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SHORT NOTE

Abnormally long bill in a South Island saddleback (Philesturnus

carunculatus)
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Bill abnormalities have been observed across a
wide variety of species (Craves 1994). Severe bill
abnormalities are likely to reduce foraging efficiency,
hinder preening, and compromise the survival of
the individual (e.g., Clayton et al. 2005). A number
of factors have been linked with the presence of
bill abnormalities and include pesticides (Hoffman
et al. 1988), malnutrition and vitamin deficiencies
(Harper & Skinner 1998), and infection by pathogens
(Gartrell et al. 2003). Bill abnormalities generally
affect <1% of a population (e.g., Tweit et al. 1983), but
recently, a marked increased in the frequency of bill
abnormalities was noticed in a variety of species in
North America, and although the exact causes have
yet to be identified (Handel ef al. 2010; van Hemert
& Handel 2010), it is important to monitor bird
populations elsewhere, especially in endangered
species where a dramatic increase in the frequency
of bill abnormalities might indicate problems that
could threaten the survival of a population.

The South Island saddleback (Philesturnus
carunculatus) is endemic to New Zealand and
currently restricted to 15 offshore islands. The
total population size was estimated to be about
1200 individuals (Hooson & Jamieson 2003). All
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of these populations are descended from 36 birds
that were rescued from Big South Cape I in the
1960s, when ship rat (Raftus rattus) populations
irrupted (Atkinson & Bell 1973). In 1994, a total of 26
saddlebacks were translocated to Motuara I in the
Marlborough Sounds in an effort to reintroduce the
species to the northern part of its former range. The
population has subsequently expanded to ca.130
individuals, although it suffered a population
crash in 2002, apparently due to a disease outbreak
(Hale & Briskie 2009). By 2009, the population
had recovered sufficiently that saddlebacks were
captured for transfer to nearby Blumine I to found
another population. During this translocation,
a saddleback with an abnormally long bill was
captured and is reported here (Fig. 1).

On 18 Nov 2009, an adult saddleback was
captured from a roost box in the evening. The bird
had the characteristic chestnut saddle found in
birds 2+ years of age (1 year old birds, or jackbirds,
lack the saddle). The length of the culmen was 71mm,
or more than double the average length found in
this species (34 mm; Taylor & Jamieson 2007). The
tip of its bill did not appear to close completely
and was slightly crossed over at the distal end
(Fig.1). Although the bird was not weighed, it was
noticeably lighter and appeared smaller than the
otheradult saddlebacks handled on the visit. The



Fig. 1. Views of a South Island saddleback with an
abnormally long bill that was captured on Motuara I on 18
Nov 2009. Note that the tips of the bill do not close and the
relatively small size of the wattle. Photos by Vicki Jackson.

wattles, which normally have an average length of
8.1 mm in adult females, and 9.6 mm in adult males
in this population (Hale 2007) were also smaller
(only ~5 mm). Due to its abnormality the bird was
not banded and was released near its capture site
on Motuara I. It was later seen foraging high in a
manuka (Leptospermum scoparium) by searching
the bark (presumably for insects). A total of 43
additional saddlebacks were captured on Motuara
I and translocated to Blumine I, but none of these
exhibited any bill abnormalities.

The cause of the abnormal bill in this saddleback
is not clear, nor is it known if the abnormality was
present through its entire life, although a jackbird
with an extra long bill had been observed visiting a
waterhole by others several months previously and
may have been the same individual. The lighter
weight of the bird suggested it was less adept at
foraging than a normal-billed bird, but perhaps
not enough to prevent it from surviving as long as
2 years.There was no evidence of the other ca.130
saddlebacks in the population on MotuaraIshowing
similar problems, which suggests it is not due to a
pathogen outbreak, although it would be worth
monitoring the population to ensure this is the case.
It also seems unlikely that the abnormality could be
due to pesticide contamination or pollution as the
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island is uninhabited and the surrounding area is
mostly forest, or grazing land. Given the apparent
rarity of the abnormality, it is likely that it was
simply due to a genetic mutation or developmental
problem.
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