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Newsletter Number 39 
October - December 2009 

 
Seasons Greetings 
 
To all our members and friends: may you have a happy and peaceful Christmas! Thank you for 
your great support during 2009 and all the best from Orokonui Ecosanctuary staff, the Otago 
Natural History Trust board and Orokonui Ecosanctuary Ltd board of directors.  
 
 
Visitor Centre 
 
Open at last! Our hugely successful members only Open Day on 24

th
 October saw over 400 

people having the very first public look at the newly-finished building.  
 
The positive reaction to the Open Day was echoed at the official opening on 30

th
 October. A 

hundred and fifty of our major stakeholders and funders partook of wine and nibbles whilst 
exploring the building before and after the official speeches. Trust Chairman Ralph Allen 
thanked all present for their contributions to the successful establishment of the Ecosanctuary. 
Colin Campbell-Hunt and the City of Dunedin Choir gave a moving tribute to the late Diane 
Campbell-Hunt, who contributed so much to Orokonui. Orokonui's value to New Zealand's 
wildlife and to the people of east Otago was highlighted by local City Councillor Andrew Noone, 
DoC Otago Conservator Marian van der Goes, and Kati Huirapa Upoko David Ellison. The 
climax of the evening was when the plaque commemorating the opening was unveiled by 
Emeritus Professor Sir Alan Mark, unquestionably New Zealand's most distinguished living 
conservationist.  
 

 
Thumbs up for Orokonui from Sir Alan Mark. 

 
The Waitati Militia lead the welcome on the open day. 

 
The opening was well covered by local and national media, giving Orokonui's profile a 
welcome boost to encourage the visitors who will help to sustain the ecosanctuary. 
 
Special thanks are due to Pip Dalgliesh and Chris Baillie for organising this very successful 
event. 
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The visitor centre has been busy since. The day after the opening, members of the Dunedin 
and Central Otago Branch of the NZ Institute of Landscape Architects were given a talk and 
tour. The classroom has been echoing to the happy clamour of school groups under the 
guidance of our educator, Tahu McKenzie, and the atrium to the sounds of crockery, cutlery 
and conversation as visitors partake of the café's offerings. Visitor numbers vary from day to 
day, but over 430 people have taken guided tours in the 6 weeks since opening day. Not too 
far into the New Year we will be open for self-guided walkers too. Remember that members 
can take guided tours for half price, there is a 10% discount for gold card holders and one 
person is free with groups of five or more. 
 

   
Elm Grove was the first school to use the new classroom 

 
The Visitor Centre can be hired for appropriate events, so if you've got something coming up, 
contact the office (482 1755), info@orokonui.org.nz) for details of availability and price. 
 
 
Whatôs happening on the ground at Orokonui? 
 
Bird counts 
 
Derek Onley and his dedicated volunteers carried out the fifth year of 5 minute bird counts in 
and around the Orokonui valley in September. Breeding numbers of bellbirds are slowly 
increasing in the sanctuary after last yearôs increase in numbers in autumn. All other species 
appear to be much the same as in previous years. 
 
Additional bird counters would be very welcome! You will receive full training and first-hand 
experience of saddlebacks and kaka as well as all the common native birds. Anyone interested 
please contact Derek Onley at derekonley@yahoo.com or phone 03 4822831  
 
Planting 
 
Valerie Fay and her volunteers continued to do sterling work with planting and weeding inside 
the sanctuary.  
 
A massive effort of groups from Natural History NZ, DoC, the University of Otago Geography 
Department, Otago Polytech and Purakaunui School complemented our volunteers under the 
supervision of landscaping contractors  Nicholl's planted thousands of locally sourced plants 
around the Visitor Centre before opening day. Despite the still raw appearance of this area, 
paradise shelduck are at the ponds most days, and welcome swallows appear to be nesting 
under the "wharf" over the pond below the building. Provide a suitable environment, and nature 
will fill it! 
 

mailto:info@orokonui.org.nz
mailto:derekonley@yahoo.com
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Purakaunui school volunteers assist with landscaping. 

 
Pest eradication update 
 
Conservation Manager Elton Smith reports that November's tracking tunnel survey showed rat 
sign persisting only in two distinct areas in the sanctuary. The tracking rate was 0.7% of the 
tunnels activated, down from an overall 1.7% in October. An adult female ship rat (not 
pregnant and showing no signs of poisoning) was trapped in one of the detection areas, in the 
exact tracking tunnel that had shown a rat print, and we have intensified monitoring and 
trapping in the other area. Only five ship rats were caught in traps in November, showing that 
the catch rate has certainly tailed off. The capture of the female shows that we can deal with 
any remaining rats - an adult female is normally the hardest of individuals to catch. 
 
Mice are also down from 4.5% in October to now less that 1.0% (some tracking tunnel results 
still pending). This gives us a lot of hope of managing the mice down to very low levels over 
summer. No other critters were detected in the tracking tunnels. 
 
Staff are spending about 1.5 days per week now on weed control, often assisted by volunteers. 
Areas of focus include the trust land, the western boundary grasslands, the fence perimeter 
(outside and inside) and the valley floor area. Elton and Rhys Millar from the Forest and Bird 
wildling tree team have discussed regular working parties to carry out exotic tree felling 
throughout the sanctuary.  
 
Translocation news 
 
Mixed news for kaka. Five of our original six released kaka are still in or near Orokonui, and 
there have been unconfirmed sightings of the sixth at Karitane. Last year's chick is also still 
resident. All in all this represents a successful translocation, and we are now working on a 
proposal to introduce more genetic diversity via eggs or juveniles from the wild. 
 
Mr and Mrs Roto were incubating four eggs in the aviary, but for reasons we have yet to 
fathom they destroyed the eggs. An inexperienced pair nested in the wild but failed probably 
because the one-year-old male didn't feed the female properly on the nest. Fortunately the pair 
that raised a chick in the wild last year has successfully raised two chicks to fledging. Another 
pair set up house outside the sanctuary in a big matai on Mihiwaka, where the female and her 
four eggs were very vulnerable to predation by stoats and possums. On advice from our kaka 
expert Tony Pullar and from DoC, their eggs were removed to Wellington Zoo for artificial 
incubation and hand rearing, and the nest hole was closed. Although three of the eggs 
hatched, two chicks have subsequently died. Should the pair nest again this season on 
Mihiwaka, this option will probably be followed again - we can't risk losing one of our precious 
females. 
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At least two pairs of saddlebacks are known to have nested in the sanctuary, and successfully 
fledged three chicks. Fourteen other saddlebacks, mostly "jack birds" that are too young to 
breed, have been sighted inside the fence since September by our saddleback survey 
volunteer Bryce Masuda. Unfortunately several saddlebacks have also been seen outside the 
fence, where they are almost certain to be killed by predators. Sad as this may be, it was an 
expected outcome of the translocation, and the experts tell us that the numbers seen safe and 
sound inside the fence is encouraging. 
 
We are still negotiating to return tuatara to Orokonui as part of their pre-human range. 
Meanwhile the young tuatara that were part of a University of Otago research project are being 
cared for here and are growing slowly but steadily.   
 

 
Valerie Fay and Dr Alison Cree tuatara monitoring. 

 
Theyôre all very healthy. 

 
Translocation planning 
 
Proposals are at various stages of preparation for translocations to Orokonui of Haast tokoeka 
(one of our rarest kiwi species), South Island robin (likely to arrive in February/March 2010), 
and buff weka, which would need to be fenced away from other species because they are 
voracious predators. 
 
 
NHNZ Memorandum of Understanding 
 
Members will remember the wonderful promotional video made for us at no cost by NHNZ, the 
international award winning natural history film company based in Dunedin. We are very 
pleased that we now have a formal relationship with NHNZ in the form of a Memorandum of 
Understanding that sets out how the two organisations will cooperate to further each other's 
interests in the future. This joins the MoUs that are in place with the University of Otago and 
the Otago Museum. Trust treasurer Stewart Harvey has been instrumental in establishing 
these valuable relationships. 
 
 
Staff 
We welcome several new staff 
 
Craig Leach comes to us from his experience as a track worker with DoC in Te Anau. As our 
Track Ranger he is making great progress on finishing the Rimu Track and Upper Wetland 
Track.  The Rotary Club of Dunedin is sponsoring Craigôs work on the Valley Track. Craig is a 
welcome addition to Orokonui staff that are able to supervise track volunteers which include 
the Malcam Trust. 
 
Priya Logan is employed as reception and administrative support. Priya has worked in the 
tourism industry and it is great to have her skills on our team. 
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Sue Hensley has trained a number of new guides; Moira Crossman, Sharyn Brown, Ben Smith 
and Maia Mistral come from a range of backgrounds within the conservation field and are now 
employed casually as needed.  
 
 
Mihiwaka enlarges the ecosanctuary 
 
The beautiful ancient forest on Mihiwaka was always known to be a probable drawcard for 
birds from Orokonui, and the nesting pair of kaka confirms this. The good news is that the 
Dunedin City Council has agreed to lease the former Mihiwaka Water Reserve to the Trust for 
management with Orokonui, almost doubling the size of the sanctuary. For the foreseeable 
future this will involve intensive pest control, much like that in DoC's mainland islands. City 
Forests Ltd. have very generously relinquished their lease on former pine plantation land on 
Mihiwaka to provide a larger area and better boundaries for the Trust, and have also carried 
out gorse control on the former plantation area.  
 

 
Ancient podocarps emerge from the broadleaved forest canopy on Mihiwaka, with the conical 

crowns of pahautea studding the upper slopes 
 
 
Species Feature ï South Island robin/toutouwai  
 
 
 
Buller wrote of the robin: ñIts note is generally the first to 
herald the dawn, while it is the last to be hushed when 
evening shades bring gloom to the forest. But there is a 
noticeable difference between the morning and the 
evening performance; the former consists of notes 
commencing very high and running down to a low key, 
uttered in quick succession, and with all the energy of a 
challenge to the rest of the feathered tribe; and I have 
sometimes heard Maori, when listening to this strain, 
exclaim, ñKa kanga te manu ra!ò, (how that bird swears)ò 

 
SI Robin ï photograph Rod Morris 

 
The South Island robin is one of three subspecies: North, South and Stewart Island. It's one of 
our most friendly forest birds, and confidently approaches humans to forage for invertebrates in 
litter disturbed by their feet. The South Island robin is now restricted to mainly remote areas of 
native forest in Fiordland, western Otago, Westland, Marlborough and Nelson. We are 
fortunate indeed that a small population survives near Dunedin at Whare Flat. These birds 


