
 

Annual Bird Monitoring by MIRO 
 
The five-minute bird count (5MBC) method was selected as a suitable monitoring tool for monitoring 
birdlife in the East Harbour Regional Park on the advice of the New Zealand Ornithological Society. The 
5MBC method as described in Dawson & Bulls (19751) has been a standard method for counting forest 
birds in New Zealand for many years, particularly because it is relatively easy to do and require very few 
resources. The 5MBC method involves an observer staying still at each bird count station for 5 minutes 
and recording all birds seen or heard. This method was used between 1973 and 1992 by the Department 
of Scientific and Industrial Research (DSIR), NZ Wildlife Service and NZ Forest Service to investigate 
important ecological questions such as which forests are important for which bird species, and whether 
pest control operations helped stop the decline in bird populations.  
 
Volunteers from MIRO have been undertaking bird count monitoring following the 5MBC method for 
more than a decade. The aim of bird count monitoring was to track the effect of ongoing predator control 
on the Regional Park’s birdlife, especially native birds. Overall, 40 sites were selected, of which 20 sites 
were within and the 20 were outside the Mainland Island (Figure 2). In each area a ridgeline and a valley 
were selected in a way so that territory and vegetation composition was comparatively similar. The 
summary statistics showing the results of MIRO’s bird count monitoring in the last 10 years’ have been 
displayed in the charts below (Figure 1, 3 and 4). It is to be acknowledged that this monitoring method is 
an index rather than a method to measure the population density. Therefore, a careful assumption 
should be taken before inferring the bird count data to increase or decrease in bird population simply 
based on the 5MBC monitoring. 
 
 

 
Kererū in the East Harbour Regional Park during summer 2018.   (photo credit - Manas Chakraborty) 

                                                 
1
 Dawson DG, Bull PC 1975. Counting birds in New Zealand forests. Notornis 22: 101–109. 



 
 
 

Five Minute Bird Count (Native birds only)
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East Harbour Rodent Monitoring (GWRC)
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Figure 1: The above bar chart (a) show the difference in annual average bird count (for all native species) between 
mainland island (Middle Ridge and Butterfly Creek) and control sites (North Ridge and Upper Gollans) as recorded 
during Five Minute Bird Count monitoring since 2008. Note that number of birds observed in mainland island has 
been consistently higher than control sites since 2009. Almost no overlap of error bars between mainland island 
and control sites in most of the years indicate the possible statistical significance of difference in bird counts. The 
over-time change in bird count data clearly shows the effects of poisoning and trapping of small mammals while 
compared against (b) Greater Wellington Regional Council’s (GWRC) rodent activity monitoring (tracking tunnel) 
data during the same period (e.g. see the mainland island rodent activity in 2009, 2012, 2016 and annual average 
native bird count data).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
Figure 2: Map showing the locations of Five Minute Bird Count monitoring sites. Yellow dots represent the 
mainland island monitoring stations in Middle Ridge and Butterfly Creek, while black dots represent the control 
sites in North Ridge and Upper Gollans.  
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Figure 3: The above charts show over-time change in number of native species as recorded during Five Minute 
Bird Count monitoring in (a) mainland island (Middle Ridge and Butterfly Creek) and (b) control sites (North Ridge 
and Upper Gollans) in Eastbourne area between 2008 and 2018. The stacked bar chart for each year show 
dominant native species observed during the whole monitoring period. SILV = silvereye, GWAR = grey warbler, 
TUI = tui, FANT = Fantail, BELL = bellbird, WPG = wood pigeon, SHCU = shining cuckoo, TOM = tomtit, WHH = 
whitehead, RFL = rifleman. Note the difference in annual bird count for certain keystone species such as, tui, 
bellbird and wood pigeon between mainland island and non-treatment area over the whole monitoring period. 
Recent observation of more whiteheads in mainland island sites could be an indication of continued successful  
predator control efforts in these areas.     
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5 min bird count - Bellbird
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5 min bird count - Kereru
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Figure 4: The above line charts show consistent difference in annual average bird counts (as recorded during Five 
Minute Bird Count monitoring) between mainland island (Middle Ridge and Butterfly Creek) and control sites (North 
Ridge and Upper Gollans) particularly for three keystone species (a) tui, (b) bellbird, and (c) kereru. These 
differences have been tested as statistically significant (P value < 0.001) for these three species.      


