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In troducing the Reclpoll 
It may arouse surprise, even dis­

belief, in most people to be told that 
the Redpoll is one of the most numer­
ous birds in New Zealand- yet this is 
fairly certainly the case. Leav ing aside 
for the moment the question of how it 
can be established that the bird in fact 
is very common, let us consider the 
reasons why it should (erroneously) 
appear to be uncommon. 

The Redpoll is an inconspicuous 
brown bird, and from a distance 
appears not un like a small female 
sparrow. The name Redpoll (some­
times incorrectly given as Red-pole) 
refers to the small dull-red cap on the 
head or "poll". This red cap is 
obvious enough at close quarters, but 
is difficult to detect a t a distance of 
more than about twenty yards- and it 
is seldom that a Redpoll can be exam­
ined under natural conditions within 
this range! In the breeding season the 
male displays a conspicuous and flam­
boyant red breast, a rich ·matt crim­
son, but at this time of th e year is 
even less likely than usual to allow 
close approach by a human observer. 
Both male and female at this time 
have a patch of red on th e rump as 
well as the red cap which is present 
throughout the year. But it mu t be 
emphasized that recognition of the 
Reclpoll in the field depends more on 
a knowl edge of its characteristic calls 
and characteristic mannerisms of 
flight and posture than on a know­
ledge of the colour of its plumage. 
Redpolls are tiny birds, weigh ing only 
10 to 14 grammes, but they are amazing 
fliers. They travel far and high , often 
so high as to be almost invisible, and 
their disposition is retiring- they seem 
to enjoy flying so much that they seize 
any excuse to take-off for the upper 
regions of the sky. 

The Redpoll has suffered under a 

variety of Latin names, but its present 
generally-accepted scientific name is 
Carduelis flammea. This is regarded 
as being the name given to the species 
by the great Swedish naturalist, Lin­
naeus, the originator of the modern 
system of classification of plants and 
animals. Under this system, the name 
of the discoverer of an animal or p lant 
is given after the name of what was 
discovered. Linnaeus is honoured in 
tha t only the initial "L", not his full 
name, is given after the species he dis­
covered- so that the fulJ title of the 
R edpoll is: Carcluelis flammea L. 

The R edpoll is a member of the 
Finch family (Family Fringillidae), 
which also includes the Goldfinch, 
Greenfinch , Chaffinch , Yellowhammer, 
and others. These are all birds whose 
diet consist mainly of seeds of various 
kinds, and wh ose anatomy and h ab its 
have been modified in accordance with 
their food preferences. The Goldfinch 
is a very close relative of the R edpoll, 
in fact, they are both members of the 
gen us Carduelis, the specifi.c name of 
the Goldfinch being Carduelis car­
duelis. In 1953 Westerskov determined 
the status of th e New Zealand R edpoll 
at th e subspecific rank of Carduelis 
flammea cabaret, the Lesser R edpoll; 
recently, however, it has been shown 
that at least one other subspecies, . 
notably, C. f. flammea, the Mealy Red­
poll, is present and interbreeding with 
the cabaret populations (Stenhouse, in 
litt.). 

To return to the contention that the 
Redpoll is one of the most numerous 
birds in New Zealand: 

The Chaff inch is not one of the 
most noticeable of birds- it is not 
usually taken so much for granted as, 
say, the sparrow or the blackbird. It 
has seemed, to a number of trained 
observers, to be roughly as numerous 
in this country as it is in Britain. Yet 



in Britain it h as bee n established tha t 
th e Chaffin ch is the most numerous 
bird oE all ; large-sca le ce nsus in ves ti­
ga ti ons have shown thi s [a irl y con­
clusive ly. Now, in New Zea land a ll 
th e evidence so fa r obta ined on the 
rela tive abundan ce of the various bird 
species seems to po in t to the con clusion 
th at the R edpoll is no t fa r behind the 
Chaffin ch in to tal num bers. It must, 
o f course, b e emphasized th at the evi ­
dence a t present is fa r from complete; 
n everth eless, a care[ul co nsid erati on 
o[ wha t th ere is, docs seem to lead to 
the concl usion a bove. Perusal o[ pub­
li shed records shows th a t th ere are few 
regions totally devo id o f R edpo lls, th e 
built-up areas being a significa nt ex­
cep tion . Signifi cant also is th e fac t 
tha t th e proporti on of R edpolls in th e 
to tal bird popula ti on genera ll y is grea t 
[or all the vast area of the hi gh coun ­
try, bush-, tussock-, or scrub-clad, and 
R edpolls may in (ac t be th e mos t 
numerous birds in th e su_b-alpine vege­
.tation of th e op en top s above th e tree­
lin e. Over most types of fa rm land 
th ey occur in fa ir though unn oticed 
numbers, but in highly developed 
intensively-worked di stri cts, where 
th ere is Ii ttle was te land and few 
hedges or oth er shelter , they may be 
absent. Such distri cts, however, are 
not widespread . T aken all round, it 
seems fairl y certain tha t the R edpoll 
would be present on a li st of the ten 
most numerous birds o f N ew Zealand. 

Establishment in New Zealand 
T he introduction of the R edpoll 

into New Zealand was in the first place 
a deliberate a ttempt to es tablish free 
and wild populations of these birds 
as a permanent component o f the 
faun a. The Acclimati sation Societies 
made the first importa ti ons. Two birds 
arrived in N elson in 1862, and in 1868 
ten were libera ted in Otago and 
14 in Canterbury. Other introduc­
tions fo llowed in different p arts o f the 
country, and by th e ea rly years o f the 
present century they were reported as 
comm on in many distri cts. In 1922, 
G. M . Thomson (whose account of 
th e R edpo ll introductions is fo llowed 
in thi s bulletin ) could write: "This 
species . . . is abundant in both 
islands, esp ecially in open upland 
country at moderate eleva tions." 

It seems likely tha t the wild R edpoll 
popula tions have been accidentally 

augmented by bird escaped from 
aviari es and cages. Most such birds 
would now, o f course, have been 
derived ori ginally from the wild New 
Zea land populations, but some may 
have been birds imported for show and 
competiti on purposes direct from 
Eu rope; and these may have been , and 
may ye t be, vehicles for the introduc­
tion of new genetic materi al, new 
behaviour p attern s, new p arasites and 
di seases, in to th e wild popula tion s. 

Ecology and Life History 
The R edpoll nests in shrubs, usuall y 

nea r the ground. T he nestin g season 
is given by Oliver ("N ew Zea land 
Birds", p 634) as "September to 
January'', but in fact few nests would 
be fo und before November, and th e 
season certa inly ex tends into February. 
The clutch is o ( (our to six eggs, and 
probabl y two broods wo uld be ra ised 
each season . No thin g is known, as ye t, 
o f the deathra te in nestlings and 
youn g birds, or o f the movements of 
young a fter th ey leave th e nest . 

At th e end of the breedin g seaso n, 
R edpoll s, o Eten in company with other 
fin ches, form fl ocks whi ch fora ge over 
the countrys ide in search of food, 
returning each night to some group of 
trees or o th er cover to roos t. 

The food of the R edpoll varies 
according to the seaso n of the year and 
wh at is ava ilable loca ll y. Small seeds 
are the main food when available, but 
other p arts o f plants, such as buds, are 
also eaten; and insects are sometimes 
eaten in grea t quantity, e.g. aphids on 
a chou moellier p addock in August. 
R edpolls have bee n record ed feeding 
on the followin g: seeds of rushes, 
various grasses (Phalari s, cocksfoot, 
Poa annua), dock, "fat hen", thi stle, 
gall-formin g insects on willow leaves, 
aphids, buds of fruit trees. 

Experiments are in progress a t Lin­
coln College to determine the food 
preferences o f various fin ches, and the 
results so fa r obtained with rega rd to 
R edpolls are summarized as T able I. 
As an insp ection of the table will indi ­
cate, these birds will ea t, and are even 
fond of, several seeds which are often 
raised as va luable commercial crops. 
It might be expected tha t damage to 
such crops would th erefore result. This 
expectation has seldom, however, been 
r ealised, probably because at the tim e 
of harves t o f the crop the birds are 



still engaged in various breedi_ng ac ti~i ­
ties which keep them relau vely d1 ~­
persed : heavy localized_ damage 1s 
likely to occur only a t a time when the 
flockin g instinct results in a concen­
tra tion of feeding activity. 
Economic Status 

This raises the question of the ~co­
norni c status of the R edpoll. Tlurty 
years ago anyone who had ever opened 
a dozen bird gizzards was prepared to 
pon tificate on the . economic . value of 
wha tever bird species he was m terested 
in ; today, large ly as a result of the 
considerable knowledge gained in the 
mean time, we are mu ch more cautious. 
Seemin gly clear-cut and simple prob­
lems of economi c b iology have so often 
turned in to labyrinthine nightmares 
of unexp ected compli cations! T _h e 
rela tive values of, say, a dozen apluds 
and a dozen chou moellier seeds mi gh t 
appea r a simple matter to elu~ida te; 
one would p erform some _exp~nm~nts 
to determine what reducti on m yield 
of seed resulted from a g iven infesta-
1ion o [ · aphids, and so on . But 
what o[ the di seases wh ich might be 
transmiued by the aphids? What _of 
th e preda tors. which li ve _o n the aphids 
and whi ch mi ght be available to check 
the ex pansion of a pop ula ti on o[ some 
more dang rous animal th an the 
aphid? T he simple truth is, tha t we 
do no t ye t know enough, in ~ost cases, 
to arrive a t any very definite con clu­
sion as to the economic va lue of an 
animal species. In some cases, it must 
be admitted, a decision of thi s sort is 
more or less fo rced upon us. The res t 
of thi s paper is a short prelimin?r y 
acco unt and discussion of a situation 
of thi s kind which is occurrin g in ew 
Zeala nd a t present. It must be empha­
sized h owever, th at the conclusions 
which can be arrived at wi thin this 
type of limited "emergency" situa ti on 
are a lways, and must be, concl_usions _of 
limited range and only tentative va~1d ­
ity- for the processes of nature lmk 
up toge th er into such complex and 
fa r-spread chain -reactions that we 
seldom kn ow wha t or where will be 
th e reaction to a change which we 
initiate. 

The Fruit-Blossom Problem in 
Central Orngo 

"R edpolls and fin ches have ~estroy~~ 
as much as 75 per cen t of fruit crops ; 
this statement appea red as part of a 

newspaper report on bird damage ~o 
fru it blossom in Central Otago m 
September 1959. It is, of course, grossly 
exaggerated, as will be s~1own below; 
nevertheless, the economic loss occa­
sioned by thi s type of damage can be, 
and in Central Otago over the las t 
few yea rs has been, significant and in 
a few cases severe. 

Occasional minor bird damage to 
fr uit buds has long been known and 
accepted. Sporadic cases _o! heavy 
damage in restricted localllles have 
been reported from Britain for many 
years pas t, the Bullfinch, . Pyrrh~la 
pyrrhula being the ma m avia n clelm­
quent. T he outbrea ks of damage_ m 
Central Otago seem to be clue mamly 
to the R eclpoll (the Bullfinch did n~t 
establish itself successfully 111 this 
country), and appear to be ~eavier and 
more susta ined than similar occur­
rences in Bri ta in. 
The Damage Done, and its ~ignificance 

It is necessary at this point to gwe 
a bri ef summary of the course o[ a 
R edpoll a ttack on an or~hard: to se1ve 
as a basis fo r furth er cl 1scuss1on . 

In early September th e Redpoll 
flocks, which have sp ent the winter 
ra nging the h .gh co un try ol Cemra l 
Otago for food, and wh ich by thi s lime 
have exhausted mos1 of the easily· 
accessible sources, begin to co ngregate 
in the orchards an d other cult ivatet. 
areas. H ere they concentrate on eaL· 
ing the various weed seeds lying on 
and in th e cultivated sod ; also to 
some ex ten t th e Poa annua seed whi ch 
may have already been formed du e to 
the accelerated life cycle of thi s plan t. 
In th e interva ls between leeds the 
birds fl y up into the fr uit trees, whe.re 
they peck holes in the calyx o l tn e 
fru it bud, and someum es peck off 
and possibly ea t th e ovary (th e baSIS 
of the potenti al fruit ). T here is a 
certa in amount of pa ttern 111 th e dam­
age, in that buds on verti cally up­
standing fruit spurs are ge nerall y mu ch 
less attacked than those on hori zo nta l, 
or at least non -verti ca l, spurs. T here 
appea rs to be no othe1: position-afl'ect 
involved except that 111 an orchard 
whi ch has been onl y slightl y a ttacked 
the damage may be grea ter a t the 
edges of th e fru it-tree block, i.e., near 
to th e wind-break shelter-belts. 

\'\/hen assessi ng the damage in terms 
of loss of po tenti a l fruit, it is impor­
tant to bear in m ind tha t not more 



than 10 per cen t. of the fru it buds are 
ever allowed to turn in to crop fruit. 
If b irds and fros t did not remove some, 
the remaining 90 per cent. would have 
to be thinned-out by hand. I t is essen­
tial, however, that the 10 per cent. of 
buds destin ed to become crop fruit 
should be evenly distributed over the 
tree, with two to three left on each 
spur. Economically important damage 
has occurred in one of two possible 
way: 

(a) through the almost total destruc­
tion of buds on a tree- this has usually 
occurred on small youn g tree ; or 

(b) through the to tal destruction of 
buds on par t of trees. 

It should be n oted that destruction 
of fruit buds b y R edpolls may occur 
either directly where the ova ry of the 
bud is pecked off, or indirectly, where 
the ca lyx is opened by the bird and 
th e ovary later killed by [rost. To 
obtain an accura te measurement of the 
effect of the birds some way would 
have to be discovered o( d istingu ishin g 
buds which would have been destroyed 
by frost quite indepen den t o[ bi rd 
damage. 

lt will b seen, the.n , tha t damage 
will be o[ economic consequence 
only if the encl result of birds, fros t, 
and other hazards is to leave an appre­
ciable num ber of fruit spu rs devoid 
of developing fruit or with less than 
the optimum number. (The questi on 
of bird damage to the formed fruit is 
outside the scope of this paper, since 
the R edpoll is not involved). Un for­
tunately, even taking all thi s into con­
sideration, it still appea rs tha t many 
orchards suffer economic loss wh ich is 
attribu ta ble to the ac ti vities of the 
R edpoll flocks. 

T he rea ons directly responsible for 
this are almost certa inly to be found 
in the ecological and behavioural 
peculiarities of the R edpoll. The fact 
that the Rocking impulse is still fa irly 
strong a t the time of year con cerned 
means tha t if any R eclpolls come to an 
orchard, a lot come. (This generali za ­
ti on is not of universal li teral truth , 
but it emphasizes the significance of a 
behavi oura 1 trait .) Also, an individual 
bird perchin g on a fruit spur tends 
to work along the spur pecking, from 
th e upper side, at every bud on the 
spur (the stimuli in volved here have 
not so fa r, clue to lack o[ opportunity, 

been inves ti gated) so tha t, unless the 
bi rd is disturbed, all the buds on tha t 
spur will probably be damaged . And 
that, as we have seen, is exactly wha t 
makes R eclpoll damage of significance 
from the economic point of view; its 
distribution is too concentrated . 

Preventive Measures 
So much for a general pi cture of 

what the R edpoll damage to fruit 
blossom amounts to, and how it 
occurs. What ca n be done about it? 
Several meth ods of combating R edpoll 
a ttack have been tri ed over the last 
fe w years without much ap parent suc­
cess; several new methods are contem­
pla ted, and some of these may have 
considerable effect. 

Shootin g is the method gerierally 
favo ured by orchardi sts in their efforts 
to solve the R edpoll problem. Consi s­
tently used, an d in relation to only one 
or two orchards or blocks of trees, 
thi s probabl y has a certain ex tremely­
l imited u sefuln es . As an attempt to 
tackle the problem as a whole, how­
ever, shoo tin g has so many di sadva n­
tages as to be almost useless, or worse: 
cartridges are ex pensive ; the grea ter 
par t of each clay must be spen t on 
watch, otherwise no result a t all will 
be obta ined ; birds must be sho t in 
fli ght (a nd this is no t always a simple 
matter) o th erwise trees will be dam­
aged . Useful birds may be, and are, 
shot by mi stake; and protected birds 
may be sho t, thus laying th e shooter 
open to prosecution . Worst o[ all , 
shooting is ineffi cient. ew b irds 
stream in tomorrow to replace those 
shot today, and there is certa inly a 
huge reservoir o[ R eclpo lls in the hills 
of Centra l Otago. 

Bird scarers of various sorts have 
been u sed, apparently with little suc­
cess as far as R edpolls are co ncerned . 
The use of auditory devices of thi s 
sort based on the distress or alarm call s 
of the birds involved would pr.obably 
be successful but would always be 
expensive (though the expense might 
well be small relative to the saving 
effected . But the neces ar y r esear ch 
into the behaviour of the birds and 
the reproduction of sui table sounds 
would inevitably take considerable 
time, money, ingenu ity, and specialist 
kn owledge, none of whi ch have so far 
been appli ed to th is problem. 



Poison h as been tri ed , and high be available, and there would be no 
hopes are held for the effi cacy of J 080. reason for the birds to enter a t all. 
There is no doubt tha t large numbers Besides gTassing-down the orchards, a 
of R eclpoll could be kill ed by using furth er re inforcing measure which 
1080, but there are two very seri ous could be taken, p erhap s by groups of 
objections to its use. orchardi sts in colla bora tion, is to 

(i) Even th ough large numbers may obtain sacks of seed-clea nin g offals 
be killed round th e orchards, th e sur- and distribute these a t set p oints, well 
ro unding R edpoll popula tion is so away from th e orchards, as feeding 
large th at the resultin g biological pl aces to whi ch the birds would be 
"vacuum" would be fill ed up very a ttrac ted. T he cl anger-p eriod is, a fter 
qui ckly. a ll , onl y six wee ks or so, and the ex-

(ii ) R eclpo lls co uld co ntain in th eir p ense o f mainta ining these feedin g 
crops a large quantity o f th e poison points for tha t tim e would possibly be 
before death ensued, whi ch could th en less, in term s o [ time, energy, and 
be ea ten by ca ts and dogs along with money, th an goes in to th e unsa tisfa c­
th e body of th e R eclpoll. Fa irly heavy tory measures prac ti sed at present. 
mortality o f these dom esti c anima.ls, Such ac tion would be fairl y sure of 
many of them va luable [rom va ri ous success; what has not been deter ­
po ints of view, would alm ost certa inl y mined as ye t is what quantity o[ seed 
fo llow large-scale use o [ 1080. Also offa ls would be requi red and how far 
th ere would appea r to be at leas t some it wo uld have to be away from the 
cl ange r of p o isoned birds carrying nearest orchard . 
their rela tive ly heavy load of poison, Conclusion 
via open tanks and tro ughs, to fa rm 
and domesti c water supplies. 

Wha t seem to be the most promis­
ing measure of control has bee n .in 
operation for reaso ns un conn ected with 
the R eclpoll problem . In orchards 
whi ch have been grassed clown, the 
evidence so fa r suggests tha t R edpoll 
damage is absent or neglig ibl e. That 
thi s is so fits in well with wh at little 
is known of the biology of th e species 
in thi s region . The birds seemingly 
begin to run short o f food towards 
the encl of winter, and before the 
spring food suppli es are rea dy. (Evi­
den ce of a similar state of affairs in 
Canterbury has been obta ined in the 
course of th e author's investiga tions 
around Lincoln College.) The initial 
movement of birds into the orchards 
is in order to feed upon the seeds 
exposed on th e bare cultiva ted 

The emin ent ornithologist, E. M . 
Nicho lson, summ ed up th e present 
state of kn owl edge o[ the economic 
status o f birds very we ll wh en he said, 
"lt would be wise to assume until 
mu ch more contrary evidence can be 
brought forward that wild birds do us 
very great harm and also very little 
good ." Th e R edpoll , however, is one 
of th e few birds which can be sa id to 
do definite harm though this is only to 
a certa in type of agri culture at a par­
ti cular place over a short period of the 
year. Generally, over most o[ the 
country, R eclpolls are likely to do no­
thin g but good- but, of course, we do 
no t kn ow exactl y what th ey do, still 
less wha t their long-term economic 
effect may be. Of one thing, h owever, 
we may be fairl y sure: there are a lot 
o f th em, and th ey are here to stay. 

floors o f th e orchards. If this source Table I 
o [ food is absent, there seems no Food Preferences of Captive Redpolls 
reason why th e birds should enter Preferred: Phalaris, Self-hea l, Cocks­
o rch ards, a t least in any number. This foot , Shee p's sorrel, Per. ryegrass, 
is supported by th e fac t th a t o f eight Turnip, Crested dogstail , Yarrow. 
sho t birds op ened by th e auth or in Accepted: H a irgra ss, Timoth y, R ape, 
1959, seven contained only a small Ka le, Linseed, Bindweed, Chou 
clover-like seed whi ch must have over- moe llier. 
wintered on th e ground, and the Unacceptable: Sub . clover, Straw­
eighth contained some of thi s seed and berry clover, Lucerne, Cowgrass, Mus­
some plant fragments. In a grassed- tard, R ed clover, White clover, Suck­
down orchard, very little food would ling clover. 

Copies of this Bulletin may be obtained from the Secretary, Canterbury 
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