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Re-introduction of yellow-crowned kakariki to  
Long Island (Marlborough), Mana Island 
(Wellington) and Motuara Island  
(Marlborough), New Zealand 
 

Lynn Adams1 & Bill Cash2 
 

1 - Technical support officer, fauna, Wellington Conservancy, Department of 
Conservation, PO Box 5086, Wellington 6145, New Zealand (ladams@doc.govt.nz) 

2 - Biodiversity ranger, Sounds Area, Department of Conservation, PO Box 7220, 
Picton 7250, New Zealand (bcash@doc.govt.nz) 

 
Introduction 
Yellow-crowned kakariki (or yellow-crowned parakeet, Cyanoramphus auriceps) 
is listed as near threatened in IUCN Red list criteria, not threatened in New 
Zealands Threat Classification System (Miskelly, 2008) and is listed as CITES 
App. II. Yellow-crowned kakariki are a forest-dwelling species and were once 
common throughout New Zealand but introduced predators (rats, possum, 
mustelids and cats) have probably played the largest part in their decline. 
Populations now only persist in large tracts of unmodified forests where they are 
uncommon. Healthy populations occur on offshore islands where introduced 
mammalian predators have been eradicated. Mana, Long and Motuara Islands 
are relatively small islands (217 ha, 142 ha and 59 ha respectively) that were 
deforested during European colonization and are now undergoing conservation 
restoration.  
 
Introduced mammalian predators have been eradicated and species re-
introductions have occurred on all islands since eradication, the native falcon 
(Falco novaeseelandiae) is seen on both Motuara and Long Islands. The Mana 
Island restoration plan guides restoration activity (Miskelly, 1999) which includes 
active planting, but both Long and Motuara Islands have established forest cover 
naturally over the last 100 years. The closest population of yellow-crown kakariki 
from all three islands, which is large enough to harvest, is the predator-free 
Chetwode Island group in Marlborough Sounds. Te Kakaho Island in the 
Chetwode group was considered the most appropriate source due to the similar 
habitats of regenerating scrubland and young forest. 
 
Goals 
x� Goal 1: To transfer up to 30 yellow-crowned kakariki from Te Kakaho Island in 

the Chetwode group to Long Island (2002), Mana Island (2004) and up to 45 
from Long Island to Motuara Island (2007).ȱ

x� Goal 2: Establish a self-sustaining populations of kakariki on all three Islands 
as a component of the of the original forest bird assemblage.ȱ
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Success Indicators 
x� Indicator 1: Kakariki are 

transferred, released and 
remain on all three Islands.ȱ

x� Indicator 2: Released birds 
utilize habitat over the 
entire island, including 
replantings, rank grass 
areas and wind/salt-
sheared scrubland.ȱ

x� Indicator 3:  Released 
individuals are breeding 
the following summer.ȱ

  
Project Summary 
At least one transfer of yellow
-crowned kakariki occurred in 
~1970. Little is recorded but 
“too few… not in good health” were transferred from Chetwode Island to 
Stephens Island (D. Veitch pers. com.). Birds did not persist on Stephens Island 
and disappeared very quickly (B. Bell, D. Veitch pers. com.). At the time it was 
thought that lack of breeding cavities, water, suitable habitat and/or return of birds 
to the source island (24 km) was the cause of failure. More recently three 
translocations have occurred to three islands, the habitat on each is similar. All 
have been deforested during their recent history and regeneration is at a variety 
of stages. Long Island contains the most diverse and oldest forest at 60 years old, 
Mana is the youngest with restoration replanting still occurring.  
 
There was some doubt about the suitability of Mana for parakeets which still has 
extensive grassland and very young trees; natural and remnant kakariki 
populations are found in old forest and very few sites of regenerating scrub or 
grassland are occupied. Maori iwi (tribal) groups who have kaitiaki (guardianship) 
over the islands are fully supportive of the restoration efforts, including these 
transfers (Ngati Toa for Mana, and the four iwi with an interest in both Long Island 
and Motuara Te Ataiwa, Rangitane, Nga Toa Rangitira and Ngati Kuia. Ngati 
Kuia, who have kaitiaki over the Chetwode Islands also supported these 
transfers.  
 
Twenty-seven birds were released on Long Island during 2002, 27 on Mana 
Island during 2004 and 45 on Motuara Island during 2007. Birds were caught in 
mist-nets over water sources, the limiting factor on the source island. 
Approximately even sex ratio was taken, with sexing done based on bill width and 
length measurements, (which for Mana Island transfers were checked with DNA 
sexing). Bill length less than 127 mm was female for the 21 birds whose sex was 
confirmed. Each translocation built on information from the previous and detailed 
planning and debriefing occurred to ensure those involved maximised learning. 
Birds destined for Mana Island were disease screened for Chlamydia, Psittacine 
circovirus, Salmonella, Yersinia, Campylobacter, Coccidia, nematodes and 

Jason with yellow-crowned kakariki 
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haemoparasites, a complete blood count (CBC) and physical exam was also 
taken. Disease screening was negative for all tests and CBC was within the 
normal range. Birds transferred from Long to Motuara Island were tested for avian 
malaria and 16% were positive (Tompkins, 2008). Birds were caught over several 
days and held in portable aviarys. The aviary was furnished with branches, 
natural perches, natural food species and many water containers which allowed 
for both bathing and drinking. Their diet was supplemented daily with sunflower 
seed, budgie seed mix, frozen mixed vegetables, apple, pear, grape and walnut.  
Natural food was also added each day. Food was presented in a variety of ways 
over the entire aviary to ensure encounter rate with food was high. Birds were 
transferred in transfer boxes up to four birds per box and were released directly 
from release boxes to the forest at the destination island. 
 
On Mana volunteers searched for individually colour-banded birds weekly for the 
first month and fortnightly for an additional month to determine presence of 
transferred birds. Monitoring thereafter was ad hoc. but occurred approximately 
monthly for the first year and 26 birds were known to be alive during the two 
month post-release period. Within a year, a minimum of 12 birds were still present 
on Mana and apparently began breeding immediately because unbanded birds 
were seen within two months of the release, we believe it unlikely that birds flew 
to the island because of the 60 km straight line distance to the closest population 
(which was the source). Copulation was observed by the second month, and the 
first nest was observed after eight months. Nests have since been found in 
kingfisher (Halcyon sancta) nest holes, wooden bait stations, nest boxes 
specifically placed for kakariki and holes in large marcrocarpa trees (Cupressus 
macrocarpa).  
 
Five years later numerous large flocks are seen on Mana Island but no census 
has been attempted. Less data is available for Long or Motuara Island where 
monitoring could not be undertaken as intensely. On Long Island breeding was 
confirmed within 12 months and the population quickly grew to population of ~400 
birds in 2009, seven years after release. 
 
Despite Motuara not being colonized during the five years when birds were 
present on Long Island, at least one transferred bird flew the 1.5 km back from 
Motuara to Long, the source population after being transferred. Little is known 
about the colonization ability of kakariki although anecdotal observations record 
kakariki colonizing Titi Islands, 6 km from the source and after predators had 
been removed. Within a year of transfer to Motuara unbanded birds were seen as 
a family group although it is not known whether they were bred on the island.  
Although population growth has been much slower on Motuara than Long or 
Mana, two years after release a small population appears to have established on 
the Island. The islands are open to public visitation and all are showcased as 
predator-free restoration sites where fauna can survive in habitats free from 
mammalian predators.  
 
All three projects have had interest and support from local communities. The 
transfers were managed in partnership between New Zealand’s Department of 

Birds 



 

163 

Conservation and local iwi, 
and for Mana Island in 
partnership with the 
community group Friends of 
Mana Island (FOMI), who 
support restoration effort by 
providing funding, volunteer 
labor and logistic support.   
 
Major difficulties faced 
x� Yellow-crowned kakariki 

are known to die from 
stress from handling.  
During this operation we 
were aware that handling 
must be minimized. Of the 
99 birds handled two died 
from stress related causes.   

x� The limited access to all three sites limited the amount of monitoring that could 
be done and so only broad scale results could be obtained for the transfer 
outcomes. It was difficult to monitor dispersal due to the lack of technology 
available to track individuals over large distances and time. 

x� Relatively small number of founders was used and the genetic effects of the 
small population are unknown. Further research on impacts on diversity over 
time, and how to manage these impacts is needed. 

x� The short-term holding facilities where small and we were uncertain how birds 
would cope with the stress of limited space. We believe the aviary set-up used 
during these three transfers were ideal for short periods (up to four days).  

 
Major lessons learned 
x� Kakariki are flexible in their habitat requirements and can adapt to new foods 

(including in the captive environment and grassland habitats), locations and 
nesting sites.ȱ

x� Kakariki are easy to re-introduce and populations quickly increase at release 
sites provided predators can be eradicated.ȱ

x� Information sharing and involvement of stakeholders (especially iwi and 
community groups such as FOMI) during all phases of the translocation 
ensured translocation were undertaken without fault.ȱ

x� Kakariki are prone to stress from handling.ȱ
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Releasing yellow-crowned kakariki on Motuara 
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Success of project 
Long and Mana Islands: 

 
Motuara Island: 

Reason(s) for success/failure: 
All Islands: 
x� Kakariki are popular and highly visual to public visitors. 
x� The range of this species has been extended and these populations have the 

potential to re-establish from the islands to mainland sites. 
 
Long and Mana Islands: 
x� High survival, high site retention and large populations were established 

quickly. 
 
Motuara Island: 
x� A population has established, but after two years the population is still low; 

population growth has been much slower than Long or Mana Islands. 
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