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Abstract [sozyme electrophoresis was used to re-
assess the taxonomic status of the endangered black
stilt (Himantopus novaezelandiae) and the pied stilt
(H. himantopus leucocephalus), Order Charadrii-
formes, in New Zealand. A total of 28 loci was
scored from 17 enzyme systems from a total of 115
birds (43 pied stilts, 53 hybrids and 19 black stilts).
G-tests of the allele and genotype frequencies at the
two polymorphic loci (Mpi and Pgd) showed signifi-
cant differences when black stilts, hybrids and pied
stilts were tested together, implying there were two
separate populations. Genetic distance between the
two species (D = 0.006) was small, but the genetic
data confirm that pied and black stilts are distinct at
the species level.
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INTRODUCTION

The arrival of stilts (Order Charadriiformes) in New
Zealand has been attributed to two chance invasions
of the pied stilt (Himantopus himantopus
leucocephalus), or its predecessor, from Australia
(Fleming 1979; Pierce 1982). The first invading
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population evolved during its geographic isolation
into the endemic and now endangered black stilt
(Himantopus novaezelandiae) (Pierce 1984a). Once
widespread throughout New Zealand, the black
stilt’s breeding range contracted to the South Island
of New Zealand by 1900, and to the South Canter-
bury — North Otago region by 1940 (Pierce 1984a).
The population in 1994 was estimated at 72 birds in
the wild, of which 13-19 were breeding females,
plus 47 birds in captivity (Heather and Robertson
1996).

The second invasion of Australian pied stilts was
recorded in the South Island of New Zealand early
last century (Pierce 1984a). Their descendants
successfully expanded northward through recently
cleared farmland and are now common throughout
New Zealand, with an estimated population size of
greater than 30 000 birds (Pierce 1984a).

During the mid 1800s, hybrids between black
stilts and pied stilts (some of which may have been
juvenile black stilts mistakenly identified as hybrids)
were recorded with increasing frequency (Pierce
1984b). Pierce (1982) identified twelve plumage
nodes ranging from pied stilts (node A) through
hybrids (nodes B, C, D1, D2, E, F, G, H, I) to black
stilts (node J), indicating that introgressive
hybridisation was occurring between the two species.

Introgressive hybridisation may lead to genetic
swamping (Lovejoy 1978) and to the eventual ex-
tinction of the black stilt. The taxonomic choices are
therefore to consider black stilts and pied stilts as
separate species (Pierce 1984b; Marchant and
Higgins 1993), subspecies (Mayr & Short 1970;
Hayman et al. 1986) or colour morphs of one poly-
morphic species.

In this paper, electrophoretic data are used as an
independent measure of the relationship of these two
species. A correlation of electrophoretic and
morphological data would strengthen the species
argument, and define the black stilt population more
clearly. A conflict between the two data sets may
indicate theoretical or procedural problems in one or
both analyses, or that more data are needed to resolve
the taxonomic issue (Hillis 1987).






