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S U M M A R Y 
Thirty-seven species of birds were recorded during a summer visit to 

Rakitu Island. A number of changes have occurred to the island's fauna 
since reports by earlier visitors. Notable was the absence of whitehead 
(Mohoua albicilla) and the presence of a flock of brown teal (Anas 
aucklandica). 

INTRODUCTION 

Rakitu (Arid) Island lies 2.5 kilometres off the north-east coast of 
Great Barrier Island and is approximately 350 hectares in area, rising to 
220 metres. The island is grazed by stock and most of the remaining 
forest has thus been modified. A small stream flows northwards in the 
main valley and rugged cliffs surround much of the island, although 
several beaches are present. The forest areas consist of pohutukawa 
(Metrosideros excelsa) - kohekohe (Dysoxylum spectabile) - taraire 
(Beilschmiedia tarairi) - kanuka (Leptospermum ericoides) associations. 
The two outlying stacks are "Close Island" (0.5 hectares) and "Gannet 
Stack" (c. 50 m'|. The former is vegetated with New Zealand iceplant 
(Disphyma australe) and karo (Pittosporum crassifolium), while the 
latter is devoid of plant cover. 

Observations were recorded during a visit from 31 December 1980 to 
8 January 1981. A general species list was compiled, a number of 5 
minute bird counts were taken (results given in Appendix I), two 
offshore stacks visited and a weka survey conducted. The presence of 
ship rats (Rattus rattus) was confirmed. Classification follows the 
Ornithological Society of New Zealand (1970,1980). 

In 1964, Bell and Brathwaite published a summary of the ornithology 
of Great Barrier and Rakitu Islands, in which they mentioned reports 
by Bell (1953), Buddie (1936), Falla (1933), Hutton and Kirk (1868) and 
Wilson (1959). A more recent report was compiled by Cameron (1980) as 
an addition to a vegetation survey carried out at that time. On each of 
these surveys, a list of birds were made and comments given on then-
densities and distributions. 
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The aims of the present expedition were to provide an update on the 
status of those species mentioned in the earlier reports (particularly 
burrowing seabirds, wekas, parakeets and whiteheads); and to assess 
the potential of the island in terms of wildlife conservation and to 
compare it with other, less man-modified offshore islands. 

A N N O T A T E D S P E C I E S LIST 

Northern blue penguin (Eudyptula minor). 
One dead adult was found in the cove and a number of nest sites were 

located behind coastal boulder beaches. 
Grey-faced petrel (Pterodroma macroptera). 

A number of recently vacated burrows were found. Other burrows had 
apparently been deserted for a number of years. Hutton and Kirk (1868) 
state: "We were informed by the natives of Great Barrier that they used 
to be very numerous, but that latterly they have become scarce, having 
been killed off by rats". Calls from overflying birds, which may have 
been breeding on isolated cliff terraces, were occasionally heard after 
dark. 
Cook's petrel {Pterodroma cookii). 

Harsh "kek-kek-kek" calls heard regularly after dark were probably 
from birds of this species travelling to their breeding grounds on Great 
Barrier Island. 
Fluttering shearwater (Puffinus gavia). 

One fledgling chick was found in a burrow on "Close Island". Nearby 
burrows of similar size probably belonged to this species. 
Diving petrel {Pelecanoides urinatrix). 

A skull was found on "Close Island". A number of empty burrows on 
this islet may also have been those of diving petrels. A n old, infertile egg 
located here was of diving petrel size. 
Australasian gannet {Sula bassana). 

Common in surrounding waters. Nearly 40 birds were roosting on 
"Gannet Stack", but there was no recent evidence of breeding. 
Black shag {Phalacrocorax carbo). 

Not seen, but is an irregular visitor to the island (Bell and Brathwaite 
1964, Cameron 1980). 
Pied Shag {Phalacrocorax varius). 

A shag colony was located between Papakoura and Te Pau Points in 
pohutukawa trees. Eighteen individuals and 13 nests were noted on 
5.1.81. 
Little black shag {Phalacrocorax sulcirostris). 

Two birds were seen roosting near the pied shag colony. 
Little shag {Phalacrocorax melanoleucos). 

Recorded by Bell and Brathwaite (1964) from a single sighting. 
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Mallard {Anas platyrhynchos). 
The domestic duck flock near the farm house included several wild 

mallards. 
Brown teal {Anas aucklandica). 

Up to 19 teals frequented the creek mouth in "The Cove". They 
roosted in the paddocks with domestic ducks during the day and 
dispersed after dark to feed. This species was not reported by Bell and 
Brathwaite (1964). It is possible that some pairs may now breed on the 
island. 
Harrier {Circus approximans). 

A t least two birds were resident on Rakitu Island. 
Weka (Gallirallus australis). 

Thirteen birds were introduced to Rakitu Island by the Wildlife 
Service in 1951. Bell and Brathwaite (1964) reported a population of 
between 10 and 40 rather timid wekas in 1957. They were, however, 
easily found in 1960 and estimated as being up to 100 in number. 
Subsequently the population was reported to have declined, with farm 
dogs being invoked as an explanation for this. It is unlikely that dogs 
could have such a drastic effect over the whole island. Instead, more 
intensive fanning of the central region has resulted in a lack of suitable 
habitat in that area. Though these wekas are undoubtably timid, they 
were frequently encountered in the bush areas during the visit. 

A census was carried out in the evening of 5.1.81 by 7 groups of 
observers stationed at vantage points that enabled l i s t e n i n g coverage of 
most of the island. Each group recorded the position of calling birds and 
the times that they called during the peak calling period until two hours 
after sunset. Analysis of this data enabled elimination of records of 
birds heard by more than one group of observers. 

The number of railing birds located, excluding any double records, 
was 60. This figure includes birds found in some remote coastal areas 
only during the day. A nest located contained two eggs and a further 
egg outside. 
Pukeko (Porphyrio porphyria). 

One was heard calling as it flew over the main valley after dark on 
5.1.81. No further sign of this species was seen. It is probable that this 
bird came from and returned to Great Barrier Island. 
Black-backed gull (Larus dominicanus). 

Several pairs inhabited the coastline, including one bird on "Close 
Island". Nesting may occur along the isolated rocky shore. 
Red-billed gull (Larus novaehollandiae). 

Up to 16 individuals were counted in "The Cove". 
Caspian tern (Hydroprogne caspia). 

One present at the island during June 1980 (Cameron 1980). 
White-fronted tern (Sterna striata). 

Approximately 45 birds frequented the waters around "Gannet 
Stack" and roosted there on ledges. 
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New Zealand pigeon (Hemiphaga novaeseelandiae). 
Common in the forested areas. Up to 11 birds were seen in one flock, 

while others were observed feeding in the canopies of coastal broadleaf 
trees (e.g. karaka Corynocarpus laevigatas). A nest on which an adult 
was incubating its egg was found 2.5 metres above ground in a mapou 
(Myrsine australis). 
Kaka (Nestor meridionalis). 

Wilson (1959) records kakas as breeding on Rakitu Island, but none 
were seen during this survey. It is possible that birds visit from nearby 
Great Barrier Island. 
Red-crowned parakeet (Cyanoramphus novaezelandiae). 

Bell (1953) reported this species, but it now seems to be absent from 
the island. This previous record may be of vagrant birds from other 
islands in the Hauraki Gulf (e.g. Little Barrier or Mokohinau Islands). 
Shining cuckoo (Chrysococcyx lucidus). 

Occasional birds were located in the forest and Leptospermum scrub. 
Morepork (Ninox novaeseelandiae). 

A t least 5 moreporks were present. A number of regurgitated pellets 
found were composed of elytra and mandibles of the beetle Chlorochiton 
longicornis. 
Kingfisher (Halcyon sancta). 

One of the most conspicuous species in the forest and common around 
the coast and farm land. . 
Skylark (Alauda arvensis). 

Numerous in open grassland areas. 
Welcome swallow (Hirundo tahitica). 

Up to 8 birds present. Nesting probably occurred in some of the caves 
around the coast. 
Pipit (Anthus novaeseelandiae). 

Occasional birds were seen or heard in the rugged open areas of the 
island, especially rocky outcrops. 
Hedge sparrow (Prunella modularis). 

Sparsely distributed over the island. 
Whitehead (Mohoua albicilla). 

This species persisted on Rakitu after disappearing from Great 
Barrier, but the last report was by Bell and Brathwaite (1964) who saw 6 
birds in 1957. Despite intensive searching, we failed to locate any and 
therefore regard their local extinction as probable. 
Grey warbler (Gerygone igata). 

Common in all bush areas. 
North Island fantail (Rhipidura fuliginosa). 

Widely distributed in all vegetated areas. A n unconfirmed sighting of 
a black fantail (C. Ward pers. comm.) was made in the Reserve Creek. 
Pied tit (Petroica macrocephala). 

The only record is that by Hutton and Kirk (1868). 
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Song thrush (Turdus philomelos). 
Rare. The few birds that were located were in highly modified farm 

land. 
Blackbird (Turdus merula). 

Sparingly distributed through the forest. 
Silvereye (Zosterops lateralis). 

Common. Feeding flocks were regularly encountered in scrub and 
coastal vegetation. 
Bellbird (Anthornis melanura). 

Present in low numbers in the forest areas. This population had an 
apparently characteristic dialect compared with those given in other 
regions. 
Tui (Prosthemadera novaeseelandiae). 

Numerous. This species was perhaps the most abundant passerine on 
Rakitu Island. They were observed feeding on the nectar of flowering 
pohutukawas. 
Yellow hammer (Emberiza citrinella). 

Single birds were seen and males were occasionally heard singing. 
Chaffinch (Fringilla coelebs). 

Common. Birds were found over most of the island and territorial 
males calling from song-posts were conspicuous. 
Greenfinch (Carduelis chloris). 

Not located, although it was recorded by Cameron (1980) during June, 
1980. 
Goldfinch (Carduelis carduelis). 

Small flocks were often seen in the paddocks, especially in the vicinity 
of small streams. 
House sparrow (Passer domesticus). 

A few birds were resident around the farm buildings, in the tea tree 
scrub and on the coasts in "The Cove" and southern end of the farm. 
Starling (Sturnus vulgaris). 

A flock, numbering nearly 90, frequented the pastures. Single birds 
were seen flying around the steep cliffs. 
Myna (Acridotheres tristis). 

Several birds inhabited the island, usually being seen in the main 
valley and "The Cove". 

DISCUSSION 

Despite a reasonable representation of species, the wildlife value of 
Rakitu Island has decreased due to its long history of human 
occupation. Although the results of the 5-minute bird counts (Appendix 
I) are comparable to those from similar habitat in the larger indigenous 
central North Island forests, Rakitu's fauna is not characteristic of 
islands in this geographical area. Other islands of comparable size, less 
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than 50 kilometres away, support as many as nine species of breeding 
Procellariiformes (e.g. Poor Knights Group). * 

Feral cats have been occasionally reported from the island (but are no 
longer present) and the presence of ship rats may have resulted in the 
extermination of several native species, especially breeding petrels and 
shearwaters. The disappearance of pied tits, red-crowned parakeets and 
whiteheads may be due to these predators but may also be a function of 
reduced size and quality of forest habitat and distance from sources of 
recolonisation. 

A n interesting comparison can be made between Rakitu and Whale 
Island in the Bay of Plenty, which supports a large breeding population 
of grey-faced petrels, despite the presence of Norwegian rats (Rattus 
norvegicus). 

The liberation of wekas in 1951 may have compounded predator 
effects just as their introduction onto the outlying Stewart Island islets 
has caused the decline or local extinction of a number of species e.g. 
diving petrels and prions (Pachyptila spp.) on Jacques Lees Island 
(Wilson 1959). It is possible that Rakitu's indigenous fauna has declined 
in both density and diversity because of these introduced predators. 

The brown teal flock in the main creek may be a post-breeding 
aggregation of birds from Great Barrier Island. Pairs may breed on 
Rakitu; their recent dispersal to this island is a significant event. 

The weka population is substantial, possibly close to filling the 
carrying capacity of the forest and scrub habitat. The apparent decline 
in population in the 1960s (Bell and Brathwaite 1964) was likely to be a 
local decline related to the loss of suitable cover in the main valley. 

Disturbance from domestic stock has probably been detrimental to 
the island's biota through the removal of the forest understory and 
possible trampling of seabird burrows. If the bush areas were fenced off, 
allowing regeneration to proceed, the recovery would be to the 
advantage of some bird populations. 
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A P P E N D I X 1. Summary of results of 47 5-minute bird counts carried out on Rakitu 
Island forest between 31.12.80 and 8.1.81. 

Species Tota l number Number per stat ion 

silvereye 
chaffinch 
tu i 
grey warbler 
kingfisher 
bellbird 
fan ta i l 
pigeon 
goldfinch 
welcome swallow 
skylark 
house sparrow 
myna 
weka 
shining cuckoo 
star l ing 
blackbird 
yellowhammer 
song thrush 

80 
71 
60 
46 
42 
22 
22 
17 
9 
8 
8 
6 
6 
5 
4 
4 
3 
2 
1 

1.70 
1.51 
1.28 
0.98 
0.89 
0.47 
0.47 
0.36 
0.19 
0.17 
0.17 
0.13 
0.13 
0.11 
0.09 
0.09 
0.06 
0.04 
0.02 

Average number of birds/station = 9.09 
Average number of species/station = 5.43 
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