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Seasonal variation in the diet of stoats
in a breeding colony of Hutton’s shearwaters
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Abstract The diet of stoats (Mustela erminea) was
studied in the Kowhai valley colony of Hutton’s
shearwaters (Puffinus huttoni). Remains of Hutton’s
shearwaters were found in 785 of 788 scats exam-
ined. Scats contained remains of eggs, chicks, near
fledging age chicks and adult shearwaters, as well
as the remains of skinks (Oligosoma sp.) and weta
(Deinacrida sp.). There was seasonal variation in the
frequency of occurrence of all major prey items.
Stoats switched from taking predominantly adults
during the pre-egg and incubation periods, to taking
almost exclusively chicks during the chick-rearing
period. The impact of stoats on Hutton’s shearwaters
may as a consequence of this prey switch be reduced,
because the population is likely to be more affected
by the loss of adults rather than chicks. Stoats con-
tinued to feed upon shearwaters, even after all birds
had left the colony. Remains of mice (Mus muscu-
lus) and hares (Lepus europaeus) were infrequently
found in scats, although the occurrence of these
along with the occurrence of skinks and weta in-
creased after all live shearwaters had departed. The
results suggest that stoat numbers may be limited by
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the availability of over-winter prey within the
colony.
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INTRODUCTION

Hutton’s shearwaters (Puffinus huttoni) are a small
(c. 350 g) endangered burrowing petrel that breeds
at just two colonies in the Seaward Kaikoura
Mountains (Sherley 1992; Collar et al. 1994). Their
breeding range was formerly more widespread, with
historical records from both the Seaward and Inland
Kaikouras (Harrow 1976; Sherley 1992), and sub-
fossil records from North Canterbury (Worthy &
Holdaway 1995). It seems likely that the population
had contracted to its present range by the 1960s
(Sherley 1992). The cause of this range contraction
is unknown, but amongst possible agents of decline,
predation by stoats (Mustela erminea) has been
suggested as the most likely factor (Sherley 1992).

Stoats were introduced to New Zealand in the
1880s in an attempt to control rabbits (Orctolagus
cuniculus) (King 1990). Since then they have spread
to all habitats of the North and South Islands and are
now probably the most abundant mammalian
carnivore in New Zealand (King 1990). Stoats are
implicated in the historical and continuing decline
of many of New Zealand’s native birds (Innes & Hay
1991; Elliot 1992; McLennan et al. 1996; Wilson et
al. 1998), including the mainland colonies of another
species of burrowing petrel, the sooty shearwater
(Puffinus griseus) (Hamilton & Moller 1995; Lyver
et al. 2000).

Stoats are known to be present in both remaining
breeding colonies of Hutton’s shearwaters (Harrow
1976; Sherley 1992) and have been recorded there
in all months of the year (Harrow 1976). The ability
of stoats to hunt at night when Hutton’s shearwaters
are active, and their readiness to enter burrows (King
1989) mean that Hutton’s shearwaters are potentially
vulnerable to predation at all stages of the breeding






