting nest records for these species. Continued thanks are due to
Dr. R. A. Falla for permission to house the collection at the Dominion
Museum.

Contributors for the year and present accessions respectively
follow as under:

Miss M. Buchler, Miss P. M. Lewis, Miss M. R. Trower, Miss
H. Jacobs, Miss R. Ash, Dr. C. A. Fleming, Dr. M. F. Soper, Messrs.
M. R. Roberts, D. H. Brathwaite, R. V. Roberts, D. G. McMillan,
F. C. Kinsky, H. L. Secker, P. Morrison, B. D. Bell, D. Arthur,
N. B. MacKenzie, N. Ewing, D. Grifin, W. E. B. Oliver, ]J. R. Jackson,
S. 8. McDonnell, ]J. P. Watt, J. C. Davenport, R. Cleland, H. Bohny,
W. H. Secker.

Yellow-eyed Penguin (2) Little Blue Penguin (3) White-
flippered Penguin (7) Little Grebe (1) Grey Faced Petrel (1)
Gannet (2) Pied Shag (2) Black Shag (2) Reef Heron (5)
White-faced Heron (4)  Bittern (1)  Grey Teal (8) Mute Swan (2)
Black Swan (4) Paradise Duck (1) Brown Duck (2) Grey Duck (9)
Mallard (5)  Harrier (31) Pukeko- (6)  Black Oystercatcher (5)
Variable Oystercatcher (5) Pied Oystercatcher (2) Banded Dotterel (25)
New Zealand Dotterel (17)  Pied Stilt (27)  Black-backed Gull (27)
Red-billed Gull (3)  Black-billed Gull (7)  Black-fronted Tern (3)
Caspian Tern (2) Fairy Tern (2) White-fronted Tern (18)
Bush Pigeon (2) Rock Dove = (41) Kaka (1) Red-fronted
Parrakeet (2) Shining Cuckoo (1) Morepork (1) Sacred King-
fisher (4) Skylark (7) Fantail (24) Pied Tit (5) Yellow-
breasted Tit (2) Northern Robin (10) Brown Creeper (1)
Whitehead (4) Grey Warbler (16) Song Thrush (256) Black-
bird (226) Hedge Sparrow (43)  Pipit (10)  Bellbird (6) Tui (4)
White-eye (33) Greenfinch (26) Goldfinch (119) Lesser Redpoll (11)
Chaffinch (34) Yellowhammer (4) House Sparrow (36) Starling (39)
Mynah (2)  White-backed Magpie (1)

H. L. SECKER, Organiser
*

RINGING REPORT __
This will be published as a separate supplement.
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EXCURSIONS

The excursions which follow the annual general meeting are
always eagerly expected. Wellington members this year are to be
congratulated on the splendid innovation of a boat-trip around Port
Nicholson, and perhaps even more so, on arranging that the normally
ch]oppy waters of Wellington’s impressive harbour should be miraculously
calm.

Soon after 10 a.m. on Saturday, May 17th, the ocean-going yacht
Coongoola left the Wellington wharves with more than thirty members
aboard. After a Reef Heron had been duly noted, we were soon
smoothly heading for the harbour entrance with an occasional Gannet
and Giant Petrel swinging past. Some White-fronted Terns and about
twenty Blue Penguins, the latter appearing mostly to be in pairs, were
fishing the main channel. A landing was made on Ward Island. Of
special interest were four Spotted Shags, described by the local authorities
as rather uncommon visitors to Wellington harbour.

Our next port of call was Somes Island where, as a special favour,
we were allowed to land but not to wander far. For a while the sun
broke through. Starlings chattered pleasantly among the pines, Dunnocks
called from the scrub, Thrushes were proving that not even a succession
of southerlies can stop their singing once they have made up their minds.
Somes Island is the home of hundreds of Blue Penguins, some of which
were ashore. Expertly it was explained that these are Blu¢ Penguins
with a difference, showing distinct traces of albosignatism.

Back near the big ships half a dozen Wandering Albatrosses were
resting on the water or taking short flights. One apart from the others
was such a white bird that the possibility of its being a Royal was
keenly discussed. However, after our skipper had skilfully manoeuvred
the Coongoola alongside, all on board were able to round off an unusual
day with close-up views of a very white Wanderer, perhaps a little put
out by the mill-pond calm; and obviously reluctant to make the effort
of flight over such a windless surface.

An annual general meeting in Wellington without a subsequent
trip to Waikanae is almost unthinkable. Accordingly on the Sunday
morning after a leisurely strart, three carloads met for elevenses at the
President’s home in Lower Hutt and then moved off for the west coast
by way of Pahautanui Inlet, where a small arca of saltmarsh was enlivened
with Banded Dotterels, White-faced Herons and a flock of Chaffinches,
mostly males. Not far away a Kotuku was eyeing the tideline.

At Waikanae a glimpse at the sanctuary pool near the motor-
camp showed that it was becoming more mallard-dominated than ever;
two Shovelers made a brave showing on behalf of the native wildfowl.
The walk down the beach to the estuary in bright sunshine was delightful.
The waders, gulls and terns usually associated with this estuary were
all in fair numbers. Of special note were eight reischeki-type oyster-
catchers in varying degrees of blackness or smudginess; and about 320
Black-fronted Terns, mostly resting on the beach, a few dipping over
the river; forming what is believed to be the biggest flock yet recorded
in the North Island.

Most important of all, the two excursions gave a few of our
many far-scattered members the opportunity to talk and exchange ideas.

—R.BS.
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SHORT NOTES

BLACK-BACKED GULL _ A GANNET PREDATOR

Predation by Black-backed Gulls (Larus dominicanus) on the eggs
of gannets (Sula bassana servator) was noted on 6 and 7/11/57 when,
together with Mr. Nat Beatus, we were carrying out observations at
the Main and Black Reef gannetries, Cape Kidnappers, Hawke’s Bay.

At each gannetry there were usually two or three adult gulls,
either flying above, or roosting on the ledges and rocks at the outskirts
of the colonies. In most instances of predation observed, the gull
swooped on the unattended nest, picked up the egg in its bill, and carried
it outside the nesting area where it broke the shell and ate the contents.
However, on the Black Recf the eggs were not removed from the more
isolated nests on the outskirts of a colony, but eaten at the nest (Fig. 4b) .
One of the gulls at Black Reef dropped the egg during the short flight
from the nest to the edge of the colony. At the main gannetry a gull,
which for some time had been hovering above the nesting area, dropped
suddenly on to an unattended nest near the middle of the -crowded
colony, picked up the egg firmly in its bill and carried it successfully to
a ledge where it was promptly consumed. In this manner the same
bird robbed two nests within ten minutes.

Black-backed Gulls are known to feed on eggs of various birds,
cspecially terns (Oliver, 1955, p. 311), but the -present report describes
what we believe to be the first instances of their predation on gannet
eggs in New Zealand. At Cape Kidnappers, Black-backed Gulls nest
on the cliffs west of Black Reef and on the cliffs of the cape just east
of the gannetry, and it appears that these birds have acquired a new
habit and are utilising a hitherto unused source of food. Similar
predation by Herring Gulls (Larus a. argentatus) on the eggs of North
Atlantic gannets (S. b. bassana) has been reported (Perry, 1948, p. 194).

Two aspects of this predation are of some general interest.
Firstly, the indifference of the gannets nesting adjacent to the unattended
nest which is being robbed. These birds paid no attention to the
intruder except when the gull occasionally approached within pecking .
distance.

The second point is the origin of this apparently new behaviour
pattern. Mr. Allan Cochrane, who manages the sheep station adjoining’
Cape Kidnappers sanctuary, reported (pers. comm.) seeing a gull steal
an egg from the Plateau gannetry on two occasions during the 1956/57
breeding season. During the 1957/58 season the predation by gulls at
all three gannetries near the Cape became common and they have also
been observed collecting gannet spews at the edge of the Plateau gannetry.
Extensive observations on the behaviour of the gannet have been carried
out every season since 1945 Dby the authors; never before have Black-
backed Gulls been observed taking eggs, although they have always
been present in the vicinity of Cape Kidnappers. The 1957/58 nesting
scason was also the first occasion that predation was observed by
Mr. R. Williams and the N.Z. Junior Wildlife Wardens, who have
visited the gannetries regularly since 1955. Mr. Williams suggested
(“ The Dominion,” 7[1/58) that this predation on gannet eggs by gulls
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may become a fagtor sericusly affecting the gannet population at Cape
Kidnappers and has obtained permission to shoot four gulls. It remains
to be seen whether this measure will have any effect in checking this
new bebhaviour in the gull population.

Thesc observations suggest that a single bird first adopted this
behaviour in 1956/57 season and as other gulls learned the habit, it
became more prevalent and widespread in the following year.

Finally, it may be relevant to mention that a number of Red-billed
Gulls (Larus mnovaehollandiae) at the gannetries of White Island
(Wodzicki and Robertson, 1958) and at Mchuki gannetry, Great Barrier
Island (P. 4. S. Stein in 11!) seem to subsist during the gannets’ nesting
season on the regurgitations of the birds. However, although Red-billed
Gulls are present, this behaviour does not occur at either Horuhoru
or Cape Kidnappers.

R. H. TAYLOR
K. WODZICKI
Animal Ecology Section,
D.S.IR.
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*

STATUS OF RIFLEMAN IN HILLSIDE SCRUB LAND OF
WELLINGTON DISTRICT

The late W. R. B. Oliver’'s work (N.Z. Birds, Second Edition,
1955, p. 448) has left the impression that the Rifleman (Acanthisitta
chloris) may be seen occasionally in the gorse and broom wastes on
hillsides of the Wellington Peninsula. The statement refers, however,
to an observation of two Rifleman in gorse and broom thickets on the
roadside of the Mangaroa hill, ncar Upper Hutt, by R. H. D. Stidolph
on 10/6/33. The same observer has recorded Rifleman, in addition,
not so long ago in the small domain which overlooks the railways yards
at Petone. For myself, I have recorded the species likewise from scrub
land on an Upper Hutt hillside. The date of observation was 27/10/57,
and the spot a point covered with much gorse and cassinia scrub and
a few small bush relics, not far from the confluence of the Wakatikei
and Hutt Rivers.

However, the Rifleman does not appear to frequent the many
small bush relics and extensive gorse and broom wastes of the Wellington
Peninsula proper. I did not record it there between 1938-56, though
I spent much spare time during this period exploring the district.

H. L. SECKER
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HOW HIGH DO BIRDS LIVE IN THE SOUTHERN ALPS?

Between 22nd December, 1957, and 10th January, 1958, the Godley,
Murchison and Tasman Valley werc visited. As this region rises to a
greater altitude than the range of most birds, opportunity was taken to
record the highest elevations at which several species were seen. The
heights in the table were estimated by an interpolation of the spot
heights on the map “The Mount Cook Alpiné Regions” (Lands and
Survey Department, Wellington) and will be correct to +/— 200 feet.

The habitat in which each bird was seen does not imply that
this is the typical habitat for the species. Although a heavy snow-fall
during the period may have driven the birds below their maximum
altitude, these heights may help to record one extreme of a bird’s range
of tolerance to its environment. The notes are thus offered as a
contribution to the description of the range of several birds.

Greatest .
Species height seen Habitat
Southern Black-backed Gull 7,200ft. Snow and rock
N. Z. Pipit — — 5,800 Snow and rock
Kea . — 5,500 Alpine tussock and fell
‘ field
Yellow-hammer e 5,300 Alpine tussock
Lesser Redpoll . 5,000 Scrub - snow totara
(Podocarpus nivalis)
Blackbird — e 4,700 Scrub - P. nivalis, Phyllo-
cladus sp. Dracophyllum
Spp-
Grey Warbler 4,300 » » »
Paradise Duck 4,000 Glacial lake
Black-fronted Tern  _. 3,800 River bed
Banded Dotterel U 3,500 » v
Chaffinch — 3,200 Trees over 12 feet high
Chukor — — 3,000 Scrub - matagouri
(Discaria toumatou)
S.I. Pied Opystercatcher — __ 2,900 River bed
Starling - — 2,500 Buildings
House Sparrow 2,500 »
N.Z. Forest Service : GRAEME CAUGHLEY.
*

DOTTERELS ON MOUNTAIN TOPS

While I was doing geological field-work along the north coast
of Stewart Island in the summer of 1951-52, a friend and I saw a Red-
breasted Dotterel (C. obscurus) at the summit of Mt. Anglem (3200 ft.).
Here I should think the vegetation and general conditions are very
similar to those found on the rather less elevated Table Hill, from which
area they were reported many years ago by Guthrie-Smith (Mutton Birds
and Other Birds, p. 111).

The summit area of Mt. Anglem shows several hundred acres
of open tussocky, and in places, boggy ground. At the time of our
visit the weather was very cold and misty; and it was probable that
more birds than the single one which we saw were present.

W. A. WATTERS
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SPINE-TAILED SWIFTS OVER RANGITOTO

On 19/4/58 I had the good fortune to visit the crater of Rangitoto
and was greeted there by a sight worth recording. As I approached
the highest tip of the rim a bird flashed past, flying at unusual speed,
and I caught the glint of blue on its wing before I realised what I was
looking at. The wings were sickle-shaped, black and stream-lined;
they remained motionless and spread out to full extent except for an
occasional propellor-like flutter as the bird sped to a great height above
and disappeared into the clear sky a few hundred feet overhead. I was
astonished. This was a swift or a swallow of the summer skies of
England and I deeply regretted not having brought my field-glasses.
There was no need to worry, for in a few minutes it returned accompanied
by another and this time came even closer than before, so I was able
to get a good view. This time both birds dipped a few hundred feet
into the crater then soared upwards behind a pohutukawa tree on
the rim and once more vanished into the cloudless sky. I sat down by
the concrete gun emplacement and ate my lunch, For a full hour the
two birds gave a display of high speed flying and aerobatics, occasionally
coming so close that the swish of their wings could be heard and I
could take careful note of their shape and colour. They were certainly
like* no swift or swallow T had seen before; a little like large-sized
House Martins (Delichon urbica) with their navy blue and white markings,
but flving much faster and in higher sweeps. There appeared to be a
white patch under the beak on the troat, white under the tail and a
greyish white over the rump which appeared to become whiter on the
back where the hind part of the wings crossed the back. The tail was
square and short.

After more than thirty years of birdwatching, T have never had
the luck to pick up a rarity. 1 realised that my chance had come, so
telephoned to Mr. R. B. Sibson immediately on returning to Auckland;
and after hearing mv description, he confirmed my belief that the two
birds T had seen were Spine-tailed Swifts (Chaetura caudacuta).

J. A. BUCHANAN
*

WRYBILL AT L. ROTORUA

On 19/1/58 accompanied by W. J. Broun I paid a visit to the
estuary of the Hamurana Stream. The foreshore here is hardly the
place where one would expect to see a Wrybill (Anarhynchus frontalis).
I was examining four small ducks which proved to be Grey Teal
(A. gibberifrons), when my companion drew my attention to a small
wader which he believed to be a Banded Dotterel feeding near a pair
of Pied Stilts on a weed-covered sandspit about 100 yards away. In
Rotorua we are always on the watch for straggling ‘sand-pipers’; and at
first glance, 1 thought that this bird with its long bill was one, but after
a long and careful scrutiny through 7 x 50 binoculars, T saw beyond
doubt that the small plover we were watching was a Wrybill. The
black band on the upper breast was fading but still clearly visible, and
the post-nuptial moult had obviously started. The Wrybill was a
solitary straggler. We searched in vain for others both at Hamurana
and, an hour later, on the Silica Flats, a more likely spot, where Wryhills
have occasionally been reported in the past at this season.

M. S. BLACK
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A DIE-OFF OF SHAGS IN NORTH OTAGO

The opportunity to investigate an unusual mortality among wild
birds does not come very -often and it appears of interest to record
briefly the results of such an investigation even when they are largely
negative,

On approximately 20th May, 1957, at the time of the severe gales
and exceptional rains which affected most of New Zealand, Mr. T. R.
Welsh, of Moeraki, noticed a number of sick and dead shags on the
beach near the Moeraki jetty.

The birds continued to dic in unusual numbers for about three
weeks and he estimated that during that period approximately 150 shags
died in the half-mile of beach near the jetty. The majority of these were
Spotted Shags (Phalacrocorax punctatus), but there were also some Black
Shags (P. carbo).

On 1Ist June, after a telephone conversation with Mr. Welsh, the
author visited Moeraki where a number of freshly dead and moribund
Spotted Shags were picked up and also a sick juvenile Black Shag. On
the return trip, various additional beaches were visited and it appeared
that an excessive mortality among shags was occurring as far South as
Shag Point, but forther South, although there were some dead shags’of
various species on the beaches, the numbers did not appear excessive
considering the severe storms on the week-end May 17-20 and sick birds,
unable to fly, were not seen. However, at this time, unusually large
numbers of Spotted Shags were fishing in the Otago harbour right up
to the wharves in Dunedin. At the end of August, Mr. Welsh stated
that the number of Spotted Shags then on the jetty at ‘\roerakl was far
helow the usual in previous years.

Post mortem examinations were made on the specimens collected.
In all birds the respiratory passages, oesophagus and stomach were fully
opened up and a large part of the intestine was also opened. All internal
organs except the brain were examined in all birds. The brain was only
examined in those most freshly dead, as it undergoes rapid post mortem
degeneration.

No subcutaneous or abdominal fat was present in any bird and
all birds seemed somewhat wasted, but without examination of a
considerable series of normal birds of the same species taken at the same
time of year it is not possible to state confidently that these were abnormal
findings. One bird had a large organising thrombus lying over the
liver, probably the late result of a shot gun wound from which he was
recovering, but otherwise the only abnormalities were in the stomach
where, except in the case of the Black Shag, the contents were numbers
of parasitic nematodes varying from about 30 up to well over a hundred
and small amounts of altered blood. In the Black Shag, fish bones were
also present. The nematodes have not yet béen identified and it appears
likely that some of them belong to hitherto undescribed species. They
are being examined by Mr. M. Gemmell. The lack of helminths in the
intestines was as remarkable as the numbers in the stomach.

Despite the lack of any suggestion of bacterial, fungal or viral .
infection at post mortem, cultures were made from organs and intestinal
contenis. No fungi or viruses were isolated and none of the bacteria
grown were of types known to be pathogenic.
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DISCUSSION: The lack of evidence of infection at post-mortem
together with the failure to isolate any likely disease-producing agent
in an extensive series of cultures makes it unlikely that an epizootic was
responsible for this die-off. The nematode infestation of the stomachs
can hardly be regarded as sufficient alone to have caused these deaths
and, further, it is not known whether the birds dying had a heavier
infestation than the survivors and it is thought that the causation was
probably complex.

The amount of feed for birds off the coast of Otago and Southland
has heen reported to have been very poor during the first half of 1957
and a very high mortality among juvenile mutton birds which has been
reported by the mutton-birders has been attributed to this cause. It
is probable that the shags were poorly fed when the severe gales of
May 17-20 occurred and that during that time they were unable to feed.
As a result of this period certain of the birds, possibly those carrying
a heavy parasite load, may have been so weakened that they were unable
to fish in the open sea and, therefore, died from starvation.

It is possible that the Otago peninsular was spared a similar
die-off because the weakened birds were able to fish the sheltered waters
of the harbour until they had recovered sufficient strngth to return
to their usual feeding grounds. -
J. A. R, MILES.
Department of Microbiology.

University of Otago.
*

LETTER

Dear Sir,

I see the name “Dunnock” used for Prunelle modularis in a
recent number of your journal. T hope you will allow me to call your
attention to the fact that this name for the Hedge Sparrow is not
generally accepted by British Ornithologists. It does not appear, for
example, in the Check List published in 1952. The name “ Dunnock ”
is a local folk-name used in a very restricted area of England. The
oldest accepted name, used by Chaucer, is “ Haysuck ” but Hedge Sparrow
was used by Shakespeare and by all literary and scientific writers until
the Editors of British Birds arbitrarily adopted “Dunnock” as a
preferred alternative name a few years ago.

Yours sincerely,

Edward A. Armstrong
St. Mark’s Vicarage, .

Cambridge, England.
5/6/58
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Movements of four selected takahe. Digits indicate first and last
observed positions and thus the total number of observations. For
details see the text. :

The two areas enclosed in heavy lines are those that have been
censused. The two stippled areas are the remaining permanently
occupied parts of the main colony.
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NOTICES
CLASSIFIED SUMMARISED NOTES

Contributors are reminded that the year for these ends on June:
30th; and they should be in the hands of the Editor or Regional
Organisers by August 31st.

BACK NUMBEKS OF * NOTORNIS

Members are reminded that back numbers of Notornis and the
earlier N.Z. Bird Noles are obtainable from the Society. Enquiries
about costs and the parts still held in stock should be made to:_.
J. C. Davenport, 5 Belfast Street, Hillsborough, Auckland S.E.5.

Other publications available are: Checklist of New Zealand Birds,
1953 (10/6); The Takahe (5/-): Gannet Census (5/-); Measurements
of Birds (6d.); Identification of Albatrosses (1/-); Reports and Bulletins,
1939-1942, with Index (12/-), Index alone (1/6). These precede
Vol. 1 of N.Z. Bird Notes and record the first three years of the Society’s
work.

The Financial Report and the result of the appeal will be
published in the October issue of Notornis.

CHRISTMAS CARDS

Four Christmas Cards have again been prepared. The artist is
Avis Acres and the design is rather different from that of previous
years. The birds depicted are: Pukeko, Kaka, Red-fronted Parakeet
and Robin. It is confidently hoped that members will again support
this project to aid the finances of the Society.



