Saving parrots and their habitats

The parakeets of New Caledonia:
ecology, threats and implications
for their conservation
The Loro Parque Fundación is supporting this project, and its leaders, Jörn Theuerkauf (Polish Academy of Sciences) and Sophie
Rouys (University of New Caledonia) report on recent activities
September 2004, extract from Jörn’s diary: “I’ve
been hanging like a bad fruit from this rope for
over two hours now as we’re installing a camera 7 metres high in the nest of New Caledonian
parakeets. It’s already hot and I’m dripping up
there while trying to fix one of the connections
that somehow got loose as I was screwing in the
camera. On the forest floor, Sophie who’s looking at the monitor gives me useful information
like ‘it’s still not working’. Between earth and
sky, I wonder how long I will still have to sit in
that harness that cuts of all the blood flow to
my legs, when finally, we’re there! Power is back
into the small camera and I can go back down to
where I belong.”

we undertake expeditions all over New Caledonia’s mountainous
ranges, where rainforest remains and parakeets are likely to persist.
We hope that these expeditions will enable us to reveal the factors
that dictate parakeet presence or absence in some regions. Again,
these factors could include habitat quality, for example undisturbed
vs degraded forest or high densities of introduced rats, known to be
a threat to parakeets in other islands of the region. To get a clearer

The whole exercise is part of our long-term project on Horned parakeets (Eunymphicus cornutus) and New Caledonian parakeets (Cyanoramphus saisetti), two species respectively rated as
endangered and near threatened. Both are found
exclusively in New Caledonia, a small island in
the South Pacific north of New Zealand. So far,
almost nothing is known of their ecology and a
better understanding of these birds is necessary
in order to protect them. The reasons for the low
numbers of these parakeets could be various.
Nest poaching, a common threat to parrots in
other places is unlikely as these birds are elusive
and only persist in fairly remote areas. We therefore isolated habitat loss and introduced mammals as possible culprits. But how do you go
about proving that these are indeed the reasons
for the rarity of these birds?
Well, the first step is to define what actually is
parakeet habitat and isn’t. To meet that aim, we
try to find out the parakeets’ favourite diet, which involves good hearing, good eyes and a fair
amount of tree climbing too as we rely on direct
observations of feeding parakeets and then collecting samples of their food (usually a few meters high) for identification by botanists. Then,
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Ascending a tree to check the contents of a parakeet nest
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picture, we use a Geographic Information System (GIS),
an advanced mapping tool that will enable us to relate these
different factors to the abundance of parakeets. Using GIS,
we hope to produce a predictive model of areas suitable for
parakeet presence.
We also selected one region where both species are fairly
common to undertake a more in-depth ecological study of
these parakeets. And this is how we end up in trees, playing
voyeur with breeding parakeets. One of the most important
things to know when trying to protect a species is its breeding success and possible reasons for nest failure. We therefore trail parakeets until they lead us to their nests, which
is easier said than done: both species are mainly green and
fairly silent so they blend in almost perfectly with a leafy
background. Once we find nests and duly celebrate the
event, we place surveillance cameras in or near them to survey non-stop the events in the nest. So if it is true that birds
are busy during the breeding period, it is no less true of

zoologists who have to watch hours of videos showing incubating parakeets. This activity enables us to see whether
rats are predators of nestlings or eggs (so far this has not
been the case over nearly 4000 hours of video surveillance),
assess egg and chick survival and document the breeding
biology of parakeets.
At the time of writing (March 2005) the breeding season
is reaching an end. We’re radio-tracking a young parakeet
that left its nest 10 days ago to find out how well it survives
in the big wide world and how long its parents dutifully
feed it. Another nest still has young chicks in it, which we
expect to leave in about two weeks. Once all chicks have
left their nests, we are hoping to find a little more time for
office work. This will enable us to start collating some of
our data and passing it on the local conservation authorities with whom we have a close co-operation throughout
the project.

New Caledonian parakeet
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