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Some Ecological Aspects of the Huit Valley as an
Animal Habitat

R. K. Dell

This contribution is not the result of a lone-
term Intensive ecological study of ‘the Hutt
Vallev. It is rather a serics of notes on those
aspects of the valley and ‘its animals that have
come to the notice of a zoologist living i the
middle of the lower portion of the valley. The
seleetion of topies perhaps mirrors the bias of
the observer and certainly there has been no
attempt to be comprehensive. The writer has
at different times considered the Hutt Vallev
from the following viewpoinlts :—

1. An area devoted primarily to human oceu-
pation, industry and farming, with hills of
bush or rough serub on each side.

2. A river system edged with narrow sirips
of waste land, acting in part as a corridor
and in part as a habitat in itself.

3. A series of small isolated native habitats
i a sea of induced habitat of little real
interest.

4. A major habitat utilised largely by an
introduced fauna.

2. An area in which some native species appear
to have adapted themselves to a very altered
habitat either by occupyving niches which
are essentially the same as those they filled
originally or by changing their habits by a
sufficient margin to survive. In other words
a laboratory in which dozens of ecological
experiments are being condueted, all essen-
tially uncontrolled.

Birds are a convenient group to use as illust-
rations for some of these viewpoints as they are
obvious and well known.

I. A few native birds such as the harrier,
N.Z. falecon and tui appear in the valley mainly
in transit bétween the eastern and western hills
and viee versa. Probably more species than this
are involved but the three above have been
actually observed. The tul does descend to
gardens when the kowhai is in flower.

2. The river with its associated surrounding
waste lands is in many respects the most im-
portant 'bird habitat in that it affedts the
areatest number of species. Typical freshwater

birds sueh as the shags, ducks, kingfisher and

swan can be seen feeding along it and some
of them nedt along its banks. The only wader
to utilise the river banks is the banded dotterel
which once used to nest along the river flats.
Although not common 'the odd pair of birds in
breeding plumage are still to be met in places.
A single white heron was observed during the
peak season of 1957/58. But the most important
speeies are the marine forms, red-billed culls,
(faspian lterns and black-backed gulls. Of these
the black-backed gulls are the most consistent
and probably the most significant species. Their
behaviour patterns in relation to the river are
complex and have so far failed to submit 'to the
writer’s analysis. Some birds are usually to be
seen ‘along the river. When the whitebait are
running in the spring and again when voung
bullies are running in the autumn there are
usually a wouple of gulls stationed at every
rapid and along ithe more extensive shallow
reaches. In summer large flocks settle regularly
on a number of favoured gravel flats. These
are all normal enough activities and are what
one would expeect.

But ‘the most econstant, most mnoticeable
activity 1s a well-marked seemingly rhyvthmic
movement. of birds up and down the river. Un-
fortunately the rhythm of the movements cannot
be explained as yet. Some birds do pass up the
river to move out of the valley over the Hay-
wards Saddle and so gain access to the Pauata-
hanuwi Harbour.

The river i1s of course a perfectly good
habitat in itself as well as adting as a corridor.
Some of 1ts aquatic animals, in particular the
vertebrates, carry out quite definite regular
movements up and down its length. Old illustra-
tions of ‘the wvalley indicate a much more
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slugeishly flowing river with heavily wooded
banks and obviously graded reaches. At present
the river bed for a great deal of its course In
the middle valley is a bed of rather bare, moving
eravel, Like all gravel rivers it is constantly
changing its course within the limits of its flood
banks. There are numerous fairly regularly
spaced gravel extraction plants which affect the
river as a habitat very considerably and prevent
adjacent stretehes of river from ever attaining
a stable pattern. Over most of the lower and
middle valley the river is clouded with silt
stirred up by ‘the workings of these plants
during normal working hours and for some
hours afterwards. Many of the plants work a
halt day on Saturday so that in fadt the river
water is heavily clouded with silt during most
of the daylight hours for six days of the week.
Anvone who measured the light penetraftion
qualities of Hutt River water on Sundays
would gain a wcompletely wrong picture of
average conditions.  The amount of sunlight
cut out by the soup-like water during the rest
of the week must have a considerable effeet on
the development of aquatie plants. The heavy
concentration of silt must also affect filter-
Feeding animals.

There i1s some evidencee to show ‘that even

since 1900 there have been quite significant

changes in the invertebrate fauna of the river.
Freshwater molluses are almost entirely lacking
from the main Hutt River syvstem from the
estuary alt least as far up as Silverstrcam. Some
species are present in  backwaters and small
tributary streams. Colleetions made around 1900
show that more species were present at that
time and thev were obviously commoner than
they are today.

The river is tidal as far as the new Melling
Bridee and at this point, river flounder, vellow-
eved mullet and kahawhai have been observed.
Most of the freshwater fishes have very definite
migratory movemenlts up and down the river,
the movements almost alwayvs concerned with
the breeding evele. Kels and Galarias atten-
watus (the adult form of whitebait) move down
to the sea to breed, lamprevs come upstream to
breed. The larval voung of the Galarias come
upstream in schools in the spring and there are
upstream migrations of young bullies in autumn.

3. The small isolated native habitats, areas of
serub or bush are mostly close to the eastern or
western hills.  Most of them have been some-
what altered but thev do give good indications
of the original plant cover of the valley. Sueh
patches are usually too small to serve as refuges
for native birds, though they are used by the

species present in the valley, native and intro-
duced. These patehes of serub or bush do, how-
ever, preserve a sample of ‘the invertebrate
animals which formerly lived in the valley.

4. The dtudy of ‘the introduced fauna in an
area such as the Hutt Valley is i its infaney,
as 1t 1s in New Zealand generallv. Apart from
species which are potential or actual pests
(most marked amongst the inseets and the
mammals) Ithese introductions have never been
fully listed mueh less adequately documented.
Some apparently eame in so early that they are
usually elaimed as matives, e.g., the katvdid and
praving mantis. Others in spite of all efforts
at quarantine have arrived unheralded and un-
recorded. In a country such as New Zealand
there is often a prejudice against studying
introduced species, a prejudice that is only
slowly overcome. It is oyvercome when the plant
or animal comes into direet competition with
man. Until it does become a recognised pest its
study receives little or no monetary support and
the results of such study little seientifie recog-
nition.

In the Hutt Valley there 1s a vast unrecorded
introduced fauna, mueh more mneglected in
seientifie literature than lthe invertebrates of
(‘fampbell Island.

0. Perhaps the most interesting feature of
relationships between animals and their environ-
ment in the valley is the way in which some
naltive animals are surviving in the most
changed areas. The species which do this most
easilv are those occupving a mniche which is
largely reproduced in the new habitat. Provid-
ing there has been a means of transition from
one physical habitat to another, such species
may survive readily enough and if they can
change or adapt themselves to some new con-
ditions they may even inerease in numbers. The
common ‘free weta (Hemideina thoracica) is a
zood example. In ‘bush or serub this orthop-
teran lives in knot holes, hollow limbs, or bark,
coming out to feed at night. In suburban
gardens this weta may be commoner than in any
comparable area of native plant cover. Privet
hedges, stumps, wood heaps, the gaps between
weatherboards, and eountless other places in
backyards provide adequate cover. The major
adaptation ‘that Ithis species has had to make
1s in relation to food plant. Any change that
was made was probably a gradual process, but
at the same time many gardens have Coprosma,
Hebe and Leptospermum well represented.

An allied weta (Hemiandrus similis) living
in shallow burrows in soil seems much commoner
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in earden habitats than it is in undisturbed
areas. Vast areas of cultivated soil whieh have
heen made available by the efforts of countless
cardeners present a much more aceessible
physical habitat. Again there must have been
a change in food plants, but in backyard veget-
able gardens ‘there has been a wealth of
nutritive food to seleet trom.

Several species of stick insects have made
themselves at home in Hutt Vallev gardens,
some on ornamental manuka, but others seem
well adapted to a selection of ornamental shrubs
and some especially to pip-fruit trees and rasp-
herry canes.

A few ground bedtles, especially species of
the genus Cilibe, seem thoroughly at home in
gardens. Tiger beetles of the family Cicin-
dellidae are probably much commoner as there
is muech more ground suitable for larval bur-
rows. Mantis (Orthodera manistralis) and katy-
did (Caedicia simpler) are certainly far com-
moner in gardens than they are amongst native
vegetation, but both of these are probably
introduced inseets and the mantis appears to be
a most adaptable animal over its whole range.

All the examples considered so far have been
insects and it is not surprising that members
of ‘this group should be well represented
amongst the more adaptable native animals.
I't is perhaps more surprising that representa-
tives of groups which lack a protective exo-
skeleton and which must keep themselves in a
damp habitat should also be well represented.
Our native earthworms are classic ecases of
animals which disappear as soil is stripped of
native vegetation and cultivated. One large
exception is well known in the Hutt Valley—
Octochaetus multiporus, which lives deep down
in heavy clay and is abundant in garden areas
which are heavy and not over-well cultivated.
In ftaet of course its original niche 1s still
present and available practically unchanged.

Two native land molluses provide an interest-
ing example of how two allied animals with dif-
ferent habitat requiremenits have managed to
survive. Our native slugs belong to the tamily
Athoracophoridae, and differ markedly in strue-
ture ‘and habit from the introduced European
sluegs whieh have established themselves most
satisfactorily in both native and altered habitats
in New Zealand. The two groups are so dif-
ferent in habit that they do not appear to come
into competition with one another and this faet
has probably assisted these two species of
natives to become adapted to garden conditions,

Athoracophorus bitentaculatus is largely an
arboreal species. It is small, less than an inch
in length and is common in gardens usually n
rougher areas around the outskirts. These
animals follow rather a fixed pattern of move-
ment. When foliage i1s wet they are active
at night, erawling on leaves ¢te., remaining on
the undersides or in curled-over leaves during
the dav time. When conditions become too
dryv they migrate downwards and take refuge
on egrass roots, bases of flax bushes, amongsi
fallen leaves ete.

Pseudaneitea papillata is considerably larger,
up to 3 inches in length when quiescent, but
may be 5-6 inches long when extended. This
species is strietly terrestrial and in natural
habitats is usually associated with rotten wood,
probably because it feeds upon small fungi
which it seems 1o ingest together with some
rotting wood. Surprisingly enough this species
turns up fairly regularly in local gardens and
not only in newly established ones ail. that.

Some spiders seem to have accepted the con-
ditions brought by human occupation rather
easilv. The largest common form around gardens
in the Hutt Valley and even in central parts
of Wellington is the tunnel web spider, Porrho-
thele antipodiana. This is probably the com-
monest single animal sent in for comment and
identification to the Dominion Museum year
after vear. It is fortunate that the bite, though
painful, is not as generally poisonous as ifs
Australian  counterpart which seems equally
common in built-up areas.

Two birds show progressive stages in the
colonising of habited areas by native species.
Fantails have established themselves fairly
oenerallv, hawking small flies over compost
heaps and under shrubs and trees. We have
two or ithree semi-permanent residents in our
own quarter-acre section. These birds are pre-
sent (continuously as far as one can be certain)
for six to seven months of the vear. They
ranish during the breeding season and seem to
seek out conditions approaching their original
native preferences for breeding. For those
species which can move readily, the fact of
breeding in a new habitat can be taken as a
eriterion for determining complete mltegration.
(fontrasting with the fantail and erev warbler
(which follows mueh the same pattern), the
white-eye, within the framework of its seasonal
communal flocking and migration behaviour as
outlined by Mr. Bull has reached the sStage
where it will nest in gardens fairly regularly
I there i1s sufficient cover,
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One method by which some members of the
so-called eryptozoie fauna may have made the
transition from native bush to suburban gardens
may be outlined. Under isolated rotting logs in
well-established pastures live quite a number
of these animals which require a moist habitat.
The speecies present include several land snails,
planarians, millipedes, centipedes, ground

heetles of Ithe family Carabidae and even Peri-
patus (which 1is also well established under
oorse serub).

(vardens are of course only an extreme form
of induced habitat and the species which have
adapted themselves to gardens have been
stressed to show thalt the total transition is pos-
sible,

Birds of the Huit Valley

P. C. Bull

INTRODUCTION

The present paper consists of two parts: the
first deals with the movements of birds from
one place to another, and the second, in the form
of an appendix, provides a preliminary list of
the species that oceur in the area.

The Hutlt Valley provides good examples of
several types of bird movements, but few of
these have been studied 'in detail. The present
account ineludes an interim report on a current
study of the movements of blackbirds and
thrushes in the Hutt Valley, a summary of
miscellaneous observations on the movements of
other species in the area, and a discussion on the
significance of these movements to general
ccological problems.  The seientifie mames of
species mentioned in the text are listed in 'the
appendix.

MOVEMENTS OF BLACKBIRDS AND THRUSHES

There are no marked seasonal changes in the
distribution ot blackbird and thrush populations
in the Hutt Valley, ‘and ringing has therefore
been used to deéteet movements made by
individuals. The birds are caught in modified
Potter traps, and marked with aluminium rings
provided by the Ornithological Society: coloured
plastie rings are also used to identify individual
birds without recapture. Most of the ringing
has been done in Waterloo Road, but six sub-
stations, all within two miles of the main station,
have been operated tfrom time to time. The study
was started in July 1951, and 614 blackbirds
and 164 thrushes have been ringed sinee then:
of these, 428 blackbirds and 123 thrushes were
ringed at the main station.

the size of territories.
avallable, however, suggest that blaekbirds’
territories in this part of Lower Hulftt are some-

The movements of non-migratory species, such
as blackbirds and Ithrushes are of two kinds.
Adult birds merely move from place to place
within the immediate vieinity of their breeding
territories, but voung birds disperse over much
oreater distances. The author’s ringing station
is  surrounded by numerous small privalte
cardens, and this makes it difficult to measure
The few observations

where between the 04 to 0.6 aceres found by
Snow  (1956) in Oxtord (England) and the

1.5 to 2 aeres reported by Gurr (1954) from
Dunedin.

More satistactory data are available on dis-
persal of voung birds. A total of 71 ringed
blackbirds and 16 thrushes have been found
dead so tar.® The dispersal pattern of birds
ringed at Waterloo Road is shown in Fig. 1
which 1s based on 22 blackbirds and eight
thrushes recovered more than 220 vards from
the ringing station; a further 34 blackbirds and
four thrushes, recovered at lesser distances, are
omitited from ‘the figure. Most of the birds
were recovered within half a mile of the ringing
station, but a few moved considerably greater
distances. For instance, a blackbird moved
from Waterloo Road to Lowry Bay (three
miles) and a thrush to Moore’s Valley Road,
Wainuiomata (tour miles). This last recovery
Is of particular interest sinece the bird had

*Grateful acknowledgement is made to D. Arthur,
M. Buchler, R. K. Dell and R. H. Taylor who have
ringed birds at the sub-stations and also to the many
members of ‘the public who have co-operated in return-
ing dead birds to the Dominion Museum,



