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ABSURD CREATURE OF THE WEEK: CAN WE JUST SAVE THIS ADORABLE PARROT FOR 
CHRIST’S SAKE?

I mean, look at this thing.

ANDREW DIGBY/NEW ZEALAND DEPARTMENT OF CONSERVATION

THERE ARE TWO things you need to know about New Zealand: It’s impossibly green, and you can’t throw a rock 
without hitting a sheep (don’t actually throw rocks at sheep, it’s just a figure of speech). The place is lousy with them, 
and for that you can thank Captain Cook, who introduced them in 1773. It was just one of the many mammals 
humans have brought to New Zealand, which has historically had zero mammals other than bats. Now, they’re 
everywhere—rats, cats, dogs, and about eleven million sheep.

And it’s an ecological nightmare. Rats eat eggs and cats eat birds, and the endemic wildlife is suffering for it. Almost 
half of New Zealand’s native bird species are now extinct, while a particularly bizarre bird is teetering on the edge: the 
kakapo. It is the world’s only flightless parrot. It can live 100 years. Its sex life is best described as … involved. And there 
are just 126 left in the wild. But those 126 birds have guardians, dedicated rangers who’ve sequestered them on three 
small mammal-free islands, tracking them and feeding them and slowly, ever so slowly, boosting their numbers.

Back in the 19th century, New Zealand was positively swarming with kakapo, according to biologist Andrew Digby of 
New Zealand’s Department of Conservation. Hundreds of thousands of them, perhaps millions. “With early European 
explorers in the 1800s,” he says, “there’s records of them saying that they’d have a dozen of them land in their camp at 
night and make so much noise that they couldn’t sleep. They used to say they’d catch them just by shaking a tree, and 
then they’d get a couple of birds falling out.”

But the introduced mammalian predators have been pecking away at the kakapo’s numbers, until in the 1970s 
scientists feared only a population of males was left—not exactly good news for a species. But another population 
of kakapo, with females, was soon found on Stewart Island at the southern tip of New Zealand. Thus the kakapo was 
saved, but its numbers continued dwindling until hitting their lowest in the mid-1990s: 50. 
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