
with the Cook Strait population, their ill-equipped genes 
would spread among the rest of the population. This could 
destroy the local population’s adaptation for surviving in 
the local conditions and hinder its chances of survival.

So, should North Brother Island tuatara be left 
alone and risk inbreeding, or should individuals from 
other populations be introduced and risk outbreeding? 
Conservationists used genetics information to decide that 
the existing population was suffi cient to establish two extra 
populations. This step has helped boost the numbers to 
about 450 today.  

Conservation genetics work on tuatara has assessed the 
proportion of individuals within any given population able 
to contribute to the next generation. This work is important 
for conservation decisions, such as whether individuals 
should be introduced to a population, or whether it is of a 
suffi cient size to be left to survive on its own.  

Conservation genetics research has also lent a hand 
to grand and Otago skinks, blue duck/whio, North 
Island kokako and kiwi. Two decades of collecting and 
understanding genetic data and the evolution of genetics 
research will help future conservation work – and our 
endangered wildlife.
Vanessa Lattimore is completing a Bachelor of Science honours 

degree in conservation and ecology at Lincoln University.

Tuatara were granted legal protection in 1895 but 
a lack of conservation management allowed the 
species to decline over the following century. In the 
mid-1980s, efforts were started to rid tuatara islands 
of rats. This work continues today, with huge success. 
Rats remove eggs and juveniles, and compete with 
adults for food so they are a major threat to tuatara 
survival.

Groups of about 50 tuatara have been moved to 
newly predator-free islands to help boost numbers.  
Individuals from North Brother Island have been 
introduced to Titi (1995), Matiu/Somes (1998) and 
Long (2007) islands, greatly improving the unique 
population’s numbers. In 2005, tuatara were released 
into the fi rst mainland site at Karori Sanctuary. Fully 
fenced, monitored and predator free, it is a safe 
environment for tuatara. There are also several 
breeding programmes at zoos and wildlife centres 
around New Zealand. These provide tuatara for 
establishing extra populations, and for safety net 
captive populations in case any island population 
becomes extinct through disease or environmental 
disaster. 

■ can live more than a century, are sexually mature 
at 10 years and fully grown at 35 years. 

■ have the slowest reproduction of any reptile, 
with 12–15 months between fertilisation and 
hatching. Females lay 1–19 eggs every two to 
fi ve years.

■ don’t have external ears but can hear. 
■ measure less than 80cm long from head 

to tail.
■ have two rows of teeth in their upper jaw. 
■ have eyes that focus independently. 

■ have a third eye on top of their skull, only visible 
when they are hatchlings.

■ adults are nocturnal but the hatchlings are 
active during the day to avoid cannibalism by 
mature tuatara. 

■ can remain active below 7°C.
■ eat insects, seabird eggs, lizards and chicks.
■ eggs hatch to be male when they are incubated 

in warmer temperatures (24°C), and female in 
cooler temperatures (below 18°C).

■ males have spines that run along their neck 
and back.  

Tuatara are lizard-like 
reptiles that are not 
lizards. They split off the 
evolutionary track from 
snakes and lizards – their 
closest living relations – 
about 250 million years 
ago, before dinosaurs 
roamed Earth. Tuatara 
have remained relatively 
unchanged since then.

A Brothers Island tuatara shares a burrow with a fairy prion chick. Photo: Rod Morris

In a class of their own
Tuatara…

Hanging on to dear life

Safe havens for

Forest & Bird is joining an international project to plot and protect 
New Zealand’s most important areas for birds. By David Brooks.
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The eight marine IBA areas identifi ed were Northland-
Hauraki, Kermadec, West Auckland coastal, Marlborough, 
Hawke’s Bay, southern shelf, Chatham marine and Bounty-
Antipodes plateau. Some sites qualifi ed several times over 
for IBA status.

Despite more than a third of the world’s seabirds 
frequenting the zone, data were available for only a 
small proportion to determine the initial set of marine 
IBAs. These areas are used by many of the 84 species of 
seabird that breed in New Zealand, and others, such as the 
wandering albatross, that visit during their non-breeding 
season. 

About a third of the world’s species of penguins and 
shags breed in New Zealand, along with petrels and other 
seabirds.

Perhaps the most extraordinary of all are albatrosses. 
With a larger wingspan than any other bird, albatrosses 
spend at least 85 per cent of their lives at sea, returning to 
land only to breed. Of the 22 albatross species in the world, 
12 nest in New Zealand and eight are endemic, ensuring 
New Zealand is known as the albatross capital of the world.

The IBAs will be a valuable way of helping government 
agencies, especially the Department of Conservation, 
to focus on priorities for protecting seabirds. Even more 
importantly, they can guide community involvement.  “The 
communities are the key part because they are going to 
be the people on the ground, they are going to be the 
monitoring people, the people trapping pests around 
breeding sites,” Dr Waugh says.

Forest & Bird branches will be able to look at whether 
they can organise branch activities around an IBA, learning 
about their bird populations, the threats and whether the 
bird populations are rising or falling. 

As more information comes in about seabirds, their 
habits and the threats to them, the marine IBAs may be 
amended, Dr Waugh says. The next step will 
be researching IBAs for our land birds 
so they can enjoy the same focus as 
their marine cousins.

Watch for more details 
about New Zealand’s 
marine IBAs on the 
Forest & Bird website: 
www.forestandbird.org.nz

Forest & Bird has identifi ed eight signifi cant areas 
on New Zealand’s coasts and in the vast seas that 
surround us in a project to protect our seabirds. The 

areas – called Important Bird Areas (IBAs) – are part of 
an international programme that highlights places for 
conservation.

Working as a partner of global conservation 
organisation BirdLife International, Forest & Bird has 
identifi ed the IBAs in our exclusive economic zone (EEZ), 
which is the richest EEZ in the world for seabirds and the 
fourth largest anywhere.

More than a third of the world’s 344 seabird species 
are found in these waters and 84 of them breed in New 
Zealand’s EEZ. Half of these 84 species are threatened with 
extinction and, of the 30 endemic seabirds in New Zealand, 
90 per cent are threatened.

Seabird scientist Susan Waugh has been leading 
work for Forest & Bird to identify the areas that are most 
important to our coastal birds, such as penguins, terns 
and shags, as well as the ocean-crossing species such as 
albatrosses, which spend most of their lives at sea.

Dr Waugh says the identifi cation of the IBAs will help 
concentrate efforts by the Department of Conservation, 
marine users and all New Zealanders to protect some of 
our most vulnerable species. Around the world, IBAs have 
been a powerful tool for setting the conservation policies 
of governments, international organisations and local 
communities, even though they have no legal force and are 
not formally adopted by governments.

“They’re a way of prioritising where conservation 
actions can be best targeted,” Dr Waugh says. “They 
tend to be the top 10-30 per cent of bird habitats and 
they’re designed to catch both big numbers of birds and 
threatened species.”

Protecting these habitats also benefi ts the many other 
species that live within them. The marine IBAs can be used 
to defi ne marine reserves or highlight areas where fi shing 

operators have to take measures to reduce the by-catch of 
seabirds. 

IBAs are a well-established tool worldwide to identify 
places that are most important to the world’s birdlife. Other 
countries have focussed on areas important to land birds, 
and are only now looking at marine IBAs. “We’ve started 
with an analysis of our seabird fauna because seabirds 
are such a huge group for us – there are tens of species 
of land birds in New Zealand, while there are hundreds of 
seabirds,” Dr Waugh says.

The types of areas identifi ed for marine IBAs worldwide 
are seaward extensions of breeding colonies, migration 
hotspots and important ocean areas for pelagic, or ocean-
travelling, species.

Over the past 20 years, nearly 11,000 sites in some 
200 countries and territories have been identifi ed as 
terrestrial and marine IBAs, and the total is expected to 
eventually reach 20,000. IBAs are selected using standard, 
internationally recognised criteria, such as bird numbers, 
and the proportion of a species contained in a particular 
area. Taken together, the IBAs form a network considered 
the minimum needed to ensure the survival of these 
species across their ranges.

Identifying New Zealand’s eight marine IBAs involved 
a huge amount of work, collating information on the birds 
that inhabit our shores and the EEZ extending 200 nautical 
miles (370 kilometres) from land – an area of more than four 
million square kilometres.

A total of 84 breeding sites were identifi ed for IBAs. 
Satellite-tracking, sightings at sea and likely foraging sites 
around breeding colonies were used to identify coastal 
and offshore areas of New Zealand that would be included. 
They qualifi ed if:
■ A threatened species regularly uses them 
■ They have more than one per cent of the global 

population of a species
■ More than 20,000 individuals are found there
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1 Southern royal albatrosses

2 Auckland Island shag

3 Campbell albatross

4 Cape Petrel

5 Southern royal albatross

 Photos: Craig McKenzie
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NEW ZEALAND MARINE IBAs KERMADEC •

NORTHLAND-HAURAKI

CHATHAM •

WEST AUCKLAND

HAWKE’S BAY
MARLBOROUGH

SOUTHERN SHELF

BOUNTY-ANTIPODES •

We’ve staarrtted wwiith an analysis of 
our seabbird ffauna because seabirds 
are succh a huge group for us – there 
are tenns off species of land birds 
in Neww Zeaaland, while there are 
hundredds oof seabirds.
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