Obituary

Don Merton 

Don Merton, who has died aged 72, was known throughout the wildlife conservation world, as the man who developed revolutionary techniques to rescue endangered species. He is credited with saving at least three species from extinction. Born in Auckland in 1939, Don grew up in Gisborne, on the east coast of the North Island. From an early age he showed an affinity to birds and in one youthful escapade managed to persuade his grandmother’s pet canary to foster some goldfinch nestlings, a episode that was strangely prophetic of his future accomplishments.

In 1957 Don joined the New Zealand Wildlife Service straight from school, the start of a 48 year career in the Wildlife Service and its successor, the Department of Conservation. In those early days, very little was known about the role of introduced mammals on the native fauna and flora, and the term ‘conservation’ was hardly known in wildlife circles. One of Don’s first tasks was trying, unsuccessfully, to introduce the European grey partridge as a game bird. Clearly illustrating the lack of official concern for the plight of native species, especially birds.

Due to its long isolation, New Zealand’s fauna and flora had developed without land mammals apart from three species of bat, it was in a very real way a ‘land of birds’. However the arrival of man and the introduction of the Polynesian rat or kiore, and later of a cascade of alien mammals including brown rats, stoats, weasels, ferrets and brush-tailed possum, created havoc. 

Don and his ‘boss’ Brian Bell, travelled widely throughout the country, visiting many offshore islands and other areas protected areas, rapidly appreciating the scale of the disaster that the New Zealand avifauna was facing. Their experience on Big South Cape Island was particularly salutary. Don had already had success in establishing new populations of the North Island saddleback but Big South Cape, once described as ‘an overstocked aviary’ was the last home of three bird species, South Island saddleback, Stead’s bush wren and the Stewart Island snipe, as well as the greater short-tailed bat. In 1964 brown rats arrived, at the time many scientists were unconvinced of the damage they could do, but by the time Don and Brian managed to get to the island with a team and equipment, the snipe, bush wren and bat were lost, the Saddleback alone survived. This was a lesson that Don would not forget and now no one could doubt the ecological damage that rats could wreak.

By now Don was proficient at the capture and translocation of birds, but the next challenge was the one that proved his genius. The Black Robin of the Chatham Islands had been reduced to a single population of some 30 birds on Little Mangere Island a tiny 37ha island. Don and his team set about developing a plan, later given the title ‘Close Order Management’ which involved moving the robins to neighbouring Mangere island, no mean feat as it required scaling the 200m cliffs and descending with the robins. Once moved, they started developing a strategy to save the species, that by this time was down to just five individuals, including a single breeding female ‘Old Blue’. Old Blue together with her mate ‘Old Yellow’, saved their species. Don used the technique he had first tried with his grandmother’s canary, cross fostering, he removed Old Blue’s eggs, and placed them with a Chatham Island tomtit, which happily accepted and reared them. This was the first known use of cross-fostering in the wild, and undoubtedly helped to save the species, which now numbers over 300 individuals.

While the robin saga was developing, another species was also facing extinction, the kakapo, the worlds only flightless parrot, had disappeared from most of its natural range in Fiordland in the south west of South island, as well as on Stewart Island. Here Don’s experience came into its own and using all the techniques he had learned on other cases, he and his team moved the kakapo to rat free Codfish Island and began the recovery operation.  There are now over 200 kakapo in the wild.

Don succeeded because he had a passion for his subject, and was meticulous in his attention to detail. Add in a good dose of typical New Zealand ‘can do’ attitude, and the willingness to experiment, and you can understand why he was so successful.

However his work was not just in New Zealand, he is well remembered in the Seychelles where he help to save the Magpie Robin, in Australia for the Noisy Scrub Bird, in Mauritius for his work with the Mauritius parakeet. But his legacy is not just what he did, but the techniques that he and his team developed. Even now, these techniques are being used in the Galápagos Islands to rescue the mangrove finch, one of Darwin’s Finches which is down to only 100 individuals. 

Don’s achievements were recognized worldwide, among the awards he received were the Queen’s Service Medal for services to New Zealand (1989); the Royal Society of New Zealand’s Fleming Award for Environmental Achievement (1990); an honorary degree of Doctor of Science at Massey University (1992); the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds Medal (1994); the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) Global 500 Roll of Honour (1998) The Conservation Achievement Award from BirdLife International (2004). In 2004 He was named one of “100  Great New Zealanders of the 20th Century” for achievements during his 48 year career in the rescue and recovery of endangered birds within New Zealand and elsewhere; 

Don married Margaret Johnston in 1963, Margaret was a key person in Don’s success, providing unstinting support in spite of his frequent and prolonged absences, which his work required. 

Don is survived by his wife Margaret, his son David and two grandsons, Zac and Liam
Donald Vincent Merton, born 22 February 1939, died April 10th 2011.
