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We time our New Zealand tours to occur during the summer months, which is when birds are breeding and 
obvious, but also when the birding is best with regards to New Zealand specialties being present (for 
example many of the New Zealand breeding seabirds migrate outside of New Zealand waters during 
winter), and this normally coincides with the best weather. The summer of 2017-18 will be remembered for 
not being a typical New Zealand summer, with major disruption caused by tropical cyclones coming much 
further south than normal and affecting weather around mainland New Zealand. 

Unfortunately, this tour coincided with a couple of these cyclones, and two pelagic trips plus our overnight 
stay on Tiritiri Matangi Island were all affected because of winds of more than 40 knots. This obviously 
affected the tour, but we did our very best to make up for this managing to arrange last minute 
accommodation, and even a day trip to Tiritiri Matangi in lieu of the night out there.  Unfortunately, there 
is only so much we can do with regards to weather related issues. 

As with most birders visiting New Zealand, the focus was on our endemic NZ birds and despite the setbacks 
we finished up with a really good total of 64 endemic breeders and one other heard. We saw almost all of 
them really well, and importantly just about all of them were seen by everyone in the group. 

In addition, we saw a good selection of other native species, some of which are endemic at sub-species 
level, and we saw some rare vagrants to NZ during the tour also. Highlights included, good views of both of 
the worlds two rarest Penguins, very close views of three species of Kiwi with another one heard. Six 
different Albatross species, all very close, and excellent views of rarities such as Malherb's Parakeet 
(orange-fronted parakeet), Stitchbird, Takahe, both Saddlebacks, Long-tailed Cuckoo, Yellowhead, Blue 
Duck, Black Stilt, Yellow-eyed Penguin, Fiordland Penguin, all seen by everyone in the group. 

We ate well, slept well, and birded in stunning scenery at mud flats, torrent rivers, lakes, mountains, and 
magnificent ancient forests. 

In this report the FIRST sightings of each ENDEMIC NZ breeding bird, is in capital letters. 

 

Phil Hammond (Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ leader) 
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6	February	2017	–	Day	One	
We started the morning collecting everyone from various locations around Auckland, and then headed to a 
large estuarine area to see what we could find.  Our first endemics were the fairly common, but quite 
striking PARADISE SHELDUCKS at a waste-water treatment plant, where we also got Grey Teal, Pacific Black 
Duck, Australasian Shoveler, the NZ sub-species of Little Pied Shag, Black Swan, RED-BILLED GULL, and great 
views of NZ GREBE. 

Nearby at a low tide creek in a mud flat we found WRYBILL, Bar-tailed Godwit, VARIABLE OYSTERCATCHER, 
and SOUTH ISLAND PIED OYSTERCATCHER as well as a group of Royal Spoonbills.  Crossing the city and we 
headed for a large Australasian Gannet colony where 100s of birds were on nests very close to viewing 
platforms. 

On each day of the tour there is a brief stop at a bakery, somewhere enroute, where participants can get 
freshly made sandwiches or a pie, a drink, and perhaps a cake if they fancy it ---all to be taken away to be 
eaten somewhere nice, where there would also be birds, so that was next on the agenda. 

We made our way further north stopping for NZ Kingfisher [the local sub-species of Sacred Kingfisher], a 
perched Swamp Harrier, and passing common species such as Australian Bell-Magpie, Yellowhammer, 
Skylark, Australasian Swamphen and Welcome Swallow.  At a small tidal area we stopped for great close 
views of White-fronted Terns on a jetty and a Great Cormorant. 

We kept driving north until reaching the Kaihu Pub, where we stopped and the hosts, put on a great dinner 
and friendly hospitality. From there we pushed on to our accommodation for the night, and checked in 
before a night walk and good views of NORTHERN BROWN KIWI in a forest dominated by very big Kauri 
trees, some of which are hundreds of years old. Moreporks were heard and one was glimpsed briefly by 
one lucky participant outside her cabin. 

On most evenings on the tour, usually at dinner, we update our checklists for the day and also nominate 
our 'Bird of the Day' (BoD), but on days when we are out at night the latter may be left until the next 
morning. 

North Island Brown Kiwi got 2 votes for BoD, 2 votes for White-fronted Tern, 2 for NZ Grebe, and one for 
Black Swan. 
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Australasian gannet in flight 

7	February	2017	–	Day	Two	
There were very nice gardens around our cabins and nearby forest and before leaving for the day we saw 
NZ PIGEON, GREY GERYGONE, NZ FANTAIL, and TUI and the very colourful Eastern Rosella. Like most of the 
introduced species in NZ the latter have been breeding in the wild in NZ for over 100 years. 

We then headed south-east and across to the east coast passing Ring-necked Pheasants, White-faced 
Herons, and more swamphens, harriers and other common birds. We stopped briefly for a spectacular but 
shy group of feral Indian Peafowl. 

Pulling into a small estuary, one of the first birds spotted was an uncommon Eastern Reef Egret. There were 
also more oystercatchers of both species, Bar-tailed Godwits, Red-Billed Gulls and Caspian Terns and our 
first NZ DOTTEREL. There are only about 2000 NZ Dotterels in the world and we had good views of both 
male and female. 

From there we carried on south, stopped at a bakery to get lunches to take away and drove up into 
limestone hills where there is a pond, which sometimes holds both NZ Grebe, and Australasian Little Grebe 
[rare in NZ] and we got good views of both. Then down to another small and pretty estuary where we ate 
our lunches while scanning shorebirds. Most were species already seen including Black-winged Stilts and 
more NZ Dotterels, but we added Ruddy Turnstone to the list. 

There are some areas in NZ where a predator-proof fence has been installed and introduced predators 
have been removed. Native birds, mostly endemic, have either re-colonised these places or have been 
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translocated back, some of them rare and endangered. We visited one of these places next and soon had 
our first views of NZ BELLBIRD as well as more Tui, NZ Pigeon, Silvereyes etc and then the much less 
common NORTH ISLAND SADDLEBACK [one of several NZ species that can't survive where there are 
introduced predators]. Then WHITEHEAD, the rare BROWN TEAL and our first Brown Quail. We walked 2 or 
3km, out towards the end of a peninsula before finding our main target, and then found 3 of them—
TAKAHE. This very rare large flightless gallinule was considered extinct for decades, until rediscovered in 
1948. There are still, despite huge efforts by conservationists and government, only about 300 of them in 
the world. 

On the way out of the park we stopped at a wetland and got great views of Buff-banded Rail as well as 
more Brown Teal. Dinner was in a riverside restaurant within our hotel. Takahe got most of the votes for 
BoD but NZ Bellbird, NI Saddleback and Australian Little Grebe all got a vote too. 

 

Takahe peering from the grasses 

8	February	2017	–	Day	Three	
Today was supposed to be our Hauraki Gulf Pelagic to look for NZ Storm Petrel and other pelagic birds, but 
big swells out in the deep water we needed to go to, and 40 to 50 knot winds made the trip too unsafe and 
the skipper of our boat quite rightly made the decision to cancel the pelagic. This is a pretty rare 
occurrence, with only a couple of cancelled Hauraki Gulf pelagics in the 15 years we have been running 
pelagics here. 

So, Plan B! NZ Fairy Tern is only endemic to NZ at sub-species level, although probably a good candidate for 
splitting at full species level. There are fewer than 40 adults, and it is NZs rarest bird. We had looked for 
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them yesterday, but had not seen one. I knew that one was being seen at the same estuary that morning, 
so we headed back to try again, and this time found one for the whole group to see. 

We ate our lunches in a park on the edge of the Kaipara Harbour where we saw some good birds but no 
new species, and headed back to the predator-proof area we had visited yesterday. This time we got better 
views of Whitehead and had excellent views of NORTH ISLAND ROBIN and NZ PIPIT. Also, a closer view of 
Brown Teal. The wind was still very strong and blew some pelagic species close in to the peninsula and we 
were able to pick out FLUTTERING SHEARWATER, BULLER'S SHEARWATER, and Flesh-footed Shearwater 

Dinner was again in the restaurant beside the river and Whitehead, Brown Teal, NZ Pipit, and Fairy Tern all 
got votes for BoD. 

9	February	2017	–	Day	Four	
With the winds still raging, our planned trip to Tiritiri Matangi Island was not looking good. And as 
suspected the wind was still too strong and the Ferry company that would have transported us to the Island 
sanctuary cancelled all ferries for the day as a safety measure. This meant our planned overnight on the 
island – mainly to look for Little Spotted Kiwi – and therefore our accommodation, was not going to be 
possible. 

So, another rapidly re-arranged day, and while I was planning for the second day in a row where we could 
go birding within a 200km radius, Sav was working behind the scenes to find alternative accommodation. 
Not easy to find 7 good rooms in the middle of the tourist season ---but he did! At the same time Sav was 
also trying to get a ferry booking to 'Tiri' for tomorrow, just so we could at least get a few hours on the 
island for Stitchbird which we would not get anywhere else.  And he did that as well! 

We headed for some nearby ponds and found our first NZ SCAUP and Little Black Shag, and had another 
good selection of waterfowl including more NZ Grebe and common scrubland birds. 

Then we crossed the city and drove south to a large swamp area. All but one in the group had seen 
Australasian Bittern in Australia. We tried for a Bittern without success, but for this group at least, we got 
something even better.  Our smallest cuckoo is tricky, and sometimes easier before Christmas when they 
are calling (although we generally get them after the New Year also). Neil was first to see it and in the end 
we had a group of three and got at least one in scopes for all to see –Shining Bronze Cuckoo. 

On the way back to the very nice hotel rooms that Sav had found we called into more ponds and got a very 
close view of NZ Scaup and added Eurasian Coot and Pied Shag to the trip list. Along the way we had also 
added Spotted and Barbary Doves, and California Quail. 

Shining Bronze Cuckoo got 5 votes for BoD but NZ Grebe and Australasian Swamphen also got votes. 

10	February	2017	–	Day	Five	
Great news!  The ferries to Tiri are running and although we can't stay, at least we can get 5 hours on the 
island today. With wind and rain still buffeting the island, the birding was still difficult. But it wasn't long 
before we had great views of STITCHBIRD. There were lots of Bellbirds and Tui, more whiteheads, NI 
Robins, NI Saddlebacks, and NZ Pigeons, and our first RED-CROWNED PARAKEETS. All of those birds were 
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seen well by everyone, but although everyone heard KOKAKO only a 2 or 3 of the group got a brief glimpse 
of one. 

On the ferry back to the mainland we had lots of Buller’s and Fluttering Shearwaters and Mark was sure he 
picked out a BLACK PETREL. We also saw Little Penguin. 

Once ashore we headed back across the city and down to our accommodation at Pukorokoro Miranda. 

There were a lot of good birds today and 7 different birds got a vote for BoD—Little Penguin, Whitehead, 
Stitchbird, R.C. Parakeet, Buller’s Shearwater, NI Robin, and NI Saddleback all got votes.  

11	February	2017	–	Day	Six	
The plan today had been to spend the first part of the morning on shorebirds around Miranda and Kaiaua 
and then drive across the Coromandel Peninsula and up to Whitianga for an afternoon pelagic in search of 
Pycroft's Petrel. However, the strong winds were still present, and with big seas present and more than 40 
knots out in deep water again, our skipper here also cancelled our pelagic for the afternoon. 

He, like our Hauraki Gulf skipper, would love to have taken us and we of course were disappointed, but 
both skippers are very experienced and are out fishing in deep water when not taking birders. They have 
both been out in plenty of rough seas, and don’t cancel without good reason. 

We spent the first part of the morning at Miranda. It was a bit more sheltered on this side of the peninsula 
and viewing conditions were ok for much of the morning. Out at the hides we were looking at 1000s of 
massed shorebirds, mostly Bar-tailed Godwits, Red Knots, South Island Pied Oystercatchers, and Wrybills, 
and at the back of the flock I was able to pick out a rare vagrant to NZ---a Little Curlew. 

There were also, in smaller numbers, Royal Spoonbills, NZ Dotterels, Banded Dotterels, Variable 
Oystercatchers, as well as both Caspian and White-fronted Terns. 

From there we drove a short distance to the nearby Hunua forest to look for a NZ Tomtit, but as we pulled 
into the carpark light rain turned to very heavy rain and the group opted to stay in the van, so we returned 
to Miranda [We saw Tomtits later in the Tour]. The weather really wasn’t being fair! 

The diversion wasn't completely wasted. I spotted a group of Sulphur-Crested Cockatoos in a tree about 
50m off the road as we were driving, so we pulled over for a look. The rain eased, we all got a good look 
and then the flock flew very noisily towards us and over our heads. 

We returned to the Firth of Thames coast, picked up lunches in a local shop at Kaiaua and ate them beside 
the water where we could examine a mixed flock of gulls and see the differences between Red-billed and 
BLACK-BILLED GULLS. Then we set off to drive over the Coromandel Peninsula through lovely ancient 
podocarp forest, and up a very pretty coastline to our accommodation in Whitianga. Along the way we saw 
plenty of good birds but nothing new. 

Dinner in an Italian restaurant [other dishes available too!]. The Little Curlew that we had all seen through 
the scope got most of the votes for bird of the day but Wrybill and Black-billed Gull got votes too. 

 



Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ Tour report, 6 – 26 Feb 2018                                                                  Page 8 of 27 

Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ info@wrybill-tours.com www.wrybill-tours.com 

12	February	2017	–	Day	Seven	
As we wound our way back down the Coromandel Peninsula, again through pretty spectacular scenery, I 
knew a spot where we would have a chance of a difficult, skulking little NZ endemic so we went there. We 
had to wait for 15 minutes or so but eventually the whole group saw at least 1 reasonably well—NZ 
FERNBIRD. 

We were on our way to an ancient forest of tall podocarp trees at Pureora in the central North Island. We 
stopped briefly for a mixed flock of Black [Great], and Little Black Shags, and then toilets and a bakery to 
buy our lunches along the way. 

We got to the forest shortly after midday, and it wasn't long before we got our next endemic with YELLOW-
CROWNED PARAKEETS flying over. Before we left the forest that afternoon we probably saw more than 20 
of them. 

I could hear the calls of another difficult, skulking, endemic breeder from the clearing that we were eating 
our lunches in and we stuck around. It wasn't long before one flew over us and then another LONG-TAILED 
CUCKOO. We followed one to where it landed and got scopes on it and were rewarded with a rare full-
frontal view through the scopes---fantastic! 

After a short drive in the forest, we stopped and made a short forest walk, seeing more Whiteheads, NI 
Robins, Tui and Bellbirds and then got good views of KAKA which we also saw from the carpark in the forest 
later. 

The Pureora Forest was great and we would like to have stayed more than the 3 hours we were there, but 
120 km or so further south there were rare, endemic, ducks to look for!! We drove through forest, high 
farmland, along the western side of Lake Taupo, past Turangi, and pulled into an unsealed road and down 
to the banks of the torrential Tongariro River at a spot where I thought we had a good chance. 

The iconic ducks that we were looking for only live and feed in torrent rivers and are largely crepuscular so 
we were in the right place at the right time. We parked and began scanning the river and the hundreds of 
rounded blue grey boulders about the size of a duck, for a rounded blue grey coloured shape with a whitish 
bill!! As is often the case, one of the group got on to our target while I was still getting everyone out of the 
van. This time it was sharp-eyed Yvonne who was first to get on to one, and then we found another BLUE 
DUCK. Fantastic—one of the 'must see' birds of the tour and all of the team got great views. 

There was native forest either side of the river with plenty of repeat species and we also saw an uncommon 
endemic butterfly here—NZ Red Admiral. 

Another very nice evening meal in a good restaurant, and BoD was split between Long-tailed Koel [cuckoo], 
and Blue Duck. 

13	February	2017	–	Day	Eight	
While still near the Tongariro River and before the sun got too high, I took the group to another spot that I 
thought would be good for Blue Duck, and Carol was first to spot one this time. We watched it swimming 
and foraging in fast flowing water for a while and moved on. 
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On the southern shore of Lake Taupo, we got another good selection of endemic and other native birds but 
no new species, and headed off on a longish drive toward Hawkes Bay on the east coast, via some scenic 
country and good forest. 

This forest is another place where a lot of control of alien predators happens and endemic forest birds can 
survive. It is fairly high and we had to wind up steep unsealed roads to get there. 

We ate our lunches in a beautiful forest setting and headed off for a forest walk of a bit over an hour. It was 
a bit quieter than normal, but we got more views of NI Robin, whitehead, and some common natives and 
excellent views of our first NZ TOMTIT. 

Out on the unsealed road with forest either side we had a 'flypast' of our first NZ FALCON. Only a couple of 
us saw this one, but that's often the way with our falcon and there were more sightings of flying falcons 
along the trip, usually with part of the group not seeing it, but by the end of the trip everyone had seen at 
least one. 

From there we wound our way down through forest and farmland and along the east coast pebble beaches 
to the Art Deco City of Napier. At a park with ponds we saw another good selection of waterfowl and 
cormorants, more black-billed gulls, and a rare vagrant to NZ ---Plumed Whistling Duck. 

Dinner was at a harbourside restaurant where Blue Duck got 4 votes for BoD, there were 2 votes for NZ 
Tomtit. Black Swan and Silvereye got one vote each. 

14	February	2017	–	Day	Nine	
Before leaving Hawke’s Bay we visited some wetlands and estuarine habitat in the Napier area seeing more 
Banded Dotterels, Bar-tailed Godwits, Royal Spoonbills and a good selection of other repeat species as well 
as our first Black-fronted Dotterels. 

On the way across to the west coast we stopped at a lovely wetland area where we ate lunches on park 
benches on a boardwalk surrounded by waterfowl including the closest and most photogenic NZ Grebes so 
far, more NZ Scaup, and 3 different colour morphs of Little Pied Shag all on a log. There were also Common 
Copper and Yellow Admiral butterflies. 

Along the road we spotted a Rook sitting on telephone wires.  On these tours we don’t go out of our way 
for introduced species (well only sometimes!) but if we happen to see one that isn't on the list yet we will 
normally stop for a minute, have a look, add it to the list, and roll on. Rooks are now pretty uncommon in 
NZ. 

We also checked out a few more ponds but added nothing new. Once we got to the west coast we went to 
the Manawatu Estuary where we found a flock of terns with 4 species. Most were White-fronted, but there 
were also Caspian Terns off to one side, and amongst the White-fronted we picked out 2 juvenile BLACK-
FRONTED TERNS and a first year Arctic [rare in NZ]. There were also more waders, mostly repeat species, 
but we did add our first Pacific Golden Plovers. 

Dinner in a restaurant at Foxton Beach where Black-fronted Tern got most of the votes for Bird of the Day, 
but Pacific golden Plover and Rook each got one vote. 
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15	February	2017	–	Day	Ten	
This was our day to leave the North Island, cross Cook Strait, and sail through the stunningly scenic 
Marlborough Sounds to sleep the night in Picton at the top of the South Island. On the way to the ferry we 
stopped at a lake and several estuaries, eating lunch beside one of them. Lots of good birds but no new 
species. 

It was mid-afternoon before we got our first new species SPOTTED SHAGS in Wellington Harbour, there 
were also lots of Fluttering Shearwaters in the outer harbour as the ferry headed out. 

Once we left the harbour and got out into open water, we saw our first albatross of the trip NZ WHITE-
CAPPED ALBATROSS.  Most of the all-dark tubenoses that we could see from the ferry were Sooty 
Shearwaters, 100s of them, but one bigger slower bird was our first Northern Giant Petrel, and others were 
also heavier than the sooties and a couple came close enough to the ferry to see the colour pattern on the 
bill and for us to be able to identify them as WESTLAND PETREL. We also saw Common Dolphins, NZ Fur 
Seals, a pale morph Arctic Skua, and our first Fairy Prions. 

At dinner in Picton, 4 of the team voted for White-capped Albatross for BoD, and 4 for Westland Petrel. 

16	February	2017	–	Day	Eleven	
The weather had been much better for the last few days and today was warm and sunny. It was also going 
to be a great day for birds. 

We left our trusty 12-seater van and our luggage in a secure park at the hotel, and walked a short distance 
through Picton, and down to the waterfront to board the very comfortable boat that we had chartered. 
Tristan our skipper for the morning is a marine zoologist and is very knowledgeable about marine life here 
in the beautiful Marlborough Sounds. By 8am we were underway on fairly flat water and it wasn't long 
before we had Red-billed and Kelp gulls, White-fronted Terns, Australasian Gannets, Fluttering 
Shearwaters, Pied Shags, and another light morph Arctic Skua. 

We pushed on further out into the sounds, headed for a short cliff-face at a point, and had great close 
views of a small group of the rare and range restricted NZ KING SHAG which lives only in the Marlborough 
Sounds. A Spotted shag was with them, and NZ Fur Seal pups below them also drew some attention. When 
Tristan backed the boat in, the photographers had a great opportunity to get some images of these very 
rare birds. 

From there we headed to another island that is free of introduced predators [one of more than 100 in NZ], 
and as we climbed down a short ladder and stepped ashore, we were quickly joined by three big flightless 
rails---WEKA, they almost walked over our feet. There were also Variable Oystercatchers on the beach. 

Once in the forest we were surrounded by birds and bird song –Tui, Bellbirds, Tomtits, Silvereyes and NZ 
Fantails, but we had come here for very rare and endangered birds. Our main target was a small green 
parakeet that feeds, often quietly, in trees with leaves about the same size and colour as the birds! I knew 
where a territory was and after standing quietly for an hour or so, we got three of them---ORANGE-
FRONTED [MALHERB'S] PARAKEET. Fantastic, we had to have seen them here because there would be no 
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other chance on the tour. The whole group got great views of these critically endangered, and hard to find 
little birds. 

Another rare and endangered bird lives on this island, and we found both adult and juvenile SOUTH ISLAND 
SADDLEBACKS, and got great views of them too. 

An elated group climbed back on the boat and celebrated with a cup of tea, coffee, or hot chocolate, and 
we headed back to Picton. Along the way a pod of Bottle-nosed Dolphins entertained us, swimming right 
beside the boat for several minutes. 

We were back in Picton by midday and after collecting lunches from a Dutch bakery we drove south to an 
estuary boardwalk where we hoped for Glossy Ibis but not today. From there further south to Lake 
Elterwater where we spotted, at distance, the Australasian sub-species of Great Crested Grebe and another 
new tick for the trip Hoary-headed Grebe which is a rare vagrant to NZ. The one we saw was in breeding 
plumage and after we had been looking for it for a while it swam out of willows very close to us. There 
were also a range of waterfowl, more Royal Spoonbills and Black-fronted Dotterels. 

We pushed on through more of the famous Marlborough vineyards, over hills and then along pretty coastal 
scenery to Kaikoura. Before checking in to our hotel we drove to the top of the hill overlooking the town 
and found an uncommon introduced bird to add to our list—Cirl Bunting. 

Another very good dinner in a nice restaurant in the town and some interesting choices for BoD. Neil, a 
Grebe fan, had to go for the Hoary-headed Grebe, most votes were for the Malherb's Parakeet, but there 
was a vote for Weka, and one for SI Saddleback. The close views and great show that the Bottle-nosed 
Dolphins had put on had enthralled Rinus, and they got his vote. 

 

NZ King shag roosting ashore 
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17	February	2017	–	Day	Twelve	
We normally do a pelagic in the morning and have a relaxing afternoon at this stage of the tour, but 
because both of our North Island pelagics had been cancelled we offered the group two pelagics today, and 
all of the group took up the offer. 

We boarded our boat on the hard, along with Gary our skipper, and a very big tractor pushed the boat and 
all of us down a ramp and into the sea. Very deep blue water comes very close to shore at Kaikoura and we 
soon had Northern Giant Petrels, White-capped Albatrosses, and our first Cape Petrels of the tour following 
the boat. 

An uncommon endemic shearwater breeds in the mountains that we could see in the distance, and we had 
a couple of fly-pasts of them—HUTTON'S SHEARWATER. As usual fly-pasts was all we got of them as they 
rarely come and sit on the water when the boat stops. 

We spotted a fishing boat that Gary had been looking for and headed for it because it already had good 
numbers of birds around it. We got an oily slick going with salmon burley [chum] and it wasn't long before 
we had no fewer than SIX different species of albatross around the boat. White-capped were already on 
our list and there were another five species, this time sitting on the water almost within touching distance. 
The others, all of them close, were NZ WANDERING ALBATROSS [7 of the Gibson's sub-species and 1 of the 
clearly smaller Antipodean] 15 SALVIN'S and 1 BULLER'S ALBATROSS, 4 SOUTHERN ROYAL, and 2 of the 
smaller, darker NORTHERN ROYAL ALBATROSS. 

We had already seen the endemic Westland Petrel from Cook Strait Ferry, but today we had a much better 
view of 14 of them sitting on the water, also pretty close. Other species around the boat were our first 
White-chinned Petrels [5], Short-tailed Shearwater [1], as well as more Flesh-footed Shearwater, [15] Cape 
Petrel [35], and Buller’s Shearwater [12]. 

On the way back to shore we passed some rocks with large numbers of Red-billed gulls very cute NZ Fur 
seal pups, and an Eastern Reef Egret. Back in Kaikoura we just had time for a sit-down cafe style lunch 
beside the sea before heading off on the afternoon pelagic. We didn't add any new bird species but sitting 
with the sea seeming to be bright red because of the Krill surrounding us was pretty spectacular, as was a 
huge pod of hundreds of Dusky Dolphins—a new mammal species for the trip. 

Having had a cafe style cooked lunch we didn't go to a restaurant for dinner on this one evening, instead it 
was fresh local fish & chips, coleslaw, wine, and a tasty dessert eaten at picnic tables in the motel garden 
with the snow-capped Seaward Kaikoura mountains for a backdrop. 

The beautiful Buller's Albatross got most votes for BoD, but Cape Petrel got a couple of votes too! 
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Buller’s albatross in flight 

 

New Zealand wandering albatross on the water 



Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ Tour report, 6 – 26 Feb 2018                                                                  Page 14 of 27 

Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ info@wrybill-tours.com www.wrybill-tours.com 

 

Cape petrel coming in for chum 

 

Buller’s albatross on the water 
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New Zealand wandering albatross in flight 

 

Dusky dolphin partially leaping from the water 
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Salvin’s albatross in flight 

18	February	2017	–	Day	Thirteen	
It was time to drive further south down the east coast of the South Island and then turn inland and wind 
our way up into the Southern Alps. Along the way there were stops at a group of lakes with a good range of 
birds but no new ones. 

The only Black-fronted Terns we had seen so-far on the tour, were the 2 juveniles that we had seen in the 
Manawatu Estuary some days earlier, so on the banks of another estuary to the south of Kaikoura, it was 
good to get close views of the very pretty adults in breeding plumage hawking up and down the river. In 
this plumage these have surely got to be a candidate for NZ's prettiest endemic. There were plenty of other 
species here too but no new ones. 

After eating lunch beside the river, we drove a bit further south and then turned inland, firstly through 
small towns and farmland, and then through increasingly stunning scenery. We stopped for a toilet break at 
Lake Pearson where we added Dunnock to the trip list and carried on winding up and up through alpine 
scenery, and ancient Mountain Beech forests until, in a high alpine valley, we stopped at a lookout point 
and got our first new endemic for the day---the alpine parrot—KEA. These inquisitive, intelligent parrots 
were soon up to their usual mischievous behaviour, drawing smiles from our group as they pulled and 
pecked at our windscreen wipers and other rubber bits. Lots of photos were taken! 

We spent a bit of time watching the Keas and then headed for a walk in a lovely Mountain Beech Forest 
and it wasn't long before we had three more endemics RIFLEMAN, SOUTH ISLAND ROBIN, AND PIPIPI [NZ 
BROWN CREEPER]. Other endemics along this forest track and even in the carpark, included Grey Gerygone, 
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Bellbird, and Tomtit [this time the South Island sub-species with yellow on its breast]. The tiny Riflemen 
were the most challenging but we saw both male and female and as with the other birds the whole group 
saw them. 

Our hotel and restaurant were up here in the mountains, with spectacular views from the windows. And 
after dinner we set out for a night walk, hoping to at least hear GREAT SPOTTED KIWI. These are very rarely 
seen, and in fact have only ever been seen on one of our tours and that was about 10 years ago. A lot of 
keen NZ birders have never seen one. They are not rare but they live in remote parts of forests and stick 
mostly to dense undergrowth. They are also shy. We didn't see one but heard both male and female calls, 
none were close. In this trip report this is the only 'heard only' endemic on our list. 

Rifleman got most votes for BoD, but Kea got 3 

 

Kea investigating our minivan 

19	February	2017	–	Day	Fourteen	
We left our hotel, drove through Arthurs Pass again, and wound our way down the western side of the 
Southern Alps. On the way down another NZ Falcon flew over the van, and we stopped briefly to watch and 
photograph 3 Weka in a paddock beside the road. 

We stopped briefly at a small waste-water treatment pond--- surely a birding trip can't drive past one of 
them anywhere in the world without at least a brief scan! There was a good selection of birds but nothing 
new and we rolled on south along the west coast of the South Island, stopping briefly to pick up lunches at 
yet another bakery, this time in Hokitika. 
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Not far down the road was small lake, and that's where we stopped to eat our lunches at a lakeside picnic 
spot surrounded by endemic forest. We had Weka at our feet and Brown Creepers, NZ Fantails, Redpolls 
and other finches flitting in and out of the bush beside us. There were 2 more Falcon sightings and Mark, 
who had been scanning the far shore of the lake through a scope, picked out the only Great Egret that we 
saw on the tour. 

We drove on further south down the coast with some sea and farmland from the van windows, but mostly 
ancient forest both sides, and turned off to Okarito and did some birding there without adding anything 
new. While there we met up with local Kiwi expert, Ian Cooper, who briefed us on the adventure ahead of 
us tonight. 

After settling into our accommodation and having dinner in the little township of Franz Josef we headed 
back to Okarito at dusk for another species of Kiwi, this time the rarest of the 5 species. 

We had been standing quietly, or moving quietly as a group doing our best to avoid shuffling our feet, 
rustling clothing, or making any other sounds that would scare the shy birds away, whilst listening for 
footsteps or snuffling that would indicate that we were near a Kiwi. We had a false alarm a couple of times 
when we knew one was in the undergrowth close by, but neither of them would walk out into the open for 
a good view. Then getting close to midnight, one did. A ROWI [OKARITO BROWN KIWI] not only came out in 
the open, but walked up to us, pecked at a couple of shoe laces, and nonchalantly walked through the 
group and into the bush on the other side of the clearing. It was a female with no leg bands or transmitter. 

It was late and we were tired but elated as we got back in the van. No doubt about our choice of the Bird of 
the Day---it was unanimous---Rowi! 

20	February	2017	–	Day	Fifteen	
Last night we had warnings from locals, plus a weather forecast warning of another cyclone, this one 
heading for the west coast, so even though we had a late night last night, we got up early and were on the 
road before 7am to get out of the area and get back over the Southern Alps. This time the plan was to cross 
the mountains further south through Haast Pass. 

It was hard to believe that we were in any danger because the weather was mostly calm and sunny but it 
was just as well that we didn't take any chances because the cyclone did hit after we left, and at least one 
tour bus got stranded. 

We stopped along the way to pick up lunches and coffees and for a toilet stop, and once we felt safe also 
stopped at a coastal lookout where we saw, out in the Tasman Sea, a distant Hectors Dolphin [a rare 
endemic dolphin], White-capped Albatrosses, Spotted Shags and some other repeat species. 

Once up in the mountains we were clear of the incoming storm and stopped for a walk in Mountain Beech 
forest. We had been driving through lovely forest for a couple of hours and it was great to get out and 
stretch our legs in a forest with great birds. We got more Tomtits, Riflemen, Yellow-crowned parakeets, 
some more common endemics and best of all our first YELLOWHEADS. These rare and endangered 
endemics were mostly, but not always, high up and very active so it took a while to get a view of them for 
everyone but we did in the end, with those that had seen them helping those that had not, and all of us 
returned to the van happy. 



Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ Tour report, 6 – 26 Feb 2018                                                                  Page 19 of 27 

Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ info@wrybill-tours.com www.wrybill-tours.com 

After a late night last night and an early start the group welcomed an early check-in to our motel and a rest 
before going to dinner at a restaurant near the lake shore in Wanaka. Again, votes for BoD were 
unanimous---Yellowhead. 

 

South Island robin up close 

21	February	2017	–	Day	Sixteen	
On the way out of Wanaka we had blue sky. We had a long drive ahead of us to get to our next endemic, a 
tiny bird, slightly bigger than its relative the Rifleman, but this one lives in alpine areas. 

Not far out of Wanaka we had another flying NZ Falcon and stopped briefly for that, then pushed on up 
over the top of the Crown Range where it was snowing, and on to Te Anau where we stopped at a famous 
pie shop for lunch. 

We still had a way to go to get up above the tree line in the mountains where we needed to be, so we 
pushed on. The scenery from Wanaka to Te Anau had been great, but was even better on this leg through 
the Eglinton Valley. 

At our destination we were in alpine scree and low scrub , --ideal habitat for our quarry. There was a cold 
wind and some light rain, and we were there searching for any tiny movement for a couple of hours before 
Carol saw a movement and was pretty sure it was what we were seeking, then she and I saw it again and I 
was able to confirm ROCK WREN [SOUTH ISLAND WREN], another rare and endangered endemic. 
Unfortunately only 3, possibly 4 of us saw it. This was one of very few of the birds seen on the tour that 
wasn't seen well and not by all of us. 
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We drove back to Te Anau to our hotel and later on to a restaurant in the town where Rock Wren was 
voted BoD by those that saw it and for others the vote went to NZ Falcon. 

22	February	2017	–	Day	Seventeen	
It was time to head even further south and spend a couple of days on Stewart Island. We headed for Bluff 
at the bottom of the South Island, where we were check on to the mid-morning ferry to cross Foveaux 
Strait. 

To make sure of not missing the ferry, had built in some contingency in our timing, so had been on the road 
at 7am. On arrival at Bluff we left the van and a lot of our luggage in safe, monitored parking, and would be 
on foot for a couple of days on the island. While waiting for the ferry we picked up another new endemic 
among other birds around Bluff wharf FOVEAUX SHAG. 

Crossing the strait to Stewart Island, we saw 100s of Sooty Shearwaters, a lot of Common Diving Petrels, 
and a few more White-capped Albatross as well as more Foveaux Shags in both colour morphs. 

After arriving at Stewart Island wharf we walked a little way rolling, or carrying our reduced luggage with 
us, checked into our hotel, and then collected our pre-ordered packed lunches from the village shop, which 
we ate on park benches overlooking Halfmoon Bay and Paradise Shelducks, Variable Oystercatchers, and 
other birds on the beach and lawns. After that we set off on a walk of about 25 minutes over a saddle and 
down to another pretty little bay where we met our water taxi to take us to a smaller island, Ulva Island. 

Often at this stage of the tour we have not yet seen either Yellowhead or South Island Saddleback which 
among other birds are on Ulva Island. But on this tour we had already seen both of them so we could just 
have a relaxing 3 hours walking in forest and see some rare birds again with really great views of Yellow-
crowned and Red-crowned Parakeets, the larger South Island sub-species of Kaka, Tomtits, Pipipi, South 
Island Saddlebacks, Grey Gerygone, Bellbirds, Tui, NZ Pigeon, and the Stewart Island subspecies of South 
Island Robin and Weka. There were more Variable Oystercatchers on the beach and Spotted and Foveaux 
Shags on rocks as well as White-fronted Terns and Red-billed Gulls. 

Our rooms and restaurant were both in the South Seas Hotel and the food was to the usual high standard, 
with the famous seafood chowder and Blue Cod being as good as ever. The super-close views that we had 
of a Red-crowned Parakeet bathing in a stream just 2 metres from our feet gained 4 votes for that species 
for BoD, and great views also of perched, feeding, and flying Kaka won the other 4. Foveaux Shag, a new 
endemic for the tour didn't get any! 

23	February	2017	–	Day	Eighteen	
After breakfast in the hotel, we walked down to the wharf to set off on an all-day pelagic that would be 
epic! 

We were underway by 8am but before leaving the Stewart Island coast we had something special to look 
for [actually there were a lot of special birds today]. The very rare and endangered Penguin that we were 
looking for is easier before Christmas when we know of beaches where they come ashore, but at this time 
of year they have already fledged their chicks and can be a little more difficult. 
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However, we had Matt Jones, who lives on the island, with us and he knew where to go and after some 
searching we got great views of a FIORDLAND CRESTED PENGUIN and restricted views of another. The one 
we could see came completely out of the cave and although we kept the boat far enough away to make 
sure we were not disturbing them we could see from its concave stomach that it hadn't eaten for quite a 
while. It had just about completed its moult and would feed soon though. 

We went a bit further out and, close to an island, we got close views of our first Brown Skuas. On the island 
were NZ Fur Seals and some common birds and we also spotted a couple of Weka foraging on the beach. 
We motored out well offshore with White-capped albatrosses and other birds following behind the boat 
and 100s of Sooty Shearwaters and other repeat species flying past, then stopped at an offshore reef and 
began throwing out chum. 

The birds that had been following us settled and others joined them and it wasn't long before we had a 
couple of hundred big birds sitting on the water very close to the boat. There were over 100 White-capped 
Albatrosses, joined by good numbers of Salvin's, Buller's and Southern Royal Albatrosses, Cape, White-
chinned, and Northern Giant Petrels, Hutton's, Sooty, and Flesh-footed Shearwaters and flypasts of our first 
COOK’S PETRELS and MOTTLED PETRELS. We had a dozen, or more, close Cook’s but the Mottled were a bit 
further away. 

We had stopped the boat at 3 different offshore locations and then started to make our way back inshore 
leaving plenty of time for other stops including for the local sub-species of Little Penguin. There were still 
plenty of the afore mentioned species following the boat and lots more Sooty Shearwaters and Common 
Diving Petrels flying. Then a nice bonus. Ty, the skipper was first to see it –a Southern Giant Petrel –
uncommon on the NZ mainland-- was sitting on the water, so we turned the boat around for a good look at 
that. 

On a beach on an Island we found our third Penguin species for the day YELLOW-EYED PENGUIN –3 Penguin 
species in one day including both of the 2 rarest in the world!! There were plenty of White-fronted Terns, 
Foveaux Shags in both colour morphs, and Spotted Shags, gulls, Little Penguins and other species to see on 
the way back and a very happy team returned to the hotel. 

A great birding day wasn't over! After dinner, once it was dark we went out looking for another Kiwi species 
and everyone got super close views of SOUTHERN BROWN KIWI. These were the fairly distinct Stewart 
Island sub-species. 

There were some days on this tour when it was hard to just pick out one species, and this was one of those 
days. A couple of people nominated “all of the Albatrosses” for their Bird of the Day, the Kiwi got 3 votes, 
Fiordland Crested Penguin and Cook’s Petrel each got one and one of the team was so impressed by the 
sheer numbers of Sooty Shearwaters –probably more than a thousand-that they got his vote. 
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Buller’s albatross close in flight 

 

Mass of NZ white-capped albatross fighting over chum 
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NZ white-capped albatross in flight 

 

Close up NZ white-capped albatross in flight 
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Southern brown kiwi feeding on the beach 

24	February	2017	–	Day	Nineteen	
After our second hotel breakfast of the tour, we carried or rolled our overnight bags back down to the 
wharf and left Stewart Island on the 8am ferry. The Island had been great, but we still had two more 
endemics to find on the South Island. 

Crossing the Foveaux Strait we again had Common Diving Petrels, Sooty Shearwaters, Foveaux Shags, and 
three albatross species—White-capped, Salvin's, and Buller's, as well as our best view of Mottled Petrel. 

Once back on the South Island we checked out a lagoon and saw Australasian Shovelers, NZ Scaup, Grey 
Teal, Paradise Shelducks, Black Swans, and Royal Spoonbills among others but no new species. After that 
we loaded up with fuel, lunches, and other supplies and headed north. 

We had a long drive ahead of us to get to our overnight stay in Oamaru. The scenery as on most days was 
great and we stopped along the way for toilet breaks a couple of times, and somewhere nice to eat our 
lunches, but there were new birds or mammals to see. 

Apart from shorter breaks we stopped for walks at a couple of places. The first after winding down a 
narrow unsealed road was to walk along a pristine, remote, surf beach and get great views of male and 
female Hookers Sealions. These big impressive animals are uncommon but endemic to NZ. There were also 
some good birds seen but no new ones. 
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Our next walk was again after detouring from the main highway along another unsealed road out to the 
coast. This time to get a better look at Yellow-eyed Penguins ashore, and we found some. Also at this spot 
we saw more Spotted Shags and our first OTAGO SHAGS flew over us. 

We checked into our motel, and as usual had a rest before going to dinner at one of the best restaurants in 
town. 

Yellow-eyed Penguin got most of the votes for BoD but there was also a vote for Buller's Albatross and one 
for Mottled Petrel. 

25	February	2017	–	Day	Twenty	
There was just one more endemic NZ bird to see, and for that we had to drive inland and up into the 
Central Otago high country. 

Before leaving Oamaru and it's attractive white stone buildings, there was something else I thought the 
group would like to see. We drove to an overnight roost where we marvelled at several hundred Spotted 
Shags and about 1000 Otago Shags all tightly packed. Some of the Spotted Shags still retained a fair bit of 
breeding plumage, and the Otago Shags were in both colour morphs. 

It was time to head inland and look for what is probably the world's rarest wader. We drove through the 
Waitaki valley and its vineyards, famous for Pinot Noir and Pino Gris and began winding up to “Central”. Up 
in the high country it was different scenery again, now we were seeing wide open spaces, tussock, dry 
grassland and a couple of hydro-electric dams. 

We tried a couple of sites, where we had seen our target on other trips but none were there. Then on to a 
marshy area at the end of a lake where the rare birds are known to breed. We drove along a grass and hard 
mud road with swamp and shallow glacier fed pale blue streams either side, and found our target---not just 
one but a total of 52 BLACK STILTS. 

Most of them were juveniles but there were at least 15 all-black adults as well. A lot of them were distant 
specs but others were around our van including a couple of adults feeding with all of their longish bills and 
the fronts of their heads under water in one of the shallow streams. There are only about 70 adult Black 
Stilts in the world so we had a big proportion of the world population in view. 

Also, in this lovely spot were a pair of NZ Pipits, some Banded Dotterels and Paradise Shelducks, but of 
course the Black Stilts stole the show. We had to take special care not to run over any of the naive 
juveniles! 

We stopped at ponds on the way back to our motel in Omarama and got better views than we had 
previously had of Great-crested Grebes and other waterfowl, and passed some more Black-fronted Terns 
and Black-billed Gulls. 

Our last dinner together was in the local pub and it was no surprise that Black Stilt got all the votes. 
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Adult black stilt roosting 

26	February	2017	–	Day	Twenty-One	
There were no more endemics to see, which meant that this last day was essentially to get to Christchurch, 
passing through a rather modified landscape on the way. 

We did have time for some stops along the way including for photos looking up Lake Pukaki, towards New 
Zealand’s tallest mountain - Mount Cook or Aorangi, and saw more good birds but no new ones. We had to 
make one diversion because of a road closure but there was time for a last lunch together in a nice café. 

Last night I had asked each participant for their top 5 birds of the tour. Everyone found that pretty hard 
because there had been so many really iconic special birds, but the top 10 in order were: 

 

1  Black Stilt 

2  Rowi [Okarito Kiwi] 

3  Southern brown Kiwi 

4  Buller's Albatross 

5  Orange-fronted [Malherb's] Parakeet 

6 Yellow-eyed Penguin 
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7  Fiordland Crested Penguin 

8  Blue Duck 

9  Kea 

10 Wrybill 

 

Other birds that got into people’s top 5 were, North Island Saddleback, Takahe, Kaka, Red-crowned 
Parakeet, Yellow-crowned Parakeet, NZ Falcon, Hoary-headed Grebe, and Little Curlew. It was of course 
hard to leave out some other endemics that we had all seen well like Rifleman, Yellowhead, Long-tailed 
Cuckoo etc---but just too many great birds! 

 


