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WHY ARE KEA IMPORTANT TO NEW ZEALAND?

KEA ARE CLEVER 

PARROTS

Theyarenotoriousfor their habitof usingtheir powerfulbeaks
to tear apartgearandequipmentthey might find in our South
Islandforestrysites.

Theyareprotectedunderthe WildlifeAct.

With propermanagement,foresterscanpreventharmto both
the kea, andtheir own forestequipment.

Foresterswho managetheir estates to benefit biodiversity,
especiallyhelping endangeredspeciessuch as kea, stand to
gainby meetingForestStewardshipCouncilrequirementsand
earna reputationasresponsibleenvironmentalstewards.
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Keanest in rock cavitiesor under tree roots in

upland beech or lowland podocarp forest

regions. Femalesusually breed every second

year. Sometimebetween Augustand January,

the femalewill incubatetwo to five eggs. The

maleprovidesher with food while shespendsa

month on the nest, usuallyeating vegetation,

but occasionallygrubs.

Thechickswill leavethe nest four monthsafter

they hatch and the parentswill feed them for

anothertwo to threemonths.

The kea (Nestor notabilis) is the ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎonly

alpineparrot. Theygrow to about50 cm to the

tip of their tail. Most feathersare olive green,

but with scarletunder-wings.

Keaare unique to New Zealandand are found

only in the South Island. They are a very

inquisitiveand intelligent bird. Theirpopulation

is between1,000 and 5,000 birds and they are

nationally threatened under the New Zealand

threat classificationsystem. Theyaregregarious,

cheekyandseeminglyrobust. Butchicksin their

ground-basednestsare vulnerableto cats,rats,

possums,ferretsandstoats.

As well as sufferinghabitat loss,kea were also

culled,a practicethat stoppedin 1971.

KEA NESTS

IDENTIFYING KEA

DID YOU KNOWé?
Kea are dependent on their 
parents for up to six months.

Kea nest on the ground, usually in rock cavities.  
Breeding season is August to January.  It takes 
approximately four months for chicks to fledge.  
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Juvenilebirds (lastȅŜŀǊΩǎchicks)havea pale crown. Theirceres(the skinat the top of the beak,
around the nostrils)and eyelids,are rich yellow. Youngkea commonlygather in mobs and may
vigorouslyexploreforest loggingsitesandother humanlocations. If there is no food,or something
theycandismantle,theywill getboredandmovesomewhereelse.

Subadults(2 to 4 yearolds)havea darkcrown. Theirceresandeyelidsare patchydarkoliveand
yellow.

JUVENILE AND SUB ADULT KEA

Keabecomeadult when they are four yearsold, butŘƻƴΩǘbreeduntil they are five or six. Bythis
time, they havea dark crown, eyelidsand ceres,with perhapsonly faint tracesof yellow. These
birds tend to be solitaryvisitorsto forest sitesandby this agethey are not drivento destructively
examinehumanmadeobjects.
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ADULT KEA
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Keawho visit forestryoperationsareusuallyyoungbirdsthatΨƳƻōǳǇΩat different times
of the yearandmovefrom placeto place. Thesebirdsarerecognisedasjuvenilesby the
yellowcolouringaroundtheir eyes,nostrilsandmandible(jaw). TheycancauseΨǘǊƻǳōƭŜΩ
with their habit of exploringeverythingwith their beaksand being interestedin ΨƴŜǿ
ǘƘƛƴƎǎΩ.

Protocolsshouldbe followedto avoidnegativeeffectson keaandforestryequipment. If
youngbirdsarenot activelyfed, theywill eventuallygetboredor hungryandmoveon.
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SIGHTINGS 
Report in the Naturewatch project 
ςBiodiversity in Plantation Forests 
www.naturewatch.org.nz/projects
/biodiversity-in-plantations

CONFLICT
Contact the Kea Conservation 
Trust for guidance and resources 
www.keaconservation.co.nz

BANDING
If Kea have leg bands, record the 
details and report it.
www.doc.govt.nz/our-work/bird-
banding/reporting-a-bird-band/

INJURED 
If a Kea is injured or ill, contact the 
Kea Conservation Trust for 
guidance and resources 
www.keaconservation.co.nz

WHAT SHOULD I DO IF KEA ARE 

PRESENT ON SITE?

ǏThey are vulnerable and a nuisance and you 
should not encourage them to stay about, 
especially by feeding them.

Ǐ5ƻƴΩǘ ƭŜŀǾŜ ŦƻƻŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ kea can get at it.

ǏKeep food scraps in a secured bin.

Ǐ5ƻƴΩǘ Ǉƭŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳΦ  bƻǊ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ȅƻǳ ǎƘƻǳǘ ŀǘ ƻǊ 
throw things at the kea.   It just excites them and 
encourages them to stay.

Ǐ5ƻƴΩǘ leave building or vehicle doors open.

ǏPark  under cover.

ǏHave a kea-kit of covers and tarpaulins on hand.

ǏProtect wires and cables with hydraulic hosing.

ǏCover equipment and vehicle seats with a 
tarpaulin.

ǏKeep surplus equipment off site.

ǏUse cinnamon or garlic paste as a repellent on 
equipment.  Some kea hate the taste.

Ǐ If you see any kea with a leg-band, report its 
colour combination to DOC.

WHAT TO DO WHEN KEA 
ARE AROUND?
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AT FORESTRY SITES ASSOCIATING WITH KEA IS BAD FOR HUMANS

If young kea are fed by humans, they will associate humans 
with food and might be discouraged from learning how to 
fend for themselves.

Kea are at risk from ingesting lead from old paint or other 
foreign material which could poison them.

They will also be vulnerable to being crushed by forest 
machinery or hit by vehicles.

A FED KEA IS A DEAD KEA.

AT FORESTRY SITES ASSOCIATING WITH HUMANS IS BAD FOR KEA!

Kea close to forestry sites, and their 
antics, can distract nearby workers and 
increase the risk of an accident.

Besides a fondness for car windscreen 
wipers, kea will also chew through or 
wreck cables and aerials, as well as 
safety features such as wiring for lights, 
communication, and rubber seals.

Kea may nest near forestry sites.Negative impacts to breeding kea may occur when 
mechanical operations (such as road and skid site construction, tree harvesting, and land 
preparation) occur near an active kea nest.For example, harvesting work could crush their 
nest or frighten nesting kea away.

To avoid negatively impacting of kea breeding success, it is recommended that all 
mechanical operations are excluded from within 200 metres (line of sight) for a kea nest, 
until two weeks after fledging (approximately four months).

At present the effect of harvesting and other forestry- related activities on kea nesting 
success is unknown.  However, it is likely that these activities will disturb kea nests.

If nesting is suspected (adults feeding each other, fluffy chicks with adults, and adult birds 
hanging around), contact the Environment Manager so monitoring and nest protection can 
be arranged.
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NESTING KEA
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