
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The 1931 Hawke’s Bay earthquake changed the landscape in 

and around Napier for ever.  The former Ahuriri lagoon was 

uplifted by between one and two metres and is now a tidal river 

mouth where the freshwater channel connects to a shallow 

saltwater inlet. Of the original 3,840 ha of Te Whanganui-ā-

Orotu, the inner harbour estuary existing prior to the 

earthquake, only 470 ha remains.  
 

Classified as a nationally significant Wildlife Refuge, the Ahuriri 

Estuary’s conservation wetlands are home to a wide range of 

resident birds and also provide an important breeding area for migrant birds. Over 70 avian species 

use the estuary as a feeding and resting area. Notice boards provide a lot of interesting information 

about the significance of the area to Māori and its history. There are some lovely sculptures too. 
 

Bar-tail godwits, sandpipers and golden plovers fly to NZ via Alaska to 

escape the northern hemisphere winter while oystercatchers, pied stilts, 

wrybills and others come from their South Island homes to benefit from 

the milder temperatures and the estuary’s abundant food supplies. DOC 

is in charge of a conservation recovery programme set up for the 

critically endangered Australasian bittern and an exciting new kiwi 

crèche has been established by the Charitable Trust, Kiwis for kiwi.  

 

On land, there is a diverse array of fauna and wildlife, while the estuary 

provides spawning areas for native fish and is teeming with aquatic life. I read that some 29 species 

of fish use the estuary at some time during their life cycle.  

 

The 2.8 km Ahuriri Estuary Walking track is managed by DOC.  

Entry is gained via Humber Street, off Pandora Road. Dogs are 

allowed on this track but must be on a lead. From the 

boardwalk, you can view a community of wading birds, fish, mud 

dwellers and aquatic plant life, so don’t forget your binoculars. I heard 

quite a few quite noisy frogs croaking close by as I walked along. For an 

interesting list of birds you might see, head to www.doc.govt.nz  

 

The Ahuriri Estuary Protection Society was formed in 1981.  Founding member 

and conservation stalwart, the late Isabel Morgan, MNZM and volunteers worked 

tirelessly with DOC and councils to maintain the estuary and educate the public on 

its wildlife and environmental values. Members are the estuary’s eyes and ears. 

 

Recently, their volunteers enjoyed taking children and adults to see the godwits. 

They network with councils, write submissions to HBRC, NCC and DOC and carry 

out weeding, planting and litter collection.  They are all round ‘good sorts’. 

 

The Ahuriri Estuary Restoration Group is a group 

of DOC volunteers which meets once a month to carry out weed 

control around the area. They also carry out native plantings around 

the estuary and occasionally work at other DOC reserves throughout 

Hawke’s Bay during the year… more modest ‘good sorts’. 
 

Clearly the estuary is highly valued, has national importance as a 

wetlands and wildlife refuge and needs to be protected by the two 

councils and the community for future generations. 
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TRACK AND TRACE 

 

Lotek is a worldwide leader in the design and manufacture of fish and 

wildlife monitoring systems. It is a multinational business with a branch in 

Havelock North, employs 224 people and has been making tracking 

devices since the mid-1980’s. (The HN branch was formerly called Sirtrack). 

 

Avian Telemetry Specialist, Catalina Amaya-Perilla, who advises clients on 

the best tracking solution for birds, bats and insects, told me that Lotek has 

marine, freshwater, terrestrial and avian segments, making tracking 

devices for every imaginable species ranging from a dragonfly (400mg) to a 

blue whale (50,000 kg up to 150,000 kg) and anything else in between.  

 

Orders come from over seventy countries spread over all continents and, currently, tracking devices 

can monitor more than five hundred species. This means that a tremendous amount of research can 

be done globally on migration, habitat use, animal behaviour, breeding patterns, home range etc. 

 

In 2019, an arctic fox, a young vixen fitted with a Lotek transmitter, made an 

amazing 2,176 mile journey from Norway to Canada via Greenland, 

averaging around thirty miles a day and travelling over sea ice to complete 

the amazing feat of endurance in just 76 days. 

 

Last October, the first nest of Asian giant hornets (aka 

murder hornets) was found in the US and successfully 

destroyed by scientists. The nest, in the state of 

Washington, was located when entomologists fitted 

Lotek NanoPin trackers onto three ‘Judas’ hornets which led the scientists 

back to their home.  It was then sucked out of a tree using a vacuum hose. The invasive species 

targets honey bees and can destroy a colony in just a matter of hours, so it was a great result. 

 

In New Zealand, Lotek transmitters radio track kiwi, kākā, kākāpō and takahē. This 

is in addition to GPS units that can have remote download information for migratory 

species. Thanks to Kiwis for kiwi for the photo. 
 

 

 

Being able to track the movements of the native birds mentioned, North Island robin, 

various breeds of plover and other endangered species has played an important role 

in the success of a variety of native breeding programmes. Animal-loving Catalina 

told me that being part of the conservation effort and being able to help researchers 

meet some of their goals and restore species and habitat is a fantastic feeling. 

 

VHF transmitters are used on kiwi to determine chick, juvenile and adult survival, breeding success 

and activity patterns.  Thanks to these transmitters and the hard work of community groups, DOC and 

Kiwis for kiwi, the kiwi population is increasing.  
 

 

Whether it’s a meerkat in Africa or a 

vulnerable Olive Ridley turtle, monitored 

animals are providing scientists and 

conservationists with real-time feedback on 

their whereabouts and behaviour, something 

that was previously unattainable. 

 

Migration tracking is a vital tool in efforts to 

control the impact of human civilisation and 

global warming on populations of wild animals 

and prevent or mitigate the ongoing extinction of endangered species.  

 

Fun Fact: In the fall of 1803, esteemed American Naturalist, John James 

Audubon, wondered whether migrating birds returned to the same place 

each year. So he tied a string around the leg of a bird before it flew south. 

The following spring, Audubon saw the bird had indeed come back. 

 

Technology has come a long way since then. Hugh Hutcheson, Lotek’s 

radio frequency technician, uses the latest methods to make a tiny 

tracking device. Thanks to Lotek for the photos of the caracal, meerkat and turtle. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Endangered_species
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_James_Audubon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_James_Audubon


PICTURE PERFECT 

 

Keen amateur photographer, Lynne Roberts from Havelock North, 

took this most attractive photo of a colourful kākāriki (meaning 

small green parrot), aka red crowned parakeet while visiting The 

Cape Sanctuary, where there is a very successful breeding 

programme. 

 

Culling during the 1800’s, destruction of their old-growth forest 

habitat and introduced predators such as rats, cats and stoats 

decimated the mainland populations but they are quite common 

on some islands. One North Island exception is Wellington city, 

where birds coming from Zealandia and Matiu/Somes Islands are 

occasionally seen in suburbia.  

 

Kākāriki occupy a variety of habitats ranging from tall forests to 

grass and shrublands. They are omnivorous but mainly eat seeds, 

flowers and fruit from numerous plant species. Invertebrates, 

particularly scale insects, are eaten in spring before breeding.  

 

They nest in holes in trees, crevices in cliffs or among rocks, in 

burrows or in densely matted vegetation.  Fledglings are 

particularly vulnerable to predators as they are fed on the ground 

before learning to fly. 

 

THE AGE OF WISDOM: Last year, as a ‘Fun Fact’, I reported that 

Wisdom, a Laysan albatross who was banded in 1956 and is at least 

69 years old, was the oldest known wild albatross.  Well guess what? 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service announced in December that she 

and her mate Akeakami had once again returned home to Midway 

Atoll National Wildlife Refuge, located on the far northern end of the 

Hawaiian archipelago – and that she had laid an egg!  The annual 

return of birds to their original nest site year on year is known as ‘nest 

site fidelity’.  Both parents took turns incubating this year's egg. 

 

The site is one the oldest atoll formations in the world and provides nesting habitat for millions of 

seabirds. To learn more about Midway Atoll, go to:- https://www.fws.gov/refuge/midway_Atoll/ 

 

OPEN WIDE! I came across this rather unlikely photo, while looking for 

something completely different.  Wikipedia describes it as ‘cleaning 

symbiosis’… a mutually beneficial association between individuals of two 

species, where one [the cleaner] removes and eats parasites and other 

materials from the surface of the other [the client]. I guess if one party 

doesn’t own a toothbrush and the other is feeling peckish - and is a risk 

taker, it’s a win-win situation. Or, just maybe, it was photo-shopped!  

 

MORE MOREPORK:  My friends, Wayne and Julie Butcher, are animal lovers 

through and through.  Whether their charges have two legs or four, they care 

for and nurture all creatures great and small. Julie let me know about a pair of 

moreporks which were resident in a small block of native bush close to their 

home in the Tuki Tuki valley and told me that Wayne had made them a nesting 

box. Then success! The happy couple, clearly thrilled with their luxury 

accommodation, made it their home for 2020 and raised two beautiful chicks. 

 

Julie invited me out just before Christmas and 

what a joy it was to see the two fluffy owlets and 

a parent in the twilight. My trusty little camera managed to take a half-

decent shot of the siblings, one noticeably darker than the other, to 

capture a charming moment in time.  This just shows that, if someone 

is willing to go to a bit of trouble to provide native birds with an inviting 

home, there is huge reward to be had.  Build and they will come. 

Wisdom incubating her latest egg. Photo 
courtesy of U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

https://www.fws.gov/refuge/midway_Atoll/


From acorns great oaks grow, so the saying goes - or 

in the case of kauri, from little seedlings towering 

kauri grow.  The photo is of Tāne Mahuta, New 

Zealand’s largest and possibly oldest, kauri tree. Over 51 metres in height, he 

may be up to 2,000 years old, and stands tall in Northland’s Waipoua Forest. 

 

In 2013, visionaries at The Cape Sanctuary began to 

establish a kauri forest in an area further south than the 

usual sub-tropical areas north of latitude 38°S where 

the trees would normally be found. 

 

To kick-start the programme, 500 seedlings were 

planted and all but three survived.  The fact that there 

was a natural spring on the hillside meant that a water tank and irrigation 

could be installed, hence the high success rate.  Thanks to the irrigation, along 

with regular ground clearing maintenance done by volunteers, the trees are 

growing superbly and the outcome has exceeded expectations. 

 

At the 2020 Christmas volunteer party, hosted by Andy and Liz Lowe, we drove 

in convoy some 6 kms along the gravel road to have a look at the kauri forest. 

 

I was rather expecting to see larger trees but, of course, they’re slow-

growing. For a first-time visitor, the forest which now boasts some 

2,500 kauri, is not that obvious and you have to look for the trees 

because they have been planted in and among kanuka scrub.  The 

scrub protects them from wind damage and the searing Hawke’s Bay 

sun. (They are in the area in front of the pines in the photo). 

 

Some are also planted by the 

track, in more exposed spaces 

with a sea view and they also appear to be thriving. 

 

Each sapling is protected by a small mesh frame to prevent 

rabbits munching on it and to stop grass from smothering the 

plant.  These are regularly checked by volunteers. 

 

The kauri forest is home to a small flock of colourful 

kākāriki (see PICTURE PERFECT photo). We saw them 

looking and sounding very happy at their feeding 

station, one of several located within the sanctuary. 

 

Kauri is the second largest tree in the world behind California’s giant sequoias (redwoods), the biggest 

of which is called General Sherman, standing the height of a 26 story building at 84 metres. Kauri 

grew in Northland for thousands of years but it only took a hundred years for them to almost 

disappear as settlers felled them in great numbers for ship building, residential building and furniture.  

 

According to Māori mythology, Tāne Mahuta is the son of Ranginui, the sky father and Papatūānuku, the earth 

mother. Tāne was the child that tore his parents' parental embrace and once done set about clothing his 

mother in the forest we have today.  All living creatures of the forest are regarded as Tāne's children. 
 

Would you like to volunteer your time and energy in this amazing place? 

Just e-mail:- volunteer@capesanctuary.co.nz 

 

If you know of a conservation champion or something relevant going on in Hawke’s Bay, please let 

me know and I’ll be happy to follow it up:- jessicamaxwell2017@gmail.com 

 
 

In ancient times, cats were 

worshipped as Gods. 

 

They have not forgotten 

this… 

Stuart Foote with a kauri tree 
planted in 2014. 

mailto:jessicamaxwell2017@gmail.com

