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Summary 

Project and client 

In 2006, the Maungatautari Ecological Island Trust plans to complete 47 km of mammal pest-

proof fence around ca 3200 ha of Maungatautari Mountain (Waikato) and then eradicate 

mammal pests inside. This report describes the second series of pre-eradication bird counts 

undertaken at Maungatautari and at Mt Pirongia Forest Park, a planned non-treatment area.  

The research was funded by both the Maungatautari Ecological Island Trust and the 

Foundation for Research, Science and Technology (Contract C09X0503). 

Objectives 

 To obtain baseline bird-count data further to that previously taken in 2002, before the 

planned eradication of pest mammals on Maungatautari occurs in winter-spring 2006, 

so that consequent avifaunal changes can later be detected and attributed to the 

eradications. 

 To see if pest mammal eradication in the two small (total 100 ha) exclosures on 

Maungatautari in late 2004 had increased bird counts on the whole mountain a year 

later. 

 

Methods  

 Methods used originally in NovemberïDecember 2002 were repeated in December      

2005. 

 5-minute bird-counts were undertaken at permanently marked stations on four access 

tracks on both Mt Maungatautari and Mt Pirongia.  

 The maximum number of tui, kereru and korimako observed at any one time per ½-

hour walking transect was noted. 

Results 

 Seventeen bird species were observed in each of the two forests, with similar numbers 

of most species in each area. 

 At Maungatautari, mean counts of chaffinch, fantail and tomtit increased from 2002 to 

2005, and grey warblers declined.  At Pirongia, no bird species increased, and counts 

of grey warbler, rosella and silvereye declined. 

 Due partly to these changes, mean counts of bellbird, blackbird, chaffinch, fantail, 

greenfinch, rosella and tui were all higher at Maungatautari than Pirongia in 2005. 

Conclusions 

 Despite these differences, Maungatautari and Pirongia will make a satisfactory 

experimental pair at the time of mammal eradication on Maungatautari (planned for 

2006) because subsequent changes are likely to be large. 

 Whiteheads and rifleman remain in perilously low numbers on Pirongia, and may be 

absent from Maungatautari. 

 There is weak evidence that eradicating pest mammals in the current exclosures (total 

100 ha) may have increased counts of chaffinch, fantail, greenfinch and tomtit on the 

entire 3200 ha mountain.   

Recommendations 
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 The bird count procedures described here should be repeated on Maungatautari and 

Pirongia in 2008, 3 years after the December 2005 counts and 2 years after the aerial 

poison drops on Maungatautari. 

 Management at Pirongia should continue to acknowledge that the forest is a planned 

non-treatment area for Maungatautari in relation to mammal eradication.
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1. Introduction  

 

Maungatautari Mountain Scenic Reserve (central North Island, 2390 ha) and adjoining Maori 

and private land together constitute ca 3200 ha of native forest, surrounded entirely by 

developed farmland.  The Maungatautari Ecological Island Trust (MEIT), consisting of local 

landowners, local iwi, land administration authorities and others, plans to complete erection of  

47 km of mammal pest-proof fence around this forest area and then to commence eradication 

of mammal pests inside in 2006. Its vision is  ñ...to remove, for ever, introduced mammalian 

pests and predators from Maungatautari, and restore to the forest a healthy diversity of 

indigenous plants and animals not seen in our lifetimeò (MEIT, unpublished pamphlet).  If 

successful, this will create the largest area free of mammalian pests on the New Zealand 

mainland.  The Trust then plans to reintroduce many native birds, reptiles, insects and other 

fauna and flora to the pest-free reserve.   

 

There is considerable opportunity in this project to research how the ecosystem responds to 

both mammal removal and to subsequent species (re)introductions.  Response to mammal 

removal is an example of óecological releaseô, whereby the forest system will cease to be 

subjected to the strong interactions imposed on it by key mammal pests such as brushtail 

possums, ship rats, stoats and mice (see Appendix for scientific names of all species).  Native 

fauna such as birds are expected to increase after mammal eradication.  To robustly test these 

changes, minimal scientific design would demand that observations are made at 

Maungatautari plus a non-treatment block both before and after eradication.  This report 

describes the second series of pre-eradication (before) bird counts undertaken at 

Maungatautari and at Mt Pirongia Forest Park, a planned non-treatment area.  Initial counts 

were made in NovemberïDecember 2002 and are described in Innes et al. (2003). 

 

 

2. Background 

 

Maungatautari Mountain is an extinct andesite volcanic cone 15 km west of Putaruru, with a 

range of forest types from lowland rimu/tawa forest to montane forest dominated by tawari-

kamahi and tawheowheo (Clarkson et al. 2002).  The altitudinal range of vegetation cover is 

280ï797 m above sea level. 

 

Pirongia Forest Park (15 000 ha) consists of highly eroded basaltic and andesitic volcanic 

cones 35 km west of Maungatautari.  Pirongia has a larger altitudinal range of vegetation (90ï

960 m above sea level) than Maungatautari, although with the same forest classes and with 

very similar vegetation at similar altitudes (Nicholls 1979; Clarkson et al. 2002).  As the 

western margin of Pirongia is also near the coast (6 km from Aotea Harbour), we placed bird 

survey lines in the inland eastern part of the Park and avoided the highest altitudes, to 

improve comparability with Maungatautari (Figs 1 and 2). 
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Fig. 1  Locations of 5-minute bird -count stations on Maungatautari, from GPS records.  

The two small cells cleared of most mammalian predators in late 2004 are shown on the 

northern and southern edges of the forest. 

 

 

 
   

 

Fig. 2 Locations of 5-minute bird -count stations on Pirongia, from GPS records


