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This trip report outlines a recent summer birding trip to the incomparable South Island 
of New Zealand. Having visited New Zealand some years before, albeit in the austral 
winter, I had seen many of the New Zealand specials. Hence I was able to concentrate 
on filling a few gaps, relaxing, enjoying the scenery and, mainly, revelling in the 
sensational seabirds, rather than chasing every last endemic. We flew to Christchurch 
via Auckland and 2 ½ days were spent on the North Island prior to flying to 
Christchurch; these are detailed at the end. 
 

Logistics 
As we were visiting during the Christmas and New Year period, we made sure to book all trips and 
accommodation before we arrived, mostly in October and not long after we had decided to go for it. This meant 
all the thinking was done beforehand and we had a very straightforward trip with pretty much everything running 
like clockwork. 
 

Getting about 
1 Car hire: From www.nzrentacar.com; they have an office a short distance from Christchurch airport and will pick you up 
from there. Not too pricey compared to some other quotes we got and the vehicle proved to be a good, well-maintained and 
reliable car, despite clearly being well-used. 

http://www.nzrentacar.com/


 
2 Internal flight (Auckland to Christchurch): Booked via http://www.jetstar.com/au/en/home; much cheaper and more 
convenient times than Air New Zealand. No problems here. 
 
3 Ferry to Stewart Island: Booked well in advance from 
http://www.stewartislandexperience.co.nz/newzealand/ferryservices/  but that wasn’t really necessary. Bluff was about 3 
hours on the scenic route (via Manapouri and Riverton) from Te Anau where we were coming from. There is slightly more 
direct route as well but don’t miss stopping for an hour or two at Riverton which has a fantastic museum and an adjacent 
estuary full of birds. The ferry crossing from Bluff is one hour and proved quite good seabirding, at least if you have haven’t 
yet been on an Aurora pelagic (see below!) 

 

Accommodation 
Brief details are outlined below for each place we stayed. In chronological order: 
1 Twizel, near Mt Cook: High Country Lodge www.highcountrylodge.co.nz (one night, c4 hrs drive from Christchurch 
Airport). Reasonable rooms with a communal kitchen. Lots of units; mostly empty when we were there. No problems; helpful 
DOC office nearby and Black Stilts (eventually) not far away. 
 
2 Wanaka: Wanaka Lakeview Holiday Park wanakalakeview@qldc.govt.nz (two nights; c2.5 hrs from Twizel). Not dissimilar 
to above and, again, few people. We had a comfy chalet that was self-contained and could have slept 6. 
 
3 Te Anau / Milford Sound Area: Fiordland National Park Lodge (email: info@fiordlandnatparklodge.co.nz). (Two nights, c3 
hrs from Wanaka, plus a tourist stop in Queenstown). Really neat place with en-suite rooms and a friendly communal kitchen 
with great views over the lake. This place is isolated, being 30km North of Te Anau on the road to Milford. Some reasonable 
forest is very close (and plenty more about 30 mins further into Fiordland National Park). There are no shops or restaurants 
nearby, so pick up all your shopping en-route in Te Anau. 
 
4 Stewart Island: Jo & Andy’s Bed & Breakfast (3 nights; email: jariksem@clear.net.nz). Homely place run by two wonderful 
characters that proved a big part of the Stewart Island experience. Five minute walk from the Bluff ferry jetty and a 10 
minute walk to the jetty for Ulva Island; highly recommended. 
 
5 Dunedin and Otago Peninsula: Central Backpackers www.centralbackpackers.co.nz (Two nights). Ok rooms but nothing 
special. Decent location in downtown Dunedin; 45 mins to Taiaroa Head and about 2 hours from Bluff if you don’t stop 
(unlike us). Kaikoura was a long drive north from here; took about 7 hours with only a short, late lunch stop at Moereaki 
boulders. 
 
6 Kaikoura: Albatross Backpacker Inn http://www.albatross-kaikoura.co.nz/bookings/ (4 nights). Friendly place and 
conveniently situated close to shops and Encounter Kaikoura although rooms a bit small. No vacancies for most of the time 
we were here (over New Year) 
 
7 Christchurch: Foley Towers http://www.bbh.co.nz/hd162/Foley-Towers-Backpackers-in-Christchurch-New-Zealand.html 
One night; modern, friendly and comfortable backpackers less than a mile from (what used to be) Christchurch’s city centre. 
2.5 hours from Kaikoura and 20 mins from the airport next morning. 
 

Weather and kit 

Overall the weather was quite good during our visit; we had many fine, bright days with strong sun, 
superb blue skies and lots of UV. In the middle (one day in Wanaka; all our time on Stewart Island, and 
on and off whilst on the Otago Peninsula) we had lots of grey skies and lots of rain, but it was never too 
heavy or sustained and didn’t really stop us doing anything. Winds were mostly light most of the time, 
expect for a well-timed easterly blast before the Stewart Island pelagic that really got the swell running 
and whipped the birds up. We had no changes of plans or cancellations for any of our pre-booked trips 
due to the weather which I guess means we did rather well. A scope is only really useful at a few sites, 
e.g. Miranda (North Island) and on the Tasman Fan whilst looking for Black Stilts. I did lots of 
photography and having two SLR bodies, one for each lens, was very handy indeed. 
 

 
Birding and other activities 
Below, key information for each of the sites visited is outlined. Information on any tours or trips we did 
is also noted under the appropriate location heading. Most of these trips were sorted out and booked 

http://www.jetstar.com/au/en/home
http://www.stewartislandexperience.co.nz/newzealand/ferryservices/
http://www.highcountrylodge.co.nz/
mailto:wanakalakeview@qldc.govt.nz
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http://www.albatross-kaikoura.co.nz/bookings/
http://www.bbh.co.nz/hd162/Foley-Towers-Backpackers-in-Christchurch-New-Zealand.html


before we arrived in New Zealand; those booked on a whim on the day or just before are indicated 
below. 
 

1 Twizel and Mount Cook 
We had a bit over 24 hours in this area. On a landscape scale the scenery is superb, especially in the sort of 
weather we had, but close up an awful lot of the vegetation and birds are depressingly familiar; we walked 
several hours from the Visitor Centre below Mount Cook seeing merely the usual handful of common European 
introductions before, very belatedly, finding a Rifleman, close to the start of the trail to the Tasman glacier. 
 
The main interest in this area lies on the braided river valleys, at the least the bits that aren’t choked in lupins and 
willows. We tried the small lakes in the valley of the river that links Lake Ruataninuha with Lake Benmore (a few 
km south of Twizel; on left as you drive south), the Ahiriri river valley (which I walked early in the morning, 
heading downstream from the bridge a little north of Omarama - 30 km south of Twizel – not sure if this is the 
exact spot referred to in other trip reports) and finally, urged on by a tinge of desperation and after a fine day 
looking at Mount Cook further up the highway, the Tasman Fan – we parked at the usual spot just north of the 
Glen Tannar airfield and just on the northernmost edge of Lake Pukaki. 
 
Species such as Black-fronted Tern, South Island Pied Oystercatcher and Double-banded Plover are common and 
easy to find, and some of the smaller, more sheltered and richer lakes have a reasonable selection of waterfowl, 
including Great Crested Grebe, Australian Shoveler and New Zealand Scaup along with Caspian Tern. Black Stilt 
is possible at all three of the sites noted above and I had a long and interesting conversation with a very helpful 
and enthusiastic biologist in the DOC office in Twizel about where to look. I eventually found them at close range 
on the Tasman Fan, but they were not evident just by scanning from the gate – instead I waded into the marshes 
and crossed many small streams and 
boggy pools (wear sandals!) as I walked 
out across the lakeshore. Eventually I got 
past the damp grassland and pools and 
onto the stony braids where I soon found 
six Black Stilts, including one pair and two 
juveniles. Once found, birds were very 
close and gave superlative views, under 
an epic landscape. Many (all) of the Black 
Stilts have colour rings, being releases 
from the DOC ‘safe incubators’ near 
Twizel. I was also chuffed to find a nice 
Wrybill here, right at my feet whilst 
stalking a stilt and the only one in 
breeding habitat that I saw. 
 

2 Wanaka 
Not an essential stop on any birding 
itinerary by any means; we had two 
nights here just to take it easy and relax in 
this easy-going and compact town. We 
did some walking and pottered round the 
lake and a few nearby lowish hills. I was 
tempted to make a visit to the Haast Pass 
but I had been there before and was 
further put off by the fact that the road 
had been hit by a big landslide and was 
closed for long periods each day. And by 
the fact that there was plenty more 
mossy Nothofagus forest coming up soon 
at the next site. Birds barely memorable 
at all; just a few New Zealand Scaup and 



Black-billed Gulls here and there. Unless you count Great Crested Grebe or Californian Quail…  
 
 

3 Fiordland National Park: road from Te Anau Downs to Milford Sound via the Homer Tunnel 
At last here we found some real, pristine Gondwanaland forest, which is well worth a visit on its own merits, 
never mind the fact that it lies amongst an amazing jumble of alpine lakes, towering peaks and raging rivers. We 
spent a whole day (c 14 hours) driving the 90km to Milford Sound, doing an afternoon cruise and getting back 
again, with lots of stops anywhere and everywhere en-route. Places that produced the goods included: 

1. Mirror Lakes: South 
Island Robins very 
tame, Tui very obvious 
and Long-tailed Koel 
calling early the next 
morning. 

2. Kiosk Creek: Long-
tailed Koel again 
calling, but again not 
seen. Grr… 

3. Lake Gunn nature trail: 
loads of Riflemen; our 
first Bellbird; 
sensational Middle 
Earth forest. And we 
know as we watched 
The Hobbit in Wanaka a 
few days before. 

4. Homer Tunnel: took 30 
mins to find the rather 
wonderful Rock Wren – 
a pair nesting on the 
right no more than 50m 
along the short nature 
trail running from the 
back corner of the car 
park by the tunnel, plus 
Keas seen brilliantly. 

5. Milford Sound Lodge: 
on the left a little 
before the access point 
to the sound itself – 
Tomtit and New 
Zealand Woodpigeon 
seen well here. On the 
way back we stopped 
at the Tutoko River 
crossing (just 1-2 km 
‘uphill’ from Milford 
Sound Lodge) to find a 
fine Blue Duck asleep 
on a rock a little 
upstream – we had 
looked here on the way 
in to no avail; this seems to have been a very lucky break.  

We also made many other stops where we didn’t see too many birds but sure had a good time. 
 
Our boat trip on Milford Sound itself was arranged using http://www.southerndiscoveries.co.nz/milford-
sound/encounter-nature-small-boat-cruise. These guys certainly did provide a small boat and the 1545 trip meant 
plenty of space and none of the day tripping tour bus crowd. The ‘guides’ whilst telling a few good jokes, knew 
precious little about the fine details of the area’s natural history, however. Still, well worth the trip – we had 
wonderful looks at a number of White-capped Albatross and a few Sooty Shearwaters once we got to the 

http://www.southerndiscoveries.co.nz/milford-sound/encounter-nature-small-boat-cruise
http://www.southerndiscoveries.co.nz/milford-sound/encounter-nature-small-boat-cruise


Tasman Sea, along with plenty of White-fronted Terns. On the way back, not far short of the jetty we sailed right 
past a Fiordland Crested Penguin on the water – we had been told ‘no chance’ as they have gone to sea mainly 
before mid-December so that was another major breakthrough. Never mind the birds; the waterfalls, rainbows, 
sun-blasted peaks and near shear rock-walls covered in forest all made the trip well worthwhile, and the mournful 
view as you look up Sinbad Valley, home of the last (known) Fiordland Kakapo was memorable in a different sort 
of way. 
 
Other birds that proved quite common in Fiordland included Grey Gerygones, Fantails and Bellbirds (also in the 
lodge gardens were we stayed). The short walk to Mistletoe Lake from Fiordland National Park Lodge produced 
Sacred Kingfisher and Brown Creeper; Tui were plentiful. Australian Bittern looked a possibility here or at Mirror 
Lakes but nothing doing – nor with Yellow-crowned Parakeet. 
 
Te Anau glow worms cave is another trip well worth making the effort for; see 
https://www.realjourneys.co.nz/en/experiences/glowworm-caves/te-anau-glowworm-caves/ for bookings - we 
booked one day ahead on the phone from Wanaka. We had a wild, windy and invigorating evening trip from Te 
Anau, crossing the lake by boat and pulling up at the foot of the Murchison Mountains - as close as most people 
will ever get to a wild Takahe. The trip to the cave was really interesting and pretty well run. I was astonished to 
see a shearwater passing in silhouette into the glare on the trip out and then delighted when it later made a close 
flyby from the viewpoint / information centre by the caves – a freshwater Sooty Shearwater!  Presumably it had 
been blown in by the strong winds but could there still be a small, residual population clinging on somewhere in 
Fiordland? Cave excavations in this area reveal that many seabirds – including Mottled Petrel! - used these 
mountains prior to the arrival of humans and Kiore.  
 

4 Riverton 
Just a short mention for this tidy little place where we enjoyed a productive stop en-route on the scenic route 
from Te Anau to Bluff; the latter is about 45 mins further on. The museum at the information / visitor centre in 
the town ‘centre’ was terrific for an hour and estuary nearby produced lots of godwits, gulls, Grey Teal and 25 
Royal Spoonbills – quite birdy by New Zealand standards. Coastal views from the road before Riverton yielded 
Codfish Island, probably Solander Island and, er, Little Owl. 
 

5 Stewart Island 
This is a really fine place to spend a few days; very relaxing, covered in wonderful forest and with native birds 
abundant and easy to find. Despite generally poor weather, we had a very memorable time here.  
 
A Foveaux Strait crossing 
This is a one hour trip by fast catamaran. At least in summer Sooty Shearwaters and White-capped Albatrosses are bound to 
feature; we also saw many tens of Common Diving Petrels both times, along with poorish views of Cook’s Petrel and a Giant 
Petrel sp. You can expect Stewart Island Shag as well but not Broad-billed Prion – but some lucky people get it! 
 

 

https://www.realjourneys.co.nz/en/experiences/glowworm-caves/te-anau-glowworm-caves/


 

B Stewart Island 
Pelagic trip 
 
See 
http://www.aurorachar
ters.co.nz/Trips/Pelagic
-bird-trip.asp (and the 
collage of images on 
the immediate left!) A 
superb trip, even 
though they were only 
doing a 4-hour one on 
the day I was there. 
See the website for 
details; they appear to 
go virtually weekly and 
you can expect a rather 
different blend of 
tubenoses from 
Kaikoura with, at least 
on a good day, a few 
specials thrown in. We 
were blessed with 
‘great’ weather i.e. 
mist, lots of rain, swell 
and wind and the birds 
responded. A really big, 
stable boat and lots of 
shelter meant the rain 
was not an issue and 
decent photography 
was perfectly possible 
even in the foul 
conditions. We racked 
up six species of 
albatross, with superb 
views of Southern and 
Northern Royals, a few 
beautiful Buller’s and 
two young Black-
browed, along with 
Fairy Prions, White-
chinned and Cape 
Petrels in low numbers 
and many Common 
Diving Petrels. Mottled 
Petrel is a real special 

here, but you need to be fast as they don’t hang about – three seemed a reasonable score, given that Cook’s Petrels were 
everywhere (50+). Brown Skua is another special (at least from a New Zealand perspective) and we saw several close to their 
breeding islets. We also got epic views of Grey-backed Storm-Petrels (2 or 3), a species that wasn’t on my radar as being 
feasible here and one I had missed in the South Atlantic just a over a year earlier. Finally, back close inshore while viewing a 
colony of Stewart Island Shags we found a Short-tailed Shearwater amongst the White-capped Albatross melee close to the 
boat; Sooties had been winging everywhere further out but this was one far more obliging. I have done a lot of seabirding 
both from boats and from land in recent years and this trip was straight out of the top drawer – the only drawback of such a 
great trip is that there was not the distinct possibility that Kaikoura might prove a bit of an anti-climax.  

 
C Trip to Ulva Island 
These are easy to arrange with several little boats (‘water taxis’) making the crossing daily from the small wharf at Golden 
Bay, over the ridge from Oban. As we intended to visit on Christmas Day we emailed several of the operators and found 
Peter and Anyta (email: jackdaw13@slingshot.co.nz) particularly helpful – they were the only people operating on that day 

http://www.auroracharters.co.nz/Trips/Pelagic-bird-trip.asp
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and actually refused to 
charge us the fare, on 
the basis that they 
refused to work on the 
25th December. Only 
on Stewart Island… 
 
Once across, we spent 
the entire day very 
slowing walking the 
trails. Despite cloudy 
skies and a lot of 
drizzle, the birding was 
very good and most 
species were easily 
located. Common birds 
comprised Brown 
Creeper, Bellbirds, Tui 
and the outrageously 
tame South Island 
Robins. Kaka, also 
common over Oban, 
were seen very well 
striding round on the 
forest floor and, after 
several near misses, we 
eventually pinned 
down a number of 
parakeets – all proved 
to be Red-crowned. 
South Island 
Saddleback was not 
tricky, nor was Weka 
on several beaches but 
Yellowhead put up a 
real fight – I had to 
walk well off the trail 
to locate a noisy 
mobbing group that 
had surrounded a 
Sacred Kingfisher. Knowledge of the call was real asset here. Species such as Rifleman, Fantail and Gerygone were all 
present, but at surprisingly low densities although we found a lot of fine New Zealand Woodpigeons very easily. Give the 
Variable Oystercatchers nesting on the beaches a wide berth – they are not to be messed with. 

 
D Acker’s Point Sooty Shearwater colony 
We made the stiff walk out to here from Oban after dinner on our second night; it was wild and windy but proved a good job 
we made did it then as the following night was much worse, being very wet. We taped in Weka on the way out and, on 
arrival were soon having wonderful views of Sooty Shearwaters careening over the headland and making a mockery of the 
gale as dusk lengthened – by c2230 they were crashing through the trees and landing on the path as they made their ways to 
their burrows. We had a few calling from within the latter and fell in with a few Little Blue Penguins in the pitch black on the 
way back. Morepork is also a possibility out this way, but not in a force 7! 
 

E Stewart Island Kiwi trip 
Like everyone else, we booked our trip with Philip Smith at http://www.kiwispotting.co.nz/. This was done pretty much as 
soon as we started to sort out our itinerary the previous autumn and, as usual, Philip was pretty busy – there was some 20 
people on this trip. Despite this, and a lot of drizzle and very dark, leaden skies, things went to plan – we sailed out of Half-
moon Bay at 2100, in time to see a few Bottle-nosed Dolphins, Little Blue Penguins and the inevitable White-capped 
Albatrosses and, after half an hour, had moored up and were crossing the peninsula to the beach. Here, we took about 30 
minutes to find an enormous female Stewart Island Brown Kiwi foraging as little as about 12m away and we were able to 
watch it for over 20 minutes. Bitchin’! 

 

http://www.kiwispotting.co.nz/


6 The Catlins, en-route from Bluff to Dunedin 
It was only after some thought that we elected to leave Stewart Island on the early (0800) ferry and so give 
ourselves a whole day to get to Dunedin, following the Catlin’s Coast. Despite a grey, misty day and a band of rain, 
this proved an inspired choice and we had several really good, interesting stops. Namely:  

1. Curio Bay for our first Hector’s Dolphins (look into the sheltered bay from the campsite, not over the open sea) and 
hundreds of Sooty Shearwaters streaming past the headland, along with a few albatrosses and three Hutton’s 
Shearwaters; also don’t miss a visit to the fascinating petrified forest nearby, where our arrival was simultaneous 
with that of a Yellow-eyed Penguin returning to feed its two chicks; we had sensational views as it waddled by at 
close range. Given that this was lunchtime, this was most unexpected. 

 
2. Cathedral Cove – a spectacular coastal cave and a nice walk through some attractive native forest to get there. 

Somewhere beyond here on the road we rounded a corner to find a wet Swamp Harrier loafing on the tarmac – 
accompanied by at least two (adult and juvenile) New Zealand Pipits, the only ones we saw – didn’t realise these 
were going to be so sparse. Quite a few New Zealand Woodpigeons from the road in this general area too. 

 
3. Papatonai – quite a nice estuary even in thick mist with godwits, Royal Spoonbills etc. 

 
4. The Nuggets – worth visiting for the amazing coastal scenery, let alone the name. This is a really rugged, bleak area 

but a wonderful drive to get there, and an even better walk to the lighthouse at the end. There were plenty of 
Spotted Shags, plus an incongruous wind-blasted colony of Royal Spoonbills. We also had a total of five Yellow-
eyed Penguins here, and loads of fur seals – but no Southern Elephant Seals. 

 
7 Taiaroa Head and the Otago Peninsula 
This is all an easy day trip from Dunedin and we spent a full day sampling it, then quite a lot of the next in the 
excellent and never-ending Otago Museum. 

At the headland we were greeted by four Northern Royal Albatrosses careening over the headland repeatedly 
from the car park but the visit to the hide (see http://www.albatross.org.nz/) was a bit disappointing. There were 
no albatrosses flying over the headland during(midday) our visit, the glass in the hide is thick and insulating, and, 
although four incubating birds were visible, they were neither close nor active. Four displaying immature birds, 
which we saw from the sea later in the afternoon, would not have been visible from the hide. However the 
information display in the centre is pretty well done. 

Just on a whim, having seen the trip advertised whilst there, we elected to do a boat trip with Monarch (see 
http://www.wildlife.co.nz/ ) for a really good hour, going right underneath the cliffs at the headland and out to 
sea for a few kilometres. We had terrific looks at both Northern and Southern Royal Albatrosses and bow-riding 
Hector’s Dolphins, plus close and smelly views of fur seals and a large colony of Stewart Island Shags. We also 
saw lots of seabirds just by scanning from the cliffs by the headland car park. Southern Royal Albatross were easy 
to come by here, plus Hutton’s Shearwaters amongst bigger numbers of Sooties. 

Having spent most of the day on the headland, we set of for the final major target on the Otago Peninsula. 
Hooker’s Sea Lion is regular here and, following local advice, we found two little(ish) guys at Allan’s Beach and 
then a real whopping male at our last stop, Sandfly Beach. The latter is really spectacular and vast, and also has a 
few Yellow-eyed Penguins coming ashore in the evening; we saw four clambering up the steep sandy slopes (plus 
a few prominently positioned decoys). The drive out to Allan’s Beach produced quite a few waterfowl and a small 
variety of waders on the estuarine mud and nearby swampy fields. 

8 Kaikoura  

And so to Kaikoura. We spent a total of 2 ½ days here, mainly on the water, comprising two 2-hour albatross trips, 
one 4-hour one (enquire about this whilst booking with http://www.encounterkaikoura.co.nz/ – they will let you 
know if one is possible and will ask around if other prospective punters are interested) and a 3-4 trip to 
photograph and swim with Dusky Dolphins. Kaikoura also has a fabulous headland that is a great walk that will 
provide lots of New Zealand Fur Seals, oystercatchers, Double-banded Plovers, the odd Pacific Reef Egret and an 
enormous Red-billed Gull colony. Concentrations of Hutton’s Shearwaters are not too tricky to find a little way 
offshore (and there is a fascinating relocation scheme to try and encourage birds to breed on the headland itself – 
look out for the informative boards) but pretty calm conditions during our visit meant that most other seabirds 

http://www.albatross.org.nz/
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were distant. In summer the Sperm Whales are way offshore and generally not visible from land (it’s a different 
story in winter). 

But never mind the headland. The main reason to visit Kaikoura is to spend as much time as possible hopping on 
and of boats in search of albatrosses and cetaceans. Overall our tally of some 12 hours or so on the water was just 
about right to see pretty much everything feasible, including a fair selection of various Wandering Albatross 
plumages and to give the best chance of getting a good range of shots of seabirds in a variety of conditions and 
backdrops. Some of the results are illustrated below.  The tubenose selection for us comprised six albatross 
flavours, comprising both Royals, about 20 Wanderers in all (seemingly all gibsoni), Salvin’s and especially White-
capped and, as off Stewart Island, just the odd immature Black-browed. Numbers and variety of albatross are 
generally greater in winter but the selection of other tubenoses is much better in summer. These included 
hundreds of Hutton’s Shearwaters per trip, up to 30 Westland Petrels ditto giving good comparisons alongside 
White-chinned 
Petrels (c500 of 
these on the first 
trip when we 
bumped into a 
trawler) with a 
handful of 
Buller’s, Flesh-
footed and Short-
tailed 
Shearwaters all 
giving amazing 
close-up views as 
they whizzed 
around the boat 
and settled 
nearby.  Grey-
faced Petrels 
appeared on two 
trips (up to five) 
and the longer, 4-
hour trip (going 
rather further out) 
produced a single 
Cook’s Petrel and 
15 Fairy Prions. 

The trip to look for 
Dusky Dolphins 
produced quite 
good number of 
seabirds 
incidentally, plus a 
bonus in the form 
of a white morph 
Southern Giant 
Petrel, which is 
apparently pretty 
unlikely this far 
north in summer; 
all the rest were 
raucous immature 
Northern Giant 
Petrels.  



The dolphins put on a sensational show and we also fell in with a monstrous male Orca on the way back; the next 
day the local pod of c10 passed the headland as we disembarked and we followed them southwards along the 
coast road for two or so hours that afternoon, getting pretty good views as they cruised parallel to the coast. 

 

 

9 Marlborough Sounds 

We did this as a day trip from Kaikoura, having an early start for the two drive hour north to Picton. We spent all 
day here, but one trip was probably enough – we went with http://www.naturetours.co.nz/ who were pretty 
good and had a decent guide and friendly skipper. The afternoon ‘birder’s trip’ stops at Motorua Island for a few 
endemic landbirds and the whole place is pretty easy on the eye. The specials here are King Shag – pretty much 

http://www.naturetours.co.nz/


guaranteed; we saw c 12 in all scattered over several favoured haul outs) and Hector’s Dolphin (amazing views 
including a calf). We also had nesting Pied Cormorant, Spotted Shag and Australian Gannet, good views of 
Fluttering Shearwater, Arctic Skua and Pacific Reef Egret, whilst landbirds included New Zealand Woodpigeons 
and Bellbirds, South Island Robin and Saddleback on Motorua and Weka on Bluemine Island. You don’t get much 
time on Motorua but there is a chance of Yellow-crowned Parakeet as well. 

On the road between Kaikoura and Picton, but much closer to the latter, is a birdy lake south of Grassmere. This 
had as good a selection of waterfowl as anywhere, including Great Crested Grebe, New Zealand Scaup and 
Australian Shoveler, plus Black-billed Gull. Further south, c30km north of Kaikoura, Oahu Point has a great colony 
of very close Fur Seals. 

10 Ashley River Mouth 

We stopped here for about 30 mins to break up the journey from Kaikoura to Christchurch. The site is easily 
reached by turning east from highway 1 just after crossing the river bridge and heading slightly north of east to 
the car park before the beach. It was high tide when we got there, which is decidedly sub-optimal but the place 
still had a good selection of waterbirds. These included lots of White-fronted Terns, a few Black-billed Gulls and, 
amongst the Bar-wits my only New Zealand Whimbrel. Downtown Christchurch is less than 30 minutes further 
south.  

 

North Island 
We only spent 2 ½ days (three nights) here, to recover from the inward flight. But these were put to 
good use, with the first night at 
Miranda, reached by a one-hour 
drive from Auckland airport 
(arranged a 24-hour car rental 
from the airport via 
www.nzdcr.co.nz) and then two 
nights (but only one day) in the 
Auckland area. Not much of which 
was actually spent in Auckland. 
Getting into the city from the 
airport is a cinch on the airport 
bus. 
 
1 Miranda   
We spent one night at Miranda 
Shorebird Centre (contact 
shorebird@farmside.co.nz; no shops 
anywhere nearby so plan ahead if 
you are arriving early evening 
onwards). Being almost as keen on 
waders as albatrosses, this was an 
essential stop on a (boreal) winter 
visit to the North Island. We were 
lucky to have two high tides to play 
with, one at 1930 the evening we 
arrived and then the next morning all 
over again. The weather was 
fantastic and the bird spectacle awe-
inspiring. We located Shore Plover 
within 15 minutes of getting to the 
hide on the first night (one has 
turned up here for the last two 

http://www.nzdcr.co.nz/
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summers) and Wrybill (up to 70) and New Zealand Dotterel (3) were very easy as well. Other notable waders, out 
of 16 species, included three Pacific Golden Plover, 8 Sharp-tailed Sandpipers, a richly-marked melanuroides 
Black-tailed Godwit and a single Far Eastern Curlew. Views were really quite amazing with birds roosting at very 
close range in beautiful light and, as the tide fell, the Bar-wits and Red Knot making spectacular en-masse flights 
in response. The story of the Pacific-hopping Bar-tailed Godwits is incredible and it is worth spending some time 
in the visitor centre. Miranda also provides lots of other common New Zealand birds in short order, plus the 
chance of (probably brief) looks at Buff-banded Rail (keep a close eye on the back edge of the Stilt Pools). In the 
general area we visited the nearby hot springs and also drove round the bottom of the Firth of Thames and 
through Thames itself. The shoreline of the bay soon becomes very impressive and there are masses of Spotted 
Shags and White-fronted Terns on the roadside boulders. 
 
2 Auckland and the Hauraki Gulf (two nights, staying at the simultaneously bland and garish Jucy Hotel; 
stay@jucyhotel.com) 
Nothing too special about this sprawling city but the Hauraki Gulf is a different matter. The dates we were there 
didn’t conveniently coincide with a proper pelagic trip so to try and make some amends instead I spent a day on 
the ferry to Great Barrier Island and back. This equates to about 8 hours on the water and wasn’t bad at all. We 
went to Tryphena on the south end 
of Great Barrier Island; presumably 
trips to Port Fitzroy, getting you even 
closer to Little Barrier Island could be 
even better. This ferry crossing is no 
replacement for a proper pelagic trip 
but still provided some memorable 
sightings. The must-see here is the 
marvellous boing-boing White-faced 
Storm Petrel, which was present in 
several swarms of hundreds close to 
Cape Colville. I also had decent looks 
at Buller’s Shearwater and a few 
Cook’s Petrels which were good news 
at the time but were both seen much 
better off Kaikoura and Stewart 
Island respectively. Flesh-footed 
Shearwater, which I am normally 
quite keen on, caused problems as I 
looked in vain for Black Petrel and all 
the little shearwaters lacked the 
capital, being Fluttering. Great views 
of gannets (hundreds), Little Blue 
Penguins and, especially, Short-
beaked Common Dolphins made for 
an enjoyable day on the water. 
 
The only advantage of this trip over a 
real pelagic is that you get a couple of 
hours on Great Barrier Island itself. 
This a very big and very beautiful 
forested island with, at least near 
Tryphena, easy and genuine Brown 
Teal on the little stream running into 
the base of the bay – look for the 
roadsigns (!) I also had Kaka quite 
commonly on a short walk and outrageous views of road-running Buff-banded Rails and New Zealand 
Woodpigeons; Shining Bronze-Cuckoo were irritatingly persistent on voice. All-in-all, well worth a try. 
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