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INTRODUCTION

1. My full name is Rosalie Kate Stamp.  I hold a Bachelor of Science degree in Ecology and a Master of Science (hons) degree in Ecology from the University of Auckland.  I have over nine years experience in the field of ecology, predominantly in avian species conservation and management.

2. I am currently employed as an ecologist at the Auckland Regional Council.  In my job I provide advice and direction on management that is required to conserve fauna species found in the Auckland Region.  

3. Previously, I was employed by the Department of Conservation, where I was responsible for providing technical ecological advice to recovery programmes of native bird species in the Auckland region.  While at the Department of Conservation, I was a member of the New Zealand fairy tern and New Zealand dotterel Recovery Groups and other Recovery Groups for animals in the Auckland Region that had a Recovery Plan.  I gave expert evidence on behalf of the Department on the impacts of the North Shore Busway on New Zealand dotterels.  As a member of the Shore Bird Technical Working Group, I have continued to advise on how mitigation measures should be implemented on the North Shore Busway.  The New Zealand dotterel has been successfully conserved at this site.  

4. I am familiar with the layout of the Te Arai area and with the ecology and behaviour of the various bird species which occur there.  I have visited the site on a number of occasions, most recently on the 30th January 2009, and I have observed the shorebird species use the area.

OVERVIEW OF EVIDENCE

5. My evidence relates to the ecology and the conservation status of native fauna that inhabit the coastal area at Te Arai, and the conflicts between human induced modifications to the environment and biology of these species.  Specifically, I will discuss New Zealand fairy tern (Sterna nereis davisae) and Northern New Zealand dotterel (Charadrius obscurus aquilonius), which are the species of the area for which the Department of Conservation has Recovery Plans in place.

6. Therefore in my evidence I will present information on:

· The ecology, conservation status, population status and threats to the survival of these two threatened shorebird species.

· The importance of the Te Arai area to the preservation and recovery of these species.

· The potential impacts of the proposed development and how the mitigation measures proposed might affect the security of the populations of these species at Te Arai in future.

· General impacts of the proposed development on fauna species that inhabit the area.

7. In preparation for presenting evidence for this hearing, I have reviewed the New Zealand Dotterel Recovery Plan, the New Zealand Fairy Tern Recovery Plan and other relevant literature.  I have also consulted with experts on New Zealand dotterel and New Zealand fairy tern behavioural ecology and conservation and with members of the New Zealand Dotterel and New Zealand Fairy Tern Recovery Groups.  I have read the report entitled ‘Opportunities for Shorebird Protection Associated with Proposed Land Development at Te Arai, Northland’ – Revised report by R.J. Pierce September 2006 and the report entitled Potential impacts on shorebirds of a proposed subdivision at Te Arai, North Auckland by J.E. Dowding April 2006.  I have also read the report entitled ‘Additional Ecological Surveys 2008’ by Boffa Miskell Limited and have discussed the potential impacts on shore skinks and katipo spiders with experts on those species.  I have been involved in discussion of the proposed mitigation plan for shorebirds outlined in the report by Pierce (2006) with staff of the Auckland Regional Council and the Department of Conservation and have read the Draft Vegetation and Pest Management Guidelines by Boffa Miskell (2009).

8. I have read the Code of Conduct for Expert Witnesses and agree to comply with that code.

ECOLOGY OF NORTHERN NEW ZEALAND DOTTEREL AND NEW ZEALAND FAIRY TERN

9. The New Zealand dotterel (Charadrius obscurus) is a threatened shore bird endemic to New Zealand.  The subspecies C.obscurus aquilonius, found at Te Arai, is referred to as the northern NZ dotterel and is found in coastal areas of the North Island, north of 39ºS.  NZ dotterel feed in a wide variety of habitats, such as tidal estuaries, stream mouths, sandy beaches and pasture.  Foods taken include aquatic and terrestrial invertebrates, small fish, crabs and sandhoppers, depending on what is available.  In the North Island, NZ dotterel breed on beaches and low flat terrain with little vegetation.  The nest is a scrape in the sand or soil.  The breeding season runs between August and February.  Both the male and female incubate the eggs for 28-32 days until they hatch.  The chicks then stay in the vicinity of the nest for 6-7 weeks until the juveniles can fly and then leave and disperse for about 18 months before settling on a new breeding territory.  NZ dotterel generally leave their breeding grounds over the non-breeding season and form winter flocks, which gather at suitable sites (Heather and Robertson, 1997).

10. The New Zealand fairy tern (Sterna nereis davisae) is a threatened shore bird, the subspecies of which is only found in New Zealand.  The NZ fairy tern is found in coastal areas of the northern North Island.  NZ fairy tern feed on small fish caught inside estuaries and at sea just beyond the breaking waves.  Nests are a scrape in low-lying sand and shell and are found at only four locations along the northern North Island coast.  Nesting occurs between October and January with clutches containing one to two eggs.  Both parents incubate the eggs until they hatch at around 23-25 days.  Fledglings then remain with the parents for several months until they have learnt how to fish for themselves.  After breeding, birds move to flock sites at Te Arai canal and the Kaipara Harbour (Heather and Robertson, 1997).

CONSERVATION STATUS OF NORTHERN NEW ZEALAND DOTTEREL AND NEW ZEALAND FAIRY TERN

11. The NZ dotterel was once widespread throughout New Zealand.  The decline of this species has coincided with the introduction of mammals to New Zealand, and the northern NZ dotterel is presently ranked as Nationally Vulnerable to extinction by the Department of Conservation (Hitchmough et al 2007).  There are currently about 1700 northern NZ dotterel remaining. The NZ fairy tern numbers just 35-40 and so is ranked by the Department of Conservation in the highest threat category of Nationally Critical.

12. Department of Conservation Recovery Programmes exist for both these species.  The Recovery Plans state that in order to protect these species from extinction, existing protection programmes must be continued and that breeding, roosting and feeding habitat must be protected from destruction or degradation (Hansen 2006, Dowding and Davis 2007).

THREATS TO NORTHERN NEW ZEALAND DOTTEREL AND NEW ZEALAND FAIRY TERN

13. Predators including cats, mustelids and rats are a major threat to both NZ dotterel and NZ fairy tern particularly during the breeding season and can be reduced to low levels through trapping and poisoning.  Extreme weather events such as spring high tides can flood nests.  These can often be predicted and nests can be protected through sand bagging or moving them to higher ground and in the case of fairy tern management, eggs are taken to the Auckland Zoo for safe incubation.  Infertility is also an issue for fairy tern conservation and is difficult to manage, making every successful fledgling that much more important.  Disturbance from people, vehicles and dogs during the breeding season can cause birds to leave their nests for prolonged periods of time, when eggs need to be kept warm or protected from overheating by the sun.  Beach users can also easily crush the well camouflaged eggs.  Chicks are unable to fly for the first several weeks of their lives and therefore cannot easily escape impacts from recreational use of their beach habitat or predators.  Fencing, signs and advocacy can be used to combat this threat, however human impacts are very unpredictable.  The degradation and loss of coastal habitat due to development also restricts the abundance of these species, and Recovery Plans of both New Zealand dotterel and NZ fairy tern list protection from development as one of the actions for recovery (Dowding and Davis, 2007; Hansen, 2006).  All of these threats occur to varying degrees at different sites, making their impact site specific (Dowding, 2006).  

USE OF TE ARAI AND SURROUNDS BY COASTAL NATIVE SPECIES

14. The site for the proposed plan change is located in the central region of an area of coastline that covers Mangawhai to Te Arai Point and which is extremely important to several threatened endemic species.  Mangawhai Sandspit which abuts Te Arai to the north is the most important breeding site in New Zealand for the NZ fairy tern and supports the largest concentration of breeding pairs numbering five pairs in the 2008/09 season (Department of Conservation unpublished records).  

15. The sandspit is also one of the most important breeding sites and the largest flock site for northern NZ dotterel.  Forty to 45 pairs of this species breed between Mangawhai Sandspit and Te Arai Point, making this area nationally and internationally important to this species (Dowding 2006).  The area is also of national significance for Caspian terns (Sterna caspia), ranked as Nationally Vulnerable, with two to four percent of the population breeding on Mangawhai Sandspit and banded dotterel (Charadrius bicinctus bicinctus), ranked in Gradual Decline also breed in the area.  

16. Shore skinks (Oligosoma smithi), which are rarely found on the mainland, and the katipo spider (Latrodectus katipo), ranked in Serious Decline, have also been found in the dunes at Te Arai beach.

17. Te Arai Stream area alone is of national significance to NZ dotterel with eight to nine pairs present over the breeding season.  The stream mouth is also of international significance as a flock site for NZ fairy tern with 15-35% of the world’s population roosting here after the breeding season (see Figure 1).  The Te Arai Stream is used by species including Caspian terns, variable oyster catchers and shag species for feeding and the inland lakes are used by fairy terns as a feeding ground when the coast is rough.

POTENTIAL EFFECTS OF THE PROPOSED DEVELOPMENT

18. I agree with the Officer's report that a key change resulting from development in this area will be an increase in the number of people using the area and their associated activities.  This is the most difficult of all the threats to shorebird productivity to manage. Proposed improvements to facilities including car parks and beach access ways, and provision of recreation activities such as horse riding and golf are all likely to attract people to the area.

19. Human activity can occur at all times of the day and night and can include fishing, beach fires, dog walking, riding horses, driving vehicles, and general use of the beach for walking, swimming and sunbathing.  Disturbance from these activities can cause birds to leave nests unattended, meaning eggs can cool or overheat depending on the time of day.  Unguarded eggs and chicks are also more at risk from predators (including avian).  Horse riding and driving motor vehicles on the beach, as well as causing disturbance as described above, increases the risk of eggs and chicks being crushed as they are well camouflaged (see Figure 2).

20. Shorebirds are at their most vulnerable during the summer breeding season which coincides with the time of year when use of the beach by people is likely to be highest.  An increase in the number of people on the beach increases the risk of the outcomes described above occurring.  

21. Te Arai is geographically connected to Mangawhai Sandspit.  It is therefore reasonable to expect that impacts on the environment at Te Arai will also impact upon the Mangawhai Wildlife Refuge where conservation management is implemented to protect fairy tern and also provides protection for other threatened species including those mentioned above.  Te Arai is extremely important for expansion of species that are recovering due to conservation efforts elsewhere.  This includes the fairy tern, which has been observed prospecting for nest sites, courtship feeding and foraging for food at Te Arai stream mouth (Gwenda Pulham pers obs 2007, 2008).  Increased levels of disturbance at Te Arai are likely to make the area unsuitable for threatened species thereby restricting possibilities for their expansion.  Loss of suitable habitat is listed in both the Fairy tern and NZ dotterel Recovery Plans as an issue for the recovery of threatened shorebirds (Hansen, 2006; Dowding and Davis, 2007).  Recommendation 5 of the Technical Review of the New Zealand Fairy Tern Recovery Programme states that “We recommend that the Area Managers allocate staff time to prepare a list of the priority shorebird sites in Northland/Auckland, especially those sites that have the best potential for NZ fairy terns to colonise in future years, and to make sure that these sites are defended in Resource Management hearings against large scale coastal developments” (Taylor et al, 2004).

22. The Draft Vegetation and Pest Management Guidelines (Boffa Miskell, 2009) state that domestic cats and dogs will be prohibited from the site.  I agree that this is an essential mitigation measure, however it is unclear how this will be enforced.

23. It is proposed to employ a permanent on-site ranger to manage the on-site contracts relating to pest control, weed control and planting and they will play a role in advocacy, interpretation and education. This can be a highly successful approach to shorebird management however it is a fact that rangers cannot be everywhere at once, with potentially hundreds of people likely to be present at peak times, with increased accessibility to the area.  The hours of darkness are a particularly difficult time to police beach activities.  In my experience it can be difficult to attract and recruit suitable people to this challenging job.  If a suitable ranger is not in place, there is a high risk that the proposed mitigation will fail.  It is a job that requires a high level of skill in areas such as bird handling, interpreting bird behaviour and accurately recording leg band combinations for identification of individuals.  The high staff turn over of wardens experienced at some sites, is a problem for training requirements and achieving consistency of best practice implementation.  

24. A key mitigation measure proposed is the use of signs and education of the public by the ranger.  This would certainly help to some degree, however the uptake of this information cannot be guaranteed and often signs are not read at all or are ignored or vandalised.  It is also proposed to fence off nesting areas of shorebirds.  It should be noted that this can sometimes have the opposite effect to that intended by drawing people to the fenced off area where they look for the nest.  The fencing also only alerts people to the presence of nesting areas rather than physically keeping them out of nest areas.  I agree with the Officer’s report that areas used by wildlife for feeding, roosting, washing and flocking must also be considered.  When shorebird chicks have left the nest, they are mobile and when people get too close to them, parents will display by acting as if they are injured, to draw people away from the chicks.  During periods of heavy beach activity, there is a risk that they will engage in this activity to an extent that takes up too much of their important feeding and resting time.

25. I agree with the Officer’s report that despite the formal public access points to the beach, other informal tracks will inevitably be created.  At the northern Te Arai car park, a clearly identifiable access point to the beach already exists and yet there are also numerous informal tracks through the surrounding fenced off dunes.  In my experience, general public will cross fences to use dunes for sunbathing and picnicking.

26. One component of the mitigation proposed is to create a community of care.  This relies on all of people living in the 180 houses to abide by the rules of the subdivision and to advocate to other beach users the natural values of the area.  While this vision is admirable, it cannot be guaranteed that residents will be ecologically inclined or that people will feel comfortable reporting on actions of their neighbours.  It is unclear who will be responsible for the creation of the community of care and who is accountable if it is not successfully created.  While community management may be effective for a period of time, there is no guarantee that it will be consistent, appropriate and well led.  The proposed Shorebird Management Plan will need to be kept in line with changing best practice and reviewed when necessary.  The protection of shorebirds has to be effective for future generations as the proposal potentially affects national strongholds of at least two species.  It is unclear what measures are in place to ensure long term implementation of the plan and how it will be ensured that the plan will be adhered to.  In my experience, there can be conflicts between members of a group and the guiding body, where a member believes they know best and acts against the wishes of the group and the guiding body.  Strict management by the land owner is required to deal with this issue.

27. Community groups and individuals are an excellent resource and highly valued for their contribution to many conservation projects including for shorebirds.  In my experience, community initiatives are always established by people with an enthusiasm for the area and its values and in my experience can provide excellent support to existing conservation programmes.  Groups are often successful for many years but sometimes lose momentum for many unpredictable reasons including change in personal circumstance or death of the driving members, disagreement within the group, or simply waning interest or members moving out of the area.  It cannot be guaranteed that people replacing them in the community will be like minded.  Community involvement can be extremely successful but it is not a guaranteed permanent mitigation measure which is what will be needed here.

28.
I agree with the applicant’s evidence that changing community attitude is a key factor in conserving indigenous species and there is currently a community group in place, the Te Arai Beach Preservation Society, who are attempting to change attitudes through educating beach users on the sensitive nature of the area and working with Rodney District Council to exclude motorbikes from the sensitive dune environments.  The Te Arai Beach Preservation Society also undertakes predator trapping and fencing of NZ dotterel nest areas and works with the Department of Conservation, Rodney District Council and Auckland Regional Council so as to obtain best practice advice and to be inline with national recovery objectives.  The addition of a community that may or may not be interested in caring for the area is not needed to protect the area against increasing population pressure.  The Te Arai Beach Preservation Society has recently implemented a protection programme for the NZ dotterels breeding at Te Arai.  This programme can be expanded with interagency support to protect other values of the area.  Additional people living in the area and using the beach at all times of the day will increase the risk of disturbance, which will make the work of the Te Arai Beach Preservation Society more difficult to implement.  There is no guarantee that additional residents will be like minded and respect the work of the existing group and values of the area.
29. Other species of note living in the dunes are shore skink and katipo spiders.  Shore skinks are a protected species only found in New Zealand near the shoreline.  They have been shown to increase in predator free environments such as offshore islands and may benefit from the proposed predator control.

30. Katipo spiders are another rare sight in the region and are ranked by the Department of Conservation as in Serious Decline.  The dune system at Te Arai provides a rare refuge which could be preserved through fencing for a time, however, dunes are dynamic moving environments which means fences are sometimes not sustainable and people are known to cross them.

31. As with shorebirds, an increase in people using the beach will have negative effects on the feeding habitat of the shore skinks which follow the tide.  If disturbance is too high, the skinks may have a reduced ability to follow the tide and feed properly.

32. A reptile species that will be directly impacted by vegetation removal is the Auckland green gecko (Naultinus elegans elegans).  I generally agree with mitigation recommended for this species in the report entitled Te Arai Park, Additional Ecological Surveys 2008 (Boffa Miskell, 2008). 

CONCLUSION

33.
The vulnerability and low population size of the species present in the area means that one event can have a significant impact on the population as a whole.  Since the site is of international significance to species such as the NZ dotterel and NZ fairy tern, any negative effects from this proposed plan change will accordingly have international significance for these species.  Even with a capable warden, volunteer assistance, signs and fences in place at Mangawhai Wildlife Refuge during the 2008/09 season, the rare event of someone walking through the fenced off area and crushing a fairy tern chick still occurred.  Because of the small population size, this one event reduced potential breeding success of the Mangawhai fairy tern population by 20%.  If the fairy tern chick had fledged, which it was due to two days later, breeding success would have been 80%.  The mitigation outlined in the Draft Vegetation and Pest Management Guidelines has the potential to provide beneficial protection to shorebirds from mammalian predators, but the effective management of disturbance is much more difficult to guarantee.  It is unclear how the community of care will be set up or maintained.

34.
I agree with paragraph four of section 4.1.3 of the Officer’s report that the proposal “still may not give definitive certainty as to protection and management outcomes such that assessed risk is sufficiently avoided or mitigated.”
35.
In general, the proposed mitigation relies on community support and an agreement that must be sustained in perpetuity if it is to be effective.  It is my opinion that the risk of this not happening is too great.  It cannot be guaranteed that the proposed mitigation will work adequately if at all to protect the shorebirds of the area therefore a precautionary approach should be followed.

Rosalie K Stamp

10 March 2009
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� Mitigation states that animals should be searched for by a trained herpetologist before any tree removal and relocated to secure appropriate habitat within the area (Boffa Miskell, 2008).





