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This tour was organised by WINGS Birding Tours, and run by Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ. In this report the 
FIRST sighting of an ENDEMIC species is written in capitals. 

 

27	December	2019	–	Day	One	
All 12 of us were ready with our luggage before the designated departure time of 7.30 am, we loaded up 
the minivan and headed off in good spirits. 

Our first stop was at a Gannet colony where the closest Australasian Gannets were almost within touching 
distance. There were hundreds of them, some on eggs, others with chicks. White-fronted Terns also breed 
at this site, and they and the Gannets gave us wonderful, close flying exhibitions as well as some courting 
behaviour, a fantastic start to the tour. 

A few Kelp gulls and RED-BILLED GULLS were also present, and in the carpark Silvereyes were spotted, and 
we also saw our first Sacred Kingfisher. Along the road we passed and briefly stopped for common 
introduced species such as Song Thrush, Spotted Dove, Chaffinch, California Quail, etc as well as calling in 
to a bakery to buy freshly made sandwiches, cakes, drinks etc to pack in a chiller and eat later. We also saw 
flying NEW ZEALAND PIGEONS but would get very close views of perched ones in the next few days. 

 

 

Australasian gannet in flight. Tim Shelmerdine. 

 



Wrybill Birding Tours, NZ Tour report, 26 – 30 Dec 2019                                                                  Page 3 of 8 

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

We pulled to the side of the road and viewed a pond with lots of the spectacular PARADISE SHELDUCKS, as 
well as Australasian Swamphens and the inevitable Canada Geese. From there on to some more ponds for 
NEW ZEALAND SCAUP, Australasian Shoveler, Pacific Black Ducks, Pied Stilts, Little Pied Cormorants, and 
our first NEW ZEALAND FANTAIL and VARIABLE OYSTERCATCHER. 

At another pond close by we found 5 of the uncommon NEW ZEALAND GREBES and some of the group saw 
their first GREY GERYGONE [others saw them later in the tour]. There were sightings today and every other 
day Swamp Harrier, and we got our first view Great and Little Black Cormorants and White-faced Herons. 

It was time for lunch and we headed to the edge of an estuary where I knew a couple of pairs of an 
uncommon endemic wader had bred. We sat on dry grass eating our lunch, and sure enough one, then 
another NEW ZEALAND DOTTEREL walked into view. Pied Cormorants and Masked Lapwings were also 
present. It was time then for a longish drive up to the far north of New Zealand. We checked in to our 
motel in a woodland setting and then went to dinner in a nice restaurant. 

 

A New Zealand dotterel runs across the shore. Tim Shelmerdine. 

After dinner we headed out for an after dark adventure. We drove to an area of bush and grassland in 
search of an iconic nocturnal, flightless bird and after walking for 20 minutes or so we saw our first 
NORTHERN BROWN KIWI, when a big female trotted across the track in front of us only about 10 metres 
away. As is often the case only the front 4 or 5 people in the walking line saw it, so the pressure was on to 
find another one. After a bit of searching we walked to a spot near where we had just heard a call. I left the 
group at the bottom of a hill and quietly checked out an open area. There was another female which I could 
see without disturbing it and I went back for the group. They were rewarded when I turned the red-filtered 
torch beam back on for all of the group to see another female close to our feet. Before returning to our 
Motel for a well-earned sleep we saw 2 more, both males. Moreporks were heard but not seen. 
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Not surprisingly all who went out on the night adventure voted Northern Brown Kiwi as their bird of the 
day. One voted NZ Dotterel. 

28	December	2019	–	Day	Two	
We started a bit later this morning after our late night adventure, but before leaving the motel several 
people spotted their first TUI [everyone got great views of them over the next few days]. Also in the motel 
gardens were some of the very colourful introduced parrots -- Eastern Rosella. 

After a cafe breakfast we drove south, bought our lunches and headed for another estuary. As soon as we 
arrived we spotted a key target. A very distinctive sub-species of Fairy tern breeds in NZ, but there are only 
about 36 of them in existence.  It is therefore NZ's rarest and most endangered taxa, so spotting one taking 
a bath was great. We walked out on to the estuary as the tide was falling and spotted more NZ Dotterels 
and our first DOUBLE BANDED PLOVER [a breeding endemic]. As well as this there were Bar-tailed Godwits, 
Red knot, Variable Oystercatchers in an array of colour morphs, more of the cormorant species we had 
already seen and our first Caspian Terns and Turnstones. 

From there we drove through farmland and Kauri forest, found a bakery to buy lunches and headed to 
another estuary for another lunch with beautiful views including many of the shorebirds, gulls and terns 
species we had already seen, including three more NZ Fairy Terns!! 

From there we headed further south towards Auckland through winding rural roads to a reserve from 
which alien predators have been removed and where endemic birds can thrive. After driving into the 
reserve we started seeing a lot of Paradise Shelducks, Swamphens, etc.  As we approached a place to park 
in a field there was a shout from the back of the bus "pipit"! Tim had spotted a NEW ZEALAND PIPIT. At first 
there was some confusion because one of the common European Skylarks was also present, but everyone 
got onto both birds. We parked and began our walk and it wasn't long before we found a little group of 
nine of the uncommon and endangered BROWN TEAL. Further on we found NEW ZEALAND BELLBIRD, 
NORTH ISLAND SADDLEBACK, and NORTH ISLAND ROBIN, as well as much closer views of Tui, NZ Fantail, 
and NZ Pigeon and a few more people saw Grey Gerygone. We also saw our first Brown Quail. 

We had seen so many good birds today that the vote for bird of the day at our riverside restaurant was 
spread over seven different species. 

29	December	2019	–	Day	Three	
It was our day to go to another place where introduced predators have been removed and endemic birds 
can thrive, the magical Tiritiri Matangi Island. But, before getting on the ferry there was time for some 
birding and I took the group to a wetland. Along a road with wetland both sides we got great close views 
for everyone through the bus windows of Buff-banded Rail, seeing three of them. Then we walked to a 
pond and after a bit of patient [and quiet] waiting, a very shy and hard to see bird showed well, a Spotless 
Crake walked out onto a weed mat in full view. 

From the ferry we spotted FLUTTERING SHEARWATERS. 
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Once on the island we began seeing great birds. one of the first was one of the most difficult. We had only 
walked 100 metres or so and were looking for a NI Saddleback that we had heard when I heard the 
unmistakable flute-like call of something special I asked the group to forget everything else and we walked 
towards the call. a volunteer was standing under the tree we were targeting pointing upwards. It wasn't 
easy but eventually everyone got onto the KOKAKO---fantastic. A little further on we heard another call and 
then saw another one --it's mate in flight. Those would be the only Kokako we would see on this or any 
other day of the tour. Then a RED-CROWNED PARAKEET flew over us, [we would get better views later, 
including some feeding on the ground]. We added the rare and endangered STITCHBIRD, got great views of 
WHITEHEAD, and saw more NI Robins, NZ Pigeons, Bellbirds, and Tui, all up close. 

Another rare bird is found on this island. I knew that a family of them live at the top of the island but tend 
to go into hiding when the noisier day-trippers arrive, so rather than walking a bush track I asked the group 
to walk up the straightest road and get to the top of the island before the other day visitors. In a field of 
long grass we found the family we were looking for-- 2 adult, 1 first year bird, and a chick TAKAHE. These 
big primitive looking flightless Gallinules were thought to be extinct until re-discovered in the late 1940s 
but there are still only a little over 400 of them in existence. We got great views and photos. 

We could now relax, enjoy the lunches that we had brought with us from a bakery on the mainland, and 
just enjoy the island. In the afternoon we wandered down a well formed bush track seeing more of the rare 
endemics on the island, and spent some time sitting in front of a water trough just waiting to see what 
would come in for a drink or bath and a slow procession did, including at one time a male and female 
Stitchbird side by side. 

Before leaving the island we visited some penguin nesting boxes which had residents visible through 
perspex -- Little Penguin. 

We enjoyed dinner together in another excellent restaurant and again there was a wide choice of birds, 
with 6 species getting votes for bird of the day. 
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A Whitehead feeds in the sub-canopy of the forest. Tim Shelmerdine. 

 

A Takahe walks through the grasses. Tim Shelmerdine. 
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A Kokako shows off its beautiful blue wattles. Tim Shelmerdine. 
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30	December	2019	–	Day	Four	
It was our day to join the Cruise Ship, but before that there was time for some birding in the morning and 
after breakfast I took the group across the city and down to a spot on a local harbour. It was low tide but I 
knew a spot where I hoped we would find some of our target birds. We began scanning the feeding birds 
on a mudflat and picked out our first SOUTH ISLAND OYSTERCATCHERS and BLACK-BILLED GULLS as well as 
our first Grey Teal and more Bar-tailed Godwits, Red knots and a couple of Sharp-tailed Sandpipers. There 
were lots of Black Swans and various duck species that we had already seen including a single Brown Teal. 
We also added Royal Spoonbill to the list. 

We returned to scanning the mudflat and found some WRYBILL. At first they were a bit distant but there 
were close to a hundred of them and eventually everyone got a good view. Then it was time to take the 
team to the ship, return the trusty minivan to the rental company, drop off some gear and get to the ship 
myself before it sailed. 

It had been a good start to the tour with 25 endemic species seen in three and a half days of birding, many 
of them rare and endangered, plus another 45 native or introduced species. We were to see another 4 
endemics [from the ship] in the evening -- but that's another story!! 

 


