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The Quaternary fossil avifauna of Southland, South Island,
New Zealand

T. H. Worthy*

All known Late Quaternary fossil avifaunas derrved, at various times during the last century, from cave,
swamp and dune deposits 1n Southland, South Island, New Zealand, are described Fifty eight native
bird species are recorded from the deposits, notably including the fourth record of Dendroscansor
decurvirostris The few leropelmatid and sphenodontid bones are also listed Taphonomic biases limit
comparison of faunal compositions across site-types to moas However, the moa faunas reveal that
quite different avifaunas lived 1n each of the dunes, alluvial swamplands and the well-drained low hulls,
which probably reflects different vegetation communities 1n each Southland supported a mosaic of
grassland, shrubland and tall, closed-canopy podocarp forest during the Holocene Radiocarbon dates
on bone gelatin are presented that indicate the fauna of Castle Rocks 1s of Late-Holocene age, the fauna
from Hamultons Swamp at Winton 1s of mid-Holocene age, and that from Kauana 1s >37 080 years old
It 1s the oldest swamp fauna so far identified in New Zealand
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Dedication In memory of Mervyn Jukes who excavated significant cave depostts in the region

INTRODUCTION

Southland, centred on latitude 46°S, 1s the southernmost area of lowlands in the South Island,
New Zealand (Fig 1) Because of the combined presence of coastal dunes, alkaline swamps,
and hmestone caves, a diverse Quaternary fossil avifauna 15 known from the region Castle
Rocks 1s the only significant site to have been described previously (Hamilton 1893, 1894),
but the Southland and Otago museums, particularly, have amassed significant collections
from a range of sites These have been used in taxonomic studies of moas (Aves
Dinornithiformes) by € g Archey (1941), Ohiver (1949), but remain mostly undescribed

Thas contribution 1s the seventh 1n a sertes describing the Quaternary palaeofaunas of the
South Island, New Zealand In this programme, the palacofaunas of selected areas are
described, the faunal changes associated with the last glacial cycle within each area are
identified, and comparisons made between areas To date, fossil faunas of the very humid
western regions of the West Coast (Worthy 1993a, Worthy & Holdaway 1993), and the
somewhat drier Takaka region in the northern South Island have been studied (Worthy &
Holdaway 1994) In the markedly drer eastern region, faunas of Mt Cookson and the
Waikari areas of North Canterbury (Worthy & Holdaway 1995, 1996), South Canterbury
(Worthy 1997), and Otago (Worthy 1998a) have been studied (Fig 1) These have revealed
significant vanation in the composition of local faunas, which was related to the original
vegetation

If the vegetation had been a closed canopy forest with few or no forest margins and little
or no shrubland and grassland, then the moa fauna was dominated by Little Bush Moa

*Palacofaunal Surveys, 43 The Ridgeway, Nelson, New Zealand
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Fig. 1 Map of New Zealand, locating Southland in relation to other major study areas.

(Anomalopteryx didiformis). Kakapo (Strigops habroptilus), kiwis (Apteryx sp.), Weka
(Gallirallus australis), Kokako (Callaeas cinerea), New Zealand Robin (Petroica australis),
and acanthisittid wrens (Xenicus spp., Traversia lyalli, Pachyplichas yaldwyni) were common.
Where rainfall is now usually less than 1200 mm annually, the Late Holocene vegetation was
a mosaic of forest, shrubland and grassland, and the dominant moas were Stout-legged Moa
(Euryapteryx geranoides), Eastern Moa (Emeus crassus), Heavy-footed Moa (Pachyornis
elephantopus), and Giant Moa (Dinornis giganteus). With these moas was a distinct suite of
species usually only found where shrubland or grassland was available: Finsch’s Duck
(Euryanas finschi), South Island Goose (Cremiornis calcitrans), Hodgens’ Rail (Gallinula






