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Farewell Spit/Puponga Farm
Park

Themes that are developed at this site:

• Migrating birds

• Adaptations

• Food chains/coastal productivity

• Resource Management

• Weeds

Anybody looking at a map of the South Island of New Zealand is drawn to that strange
hook of sand at the top called Farewell Spit. On the western side of the spit, the almost
incessant westerly wind blows the Tasman Sea against the coast, while on the eastern side,
the spit provides a semi-circle of  protected shore. The enclosed sand flat is a bird’s paradise!
All year round there is a constant flow of birds, some local, some not.  In our summer the
flats are the winter retreat for thousands of migrant birds that fly in from Siberia, Northern
Canada or Alaska.  This site is a wonderful place to learn about bird migrations.

The gently shelving waters inside the spit are also famous for the pods of whales that
become beached there from time to time.

Puponga Farm is administered by the Department of  Conservation (DOC), who, in turn
lease it out for day to day management.  So while the land is publicly owned the stock and
farm implements are not and should not be touched.

H O W  T O  G E T  T H E R E

It is a three hour drive to get to Puponga from Nelson on SH 60.  You will travel over the
Takaka Hill, through Takaka, Collingwood and Pakawau before arriving at Puponga. On the
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far side of Puponga, watch for the sign-posted road leading to Farewell Spit Carpark and
Visitors Centre.

F A C I L I T I E S  C H E C K L I S T

• A variety of walks are accessible from the base of the spit.  From short 15 minute beach
walks to a nearby pa site, or there longer walks to a fossil outcrop and spectacular cliff
walks.  Mountain biking is allowed on some tracks.

• The Visitors Centre has informative displays covering the history, the birds, geology and
farming in the area

• There are opportunities for bird spotting by walking down the inside of the spit (limited
to 3 kilometres).

• Good parking for buses and cars. NB roads here are narrow and not sealed, take care. The
carpark is a good place to base your visit.

• Wheelchair access is limited to the road end and Visitors Centre/Cafe.

• The Visitor Centre/Cafe is open seasonally (03-524 8454).

• Toilets are available outside the Visitors Centre.  There are no toilets out on the tracks.

• Suitable for day trips. There is no accommodation or camping available on site.   A choice
of commercial campsites are available nearby at the Farewell Gardens Holiday Park, Port
Puponga, (03-5248445), or Pakawau Beach Park (phone: 03-524 8327).

• Water is available at the Visitors Centre, carry water with you.

• There is ample space for picnics and group activities.

H A Z A R D S

• Be prepared with adequate wind protection (coat, lip balm, hat).  There is little shelter
out on the tracks.

• The tide goes out a long way, and when it turns and starts to come in it does so fast.

• On the western cliffs the drop to the sea can be spectacular and is largely unfenced, keep
children under close supervision.

• Watch out for farm animals.  The bull paddock is worth staying away from, and during
lambing parts of the farm maybe closed off. If you are unsure contact the Visitors
Centre/Cafe (03-524 8454).

• As with most working farms hazards can appear at anytime.  Keep clear of all machinery
(however tempting) and do not allow children to enter farm buildings.

N A T U R A L  H I S T O R Y

The spit began building at the end of  the last ice age about 14 000 years ago.  Sediment
dropped into the sea by West Coast rivers is carried north by the ocean currents.  As the water
slows entering Cook Strait, the sediments held in the water are deposited - about 3.4 million
cubic metres each year (that’s enough to fill the Wellington Stadium slightly more than 3
times a year!). The Wharariki Coast just south of the spit is some of the most dramatic in
the country with cliffs, caves, arches, islets and rock stacks.
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Sand is the predominant surface substrate and this, coupled with the often exposed salty
conditions, means that any plant or animal living here has to be fairly hardy.  Human activity
has drastically altered the natural vegetation. Survivors include ngaio and akeake growing
along the shoreline, while cabbage trees, tall kanuka, coprosmas and mahoe grow in the
more sheltered spots.  Fences now protect many of  the small remaining areas of  natural
vegetation from grazing stock.

Over 112 species of bird have
been recorded from the spit,
many make use of the shallow
tidal waters.  Most spectacular
are the 20 odd species of
migrant wading birds, which
visit in huge numbers.  Up to
27 thousand birds belonging
to a single species have been recorded.  The main overseas bird visitors include the knot,
godwit, Mongolian dotterel, curlew, little whimbrel, grey tailed tattlers and turnstones.  The
largest flocks are usually to be found far out on the spit.  You may see gannets, which nest
out near the far end of  the sandspit.  You will probably also see black-backed and red-billed
gulls, pied oystercatcher, and white fronted tern.  The Puponga estuary is a good place to see
white heron and Royal spoonbill and little blue penguin nest near Fossil Point.

The Spit has become famous for whale strandings.  In 1991, 325 whales came ashore and
there are pictures of this in the Visitors Centre and the skeleton of a whale is displayed
outside the Visitor Centre.  Seals also breed along the outer coast.

H I S T O R Y

There is considerable evidence of Maori occupation in the Puponga area.  Middens (Maori
rubbish heaps), dating back around 700 years, tell us it was an that important place for moa
hunting, collecting shellfish, catching birds and sea fishing.  Puponga Point (Abel Head) is
the site of  a small fortified pa.  All archaeological sites are protected by law, please leave them
undisturbed.

Ten ship wrecks and numerous strandings on the end of  the spit prompted a lighthouse to
be built there in 1870.  The present structure was built in 1897.

A C T I V I T I E S

Pre-trip classroom preparation

You might like to get the students to become familiar with a map of  the world prior to your
visit. Locate places such as Siberia, Alaska, Japan, and Canada.  Discuss seasons and how
many animals time their breeding to synchronise with the growing season and food
supplies.  Migrant birds travel to follow the times of year when food is most abundant.
Discuss migration of animals like whales and birds.

Lighthouse.

Whale save.
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Things to bring

• A map of the world (to plot migrations on).

• Ten magnetic compasses.

• Binoculars/telescopes for bird spotting (very cheap plastic binoculars from toy shops are
surprisingly effective).

• Cookies, nuts or sweets, enough for 3/student.

• Water to wash hands with after digging in sand.

• Buckets.

• Ice-cream containers.

• Sieve.

• Spade.

• Paper and pencils for notes.

• Bags to collect litter.

S T A R T E R  A C T I V I T I E S

Airport (can be done at school or on-site)

The object is simply to get the children thinking about different places in the world, and use
up some pent up energy!

For this game have about eight airport names written in big letters on cards or bits of paper.
Before the game starts, jog round and distribute these on the ground held down with
stones or tucked into a bush within ear shot of where you intend to stand.  Names might
include; Auckland Airport, Heathrow Airport England, JFK Airport New York, Hong
Kong Airport, Charles DeGaul Airport France, Nandi Airport Fiji, Victoria Airport
Vancouver Canada, Los Angeles USA, Sydney Airport Australia.

The children must ‘fly’ about listening for the airport they have to fly to.  Landing is
complete if they can get at least one finger to touch the card.  Call out a name and let them
all ‘fly’ off then call out another.  Intersperse the flight plans with the odd diversion,
refuelling, redirection due to fog, ask them to “form a holding pattern around Heathrow” or
“People wearing red to Paris”.  Of course an aeroplane can’t stop while in flight so they
might have to do a few circuits waiting for a place to land!

I N  T H E  E N V I R O N M E N T

Start your site visit with a discussion about migration.  New Zealand is a holiday destination
for thousands of overseas migrant birds each year.  Some are flying more than 12 000 km to
get here and will fly the same distance to get back to their breeding home in Siberia, Northern
Canada, Japan or Alaska.  How do they do it? To investigate this further, divide the class

into three and rotate them through the following activities.
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A.  Navigation (adapted from Ray Goldring, Mountain Safety
Council)

You will need each person in this group to have a magnetic compass and a raincoat or
something to cover the head with.  The idea is to give them a course to pace out using only
the compass for direction, and their paces for distance.

Begin by getting everyone to stand on the south side of large open area and find and face
North.  Now, get every one to mark their own ‘home base’ by placing an item of  some sort
on the ground between their feet (a handkerchief, pebble, or wallet depending on how
confident they are at finding their way home!).

Now everybody should cover their head so that they can only see the compass they are
holding and the ground immediately in front of their feet.

Everybody now takes 50 paces north, when they get there ask them to stop and turn to face
south-east.  Pace out to the south-east 56 paces, stop and turn to face west.  Head west for
another 50 paces, stop and turn south-east.  Pace out your last 16 paces to re-find your home
spot (or wallet!).

Discussion Questions

• Did you find you 'home'?  If 'no' - can you think of any reasons why you didn't?

• What might upset a migrant bird's journey home?

Tips

Make sure compasses are held flat enough for the needle or compass card to rotate freely.
The more even the paces are, the more likely you are to get back home.

Birds don’t use compass needles, but some do use magnetism and sense it in the brain
using tint crystals of magnetite (a magnetic iron rich mineral).  Birds will also use the wind
direction or the sun, moon or stars.  On cloudy days and when those are not visible they can
detect the sun’s position by the way the lightwaves are polarised.

B. How many birds?

The object of this activity is to show how many birds fly more than 30 000 km in their round
trip to feed at Farewell Spit each year.  Between 12 and 19 thousand bar-tailed godwit and 16
- 27 thousand knots are usual.

We will be representing the birds by using finger prints in the sand.

Find a large and reasonably smooth patch of sand.  Stand your group in a line and
demonstrate how you can push the fingertips into the sand to leave a series of ten
depressions (people with missing fingers - may be in for a small amount of extra work!).
The group will need to crouch down and shuffle slowly backwards counting off each time
they leave ten impressions.

For 30 people, each member of the class will need to make 50 sets of impressions to
represent 15 000 ‘bar-tailed godwits’.

Decide which species and what proportion of the population you would like to represent
and work out how many hand prints are needed.

The formula to use if your group size is different from 30 is - the number of birds divided
by 10 (fingers), divided by the number in the class, equals the number of sets needed per
student.  How does the beach look now?
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PARTIALLY COMPLETED TABLE SHOWING NUMBER OF HAND PRINTS PER
PERSON NEEDED TO REPRESENT NUMBERS OF BIRDS VISITING FAREWELL
SPIT

NUMBER OF PEOPLE IN YOUR GROUP
SPECIES AVERAGE NUMBER OF  BIRDS WHO VISIT

5 10 20 25 30

G o d w i t 15 ,000 300 150 50

Knot 21,000 105

Focussing Question

• What will this huge number feed on?

C. A migration game

Why do birds go to all this effort?  This activity helps to show that the effort of migrating
can be off set by being able to have more food.

This activity involves feeding the children so you might like to do it at morning or afternoon
tea time.  Be sure to bring enough cookies (nuts or small sweets) for about three per student.
Give one third of the ‘food’ to another adult who runs off to stand within sight at least
200m away.  Ideally it would be beyond a shallow pond or beyond some obstacle so th1at
children have the option of taking the short cut through the middle or running around the
edge, taking the longer route. You could hide one or two food items nearby to add a treasure
hunt dimension to the activity.

The students are told they are birds and can all have three food items but they’re not all here!
They are going to have to migrate to get their full share!  The children have the option of
staying here and having one food item (and perhaps looking for the hidden items) or
making their way to the distant adult to receive another.  On their return they’ll get a third!

Try introducing some 'hazards' for migrants, eg. a fast adult to tag a few students =
predation; anyone who falls over is deemed to have died of exhaustion.

Questions that are likely to come out early on are “What sort of food is it?” which is another
way of saying ‘ is it worth the effort of ‘flying’ so far?’.  It may not be worth the effort if the
food is not nice enough!  Do birds make these sorts of judgements?

D. How much food?

This activity requires a reasonably low tide, but it is important as it provides an opportunity
to investigate life in the sand.  It is best carried out after an early morning high tide by
following the tide down the beach.  You will need buckets for sea water, a spade, sieves and
ice-cream containers to hold the creatures found.

So what sorts of food does a bird fly all that way for?  The answer lies in the sand, or rather
it lives in the sand.  Sand worms, shellfish, sand hoppers and crustaceans (shrimps and
crabs) are all there, in countless numbers … or are they?  We know that there are 9429 hectares
(or 94.3 million square metres!) of sand flat exposed at low tide.  If we can work out
approximately how many food items live in one square metre, then we could work out how
many there are for the birds to feed on.
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Walk out onto the sand flats a reasonable distance – preferably to somewhere you have seen
birds feeding.  Set out a 40 metre transect line.  Mark out a square metre at 10 metre intervals.
If the number of food items is going to be too many try 50cm by 50 cm and multiply the
answers by 4 to get the number per square metre.  Slowly and carefully poke about with a
finger or thin stick to see what you can find on the surface.  Not all food items need to be
alive, waders are scavengers as well as predators!  Dig out the top 15 centimetres of sand and
sieve it.  Use sea water collected in the buckets to wash away the fine sand.

• Divide the children into groups and ask them to work along the transect line from the sea
back up the beach.

• Record the numbers of animals found at different points for discussion and calculation
later.

Many of the animals are very small or almost transparent, so any number is likely to be an
underestimation – if you find one item you can multiply it by 94 million to account for the
whole sand flat!

Focussing Questions

• What differences did you find along the transect?

• What factors will affect the accuracy of your estimation?

E. Bird watching

At lunchtime or other quiet time set up a telescope or have the binoculars ready and spend
some time observing birds using the area.  Try and count them.  What are they doing?  Do
any of the birds have coloured bands?  Can you identify different species?

If migrant birds fly all this way for food, what would happen if we fed them with lots of
food?  Would they fly away sooner because they would build up enough fat reserves to breed
sooner or would they stay and not migrate because food was plentiful without the effort?
Migrant birds can only store a small amount of  food as  body fat.  To do an experiment like
this we would need to know what to feed them.  What do they eat?  Consider - how would
scientists go about answering this - observation, gut contents?

A B O U T  T H E  E N V I R O N M E N T

A.  Design a bird

Using paper and pencil we want to design a bird that could make use of the sand flats at
Farewell spit for gathering food.  Get each child to draw as you slowly read out the design
requirements for this ‘new’ bird.

Specifications for a new bird - it is to be an efficient food gatherer.

• This new bird can’t be too big or it will eat too much food, nor too small or it will get
tossed about too much in the wind at Farewell Spit.

• It will need fairly long legs for wading in the shallow water as it collects food items.

• It’s toes should be semi-webbed so it doesn’t sink into soft sand and can also swim a
short distance if needed, but be able to run fast when needed.

• The neck needs to be long enough to see small food items at a distance.
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• It will need very good vision, the eyes will be best placed on the side of the head so it can
get the best all round vision.

• It will need a useful beak.  A beak that will be able to pick up small items quickly and long
enough to mean that shallow water won’t be a problem.

• The nostrils will need to be higher up on the beak so that when small ripples wash past
as it is feeding it won’t breath in water.

• The wings are going to have to be strong and quite big for the size of its body so it can
travel big distances looking for good feeding areas.

• It will need some camouflage to so predators don’t attack it too much. Shade some
patterning on it.  Use some earth, charcoal or bits of seaweed to colour the picture.

• Write your name, or, if  you are ashamed of  the picture, you can write someone else’s
name there!

Extension Activity

Only read out the underlined information, and let the students define the adaptations.

Display all the drawings, no one should be shy if  they put someone else’s name on it!

We have just described a generalist wading bird like a bar-tailed Godwit.  Show them some
real pictures of waders for them to see, and highlight some of the features that have been
talked about.

B.  Finding out what’s so special about Farewell Spit?

Farewell spit is a Nature Reserve, and is recognised as a wetland of  International
Importance.  What does this mean?  Look through the Visitors Centre/Café displays,
brochures or ask the local DOC staff, or members of the local Ornithological Society of NZ
(bird watchers society) what the names mean.  What protection does it give the birds and
plants growing there?  Are there any ways you could help with the protection or research on
the Spit?

F O R  T H E  E N V I R O N M E N T

A.  Write to Japan

The picture shown below is of  a Japanese tidal wetland area called the Yatsuhigata tidal flat.
Yatsuhigata tidal flat is used extensively by many of  the migrant birds found at Farewell
Spit.  It is very likely that many of the actual individual birds seen at Farewell Spit also feed
on this inlet during their migrations.

How would we be able to find out if individual birds are travelling between the two places?

(Small stainless steel or coloured plastic leg bands are placed around a birds leg.  The band is
embossed with a code letter and number along with details about where the records are kept.
If they are seen in another place and the number is recorded, the location where the bird was
banded can be worked out).

Godwit.
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How would you describe Farewell Spit to a Japanese child whose school is on the edge of
this inlet?  If you would like to write such a letter, you can!  Children between the ages of 8
and 12 can correspond through:

The Secretariat, Children’s Information Network
Yatsu Higata Nature Observation Centre
Akitsu 5 -1 -1 Narashino, Chiba, Japan 2750025
e-mail yatsu-tf@city.narashino.chiba.jp

The Children’s Information Network people know about Farewell Spit and would love to
set up some communication with school children here in New Zealand.

B.  Cockle harvesting

Golden Bay is being increasingly used for aquaculture.  Use the master sheet provided to
make up a set of  cards for this activity.  Cockles are harvested from the sandflats using a
mechanical harvester that sifts the sand for cockles as it drives along.  No one is quite sure
what effect this has on the food chain.  The machine takes the larger cockles but leaves the
smaller ones behind.  Is this a good idea?  What birds might miss out on a feed, or will it
help the birds find smaller cockles?  Many other animals like sand worms might also get
disturbed or destroyed in the harvesting process.  What would the group say to a person
who wanted to be allowed to harvest cockles near Farewell Spit?

C.  Weed watch

New weeds are coming to New Zealand all the time.  We need to stop them becoming
uncontrollable like gorse by careful surveillance of  new weeds.

During your explorations keep an eye out for the climbing asparagus.  It is an introduced
plant and has the ability to choke out native species.  The Department of  Conservation has
been trying to control it and would greatly appreciate being told of any places where it has
been seen.  Pass around the Fact Sheet included in this pack, and use the surveillance form to
report any sightings.

R E F E R E N C E  M A T E R I A L

1. Shellfish Survey Guide.  To adopt a beach and find out how to survey it
systematically for shellfish, contact Ministry of  Fisheries, P O Box 3437, Ponsonby,
Auckland.
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2. A Department of  Conservation brochure on Farewell Spit is available from
information Centres and DOC offices in Nelson and Marlborough (cost$1.00).

3. Landscapes of  Golden Bay, by Andy Dennis and Geoff  Rennison, Department of
Conservation, 1988. ISBN: 0-478-01047-8, has some good information and lovely
pictures of the region.  At time of going to print we had many spares.  First in, first
served for a class set!

4. Farewell Spit Nature Reserve and Puponga Farm Park – Resource Summary. G.T.
Jane, Department of  Conservation, 1989.

5. NZMS 260 series map, M24 Farewell.

F U R T H E R  I N F O R M A T I O N

The Farewell Spit Visitor Centre

Phone 03-524 8454.

Department of  Conservation

Golden Bay Area Office
62 Commercial Street
PO Box 166
Takaka
Phone 03-525-8026

Commercial tour operators based at Collingwood, take trips out down to the lighthouse to
look at birds and the dunes.  The trips times vary as they are dependant on the tide.


