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Introduction 

1 My name is John Edward Dowding. For the past 24 years, I have been a Partner in DM 

Consultants, working as an independent wildlife scientist and ecological consultant. 

2 I have been asked by the Isaac Conservation and Wildlife Trust (the Trust) to provide 

evidence in support of its submission on Stage 2 of the Proposed Replacement District 

Plan (Replacement Plan).   

Qualifications and Experience 

3 I hold the degrees of BSc (Hons), MSc, and PhD in Biological Sciences. I have 30 years 

of experience managing and undertaking research on a wide range of New Zealand birds. 

4 Much of that work has entailed advising on management strategies and involvement in 

recovery programmes for highly threatened bird species for the Department of 

Conservation (DOC). These include southern New Zealand dotterel, shore plover, 

Chatham Island oystercatcher, and New Zealand fairy tern. I have also undertaken 

research on the ecology and control of introduced mammalian predators (including stoats, 

ship rats, and feral cats) that threaten these and other New Zealand birds. Outputs from 

this work include about 40 scientific papers, over 200 unpublished reports, popular 

articles, and conference papers. I have provided evidence to planning, Environment 

Court, and Board of Inquiry hearings, dealing primarily with potential impacts of a wide 

variety of activities and developments on threatened native birds. 

5 For the past 10 years, I have been a member of DOC’s expert panel that assesses the 

threat classifications of New Zealand birds. This provides me with an overview of the state 

of avian biodiversity in this country, and in particular keeps me updated with information 

on trends and threatening processes for our most endangered birds. 

6 Over the past 20 years, I have been involved in captive breeding and/or captive rearing 

programmes for shore plover (primarily at the Trust’s facilities at Peacock Springs) and for 

New Zealand dotterel (at Auckland Zoo and Otorohanga Zoo) as part of the DOC 

recovery programmes for those species. I am also familiar with captive facilities at the 

National Wildlife Centre, Mt Bruce, the black stilt rearing unit at Twizel, and the takahe 

rearing unit at Burwood Bush. 

7 I have been provided with a copy of the Code of Conduct for Expert Witnesses in the 

Environment Court Practice Note. I have read and agree to comply with that Code. Except 

where I state that I am relying on the specified evidence of another person, my evidence 
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in this statement is within my area of expertise. I have not omitted to consider material 

facts known to me that might alter or detract from the opinions I express. 

Scope of Evidence 

8 In my evidence I will: 

8.1 Describe some of the conservation activities undertaken by the Trust, and 

8.2 Consider the importance of those activities to the conservation of biodiversity in 

New Zealand. 

Activities undertaken by the Trust 

9 New Zealand has one of the highest proportions of threatened bird species in the world, 

with about 36% of our native breeding species or subspecies listed as threatened with 

extinction (Robertson et al. 2013). The huge conservation effort required to manage these 

species is currently beyond the resources of DOC, which must rely on assistance from 

other agencies, trusts, community groups, and individuals. The Trust has been a vital 

partner in DOC's work for many years through its captive rearing and captive breeding 

programmes for some of the world’s most threatened species. 

10 My main involvement with the Trust’s work arises from my role as science advisor to 

DOC’s shore plover recovery group for the past 18 years. The shore plover is ranked 

Threatened (Nationally Critical), the highest possible ranking, and has a wild population of 

only about 65 pairs globally. The shore plover has been bred at Peacock Springs since 

1993, and this is currently the only facility outside DOC’s National Wildlife Centre to breed 

the species. The Trust has long had a representative on the shore plover recovery group, 

and is an integral part of the group’s decision-making process for the species. 

11 Since 1998, the Trust has also bred black stilts for release. This is one of the world’s most 

endangered birds, with a wild population of less than 100 individuals. It is also ranked 

Threatened (Nationally Critical). Peacock Springs is the only facility globally, outside the 

DOC unit at Twizel, to breed black stilts for release. Another highly threatened native bird, 

the orange-fronted parakeet, has been bred for release at Peacock Springs since 2003.  

Significantly, the Trust’s facility is the only one globally to breed this species for release. 

12 The Trust’s activities are not confined to these three species. As noted by Mr Rule, the 

Trust also breeds a range of wildfowl species (some of them threatened or at risk), two 
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highly threatened lizard species, and the Threatened (Nationally Critical) Canterbury 

mudfish. 

13 The facilities maintained by the Trust to undertake this work are of the highest standard. 

Aviaries built recently to house a larger breeding population of shore plover are excellent 

in every respect, and are serving as a model for similar aviaries to be constructed at Cape 

Sanctuary, Hawke’s Bay. The shorebird aviaries are ideally situated, in a location where 

there is a plentiful supply of clean water to run through them, and they are largely isolated 

from disturbance. 

14 Extensive expertise in the captive husbandry of a wide range of species has been built up 

over the past 20+ years by staff of the Trust. This expertise is an important part of the 

Trust’s contribution to DOC’s programmes. 

Importance of the activities undertaken by the Trust 

15 Many highly threatened species have very small, isolated populations and restricted 

ranges. Increasing their numbers and expanding their ranges is crucial to efforts to secure 

these species from extinction.  In many cases, captive breeding is the only way to 

establish new populations without jeopardising the survival of small existing populations. 

By providing infrastructure, expertise and resourcing, the Trust makes a highly significant 

contribution to preserving New Zealand’s biodiversity in this way. 

16 The release of captive-bred birds to found new populations or supplement existing ones is 

the major plank of DOC’s recovery programmes for both shore plover (Dowding & 

O’Connor 2013), and black stilt. The Trust’s activities provide a significant proportion of 

the birds for release of both species annually.  The Trust’s work is therefore vital in DOC's 

efforts to prevent the extinction of these two species. 

17 In summary, the Trust’s work is significant because of the number of species involved, the 

highly threatened status of many of them, and the fact that Peacock Springs is the only 

institution (or one of very few) outside DOC to breed some of them. 

18 In addition, I believe it is worth noting that the Trust’s activities benefit conservation 

projects throughout New Zealand. Birds bred or reared by the Trust have been or are 

being released on offshore islands near Auckland, in Hawke’s Bay, near Wellington, in the 

Marlborough Sounds, and in Fiordland. On the mainland, releases have occurred at sites 

in Northland, Coromandel, the Central Plateau, Hawke’s Bay, Nelson, mid-Canterbury, 

Westland, the Mackenzie Basin, and Fiordland. 
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19 I would also note that because of New Zealand’s particular ecological circumstances, 

conservation in this country is an ongoing, long-term activity. Because of this, it requires a 

particularly long-term commitment. The infrastructure that has been put in place, the MOU 

with DOC, and the fact that the Trust has already been undertaking its work for some 

decades, all illustrate the type of long term commitment required. In particular, I note that 

captive-breeding (as opposed to captive rearing) requires a major financial commitment, 

because it involves the maintenance of breeding stock in captivity year-round. 

20 The Trust therefore undertakes work that is crucial to preserving highly threatened 

species, and which is beyond the resources of DOC. In my opinion, the Trust’s work is 

highly significant at a national level. Because all the species bred by the Trust are 

endemic (i.e. they occur only in New Zealand), the Trust’s activities are also of 

international significance.   

21 The Trust’s activities in breeding orange-fronted parakeets are particularly noteworthy 

because they have led to a recent improvement in the threat status of that species. New 

populations established in the wild using birds bred by the Trust have resulted in the 

species being moved from a ranking of Nationally Critical in 2008 (Miskelly et al. 2008) to 

Nationally Endangered in 2012 (Robertson et al. 2013). Improvements in threat status as 

a direct result of management actions are relatively rare, and this is a significant 

achievement. 

22 As noted above, the sheltered location of the aviaries at Peacock Springs and the good 

water supply provide an appropriate physical environment for birds to breed. However, 

birds (and especially those in captivity) are highy sensitive to disturbance while breeding, 

and the Trust manages activity around the aviaries closely. Precisely because of the 

highly sensitive nature of its breeding programmes, the Trust’s facilities are not open to 

the general public. 

23 The successful history of captive breeding of a wide range of species at Peacock Springs 

demonstrates that the site is currently suitable for this purpose. Given the commitment 

made by the Trust, maintaining this state of affairs by preventing additional impacts is 

important, however. Many of the major captive breeding institutions in this country, such 

as the National Wildlife Centre, the black stilt unit at Twizel, and the takahe unit at 

Burwood Bush, are deliberately sited well away from built-up areas to reduce human-

mediated impacts. The proximity of Peacock Springs to a large city suggests that the 

potential for additional impacts is real. Given the Trust’s investment and commitment, and 
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the major contribution it makes to conservation in this country, at least maintaining the 

current environment around the Trust’s facilities is, in my opinion, extremely important.  

Conclusion 

24 DOC has very few partners that can provide the facilities and expertise for captive 

breeding of the highly threatened birds identified in my evidence. Few institutions have the 

substantial resources required to run such programmes in the long term. The contribution 

made by the Trust to a wide range of DOC's recovery programmes is, in my opinion, 

highly significant. In relation to the shore plover and black stilt recovery programmes, it is 

vital. 

 

 

John Edward Dowding 

29 October 2015 
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