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Introduction 
Kākā (Nestor meridionalis septentrionalis) are medium-sized, forest-dwelling 
parrots endemic to New Zealand. Once common, their distribution has reduced 
due to habitat destruction and predation by invasive mammals; the population is 
estimated at fewer than 10,000 birds. They are listed as Endangered by the IUCN 
and At Risk-Recovering by New Zealand’s Department of Conservation (Birdlife 
International, 2016; Robertson et.al., 2017). 
 
As kākā evolved without mammalian predators, they are vulnerable to predation 
by introduced stoats, cats and rats, particularly due to their habits of nesting in 
tree cavities and spending time on the ground after fledging. Kākā are rare on 
New Zealand’s three main islands, but numerous on offshore islands (Moorhouse, 
2013). The creation of mainland sanctuaries free from mammalian predators 
provides an opportunity to establish strongholds on mainland New Zealand. 
Reintroduction of native wildlife like kākā into ZEALANDIA sanctuary (a 225 ha 
area surrounded by a 9 km fence that excludes all pest mammals except mice) 
was an important part of the goal to restore the valley as close as possible to pre-
human arrival (Campbell-Hunt, 2002). It also offered the opportunity to discover 
whether the species would establish in a highly human-populated landscape due 
to the sanctuary 
location within 2 km 
west of Wellington 
City CBD.  
 
Goals 
x� Goal 1: To restore 

a population of 
kākā in 
ZEALANDIA 
sanctuary. 

x� Goal 2: To restore 
the indigenous 
character of the 
sanctuary valley. 

 Kākā with Wellington city in background 
© Judi Lapsley Miller 
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x� Goal 3: To restore key natural processes in the sanctuary. 
x� Goal 4: To provide an opportunity for people to encounter and learn about the 

species. 
x� Goal 5: To provide a back-up for mainland kākā populations in less secure 

environments. 
 
Success Indicators 
x� Indicator 1: Self-sustaining population of kākā established at ZEALANDIA 

sanctuary. 
x� Indicator 2: Community members and stakeholders involved and committed to 

the successful establishment of kākā. 
x� Indicator 3: Kākā population at ZEALANDIA used as source to supplement or 

create other kākā populations. 
 
Project Summary 
Feasibility: The design and establishment of the first effective mammal 
exclusion fence, and the removal of introduced pest mammals from 225 ha of 
regenerating diverse lowland forest, was essential before the endangered kākā 
and other missing species could be re-established. This required fence trials, fund
-raising and considerable engagement with neighbours and the community given 
the location of the sanctuary in Wellington City. Kākā had been effectively extinct 
from the area, primarily due to predation, since the early 1900s. Experience 
elsewhere indicated that release of young captive-bred birds was the most likely 
successful translocation technique and this project was supported by the kākā 
captive-breeding program. Furthermore, the support of the local community was 
essential to the success of the restoration program, and the introduction of a 
large, charismatic species would allow the Wellington community to learn about 
and become engaged with conservation occurring at the recently-opened 
ZEALANDIA.  
 
Implementation: Once ZEALANDIA had been confirmed safe from 
introduced mammals, four separate releases of 14 individually banded juvenile 
kākā were undertaken between 2002 and 2007. This followed extensive 
consultation with the New Zealand Department of Conservation, local 
government, Māori (indigenous peoples of New Zealand) and other sanctuary 
supporters. The birds originated from five different locations, primarily zoos, and 
were all parent-raised in captivity. The founder population consisted of 8 males, 5 
females and 1 bird of unknown sex. All birds were held in quarantine for 30 days 
before transfer and screened for various diseases, particularly Psittacine Beak 
and Feather Disease (PBFD). After arriving at ZEALANDIA, the kākā were kept in 
an aviary within the sanctuary to site-fix the birds, ensure they were well prepared 
for release and that the transmitters fitted for post-release monitoring had no 
attachment issues. In the first translocation birds were kept in captivity for up to 
104 days. Kākā in later releases were kept for less time as confidence in the 
transmitter attachment had grown and it was assumed that the conspecifics would 
help new birds settle into their surroundings. Supplementary feeders were built 
where visitors could see the birds, building community support for the project. 
Year round ad lib supplementary food was used to support and encourage kākā 
to remain and breed within the safety of the sanctuary. Nest boxes were also 
installed throughout the valley. 

Birds 



 

117 

Post-release 
monitoring: All 
kākā from the first 
three releases 
were fitted with 
transmitters and 
radio-tracked. 
Between 2003 and 
2016, the 
ZEALANDIA kākā 
population was 
intensively 
monitored for 
survival, dispersal, 
recruitment, and 
productivity to 
determine the 
population status and trends. All chicks hatched in nest boxes were individually 
color banded. Survival of founders to breeding age was high averaging 88% for 
the four releases. Eleven of the 14 founders (79%) paired and bred within the 
sanctuary. Site fidelity was high with 11 birds still regularly recorded within the 
sanctuary three years after release (average seven years). One individual is still 
regularly sighted 15 years post release.  
 
Breeding occurred in the first year of transfer and has occurred every year since 
then, with breeding success and productivity exceeding that of wild populations 
elsewhere (Powlesland et. al., 2009).The 800th chick was banded during the 2016 
- 2017 breeding season, and monitoring has now changed focus to support 
academic research projects. Significant social support has emerged through 
engagement of many volunteers in post-release monitoring and ongoing 
management. 
 
Kākā are now breeding outside the sanctuary, and are heard and seen 
throughout the Wellington suburbs. Due to the success of the kākā translocation, 
there have been three transfers (2013, 2016 and 2017) of birds from ZEALANDIA 
to other sanctuaries, with more planned in the future. 
 
Major difficulties faced 
The success of the reintroduction and increasing presence of this large parrot 
within and now beyond New Zealand’s capital city has caused management 
challenges for the species, as listed below: 
x� Dangers such as window strikes, birds in flight hit by vehicles, and predation 

by cats and dogs must be managed or mitigated, and injured birds cared for 
where required. 

x� While interactions between people and kākā have been overwhelmingly 
positive, some activities such as feeding birds outside ZEALANDIA can cause 
problems. For example, inappropriate food can cause disease (e.g. nuts that 
can cause metabolic bone disease in chicks); kākā flocking to backyard 
feeding sites can distress neighbours; kākā can be exposed to lead poisoning 
from chewing on roof fixtures; people can be bitten by kākā that have been 
hand-fed. 

Kākā chick being banded © Judi Lapsley Miller 
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x� Kākā can cause damage to trees and property, and they also make noise. In 
an urban landscape the perception of these behaviors can become negative; 
these perceptions sometimes need to be managed and consideration given to 
changes to people’s activities or the built environment that might discourage 
such behaviors. 

 
Major lessons learned 
x� Fenced sanctuaries free from introduced predators can provide a successful 

and important site for restoration of threatened species where predation is an 
issue. 

x� Reintroductions to urban areas are complex, and human-interactions must be 
considered. Public involvement is critical for long-term reintroduction success, 
to create a positive public profile, and to minimize any human-wildlife conflicts . 
In the case of kākā, there have been active campaigns by city conservation 
organizations to ensure the public is aware of issues and risks associated with 
feeding the birds and encouraging responsible pet ownership (to reduce the 
chance of predation). 

x� Urban translocations are a valuable tool for public engagement and education 
on conservation issues, providing opportunities for citizens to encounter 
wildlife that usually can only be seen in remote locations. 

x� Long-term monitoring of translocated populations is important for evidence-
based management of the species. For example, different types of nest boxes 
were trialed over several years to determine the best design requiring minimal 
management and high fledging success. In addition, any sick, injured or dead 
birds found continue to be examined to determine the cause of illness or 
death; this helps with quickly recognizing and mitigating problems the 
population may be facing. 

x� A volunteer workforce provides a useful way to achieve intensive long-term 
monitoring, and also provides volunteers with a chance to encounter the 
species of interest. 

 
Success of project 

Reason(s) for success/failure: 
x� The site has suitable habitat with a diversity of native vegetation, much having 

been regenerating for over 100 years, as well as natural springs & streams; 
exotic trees attractive to kākā (mainly Pinus radiata) are also present. The 
successful removal and ongoing exclusion of introduced mammalian predators 
and competitors has created a site that is safe for an endangered species 
such as kākā. 

x� Earlier trials with transfers of kākā elsewhere provided key information on 
translocation design to ensure the best chance of success in reintroducing 
kākā into ZEALANDIA (by using captive-reared juveniles); the transfers have 
also been supported by occasional natural immigration that began even before 
any releases occurred. 

Highly Successful  Successful Partially Successful  Failure 

√    
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x� Specially designed kākā feeders and nest boxes, as well as local natural and 
supplementary food were placed in the aviary to help the birds become familiar 
with them before release; release occurred beside the familiar kākā feeders, 
and ad lib provision of the attractive supplementary food and widely distributed 
nest boxes encouraged the juveniles to forage and later nest within the safety 
of the sanctuary.   

x� A highly social species, minimal dispersal after release, some immigration 
from wild sites (that increased genetic diversity), high productivity, and good 
survival of fledglings ensured the small founder population increased rapidly 
and a kākā population successfully established at ZEALANDIA. 

x� The highly public and urban nature of the sanctuary has allowed the 
achievement of key goals around community engagement and education, and 
the success of the translocation itself now allows people to experience this 
species in their local green spaces. 
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