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REPORT ON BIRD BANDING IN NEW ZEALAND 
1991-1992  

by  

Roderick 0 Cossee  
Science & Research Division, Department of Conservation 

P.O. Box 10-420, Wellington  

ABSTRACT 

During the 1991/92 banding year 22,869 birds of 95 species were banded 
and 148 previously banded birds were re-banded, bringing the grand total 
of individual birds banded in New Zealand over the years since 1950 to 
1,105,994. Two species previously not banded, Wandering Tattler and 
North Island Kaka, were banded during the year. A total of 3277 recoveries 
were added to the computer files. Bird banding supported a large variety of 
research projects and was regulated by 26 individual permits and 34 
institutional/group permits.  

1    INTRODUCTION  

Bird banding (ringing) is recognised worldwide as an important research tool for both amateur 
and professional ornithologists. In New Zealand it has been recognised officially as such since 
1950, when the Ornithological Society of New Zealand started the first organised scheme. The 
Department of Internal Affairs soon followed with its own scheme for game bird species. The 
New Zealand National Banding Scheme as it exists today was initiated in 1967, when the two then 
existing schemes (run by the Dominion Museum and the New Zealand Wildlife Service 
respectively) were joined together. Between 1967 and 1987 the scheme was run under the 
auspices of the Wildlife Service. In 1987 the New Zealand National Banding Scheme was taken 
over by the Department of Conservation and is now operated and maintained by their Science & 
Research Division.  

The objective of the scheme is to accurately record information about life expectancy and 
movements of birds. Apart from its value in understanding bird biology, such knowledge is
essential for the effective conservation of native species and for management of game birds, as 
well as for the control of those species that are considered a nuisance.  

This report summarises the bird banding activity in New Zealand during the 1991/92 banding 
season and gives details of some interesting recoveries. Appendix 1 lists some of the research 
projects which were serviced by the Banding Scheme.  
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2    METHODS  

The totals given are for the period between 1 April 1991 and 31 March 1992. They may include 
some records for birds banded in previous years, however, as schedules not received in time for 
inclusion in the 1990/91 report have been included. Similarly, totals relating to the present report 
year, which were received after the cut-off date for this report, were omitted. Previously banded 
birds which were re-banded during the year are not included in the totals, nor in Table 1. Details 
on re-banded birds can be found in Tables 2 and 4.  

The naming and order of species in this report is based on the Annotated Checklist of the Birds of 
New Zealand (1970 and subsequent amendments and additions). The Ornithological Society of 
New Zealand published an updated version of the Checklist of the Birds of New Zealand in 1990. 
The order of species in this new version differs markedly from the earlier published checklists. 
For the sake of continuity as well as to avoid reprogramming of existing computer programmes 
we have decided to adhere to the previous edition.  

The species code numbers are those used under the Banding Scheme.  

Numbers in open brackets are provisional totals and are lower than the actual number banded. 
This is because actual figures for birds banded during the early years of banding under the 
Department of Internal Affairs are not known. Figures in square brackets indicate birds banded as 
an unknown species of a particular genus. These latter are included in Table 1 as they contribute 
to the total number of birds banded. They are not included in the total number of species 
banded.  

3    RESULTS  

During the 1991/92 banding season 22,869 birds of 95 species were banded and 148 previously 
banded birds were re-banded. Non-game species contributed 20,115 (88%) and game species 
2,754 (12%) to the new birds banded. During this report season there was again a decline in the 
number of game birds banded. Numbers fell from 3,584 in 1990/91 to the present 2,754, a 
decline of just over 23%. The number of non-game birds increased by 19.3% in comparison with 
the previous year.  

The total number of birds banded in New Zealand increased to 1,105,994 (previously 1,083,125). 
Of these birds 163,256 (14.8%) have been recovered at least once, while many of them have been 
recovered on multiple occasions.  

The total number of species banded during the existence of the Scheme increased by two to 
231, with Wandering Tattler and North Island Kaka being banded for the first time.  

The numbers banded for each species are given in Table 1. It should be noted that re-banded 
birds have been omitted from this table.  
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Table 2 summarises by age and sex the birds banded during the 1991/92 season. Also included in 
this table are the 148 birds that were re-banded during the year. They can be found under the 
heading 'RB'. These birds are included to illustrate the overall banding effort.  

Bird banding supported a great number of research and management projects. These are listed in 
Appendix 1. Numbers in brackets after the project titles are the actual permit numbers.  

3   RECOVERIES  

A total of 3,277 recoveries were coded and added to the database. Not all these recoveries were 
received during the report year. A number of these records go back to previous years and are 
mostly operator recoveries. There is a steadily growing backlog in data input, especially in the 
non-game sector of these recoveries. All data entry is now done in the Banding Office, while 
previously this was done by outside agencies.  

A large number of recoveries were reported by the general public. The handling of these 
recoveries has precedence over other recoveries. Where possible, they are dealt with on the day 
of receipt. All finders are informed of the relevant banding details and receive some additional 
information on the New Zealand National Banding Scheme. Maximum required turnover time for 
public recoveries is ten days but even during the hunting season staff managed to process 
recoveries within a week of receipt.  

The Banding Scheme plays a major role as an interface with the public. A quick and efficient 
response enhances the chance of members of the public sending in bands, as well as keeping up 
the standing of the Department. As mentioned in a previous report, the New Zealand National 
Banding Scheme has the fastest response time for public recoveries in the world as well as the 
highest recovery rate!  

Of the 3,277 recoveries processed during the year 1,612 records (49.2%) were for birds 
recovered dead and 1,665 (50.8%) for birds recovered alive (either actively caught or sight 
recoveries of birds with individual colour combinations or readable bands). Of all these 
recoveries 1,124 birds (34.2%) were recovered at least once before.  

Of the 1,612 birds recovered dead 1,344 (83.4%) were game and 268 (16.6%) were non-game 
species. The 1,665 live recoveries consisted of 256 (15.4%) game and 1,409 (84.6%) non-game 
birds.  

The 1,124 repeat recoveries were made up of 339 (30.2%) game and 785 (69.8%) non-game 
species.  

Dead and live recoveries combined for each species group are 1,600 (48.8%) and 1,677 (51.2%) 
respectively.  

At the time of writing the computer files hold records for 163,256 individual birds. The total 
number of recoveries of these individuals including many re-traps stands at 259,903.  
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Some notable recoveries are listed below.  

Two Northern Royal Albatrosses (Diomedea epomophora sanfordi) were 
recovered at sea in Chile. R-29705 was banded as a chick on 27/9/74 on the 
Chathams. It was caught in fishing gear off the coast of San Antonio in 1975, the 
band was removed and the bird released unharmed. This recovery was only 
recently forwarded to us.  

The second bird, R-32148 was found ill near Valparaiso in August 1992. The  
bird was brought to the Quilpue Zoo; its fate is not known.  

Southern Royal Albatross (Diomedea epomophora epomophora) R-37156 was banded as 
a chick on Campbell Island on 19/10/77. It died after flying into the antenna of a fishing
vessel at sea north-west of the Falkland islands on 17/8/92.  

Over the years 249 Black Petrel (Procellaria parkinsoni) chicks have been transferred
from Great Barrier to Little Barrier to boost the severely depleted colonies there. Although 
the success of the operation will not be known until 1994 or 1985, several of the birds 
have been recovered away from the colonies. H-26987 was transferred to Little Barrier on 
10/5/86. It was caught by a fishing vessel off the coast of Paita, Peru in December 1991 
and died in the process .  

D-134232 a South Island Saddleback (Philesturnus carunculatus carunculatus) is 
another transfer bird. It was originally caught as an adult male on Kaimohu Island and 
subsequently banded and transferred to Kundy Island on 26/1/78. It was recovered alive 
on Kundy on 5/3/92.  

House Sparrow (Passer domesticus) B-43893 was caught as an adult male on 18/3/92 at
Ward. It travelled to Picton and was killed by a cat on 28/7/92.  

L-27544, an Australasian Harrier (Circus approximans) banded on 24/3/92 as an adult 
male in Greytown, was killed by a car in Ashburton on 4/4/92.  

A Southern Black-backed Gull (Larus dominicanus dominicanus) banded as a pullus 
(chick) on Somes Island, Wellington Harbour on 28/12/91 was found dead on the beach 
at Waihou Bay near Cape Runaway in March 1992.  

A number of Australian-banded Knots (Calidris canutus canutus) were retrapped in the 
Firth of Thames on 4/7/92. The birds originated from Western Australia, Victoria and 
Queensland.  

Another Knot, C-45638, was banded as an adult on 3/11/90 at Miranda. It travelled all the 
way to Miaogang Nanhui County, Shanghai, China, and was shot by a hunter.  

Finally, Eastern Bar-tailed Godwit (Limosa lapponica baueri) Y-3844, which was banded 
as an adult on 17/12/88 on the Kaipara Harbour, was shot on 12/5/91 in the Northern 
part of Bering Island, Kamchatka.  
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The leg-flagging schemes along the East-Asian and Australasian flyways are producing interesting 
results. In a previous report I mentioned recoveries of New Zealand flagged waders overseas. 
Here I report some sightings of Victoria banded (and leg-flagged) Bar-tailed Godwits from Karaka, 
South Manakau Harbour and Miranda, Firth of Thames. Until 1992 there were no recorded 
movements of this species between Victoria and New Zealand.  

Knots have been reported on many occasions from Whangarei, Miranda, the Manawatu Estuary 
and as far south as Yarrs Flat, Lake Ellesmere. It is now proven that Red-necked Stints (Calidris 
ruficollis) use Australia as a staging post on their way to their wintering spots in New Zealand. 
Flagged stints were seen on at least five occasions around Lake Ellesmere. The co-operation 
between the banding schemes along the flyways is very important and the above mentioned 
results show that the flagging schemes are successful and will provide us with more knowledge 
and understanding of the migration of many of our birds.  

5    REQUESTS FOR INFORMATION  

The New Zealand National Banding Scheme has serviced a range of requests for information and 
analyses in 1990-91, both national and international. Amongst these were an analysis of 
movements of waterbirds between the North and South Island. Life expextancy analyses were 
done for several game species. Extensive information on dispersal of Australasian Gannets and 
various Albatrosses was provided to several researchers in Australia. Raptor and seabird 
movements were supplied on several occasions and many requests for information on Blue 
Penguins were honoured.  
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