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File 01- 6 June 2023.

WORKING LIFE - DUNEDIN, Family holidays - WANAKA, moved to WANAKA - its beauty and to write
research. Moved 2004.

Assistant Director of OTAGO MUSEUM, responsible for day-to-day management. Strong interest in
NATURAL HISTORY. Details.

02.54 GREBES. First saw one ANDERSONS BAY INLET, DUNEDIN. Curious why fresh-water bird in a salt-
water environment. DESALINATION ‘PLANTS’ in SUPRAORBITAL GLANDS. Pair [of Grebes] on
WANAKA MARINA - 2011 + [20]12. [Interview stopped - coughing episode] Explains.

05.12 CRESTED GREBE, Northern Hemisphere Australasian Crested Grebe sub species. from reading found
it was rare and threatened. Extinct NORTH ISLAND, limited SOUTH ISLAND. Researcher DR KAJ
WESTERSKOQV, distribution throughout New Zealand and 2 students. Through WANAKA SUN [local
paper] asked people where they had seen GREBES.

LAKE HAYES, LAKE DUNSTAN, LAKE WANAKA identified. Studied LAKE HAYES GREBES October 2013.
KAYAKER, qualified instructor, watched birds.

11.30 FAMILY NAME of GREBES - Podicepidae, means bum legs - they cannot walk [Legs are positioned far
back]. Nest in shallow water, stoats, shoreline trees a risk. Floating nests shallow water required,
under trees for anchorage. Lay eggs 3-4, one to two days apart. First egg laid, immediately starts to
incubate. 24-26 days incubation period. Hatching asynchronous. Hear chicks peeping 2-3 days before
hatching. Chick climbs on back of adult — safety strategy. Can nest twice to three times a season. Live
to 15? years, start breeding at 2 years.

Nest moved from shoreline - protected from predators, rise and fall of lake levels (can be 3 metres
rise fall in Wanaka). Describes.

16.21 Relocation of GREBES to nesting platforms. SUPERNORMAL STIMULUS concept used - exaggerated
version to a stimulus. First GREBE platform - builder’s palette tied to [WANAKA] MARINA - late
October/November 2013. Next morning GREBES had improved on his platform. 6 nests built, 3
failed, 3 succeeded, 3 chicks fledged. Designed new platforms to overcome issues identified.

Made own [design], with backs. GREBES territorial. Backs had to face wind - experimental, invested
money, POOL NOODLES [Patch, dog, barks], modified them. 30-40kgs each after being in water for
extended period. Anchored with car/truck brake drums to bottom of lake. Timber used fence palings
base. Fledged 532 chicks from Marina in 10 years. 66 breeding attempts in 2023. Describes.

26.36 GREBE BEHAVIOUR. Fight vigorously between themselves.
66 breeding attempts in 2023, 19 platforms and continuous fighting. Female incubates eggs another
pair comes along. Only birds with chicks on backs. 18 - 20grams - mouse like. Stay under wings.
BLACK-BACK GULLS and eels significant predators of chicks and eggs.
INFRARED CAMERA used to observe birds. BLACK Scaup poo on nests, not GREBES. Scaup tipped
eggs out of nest.
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GREBES only fly at night. Not known where they go. Return next breeding season. GREBES legs in
water or sitting on them - can’t see markers. Chicks peep all the time, get shaken off by adult prior to
diving. Trackers challenging. Reputation of good fliers - but dead ones found locally. Hard to identify
female from male.
LAKE ALEXANDRINA, surrounded by WILLOWS - exotic vs endemic trees, destroying ecosystems.
Where do they go in wintertime? Marine habitats?
Have platforms in 8 localities - CHRISTCHURCH, DUNEDIN, WEST COAST, QUEENSTOWN, OHAU - also
farmer in AUSTRALIA on BILLABONGS.
WASHINGTON FISH and WILDLIFE for designs. 20 species family PODICIPEDIDAE - 14-15 million years
old. ?Related to PENGUINS and ALBATROSSES Flamingos
SOUTHERN CRESTED GREBE preferred name.

GREBE CREST. Courtship behaviour “ DANCE of GREBES”. Describes.

Season - October to January (book), has observed from June every month until February.
[2022-23] season early, bred in unusual places e.g. back of boats, tyres on poles on marina.
ROGER NORTH, former owner of KAl [KAl WHAKAPAI CAFE] designed new platform, 2 birds nested
on same platform.

One year low lake, 30 grebes attempting to nest at Alexandrina outlet - fighting. Low survival rate.
Board-walk, meant to go to Marina entrance - stops 50-60 metres from birds. Habitat easily
destroyed.

GREBE Diet. Fish. LAKE HAYES - eutrophic lake - highly contaminated, yet richest ecosystem. “Unique
fresh water habitat”. Willows removed by developer - sad. Eat CARP.

1996 GEORGE CHANCE, amateur ornithologist and photographer, counted birds in LAKE HAYES for
10 months.

2013 Grebes counted every month of year - 215 adults and chicks in [2023]. Adults fed chicks with
first meal of feathers - spit out. Dissected dead birds - adults crop have thick layer of feathers
embedded - protects digestive system from sharp bones. Knows of no other birds who do this.
Describes.

GREBE sculpture - created by friend to attract GREBES to platforms. Did not work.
RISKS to GREBES - major causes of death - impact injuries by boat.

COMMUNITY AWARENESS. Brings children along with him - many grow into scientists. Investment in
the future. Children check nests by kayak. Privileged to be pecked by a GREBE. ACC Claim required.
Shows arm to interviewer the pecks received by different birds. Wears welders gloves.

Colourful platforms - painted by children, names recorded on them. Describes.

BOARDWALK. 2015 suggested to council as an ecological reserve with boardwalk to bring people and
birds closer together. Sit, listen and watch.

SOCIAL MEDIA. Wrote GREBE DIARIES - more than 200, weekly event to inform people of GREBES
and the lake.

GREBE and KAYAK. 4 - 5 day old chick - very vocal, on own. Rescued chick - cross foster into another
nest. New chick attacked other chicks. Describes.

SCIENTIFIC PAPERS - currently being written. Amassing data - longest running research programme in
New Zealand. Reputation as a difficult bird to work with.

Platform designs shared- AUSTRALIA, USA, FISH and WILDLIFE, WEST COAST NZ, TE ANAU,
MAKARORA. May need to redesign platforms.
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6 MOUNT ASPIRING COLLEGE students made platforms. 10 made by contractors who made the
boardwalk - gifted to programme. Contractors [ENVIROSCOPE, WANAKA] enjoyed working in
environment of GREBES.

PHOTOGRAPHING GREBES. Taken by people all over NZ. WANAKA known for SOUTHERN CRESTED
GREBES as accessible, attracts professional photographers.

LAKE ALEXANDRINA - behaviour change - little rain. Moved to outlet of Lake - and 1 - 2 metres apart.
Aggressive behaviour. Stoat rolling egg to its nest. Describes.

INDIVIDUALS and ORGANIZATIONS - MIKE BARKER, Chairman of Marina Board], TUP BLUNT, Craig
Fahey, MARKUS HERMANNS -teacher.

FUNDING- donations from individuals, sculptures gifted, WAl WANAKA - manage finances. LILY
BROWN - sold cooking at CHRISTMAS - $5 to GREBE fund - $120 raised. Previous year $300 YELLOW
EYED PENGUIN TRUST.

CHALLENGES to project. Needs person to take over to maximize number of GREBES in NEW
ZEALAND.
532 chicks WANAKA. [LAKE] HAWEA building numbers - 15 chicks [2023]

As good for JOHN DARBY as it is for GREBES. Can watch birds for hours.
Conservation work - special places can “walk, talk and dance” - peace found in a rough childhood.

Interviewer thanks JOHN DARBY.

End of Interview



