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Summary: 

At the end of November 2023, three Southern Lakes Sanctuary Trust staff spent three days in the Pisa 

Conservation Area surveying for ground-nesting birds and assessing other biodiversity such as 

reptiles and invertebrates. The aim of the survey was to cover as much ground as possible to try to 

understand the distribution of ground-nesting birds, and to determine what locations would be best 

for long-term population trend monitoring.  

The team covered a considerable amount of terrain from the Southern Hemisphere Proving Grounds 

(SHPG) east to Mt Pisa, south to Mt Dottrel and north from Mt Pisa to Lake Mackay. The team 

encountered large numbers of South Island pied oystercatchers (Haematopus finschi, SIPO) and 

banded dotterels (Charadrius bicinctus), many of which were nesting or showing nesting/territorial 

behaviour. In total 78 SIPO and 60 dotterels were recorded. This would suggest that the Pisa Range is 

an important breeding ground for both species and that these populations would benefit from long-

term monitoring to understand populations trends, nest success rates and the threats posed to them 

by introduced predators. 

A brief follow-up survey was conducted on January 12th, 2024, when there were considerably fewer 

birds present, though some juveniles of both species were spotted. It is presumed that many 

individuals had by then returned to lower altitude with their young. Future monitoring should 

therefore be conducted between late October and December to maximise encounter rates. 

 

Figure 1. Banded dotterel chick. Photo: Steve Couper. 



 
 

 

Figure 2. The Pisa Conservation Area tops, from GR 2255 looking NW. 

Introduction & Background: 

The Pisa Range sits within Central Otago between the Cardrona Valley and the Clutha arm of Lake 

Dunstan, overlooking the Upper Clutha basin. To the west it is separated from the Wakatipu Basin by 

the Crown Range. Its highest point is Mt Pisa at 1,963m. Much of the summit landscape is a plateau, 

made up of broad, gently sloping, and undulating terrain until it falls steeply to the Clutha Valley 

floor to the east. The tops are covered in snow tussock and cushion field with distinctive schist tors 

littered across the landscape. In summer it has a dry sub-continental climate, typical of Central 

Otago. Most of the range is under snow from late May until late September. 

A large portion of the range is within the Pisa Conservation Area (PCL) and the rest is made up of 

various high-country stations. The Southern Hemisphere Proving Ground (SHPG) and Snow Farm 

(Pisa Alpine Charitable Trust (PACT) carry out operations on freehold land west of the Conservation 

Area, mainly in winter. 

There has been little surveying or research carried out in the Pisa range over the years. Very little is 

known about the distribution of biodiversity there and it could be considered a major gap in local 

knowledge for avian and reptile species. Some surveys have been completed for invertebrates 

previously. 

Crown Pastoral Tenure Reviews undertaken by DOC staff suggest that the New Zealand pipit (Anthus 

novaeseelandiae), South Island pied oystercatcher and banded dotterels nest in high numbers on the 

tops, with flocks of 60+ pipits seen at times.1 There are few records of surveys on eBird but those 

that have been completed confirm the presence of these species. 

 
1 Crown Pastoral Land Tenure Review Robrosa Station: https://www.linz.govt.nz/sites/default/files/cp/robrosa-
land-status-plans-201012.pdf 
 

https://www.linz.govt.nz/sites/default/files/cp/robrosa-land-status-plans-201012.pdf
https://www.linz.govt.nz/sites/default/files/cp/robrosa-land-status-plans-201012.pdf


 
 

Many of the ground nesting birds that may be present on the Pisa tops are better known for nesting 

on braided rivers. However, little is known about alpine nesting for these species as most studies 

have been focused on shoreline and braided river systems. With predator levels generally being 

lower at high elevation, alpine nesting sites might become increasingly important for these species’ 

survival. Developing a better understanding of how these species use this alpine environment will 

benefit other work being undertaken by Manaaki Whenua, the Department of Conservation (DOC) 

and others into migratory birds.2 

The Pisa Conservation Area could become an important area of operations for the Southern Lakes 

Sanctuary as it sits to on the Eastern edge of our operations and may prove to be an important 

breeding ground for these species. 

 
2 Landcare Research Report into South Island Pied Oystercatcher distribution and breeding 

https://www.landcareresearch.co.nz/discover-our-research/biodiversity-biosecurity/ecosystem-

resilience/species-and-ecosystem-conservation/increasing-wader-abundance/ 

 

Figure 3. Map of the Pisa Range with Lake Dunstan to the East, Wanaka to the North and Cardrona to the West. 



 
 

 

Methods: 

The team completed the main survey on foot in suitable habitat between 27th and 29th November 

2023. The focus was on covering as much ground as possible to determine the wider distribution of 

various species. Herpetologist Sam Purdie conducted a reptile and invertebrate survey3 whilst Tom 

Reeves and Greg Whall surveyed the avifauna. All were equipped with binoculars and conducted 

simple visual surveys noting species, location, and nesting behaviour. 

In total over the three days the team surveyed for 14 hours. The weather during most of this time 

consisted of high winds and occasional heavy downpours with very low overnight temperatures. On 

the final day weather conditions were clear and sunny with low wind. The team stayed in Kirtle Burn 

hut for two nights. The survey area was from the SHPG to Mt Pisa and then north past Lake McKay, 

and south to Mt Dottrel (Figure 4 – 6).  

Results: 

Ground nesting birds: The team recorded 78 South Island pied oystercatcher individuals 

(Haematopus finschi) and 60 banded dotterel individuals (Charadrius bicinctus). 8 New Zealand pipits 

(Anthus novaeseelandiae) were also recorded. These species were often found congregating 

together, in pairs and occasionally in larger groups. The largest group of SIPO was 7 individuals and of 

banded dotterel was 14 individuals.  

 

Figure 4. Northern Pisa Conservation Area with survey area outlined. Ground-nesting bird locations. Green - SIPO, Red - 
banded dotterel, Dark Blue – Pipit. 

 
3 Purdie, S. (2023) Reptile/Invertebrate Survey Pisa Range. 



 
 

 

Figure 5. Central Pisa Conservation Area with survey area outlined. Ground-nesting bird locations. Green - SIPO, Red - 
banded dotterel, Dark Blue – Pipit. 

 

Figure 6. Southern Pisa Conservation Area towards Mt Dottrel with survey area outlined. Ground-nesting bird locations. 
Green - SIPO, Red - banded dotterel, Dark Blue – Pipit. 



 
 

Many SIPO pairs were exhibiting territorial behaviour and disputing areas with other SIPO (hopefully 

a precursor to nesting), though no nests were located. Two pairs of SIPO acted aggressively when 

approached. Banded dotterels were observed exhibiting nesting behaviour on several occasions and 

one nest containing three eggs was found. The nature of the undulating cushion field terrain and 

dotterels natural camouflage means that many nests and individuals would have been easily missed. 

This trip mostly focused on understanding distribution, but greater attention will need to be paid to 

locating nests in the future.  

 

Figure 7. Undulating cushion field vegetation providing ideal nesting terrain. 

Other avifauna: 

New Zealand falcon were not observed over the three days, which was unexpected. Many European 

skylarks (Alauda arvensis) and black-backed gulls (Larus dominicanus) were observed across the area 

surveyed.  New Zealand Swamp harriers (Circus approximans) were observed on several occasions. 



 
 

 

 Figure 8. Banded dotterel - Photo by Steve Couper.

 

Figure 9. South Island pied oystercatcher, photo by Oscar Thomas. 

Follow-up survey: 

A brief follow-up survey was conducted by an SLS staff member and a volunteer on 12th January 

2024. This survey covered a smaller area with only 5 hours of survey time. There were far fewer birds 



 
 

observed and none appeared to be still nesting. 7 SIPO were observed including 1 juvenile. 3 

dotterels were observed, 2 of which were juveniles. Only 1 pipit was observed during the survey. 

Apparently, most of the birds had finished nesting by this stage and had already left the Pisa tops. 

Conclusions: 

Though this was a limited reconnaissance survey, it has furthered our understanding of the avian 

biodiversity present within the survey location. SIPO and banded dotterel both appear in high 

numbers across the site at locations above 1500m where the tussock is sparser. Many birds of both 

species nest here, though it is impossible to determine their nesting success rate at this stage.  

The survey gave a good indication of the areas and habitat where the density of these species is 

greater, and this will aid us when planning long-term population trend monitoring for the species 

here.  

The undulating terrain is very suitable nesting habitat for these species, as it gives some shelter from 

the wind whilst allowing good visibility all around. The banded dotterel especially blends into this 

environment, and it is hard to spot them until they move.  

Lack of tussock grass in nesting habitat and therefore the lack of tussock-associated mast events (and 

the increase in mammalian predators that come because of this) combined with the nesting habitat 

being largely above the altitude that rats are found, suggests that predator numbers in this area 

could be low. This is supported by the large quantities of invertebrates found in the area. 

The Pisa Conservation Area is most likely key nesting habitat for these avian species and important 

for their long-term survival. Long-term population trend surveying and research focused on nest 

success rates and the rate of predation on nests and adults is key to furthering this understanding 

and helping to better protect these species.  

Recommendations: 

I would recommend developing then implementing a long-term monitoring program focusing on the 

South Island pied oystercatcher and banded dotterel during their nesting period between Late 

October and December. 

This would entail: 

• Establishing 10 1km transect lines across the Pisa Conservation Area in cushion field habitat 

where tussock is absent. 

• Conducting annual distance monitoring along transects to get population trend data for 

target species.  

• Continuing this monitoring for 5-10+ years 

• Establish camera monitoring of nest sites to try and understand nest success rate and the 

rate of predation. 

• Consider separate predator monitoring using cameras and tracking tunnels to understand 

predator densities. 

• Share findings and knowledge with other projects focussing on these species across New 

Zealand.  

• Involve volunteers, local landowners, SHPG and PACT staff in monitoring to raise awareness 

and public support for the program. 



 
 

• Consider invertebrate biomass monitoring in tandem with other monitoring to understand 

its worth as a measurement of success of any future predator control.  

• Raise profile of the project through social media, published reports and media releases.  

 

Future Considerations: 

• Due to probable low predator numbers in the project area, a 200m trapping grid targeting 

feral cats, stoats and hedgehogs could have a beneficial impact. This intervention should be 

considered after baseline data has been collected on bird numbers, predator numbers and 

predation rates on nests.  
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Figure 10. Pisa Conservation Area, slopes above the Kirtle Burn.  Showing cushion field and snow tussock. 
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