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weed-free islands

Lower Waitakiriver



Braided river birds are threatened by: 

ÅHabitat loss - weed invasion, management issues

ÅPredators

ÅHuman disturbance

Å(Excessive water abstraction)

Waimakariririver



Habitat loss.  The greatest challenge is weed invasion 2014

2016This can happen very rapidly



Ashley-Rakahuririver before and during a 1-in-10 year flood

We cannot rely on floods to clear weeds on a regular basis

Especially on the smaller foothills-fed rivers



But we can clear weeds artificially



ΨaŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǎŀŦŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƎƘ ǿŀǘŜǊ Ŧƭƻǿǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ǇǊŜŘŀǘƻǊ ŀŎŎŜǎǎΩ
hΩ5ƻƴƴŜƭƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΣ нлмсΥ ΨaŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ΧΦΦ  ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ  ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻƴ b½Ωǎ ōǊŀƛŘŜŘ ǊƛǾŜǊǎΩ

aƻǎǘ ƭŀƴŘ ǇǊŜŘŀǘƻǊǎ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǿŜŜŘȅΩ  ōŜǊƳΦ  ²ŜŜŘ-free islands are not preferred habitat

Predation



Islands generally protect birds from 
predation by feral cats and hedgehogs



Islands will not stop Norway rats, which can be a major problem

There may be little alternative other than to trap rats on the island



Neither will islands stop avian predators, such as the harrier hawk and black-backed gull



Human disturbance.  Not eliminated on islands, but humans do not like wet feet



So ςforming weed-free islands can create ideal habitats for breeding birds

Waitakiisland



Black-fronted tern island. Eglintonriver, TeAnau

ÅCreation of safe islands (mid-1990s)

ÅManual control of woody and herbaceous vegetation 
on breeding islands (since creation)

ÅPredator control on surrounding land (since 1998)

ÅMonitoring responses (since creation)

ÅAdvocacy / education

Case study   1

Ψ²Ŝ ŘŜǘŜŎǘŜŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜǎ ƻƴ ŜƛƎƘǘ ǊƛǾŜǊǎ όǊŀƴƎŜ рΦрς15.8%p.a.), 
a significant increase on one river (Eglinton; 16.3% p.a.) and no trends 
on the remaining 20 rivers. The EglintonRiver is the only site at which 
sustained predator control (aimed at mustelids) occurred throughout 
ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΦΩ 
hΩ5ƻƴƴŜƭƭ and Hoare, 2011: Meta-analysis of status and trends in breeding populations of 
black-fronted terns (Chlidoniasalbostriatusύ мфснҍнллуΦ 



Case study  2.  Lower Waitaki river Seven islands of approximately 1ha each  

ÅCreation of weed-free islands ςdozer (2016)

ÅControl of weeds ςspray and manual 
(annually since 2016)

ÅGround predator control on surrounding 
land (since 1998)

ÅMonitoring responses (since 2015)

Island characteristics:
*  Weed free
*  0.6m high
*  Good flows on both sides (>6m3)
*  Cobbled gravel surface



Species Season

2016 / 17 2017 / 18 2018 / 19 2019 / 20

Present Nesting Present Nesting Present Nesting Present Nesting

Black-fronted tern 5 2 ? 5 7 7 7 5

Black-billed gull 2 1 N/A N/A 3 1 - -

Wrybill 6 5 N/A N/A 4 2 3 2

Banded dotterel 7 6 N/A N/A 6 6 6 5

S.Is Pied oystercatcher 3 - N/A N/A 5 2 4 1

Pied stilt 5 3 N/A N/A 6 4 5 2

Monitoring:  Waitaki weed-free islands.           Number of islands (7) on which birds were observed

NB. 
No BFTs were 

observed on these 
islands prior to 
weed clearance.

After weed 
removal, BFTs 
observed on 5 

islands during first 
season ςnesting 

on two.

Habitat Cats Mustelids Mice Hedgehogs Possums Rats

Riverbank + + + + + -

Weed islands - + + - + -

Cleared islands - - + - - -

Mammalian 
predators detected 
in 3 habitat types

Major outcome:  Better breeding and fewer predators on created weed-free islands



The main predator by far was black-backed gulls, which soon recognised a new food source



Case study  3.  
WaiauToa / Clarence river

Å Island creation (3) ςdozer 
(2015)

ÅControl of weeds ςspray and 
machine (2015 ς2019)

ÅPredator control out to 500m 
from islands (2015 ς2019)

ÅMonitoring of BFT breeding 
beforehand (2012 - 2014) 
Annually after island creation 
(2015- 2019).



2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Treatment 
(enhanced island) Number of nests 45 139 82 42 18

Fledglings 7 145 52 15 6

Productivity 0.16 1.04 0.63 0.36 0.33

Non-treatment Number of nests 401 353 441 501 249

Fledglings 24 55 70 135 10

Productivity 0.06 0.16 0.16 0.27 0.04

Monitoring:   WaiauToa / Clarence islands

Black-fronted tern productivity (chicks fledged / nesting attempt)

Main causes of BFT nesting failures:
*  Flooding ς51% in non-treatment sites; 40% in treatment sites
*  Predation ς22% in non-treatment sites; <5% in treatment sites
*  Major predator ςharrier hawk (11% in unmanaged sites, 2% in treated sites)

Major outcome:  Better breeding and fewer predators on created weed-free islands



Dug at ARRG suggestion

Case study  4.  
Ashley-Rakahuririver

Å Not a deliberately created island  (has 
many deficiencies).  

Å Initial part clearance for gravel extraction
ÅWeeds cleared by machine
Å Proved very attractive to birds
Å Suffered little predation

Some of the best local bird breeding outcomes for a long time


