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 Yellow-eyed Penguin Trust news.
Work on yellow-eyed penguins around Stewart Island is continuing this summer, but at a very low key level compared to previous years of intensive monitoring. The low level monitoring of 2-3 visits throughout the season will enable us to get an idea of how many pairs succeed or fail, but will not enable us to identify reasons for failures. In the past we’ve visited nest sites every 2-3 days and have been able to retrieve carcasses of chicks that die and autopsy them, which has given us an indication of why chicks are dying. Less frequent visits this season mean that it is unlikely that we’ll find any carcasses fresh enough to autopsy.
Last summer we surveyed most of the coast of Stewart Island to repeat a population census last carried out in 1999-2000, and to see what changes, if any, there had been to the penguin population. We found that the population had declined significantly along the Anglem coast but not elsewhere. However, we were not able to entirely complete the census – last summer’s bumper kakapo breeding season and the associated heightened level of activity on Codfish Island meant that our survey there had to be postponed until October 2009. This was carried out with help from Dave Houston & Dean Nelson, two experienced old hands whose last visit to Codfish Island was to carry out the initial census there in 2001. It was great to have them back and hear their recollections of how things used to be. DOC staff on the island also helped with the census so we were able to cover the whole island within the week allocated.
We found 46 breeding pairs, compared to 61 breeding pairs in 2001. This is quite a drop in numbers even allowing for a few missed nests (they would have missed a few in 2001 too!) and annual fluctuations, and was a bit of a surprise. Codfish Island is one of the sites that has been monitored regularly over the past few years and birds there have generally been more successful at raising chicks than the Anglem Coast birds, so we expected that the population would have been in good health and stable over the years. However, this result is just one snapshot in time and it would be premature to say that it represents an overall downwards trend – it could be just an extreme annual fluctuation. It does indicate that we need to keep a close eye on what the population is doing in the long term, and plans are underway to establish some longer term monitoring which, coupled with marking of individual birds, will help measure juvenile survival and recruitment into the breeding population, and adult survival. 
Moving further afield, the Trust recently supported a DOC expedition to the subantarctic Auckland Islands to survey the distribution of yellow-eyed penguins there. Leith Thomson, the Trust’s Dunedin-based Ranger, and myself were the lucky staff members who got to join six others on board RV Tiama, a 15m yacht (see www.tiama.com), for a month to carry out the survey. The subantarctic populations of yellow-eyed penguin have long been considered the mainstay of the population, but while there are reliable estimates for the Campbell Island birds the estimates for the Auckland Islands are more like guestimates that are based on some partial surveys carried out 20 years ago. For a number of years DOC and the Yellow-eyed Penguin Trust have wanted to improve on this by carrying out a full and proper census of the Auckland Islands. The logistics, and corresponding price tag, of surveying close to 500km of subantarctic coastline are huge so this expedition was run as a scoping exercise and distribution survey rather than a full census. We already knew that penguins inhabit places like Enderby Island in the north of the group, which is frequently visited by researchers, but most of the inlets and harbours on the eastern coastline of the main island and on the southern coast of Adams Island are rarely visited and these places were considered the priority areas for us to check out.    
We searched as much of the coast as we could, looking for evidence that penguins were present and recording each site. Tell-tale signs included well used tracks which indicate the route to a nest, scratch marks on rock or in soil made by the claws on their feet, faeces, and of course the birds themselves! We anchored in a different place most nights, and took turns at getting up at first light to watch for birds entering the water which was another way of recording their presence. This also gave us a very crude count of the number of birds in that particular area – it ranged from zero to 70+. In total we walked almost 200km of coast line, the remainder being either sheer cliff and therefore inaccessible to us and the penguins, or inaccessible to us due to sea conditions at the time. We identified 301 sites that penguins are using, which we regard as a minimum because we weren’t able to search all the coast that was accessible to penguins. 
We were also able to contribute to other work programmes, and took time out whenever possible to record sightings of weed species, tagged NZ sealions, fur seal colonies, other bird species of interest; to search for data loggers on white-capped albatross and band a cohort of Gibson’s wandering albatross chicks. Our ramblings along the coast uncovered several previously unrecorded sites of historical interest, and we had numerous encounters with sealions – some more amusing than others! 

As a result of this trip we are in a much better position to efficiently plan a detailed census, knowing which sites to concentrate on and with a better understanding of the terrain and working conditions which can prevail in the subantarctic. (We had an exceptionally windy trip, even by subantarctic standards.) The hardest part could be meeting the price tag!

And finally, congratulations to the school kids for being able to say “leucocytozoonosis” and for their very entertaining yellow-eyed penguin video clip on YouTube. Check it out at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fJOQpalaBFc 
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Errol, Steve, Dean & Dave heading out for a days work on Codfish Island
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 Dean – Codfish Island
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 Jo L shows why it is best to avoid close encounters with sealions – their big teeth! Auckland Island.
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 Desert, Tiama style!
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 Tiama at anchor, Port Ross, Auckland Island.
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 Jo H, Ocean & Ewing Islands
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 Tiama taxi service
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 A typical subantarctic day
January 2010.
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