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From the Editor 
 
Kia ora koutou, 

 
Welcome to the July 2018 newsletter.  Details of the upcoming conference in 

Wellington in November are being finalised.  Keep an eye out for further 
information in the next few weeks.  In this issue of the newsletter, we have 
included profiles of the current NZES council members.  Feel free to pass on any 

ideas or suggestions you have about the society and its activities.  The proposed 
Special Issue of the NZ Journal of Ecology on Mātauranga Māori and shaping 

ecological futures is an exciting initiative.  Thank you to all the contributors to 
this newsletter. Hope you enjoy the read. 
 

Ngā mihi 
Angela Simpson 
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Illustrate Ecology 

Photo: Ben Cranston (PhD student at The University of Auckland) 

 

Tynan Burkhardt (University of Auckland) and Freddie Hjelm (The Living Tree Company) among 

the tree tops of a kauri forest.  A 24-hour measurement period at Huapai Scientific Reserve 
provided night-time transpiration and photosynthetic rates as part of an ongoing drought 
experiment.  You can see more photos and read about this project in this blog post 
aucklandecology.com/2018/04/16/a-great-day-and-night-of-tree-climbing/  

 

Ecotones – New ecological research 

Bruce Burns and Kiri Wallace 

A selection of recently published research on or relevant to New Zealand ecology 

(except that published in the New Zealand Journal of Ecology or ‘in press’).  The 

list of other publications on New Zealand ecology can be found towards the end 

of the newsletter. 

https://aucklandecology.com/2018/04/16/a-great-day-and-night-of-tree-climbing/
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1. The mystery of the disperser of New Zealand’s large seeds deepens 
 
One of the long-standing questions of New Zealand seed dispersal ecology is what dispersed 
the largest seeds?  New Zealand has a number of tree species with large to moderately large 
seeds that seem too large for the extant seed dispersing bird guild, except for kererū.  Were 
these tree species as dependent on a single bird for dispersal as today would suggest or were 
they also dispersed by animals now extinct?  Five trees in particular have characteristics 
consistent with dispersal by large ground-dwelling animals such as moa (e.g. early 
abscission, thick seed coats), and seeds of some of these species have been found in moa 
gizzards.  Carpenter et al. (2018) have recently analysed moa gizzards and coprolites to 
determine whether moa ate and dispersed large seeded species.  Their results show that moa 
did indeed eat large seeds such a mataī and hīnau, but the moa crop ground these seeds to a 
meal so they would not have survived gut passage.  Moa would have only dispersed small 
seeds.  Also simulated abrasion and acid wash applied to large seeds, mimicking the moa gut 
environment, did not speed up germination, so even if these seeds did survive passage intact, 
presence in the moa gut would not increase germination rates.  Where does this now leave 
us?  If moa didn’t disperse these large seeds, are the current limited dispersal agents enough 
for these species, or should we be looking at other possibilities, e.g. kiwi, weka, to answer the 
riddle.  As this paper comments, their results ‘slay a beautiful hypothesis with an ugly fact’, 
but to some extent close off a blind alley for dispersal research. 
 
Carpenter JK, Wood JR, Wilmshurst JM, Kelly D 2018.  An avian seed dispersal paradox: 

New Zealand’s extinct megafaunal birds did not disperse large seeds.  Proceedings 
of the Royal Society B:  Biological Sciences 285: art. no. 20180352. 

 

2. Signs of humpback whale population recovery in New Zealand 
 
Humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) in New Zealand waters are part of a 
population that feeds in Antarctica in summer, then migrates to tropical waters to breed in 
winter, probably around New Caledonia.  Southern hemisphere populations of humpbacks 
were hunted to near extinction by intensive illegal Soviet whaling in the Antarctic from 1947 
to 1973, with population estimates at the end of this period at only between 100-200 whales 
around New Zealand and Australia.  Whaling historically also occurred in New Zealand, with 
shore-based whaling occurred at Perano Station in Cook Strait until 1964, although not at 
the scale of the Soviet whaling effort.  Fortunately, since hunting has stopped (eventually 
after about 1986), humpback whale populations are known to have increased regionally, with 
substantial gains in waters off eastern Australia.  In New Zealand, that part of the northern 
migration of humpback whales passing through Cook Strait were observed by ex-whalers of 
the Perano Station and other observers from 2004 to 2015 in a truly amazing data collection 
effort.  Gibbs et al (2018) have analysed this observation data and determined a small but 
significant increase in the population of humpbacks undertaking this northern migration to 
their breeding grounds (from 1 to 6 sightings per day).  In these days of what seems like 
declining populations of wildlife everywhere, these signs of population recovery are very 
welcome, and hopeful for the future of humpbacks around New Zealand.  As well, the story 
of the Perano whalers working in the service of the whales they used to hunt is extraordinary, 
and reflects the complex nature of New Zealanders relationship with nature. 
 
Gibbs NJ, Dunlop RA, Gibbs EJ, Heberley JA, Olavarría C 2018.  The potential beginning of 

a postwhaling recovery in New Zealand humpback whales (Megaptera 
novaeangliae).  Marine Mammal Science 34: 499-513. 

 

3. Greenhoods: Soliciting for sex in the bush? 
 
Greenhood orchids (mostly Pterostylis spp.) is the largest group of native orchids within 
New Zealand, and are characterised by the strange fusion of the sepals and petals of the 
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flower that form an enclosed green vessel.  As well, the labellum (modified petal) of the 
flower is hinged and, when touched, flicks back in a mechanism which temporarily creates a 
trap in the base of this vessel.  The only way an insect can escape this trap is by crawling past 
the pollinia and, subsequently, stigmatic surface of the flower which enables pollination.  But 
what lures an insect into this trap in the first place?  One commonly held hypothesis has 
been that insects, in this case fungus gnats, are enticed to enter greenhood flowers by sexual 
deception.  That is, the flowers emit a chemical attractant (pheromone) similar to females of 
particular insect species that pull in frisky males of that species and cause them to engage in 
copulatory behaviour with parts of the flower.  Thalwitzer et al (2018) have now provided 
strong evidence that such a specialised pollination system occurs with New Zealand 
Pterostylis species.  They used sticky insect traps around flowers of three different 
Pterostylis species, and identified insects caught and particularly those carrying orchid 
pollinia.  Only males of specific fungus gnat species were associated with each Pterostylis 
species, and genetic analysis of the attached pollinia confirmed they came from the relevant 
orchids.  This work is significant as highly specialised pollination systems are rare in New 
Zealand, and sexual deception is probably at work. 
 
Thalwitzer L, Kelly D, Smissen RD, Butler R, Suckling DM, El-Sayed A 2018.  Species-

specific male pollinators found for three native New Zealand greenhood orchids 
(Pterostylis spp.) suggest pollination by sexual deception.  Australian Journal of 
Botany 66: 243-254. 

 

4. Artificial light: Negatively affecting wētā night life 
 

Artificial light is known to have a powerful effect on behaviour of nocturnal creatures.  While 
this could become a valuable tool to deter rodent incursions at breaks in pest-proof fences, it 
could simultaneously affect behaviour of endemic invertebrates such as wētā.  Farnworth et 
al. (2018) found that wētā in the fence hood at Maungatautari Ecological Island had a 
significantly reduced presence in lit conditions (by 87.5%).  Males in particular avoided light, 
probably as an anti-predator behaviour that allows them to remain inconspicuous while 
roaming for new roosting galleries and mating partners.  Reduction of these important 
activities would have undesirable long-term ramifications for wētā populations.  It is likely 
these results extend to other nocturnal New Zealand invertebrates as well. 
 
This work illuminates (pun intended) the serious impact light pollution could have on NZ 
wētā and emphasizes the effects of artificial light at night as an emerging research field for 
New Zealand.  While localized lights in pest-proof fences may not have population-wide 
effects, there are implications here for more widely-lit areas, such as urban green spaces.  If 
we are to successfully restore the iconic and ecologically valuable wētā to urban forest 
ecosystems, we should consider ways to mediate light in these areas. 
 
Farnworth B, Innes J, Kelly C, Littler R, Waas JR 2018.  Photons and foraging: Artificial light 

at night generates avoidance behaviour in male, but not female, New Zealand wētā.  
Environmental Pollution 236:82-90. 

 

5. What helps late-successional tree seedlings survive in restoration plantings? 
 

Forest restoration of greenfields (e.g. retired pastures, urban greenspace) is a growing 
practice, and due to the isolation of extant forest patches in many areas reducing their 
efficacy as potential seed sources, it’s up to humans to make sure all plant species are re-
instated.  This begs the question: when after initial plantings can we add enrichment species?  
These late-successional “Goldilocks” plants don’t like to be too hot or cold, and therefore 
must be added under an established canopy to minimise their exposure and also competition 
with herbaceous weeds.  Without them, the forest ecosystem will not return to a long-term 
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diverse, functional state.  We can’t skip planting them, but don’t want to waste money by 
planting in the wrong conditions and watching plants die. 

Here the authors planted six late-successional enrichment forest species into an urban 
restored forest chronosequence at Waiwhakareke Natural Heritage Park (Hamilton).  The 
chronosequence ranged from 2-7 years old.  They found that the forest canopy developed in a 
predictably linear fashion, regardless of tree species composition.  By about 5 years old, the 
canopy was 80% closed, creating conditions hospitable to enrichment plant survival and 
growth.  Interestingly, large proportions of tea tree (Leptospermum & Kunzea spp.) in 
canopies of this age decreased growth and survival of the seedlings.  Exact mechanisms for 
this are unknown but its possible belowground forces such as allelopathy may play a role.  To 
enhance enrichment plant success and long-term restoration success, they suggest planting a 
balanced mix of tea tree and broadleaved species in the original planting. 

Laughlin DC, Clarkson BD 2018.  Tree seedling survival depends on canopy age, cover and 
initial composition: trade-offs in forest restoration enrichment planting.  Ecological 

Restoration 36(1):52-61. 

News from NZES council 

Complied by Cate Macinnis-Ng 

 
Kia ora koutou!  We held our second NZES Council meeting for 2018 in Hamilton 
on 14th June.  As usual, we had some great conversations.  As a special treat, 

we had a lunch-time stroll through the University of Waikato fern garden. 
 

Exciting developments I'd like to share with you include a new initiative similar 
to the Ecological Society of Australia's Hot Topics 
https://www.ecolsoc.org.au/groups/hot-topics and the much anticipated 

mentoring scheme for students and early career ecologists.  Watch this space for 
more information coming soon.  Our annual awards are now open for 

nominations so please get those in by the end of August.  More information on 
our website  https://newzealandecology.org/awards-grants. 
 

We'd like some help with management of our website so if you are web-savy and 
would like to make a contribution, please get in touch with me c.macinnis-

ng@auckland.ac.nz.  We can offer training and the opportunity to connect with 
ecologists across the country. 

 
Wishing you all a warm winter filled with all things ecology! 
 

Mā te wā, 
Cate Macinnis-Ng (President) 

 

NZES Conference update 2018 

The 2018 conference will take place in Wellington from 26th to 29th November, 

at Victoria University of Wellington.  Sunday 25th will be a student day.  
Conference talks will occur from Monday to Wednesday, and on Thursday 29th 
there will be a selection of field trips to local and regional sites of ecological 

interest.  We anticipate symposia on urban ecology, animal behaviour, and 
cultural perspectives.  Members who would like to suggest additional symposium 

https://www.ecolsoc.org.au/groups/hot-topics
https://newzealandecology.org/awards-grants
mailto:c.macinnis-ng@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:c.macinnis-ng@auckland.ac.nz
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topics are encouraged to email details to Stephen.Hartley@vuw.ac.nz or 
chowell@doc.govt.nz including names of likely contributors. 
 

The website for submission of abstracts and early bird registrations will open on 
9th August. 

 

Profiles of NZES Office Holders 

President: Cate Macinnis-Ng 

 
Cate is Senior Lecturer in Ecology in the School of 
Biological Sciences at the University of Auckland.  Cate 

and her team work on a range of plant ecophysiology 
projects with a focus on the influence of climate on 

plant water relations.  In 2015, Cate was awarded a 
Rutherford Discovery Fellowship to study the impact of 

drought on kauri.  Before moving to Auckland in 2010, 
Cate worked and studied in Sydney.  When not 
working, she enjoys spending time with her husband 

and kids, swimming, and baking brownies. 
 

Immediate past president: Clayson Howell 
 
Clayson is an ecologist who works for the 

Department of Conservation in Wellington.  
His research is national scale weed ecology 

and control, and he is particularly interested 
in wilding conifer invasions in montane 
areas.  Clayson was NZES treasurer for 8 

years and President from 2015-2017.  He 
lives in Wellington and has written two kids 

books where pigs and goats are pests not 
heroes. 

 

mailto:Stephen.Hartley@vuw.ac.nz
mailto:chowell@doc.govt.nz
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Vice president: Tim Curran 
 

Tim is a senior lecturer in ecology at Lincoln 
University.  His research interests lie mainly in 

the field of plant functional ecology and in using 
functional traits to understand plant responses 
to disturbances, such as drought, fire, frost and 

cyclones.  A recent research focus has been to 
compare the flammability of a range of species 

by burning samples of them on his 'plant BBQ' 
(see photo).  The aims are to assess whether 
some plants have evolved to be more 

flammable, and also provide advice to farmers 
and fire managers as to which plants might 

promote or reduce fire spread across the 
landscape. 
 
Photo credit: David Hollander, Lincoln University. 

 
 

 
Secretary: Kiri Wallace 

 
Kiri completed a BSc in animal science and an MSc in 
wildlife ecology at the University of Delaware in the 

United States.  In 2013 she received the University of 
Waikato Doctoral Scholarship and moved to New 

Zealand to study her PhD on urban forest restoration 
ecology at the University of Waikato.  She is a 
Kiwi/American dual citizen and decided it was time to 

come live in New Zealand, obviously the superior 
country. 

Today she is happily settled as a post-doctoral scholar 
in the Environmental Research Institute at the 
University of Waikato and spends most of her time working with the People, 

Cities & Nature programme.  As of January 2018 she also became secretary for 
the New Zealand Ecological Society, which she has been a member of since 

2013, and received Best Student Poster from at the 2015 Christchurch 
conference.  She hopes to continue developing her research career in community 
and restoration ecology along with helping people reconnect to nature.  She also 

loves playing ultimate frisbee, reading a good book, and tramping among the 
beautiful wild places of New Zealand. 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

https://www.peoplecitiesnature.co.nz/
https://www.peoplecitiesnature.co.nz/
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Treasurer: Chris Bycroft 

 
Dr Chris Bycroft is a Senior Ecologist and Botanist at Wildland Consultants 

(Rotorua office) where he has worked since 2000.  He works as a botanist in a 
diverse range of habitats including geothermal, alpine, wetlands, forest, and in 
the alpine zone.  He also undertakes avifauna surveys.  Prior to working at 

Wildlands he completed a Ph.D. in the Botany Department, University of Otago, 
on the ecology and management of copper tussock grassland.  He had four years 

on the NZES Council (2007–
2011) where he was Awards 
Convenor.  Chris co-

organised the 2011 NZES 
conference in Rotorua.  He 

was President of the Society 
for two years from November 
2013 and since then has 

been the Treasurer.  In his 
spare time he enjoys 

tramping, running, 
photography, and visiting 

wild places throughout New 
Zealand. 
 

 
Councillors: 

 
Martin Bader (also webmaster) 

 

Martin is an ecologist with a research focus on plant ecology, 
plant-insect and plant-pathogen interactions and global 

change biology with a strong background in modern statistical 
modelling techniques.  He received his PhD from the 
University of Basel, Switzerland, investigating the effects of 

elevated atmospheric CO2 on forest trees.  After a 
postdoctoral stint in Western Australia, he joined the NZ 

Forest Research Institute (Scion) in a dual role as plant 
ecologist and biostatistician before joining AUT as a lecturer in ecology in 2017.  
His recent research focuses on plant water and carbon relations, kauri dieback 

and the ecology of native and invasive insects. 
 

Bruce Burns 
 

Hi, I’m Bruce Burns, an Associate Professor in 
Plant Ecology at the University of Auckland.  My 

research portfolio is focussed on understanding 
mechanisms driving plant community 
composition and structure, generally working in 

forests in natural, restoration and urban settings.  
Within that broad framework, specific projects I 

am currently undertaking with my brilliant 
students include the ecology of tree ferns, nest 
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epiphytes, impacts of kauri dieback on forests, structure and dynamics of urban 
forests and grasslands, and restoration of retired pastures.  I rejoined the New 

Zealand Ecological Society Council as a councillor at the 2017 conference, but 
have previously served on the Council for several years, including two years 

(2010, 2011) as President.  I see the Society as crucial to the promotion of 
ecology as a discipline within New Zealand and as a home and support base for 
professional ecologists.  I hope to maintain and improve the Society as a ‘place’ 

for ecologists to network, and improve the services that the Society provides to 
its members.  As a human, I’m keen on family, travel, food (particularly caramel 

slice), and Spanish guitar (though I can’t play). 
 
Simon Moore 
 

Simon is an ecologist with the Department of 
Conservation’s Terrestrial Ecosystems Unit based in 

Nelson.  He provides operational support for biodiversity 
restoration and ecosystem management.  This takes the 
form of advice to staff, partners and externals on plant 

ecology, inventory and monitoring, and natural area 
assessments.  He dips his toe into research 

occasionally.  Some recent work has been a 
collaboration with Project Janszoon in Abel Tasman National Park trialling 
techniques to reinstate black beech onto coastal headlands. 

 
Rachel Nepia 

 
Rachel is a PhD student at the University of 
Waikato.  Her main research interest is in 

pollination ecology.  Rachel’s current research, 
funded by New Zealand’s Biological Heritage NSC, 

is focused on understanding the role of introduced 
honeybees in New Zealand submontane forest.  As 
a student herself, Rachel represents the interests 

of students and early career researchers on the 
NZES council.  Any suggestions or feedback in this 

area is welcomed and can be directed to 
ret12@students.waikato.ac.nz. 
 

 
 

 
 
George Perry (also Scientific Editor of the New Zealand Journal of Ecology) 

 
George works in the School of Environment at the 

University of Auckland.  After  
studying at the University of Canterbury, George 
moved to the University of Melbourne where his 

PhD considered how altered fire regimes have 
affected forest dynamics in New Caledonia.  He then 

worked for four years at King’s College London, 
before returning to New Zealand in 2004.  His 

mailto:ret12@students.waikato.ac.nz


New Zealand Ecological Society newsletter 164, July 2018 10 
 

research focuses on the spatial dynamics of NZ forest ecosystems, the effects of 
altered disturbance regimes on forest landscapes, and the environmental 

transformations that accompanied human settlement of the Pacific. 
 

Angela Simpson (Newsletter editor) 
 
Angela is an ecologist at Wildland Consultants 

(Rotorua office) where she has worked since 2015.  
Angela completed a MSc in Biological Science at 

the University of Waikato.  Her thesis investigated 
how physiological traits of sixty-five native tree 
species vary across environmental gradients and 

how this knowledge can improve ecological 
restoration planning.  At Wildlands, Angela works 

on a range of projects, including vegetation monitoring, vegetation mapping, 
and restoration planning.  After being a member for a few years, Angela offered 
to be newsletter editor, which is proving to be an enjoyable way to help the 

society. 
 

Special Issue of New Zealand Journal of Ecology in 2019 

 
New Zealand Journal of Ecology is calling for submissions for a 2019 Special 

Issue entitled “Mātauranga Māori and shaping ecological futures”. 
 

Māori have distinct cultural knowledge, values, and perspectives that establish 
rights, responsibilities and relationships with flora and fauna. There is increasing 
recognition from scientists, practitioners, environmental managers, policy 

makers and others that mātauranga Māori enhances our understanding of 
ecology and provides valuable perspectives and frameworks to guide research, 

management and policy development. However, few papers published in the 
New Zealand Journal of Ecology address and explore these interfaces. 
 

This special issue invites submissions with a focus on mātauranga Māori and how 
it is informing current and future research and decision-making in ecology. We 

seek a mix of short (<5000 word) thematic and review-style manuscripts that 
showcase how mātauranga Māori is shaping ecological research and decision-
making.  We also invite submissions that provide opinion and share experiences 

in this field.  As such, submissions may not necessarily conform to the usual 
manuscript structure of the New Zealand Journal of Ecology.  We encourage 

publication of manuscripts with abstracts in te reo Māori and English, and lay 
summaries in te reo Māori and English. 
 

Papers may (but are not limited to) address one or more of the following topics: 
• te ao Māori worldview representations in ecology 

• Case studies demonstrating the complementarity of mātauranga Māori 
with western science, and kaupapa Māori approaches for using it 
effectively alongside western science 

• Strategies for effectively engaging with Māori communities, enhancing 
Māori voices through collaboration, and in science communication 

• Indigenous ecological knowledge 
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• Māori review of research data and interpretation of findings 
• Story as research; how narratives and mātauranga Māori are understood, 

and history, oral history and histiography as they relate to understandings 
of mātauranga Māori 

• Use of mātauranga within kaitiakitanga-based approaches and practices 
 
The anticipated date of publication is 30 November 2019 and the manuscript 

submission deadline is 15 March 2019.  The guest editorial team currently 
includes Cilla Wehi, Jacqueline Beggs and Tara McAllister.  Please send a title, 

list of authors and a preliminary abstract which briefly describes your proposed 
manuscript to the chief guest editor, Cilla Wehi (WehiP@landcareresearch.co.nz) 
by 31 August 2018. 

 
The guest editors will inform authors by the 30 September 2018 whether their 

proposed manuscript has been selected for the Special Issue.  The invitation to 
submit a full manuscript does not necessarily guarantee acceptance: 
manuscripts will be subject to the normal peer review process, and authors will 

need to meet critical time schedules. 
 

Please contact Cilla Wehi or Tara McAllister (tara.mcallister0@gmail.com) if you 
have any queries. 

 

NZES award nominations 2018 

The following New Zealand Ecological Society awards are now open for 

nominations: 
• Te Tohu Taiao - Award for Ecological Excellence 
• Ecology in Action 

• Outstanding Publication on New Zealand Ecology 
• Honorary Life Membership 

 
Details of the awards and nomination requirements are available on the website 
at http://newzealandecology.org/awards-grants. 

 
The awards are an opportunity to recognise New Zealand ecologists who have 

made an outstanding contribution to academic or applied ecology, transfer of 
ecological knowledge and service to the New Zealand Ecological Society. 
 

Nominations close Friday 31 August 2018.  Please email all nominations to 

Tim Curran at awards@newzealandecology.org or Timothy.Curran@lincoln.ac.nz 

 

The Council aims to spread the judging of awards across a range of disciplines 
and to balance the representation from different institutions and agencies.  

Please contact awards@newzealandecology.org or Timothy.Curran@lincoln.ac.nz 

if you can help. 

 
 

 
 

http://newzealandecology.org/sites/all/modules/civicrm/extern/url.php?u=91&amp;qid=23700
mailto:awards@newzealandecology.org
https://newzealandecology.org/sites/all/modules/civicrm/extern/url.php?u=150&qid=33562
mailto:awards@newzealandecology.org
https://newzealandecology.org/sites/all/modules/civicrm/extern/url.php?u=150&qid=33562
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NZES student travel grants 2018 

Applications are also open for student travel grants to attend the 2018 NZ 

Ecological Society conference in Wellington.  Applications are due by Friday 14 
September 2018.  Details about the grants can be found here 
https://newzealandecology.org/awards-grants/student-travel-grants  

 
Please email your application form and accompanying documentation to 

travelawards@newzealandecology.org 
 

News from across the ditch 

The Ecological Society of Australia November bulletin included articles about the 

values of attending conferences, Australia’s draft National Biodiversity Strategy, 
and a tribute to David Goodall.  You can read more online here: 

https://www.ecolsoc.org.au/files/bulletins/bulletin_june2018.pdf 

 

Auckland Zoo Conservation Fund supports ecology 

Bridgette Farnworth, University of Waikato 
 

I was awarded some funding from the Auckland Zoo Small Grants Program for a 
research project and one of the conditions of the award was to make a publicity 
video.  Here is the link for Auckland Zoo's facebook page where the video was 

shared recently.  
https://www.facebook.com/AKLZOONZ/videos/10155686921021984/  The 

hypothesis was that artificial light could deter invasive rodents from entering 
pest free sanctuaries, like Maungatautari Ecological Island.  Related work was 
also featured in Ecotones, article 4. 

 
The Auckland Zoo Conservation Fund supports conservation efforts in New 

Zealand and overseas.  The Auckland Zoo Conservation Fund Small Grants 
Programme exists to help provide relatively small levels of funding for ongoing 
projects or pilot programmes with clear conservation value.  More information on 

this funding can be found here:  
https://www.aucklandzoo.co.nz/get-involved/conservation-fund  

 

  

https://newzealandecology.org/awards-grants/student-travel-grants
mailto:travelawards@newzealandecology.org
https://www.ecolsoc.org.au/files/bulletins/bulletin_june2018.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/AKLZOONZ/videos/10155686921021984/
https://www.aucklandzoo.co.nz/get-involved/conservation-fund
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Book review: Biogeography and Evolution in New 

Zealand 

 

Bill Lee 
 
I hesitated to write a few comments about Michael 

Heads’s latest book on biogeography and evolution in 
New Zealand because I have never really understood 

panbiogeography, although I was aware of the 
debates about approaches to biogeography that 
surfaced in New Zealand late last century. However, I 

am intensely interested in the evolution, 
biogeography and ecology of our biota and will read 

anything that attempts to explain the patterns and 
features we see today. 
 

The book is substantial, comprising 17 chapters and 
635 pages. It begins with an introduction to the 

spatial basis of 
biogeography and 
evolutionary 

timelines before 
providing an 

extensive account 
of New Zealand geology. This is followed by an introduction to New Zealand 

biota, and then more detailed regional accounts of northern New Zealand and 
southern New Zealand, including the Chatham Islands, Stewart Island, the 
northern South Island, and regions adjoining the Alpine Fault. The next three 

chapters are case studies focusing on the age, origin and diversification of 
various plant and animal groups. The final chapters cover aspects of 

evolutionary ecology, combining detailed accounts of the morphological types 
and shifts of various plants and animals in New Zealand. The final chapter 
revisits the centre of origin concept, and how a panbiogeographic approach 

might influence conservation. 
 

I enjoyed reading this book, for several reasons. For a start, it contains a huge 
compilation of distributional information for New Zealand, and elsewhere, across 
a broad range of taxa, deriving explanations to explain current geographical 

ranges and overlaps. In his search for patterns, Heads takes the full range of 
organisms and where they live seriously, crossing the traditional biotic 

boundaries observed by many researchers. He also covers interesting issues 
relating to how plants and animals evolved in New Zealand in relation to our 
past and present geography, geology and climate history. In this he includes 

some of the distinctive features we have here, such as animal flightlessness and 
plant architecture. This is refreshing and places current questions in an 

appropriate time frame and context. Heads brings a clear, uncompromising 
polemic to these issues, especially in terms of the foundational and enduring 
importance of geology, and the minor role for long-distance dispersal-driven 

speciation and ecology generally, in the origin of lineages and community 
assembly. Finally, in his quest for coherence, the author sees history and 

Michael J. Heads 2017.  Biogeography and Evolution in New Zealand.  
CRC Biogeography Series, Taylor and Francis Group.  635 pp. 
https://www.crcpress.com/Biogeography-and-Evolution-in-New-

Zealand/Heads/p/book/9781315368177 

https://www.crcpress.com/Biogeography-and-Evolution-in-New-Zealand/Heads/p/book/9781315368177
https://www.crcpress.com/Biogeography-and-Evolution-in-New-Zealand/Heads/p/book/9781315368177
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occupancy as invariably linked, forcing neo-ecologists to test the assumptions 
we make about range limits, environmental correlations and recent movements. 

 
The topics Heads covers are deeply interesting and relevant to understanding 

the origin and distribution of life in New Zealand. His is a thought-provoking 
book with a clear perspective that sees limited relevance for ecology and 
evolution in the diversification of life. However, at times ideology seems to 

override the data, and in places explanations are frankly incomprehensible. 
Many New Zealand researchers are critiqued at some point for their assumptions 

and interpretations. For Heads, biotic distributions form the process of 
origination, and it is unclear what additional - if any - mechanisms he 
acknowledges. On this basis, niche specialisation should prevail over niche 

expansion in most lineages, but both appear to be important in the plant 
radiations I am familiar with in New Zealand. 

 
I think ecologists need to acknowledge the importance of history, but many will 
find it hard to accept Heads’s insistence that lineages are hard-wired spatially to 

particular geologies, not least because of the occasional success of non-native 
plant species in foreign, natural, non-modified ecosystems. In New Zealand, 

distributional limits often coincide with geological boundaries or faults, as these 
are both widespread and frequently parallel with climate types or gradients. 

Heads argues that a local biota emerges with a particular geology, but this is 
impossible to sustain, in my view, over epochs and through tectonic and 
environmental change, especially when some lineages appear quite young. In 

my view Heads takes ideas that may be true in one context and extends them to 
cover all eventualities. The mantra that Earth and Life systems evolve together 

is clearly correct, but the idea that geological legacy effects extend from the 
Mesozoic across all terranes is, I believe, false. His argument that species may 
be much older than the Pleistocene, or even than what current molecular 

phylogenies indicate, is likely correct for some groups, but certainly not all. 
 

I am comfortable with panbiogeography having an exposure in peer-reviewed 
scientific journals. Testable, evidence-based views should be welcomed and 
evaluated as part of the hypothesis-testing evolution of science. My perspective 

is that some of the ideas Heads advances are valid, some have been refuted, 
some appear outside the realm of science, and some are potentially testable in 

the years ahead. If you read science books to consolidate conventional 
orthodoxy then I suspect this is not a book for you. If you enjoy natural history, 
like to debate perspectives, and want some new ideas to test, then you may find 

this book informative. 
 

Other recent publications on New Zealand ecology 

Bruce Burns 
 

Apologies if I have missed your publication in my search.  If I have, please send 
a citation to b.burns@auckland.ac.nz so I can include it in the next Ecotones. 
 

Addison SL, Walbert K, Smaill SJ, Menkis A 2018.  Edaphic properties related with changes 
in diversity and composition of fungal communities associated with Pinus radiata.  
Pedobiologia 66: 43-51. 

mailto:b.burns@auckland.ac.nz
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Noticeboard and upcoming conferences 

 

NZES conference 2018 

The next NZES conference will be held in Wellington, from 26th to 29th November 
2018, at Victoria University of Wellington.  A student day will be run on Sunday 

25th November.  Conference talks will occur from Monday to Wednesday, and on 
Thursday 29th there will be a selection of field trips to local and regional sites of 

ecological interest  Members who would like to suggest symposium topics are 
encouraged to email Stephen.Hartley@vuw.ac.nz or chowell@doc.govt.nz 

including names of likely contributors.  The website for submission of abstracts 
and early bird registrations will open on 9th August. 

 

 

2nd International Wildlife Reintroduction Conference 

Lincoln Park Zoo (Chicago, Illinois, USA) in partnership with the International 

Union for the Conservation of Nature’s (IUCN) Reintroduction Specialist Group 

(RSG) will host the 2nd International Wildlife Reintroduction Conference during 

Nov. 13-16, 2018.  The full program for the meeting is now available.  Please 

visit https://www.reintro.org/schedule/ to view the schedule of speakers as well as to 

access the abstracts for the talks and e-posters that will be presented.  In 

addition to the conference there are limited spots available for a pre-conference 

workshop (IUCN RSG Training for Effective Conservation Translocations), and 

two post-conference meetings (Reintroducing Migratory Birds Symposium, and 

PopLink: A data management tool for reintroduction programs Workshop) that 

are also available for registration.  The early bird registration rates end 6 July 

2018. 

Please visit www.reintro.org for more information. 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Stephen.Hartley@vuw.ac.nz
mailto:chowell@doc.govt.nz
https://www.reintro.org/schedule/
http://www.reintro.org/
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National Wetland Restoration Symposium  Registration now open 

Every two years, the National Wetland Trust organises a gathering of community 

groups, landowners, iwi, scientists, wetland managers and students who are 

interested in sharing and learning about wetland restoration.  Usually spread 

over three days, the symposia include field trips, practical training opportunities, 

soapbox sessions and presentations from a wide range of enthusiasts and 

professionals. 

The next symposium will be held in Napier from 26-28 September 2018, at the 

Napier War Memorial Conference Centre.  The format will comprise two days of 

presentations and workshops and a whole day field trip on the last day, 

returning to the venue by 4 pm. 

The theme is Living Wetlands in the Living Landscape. 

Keynote speakers include renowned Australian ecologist Matt Herring and Fish 

and Game CEO Martin Taylor.  Working on more than 850 farms in the Murray-

Darling Basin, Matt Herring has become a strong advocate for working alongside 

farmers to unleash the conservation potential of private land.  He is passionate 

about the ideal of producing food and conserving biodiversity at the same time. 

 

 

 

Opening of Prime Minister’s Science Prizes 

Entries for the 2018 Prime Minister’s Science Prizes are now open, with New 
Zealand’s most talented established and emerging scientists, science teachers 

and science communicators able to apply for awards worth a combined value of 
$1 million across five categories. 

The New Zealand Government introduced The Prime Minister’s Science Prizes in 

2009 as a way of raising the profile and prestige of science among New 
Zealanders and to increase its profile as a key contributor to economic wealth 
and to highlight its role in solving future challenges through innovation. 

The major prize, worth $500,000, is presented to an individual or team whose 

research has had significant impact in New Zealand or internationally. Previous 
winners have been recognised for research in areas ranging from health to 
climate change to new energy technologies. 

To find out more and to lodge entries visit:  www.pmscienceprizes.org.nz 

http://www.wetlandtrust.org.nz/Site/Wetland_Events/Restoration_Symposia.ashx
https://www.napier.govt.nz/napier/venues-to-hire/napier-conference-centre/
http://www.murraywildlife.com.au/matthew-herring/
https://fishandgame.org.nz/news/fish-and-game-announces-new-chief-executive/
http://www.pmscienceprizes.org.nz/
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