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Hunting paradise shelduck in the Waimarino - Opening Day 2020
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Season Outlook
It’s a reasonably bright outlook for bird numbers this
season.
While the delayed season in 2020 proved highly successful
for waterfowl hunters who recorded their 2nd highest rate
of success for grey and mallard ducks over the last 20
years (0.8 ducks/hour), the overall harvest was low. This
reflected that the total hunter effort over the season was
well down – understandable as we concentrated on family
and work in the aftermath of the covid-19 lockdown.
This meant there were lots of hens surviving to breed
last spring which we know is one of the key drivers to
breeding success. Another key driver for mallard and
grey ducks is the weather, which through spring was
only ok from a breeding perspective. While it was damp
there was not a lot of casual water lying around which
is what really makes a difference to duckling survival.
However late spring and early summer was much wetter
and later breeding birds or those with second clutches
found conditions much more favourable. So perhaps not
surprisingly there were good numbers of grey and mallard
duck evident around the region when undertaking our
paradise shelduck moult counts in January this year.
Obviously key, as it is every year will also be the weather.
It’s all very well having strong duck numbers but when it
is calm and sunny, many of these birds will quickly move
out off the coast where they are safe, at least for opening
weekend. Conversely strong winds from the westerly
quarter will force these ducks to have to find shelter on
local ponds and lakes where hopefully hunters are waiting
– so fingers crossed!

Paradise shelduck are more of a mixed bag with strong
numbers counted around the Taranaki ring-plain and
as also evidenced by many enquiries from landowners
seeking assistance to disturb problem aggregations.
However, around Whanganui and the Waimarino,
numbers are more patchy. Overall numbers are very
similar to recent years, but not all sub-populations
appear to be doing so well. While we have retained the
same regulations this season, Taranaki F&G Council
has decided to undertake a more detailed consideration
of how best to manage the Whanganui and Waimarino
populations later this year. Likewise, if you are hunting in
these areas this season then consider limiting your harvest
to just what you need for the table.
Pheasant and quail continue to appear all over the region.
While pheasant hunters tend to focus on the coastal dune
country and associated pine forests, there are many other
populations tucked further back that go largely unhunted
and as such are very much an unexploited opportunity. In
the first instance driving backcountry roads and looking
for scrubby areas with lots of weeds and rough pasture or
ungrazed riverbanks is a good way to identify potential
new areas. Particularly early or late in the day, birds
are often obvious on the road and then it’s a case of
respectfully knocking on the nearest door and taking it
from there. Alternatively obtain a permit from Taranaki
F&G to hunt several coastal forests near Whanganui (see
article in this newsletter).
Finally, our rangers will be out and about and
accompanied by local police so make sure you have both
your gamebird and firearms licences on hand.
All the best for a safe and successful season.

Roll-on 1st May
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Cam Maclean and Dodge 2018.
Prospects look promising but
consider ‘going for green’ so
more hens survive to breed.
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Effective Duck Decoys
By their very name duck decoys
are designed to decoy or attract
real ducks into range. Ducks are
gregarious by nature and seek safety
in numbers. Hopefully our decoys
floating serenely on the pond are
sending a message that this is a safe
place to settle.
However, many hunters overlook
the significance of the message they
are sending. While an effective set
of realistic postures and colouration
implies a safe place to land, on the
other hand when done badly then it’s
a quite different message that a wily
old mallard hen who has seen it all
before picks up. She knows damn
well what those grey shiny blocks
that have suddenly appeared floating
unnaturally on the pond mean.
Instead of providing reassurance
these decoys are actually further
unsettling the birds, making them
even less likely to land.
Every season when ranging we
approach numerous ponds where
the decoys look like they have been

dragged out of the shed the night
before, and no doubt were. At best
they are dirty but more often faded
or have lost their paint exposing
shiny plastic surfaces that glint in the
sun, while others may even be half
sunk. Add in haphazard placement
and they don’t look natural to us, let
alone to a real duck.
So, what can we do to improve our
chances? Well as a first step get rid
of any faded decoys or those that
have lost their paint or which have
holes and don’t float properly – it’s
much more effective to have just a
few good decoys than lots of poor
ones! Often decoys can be repainted,
just make sure to use matt paint as
real ducks don’t shine when wet!
Otherwise consider purchasing some
new decoys. These days there are
many different options and postures
which are incredibly lifelike. While
it can be expensive to buy a large
number, by buying a few each season
hunters can soon rebuild their
spread.

Posture is an important element
and selecting the right decoys for
your particular setting will certainly
increase their effectiveness. Typically,
on Opening Weekend we are trying
to sell a message that the ducks on
the pond are relaxed so decoys with
their heads pulled down in sleeping
postures are ideal. Similarly, a few
decoys standing along the shore
‘sunning’ themselves provide variety,
much like we would expect amongst
real birds. Another advantage of
using sleeping decoys is that sleeping
ducks don’t call to arriving ducks so
there is less need to use a duck call if
you’re not confident.
Decoys with their heads stretched
out or ‘bottoms up’ represent ducks
feeding early and late in the day.
However often these are low light
conditions under which decoys don’t
show up that clearly, so it’s often
possible to get away with other
decoys in the short term. However,
what we want to avoid except in
some big water situations are lots of
decoys with bolt upright heads.

An effective spread involving quality decoys in a variety of relaxed and realistic
postures with a few paradise decoys off to the side and all well within range.
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While this posture was common in
many early decoys, the message this
sends is one of unease, even alarm
which is quite the opposite of the
impression we are trying to create.
Having bought good decoys, the other
key is to look after them. Ideally bag
them in separate compartments or
bags so they don’t rub, wash them
down after use and store them out
of the sun. Ideally don’t leave them
out on the pond, a few weeks of rain
and sun and they will soon look a lot
worse for wear. Then before the new
season pull them out early and check
them over, touch up any paint where
needed, seal any shot holes and
replace worn anchor strings. Indeed
for many hunters this activity is a
key part of building anticipation for
the new season.

Some quick tips
with respect to
setting decoys

Another decoy we see at just about
every pond are those with spinning
wings. While these were highly
successful when first introduced, this
success has waned somewhat. On
young birds that haven’t seen these
decoys before they can still be highly
effective, but for many older ducks
they have long since learnt these
spinning wings spell danger. So use
judiciously – if they are working keep
using them but if the birds are shying
off don’t be afraid to turn these
decoys off and see if this helps.
This highlights that a key to using
decoys (and duck calling) is to watch
the birds and be prepared to react
if something is clearly unsettling
them, or they are consistently looking
to land in the wrong place. Often a
slight shift in decoy placement or

removing a spinning wing decoy or
decoy that is perhaps shining in the
sun is all that is required.
With respect to decoy patterns there
are many videos and articles on the
internet regarding setting options.
Many popular patterns involve
setting decoys in a ‘U’ or ‘J’ shape
where the maimai is upwind and at
the base of the curve. At the end
of the day it’s about trying to keep
things realistic – in the wild, ducks
are usually in small groups but with
the groups all loosely associated in
the same general area. Similarly,
there is no point in having ducks
landing out of range so keep your
decoys close and importantly leave a
hole where ideally the real ones will
drop into.

• Ducks always land into the wind so try and have the wind at
your back
• Select a spot where it is comfortable/ easy for the birds to
land rather than having to drop over or around tall trees and
other obstacles
• Ducks will look to tuck out of a strong wind
• Leave a hole/s in your spread where ideally we want the ducks
to land
• Put decoys of other species in small groups off to the side to
provide realism
• Use fewer quality decoys rather than lots of poor decoys
• Be prepared to change if the setup is not working

Managing
Paradise Duck
Populations

Moulting paradise shelduck often
gather in their hundreds
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Paradise duck are actually a
‘shelduck’ which are a group of
large goose-like birds – in-between
geese and ducks in evolutionary
terms. Endemic to New Zealand,
the paradise shelduck is one of very
few native species to thrive with the
development of an extensive pastoral
landscape. Indeed, they are now
abundant both in the high country
and lowlands and also within urban
boundaries.
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Paradise shelduck typically comprise a third of the total
waterfowl harvest within the Taranaki F&G region and
are highly valued by local hunters. However, their trait of
gathering in large numbers to moult also brings them into
conflict with farmers and landowners.
During the moult from late December through January,
adult birds which have successfully raised a brood gather
together at ‘traditional’ pond or river sites to moult their
flight feathers. During this moult period they are unable
to fly and this gathering together is likely an anti-predator
response. It makes for lots of ‘eyes’ watching out and
when threatened they all plunge into the water and swim
out into the middle as one mass.

still be events like pasture renewal every few years that
have to occur at some point.
However, the other impact is during the post-moult period
in late January and February when the birds have grown
new flight feathers and are now mobile again and looking
to feed up large to replace the energy lost during the
moult. Often this coincides with a prolonged dry period
and green crops like chicory present in the general area
can act as a magnet. This is compounded by many of
the birds still being in their moult group so once a few
ducks find the crop then numbers can quickly expand to
hundreds.

Often young birds will also hang around having not broken
the bond with mum and dad, spending the day feeding in
nearby paddocks. Typically, these moult aggregations may
number a few hundred birds however it is not uncommon
to count over 1,000 paradise shelduck in a single group
and sometimes more!

To break these moult groups up and disperse the adult
birds back to their resident pair territories is the primary
purpose of the annual Taranaki Special Paradise Season
held in late February and early March each year. That
this also provides added hunting opportunity for local
hunters is a welcome bonus as well – a chance for some
early season hunting while also helping the landowner out.

Of course, if you are a landowner with valuable pasture or
crops close to a moult site then this is not ideal at all. The
one respite with regularly used sites is that it is sometimes
possible to plan around the annual influx, grazing or
making silage before the birds arrive, athough there will

We also work actively with farmers and others outside of
the special season to disperse problem aggregations using
gas guns and the like. One of the keys here is to move the
birds on before too many arrive. When only a few are
present farmers tend to tolerate these but once the main

When disturbed the moulting birds take to the water to escape
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mob settles in they are harder to discourage. Therefore,
the quicker we act the better.
So, as much as the ideal from a hunting perspective is lots
of paradise shelduck, this needs to be balanced against
their impacts on agriculture and cropping.
Over the last several decades in the Taranaki F&G region
there has been a significant shift in bird numbers from
the high country in the Waimarino and Whanganui
regions to the Taranaki ring-plain. Numbers in the former
regions through to Waitotara/ Whenuakura are stable but
definitely at their low end. There are likely several reasons
for this, including changes in cropping practices and
hunting pressure. It is also possible the use of insecticides
containing diazinon to control grass grub and in
particular porina moth, which has been a serious problem
in recent years, has had a detrimental impact as well.
Diazinon is an organophosphate and its use will be banned
from 2028 due to its toxicity effects to both human health
and the wider environment.

Certainly, numbers in the Waimarino 20+ years ago
were high and their impacts excessive. While we would
like to see an increase in current numbers, a return to
these previous levels would not be helpful either. On the
basis of this summer’s moult counts which were stable but
also noticeably patchy, Council has decided to look more
closely at the hunting regulations for this general area
prior to the 2022 season.
By contrast, on the ring-plain the development of highquality pasture and forage crops like chicory have
seen numbers thrive, along with corresponding issues.
As it stands these numbers support a valued hunting
opportunity while their impacts on agriculture and
cropping are manageable.
Managing this balance between numbers for hunting
and impacts on pasture and crops will be an ongoing
requirement. However at least it reflects that paradise
shelduck are generally doing well in the current
environment, something that can’t be said for many
indigenous species.

Harrison Fraser and Kevin Marlow take advantage of the
2021 Special. Season Photo Allen Stancliff.
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No Regulation
Changes
There are no regulation changes
for the 2021 game bird
season in Taranaki. However,
hunters are reminded that this
is the 4th year of the 4-year
phase-out period of lead shot
for waterfowl hunting. The
use of non-toxic shot is now
mandatory (whether on private
or public land) for all shotgun
gauges other than 410 when
hunting waterfowl within 200m
of open water.
Ammunition wholesalers
advise that they have ordered
significant quantities of
sub-gauge non-toxic shotgun
cartridges and that these have
already been landed in NZ or
are close despite the impacts of
Covid on freight generally.
For more information on
gamebird hunting regulations
see the Game Regulation Guide
that comes with your hunting
licence and is available from
local licence agents, or contact Taranaki Fish & Game.
Note that a property occupier, their spouse/partner and
one child do not require a licence to hunt on that property,

however they must comply with all other regulations (and
only one occupier or owner can exercise this privilege on
each property).

Game That May be Hunted or Killed - 2021/22 Season
Species

Season Duration (dates inclusive)

Grey/mallard duck

1 May to 27 Jun 2021

10

All areas

NZ shoveler duck

1 May to 27 Jun 2021

2

All areas

Paradise shelduck

1 May to 27 Jun 2021

10

All areas

26 Feb and 27 Feb 2022

10

Area C

5 and 6 Mar 2022

10

Area C

Black swan

1 May to 27 Jun 2021

2

All areas

Pukeko

1 May to 29 Aug 2021

5

Areas A&B

1 May to 29 Aug 2021

10

Area C

California quail

1 May to 29 Aug 2021

5

All areas

Cock pheasant

1 May to 29 Aug 2021

2

All areas
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Eastern F&G staff Matt McDougall (left) and Eben Herbert prepare to band the more than
250 ducks trapped at this great site prepared by TF&G Councillor Daniel Gordon

Banding update
This February Taranaki Fish & Game banded 262 grey
and mallard ducks close to Whanganui.
This involved feeding a series of ponds over 10 or so
days to attract nearby ducks and then trapping them in
large mesh cages. Each duck was marked by placing
an individually numbered metal band on its leg and the
band number, species, sex and maturity of the duck was
recorded.
This year we had to have two goes at trapping, as our first
attempt coincided with gale force winds overnight. When
we arrived in the morning the ducks were milling around
the pens, the shaking of the pens in the wind presumably
enough to put them off entering.
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So, we fed for another week and were much more
successful the second time around. Who knows where
these birds might end up come Opening weekend and
that’s the whole point – to learn more about where they
move to and also obtain an indication of the proportion of
ducks harvested by hunters.
Obviously, it’s vital that if you shoot a banded duck this
season please return the data (band number, date and
approximate location where shot). There is no need to
return the band itself so by all means keep it as a ‘trophy’
on your call lanyard.
To return the data please go to the F&G website (https://
fishandgame.org.nz/game-bird-hunting-in-new-zealand/
banding-form/) or give Jilli a ring on 021 270 0239.
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Pheasant
Hunting
Access
Permits
For many years hunters
have been able to
obtain permits from
Taranaki F&G to hunt
Harakeke Forest south
of Whanganui and also
Nukumaru Recreation
Reserve south of the
Waitotara River. This
year with the support
of Summit Forests
Ltd we have added
Tauwhare Forest north
of Whanganui on the
Tokomaru East Road.
Tauwhare Forest is just
over 200 hectares of
ten-year-old pine trees,
so in itself it provides
limited opportunities
walking the forestry
tracks. However, for
someone who wants
to get away and walk
with the dog it is well
worth exploring. There
are cameras and it is essential
that hunters stick to the permit
conditions, in particular that
access is granted for gamebird
hunting ONLY. Please note that
with the changes in gun licencing,
a prosecution for trespass may well
mean that someone no longer meets
the fit and proper test when it comes
to holding a firearms licence.
While the opportunities in this
Summit Forest are limited this
season, our agreement also includes
two other Whanganui Forests. These
are currently unavailable due to
large scale logging operations, but
in future years when these areas
are replanted they will provide
considerable hunting.
As implemented last season to
address requirements that only one

Jazz with a Taranaki pheasant. Photo Curly McEwen.

party is hunting in each block in
Harakeke Forest at a time, we are
operating a weekly draw system
regarding issuing of permits for
Harakeke and Tauwhare forests.
This requires that hunters obtain
a permit from Taranaki F&G
(021 270 0239 or taranaki@
fishandgame.org.nz). As part of this
you will need a current gamebird
licence and also your firearms licence
number (or that of the person who is
directly supervising you).
Then prior to noon each Thursday
contact Taranaki F&G above to go
into the draw for a permit for the
coming weekend. Harakeke is divided
into two blocks available Saturday
and Sunday. Tauwhare Forest is a
single block only available Sunday
during May and then both Saturday
and Sunday after this. You can

Taranaki Region Hunting Newsletter 2021

apply for one or more blocks and/
or days but if hunting as a group
then just one application per group.
Jilli will then advise applicants of
their success or not on Thursday
afternoon.
Being successful in the draw is a
condition of a valid access permit for
that particular time and place.
While this is a bit more involved,
hunters know they are the only group
hunting their particular block on that
day, with the advantages this brings.
For Nukumaru, there is no weekly
draw. However, hunters need a
permit from Taranaki F&G and must
then contact the respective grazing
lessee listed on their permit when
they wish to go hunting.
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Who knows what hidden treasure one might find?

Locating Hunting Opportunities
Finding places to hunt ducks can be a real challenge in
this region, with almost all opportunities on private land.
We keep emphasising the point however, that if you are
proactive and get out and knock on a few doors there is
certainly some very good hunting to be had.

aggregations are often very receptive to an enquiry to
hunt which may then lead to a longer-term association. If
you contact Allen Stancliff in our New Plymouth office in
the preceding weeks, he will often be able to point you in
the direction of problem mobs.

For example, I’m aware of one hunter who is not a
landowner who hunts a number of times per week and who
rarely hunts the same place more than once or twice a
season.

Another option we have discussed previously is setting
up on the lower reaches of the larger rivers which is
generally a very underutilised opportunity in this region.

In part this reflects that many ponds aren’t hunted again
after opening weekend and landowners are often happy
for others to have a go at this point. There is still some
good hunting to be had as the ducks drop back into
more normal routines, however it is also a good way
to establish relationships with landholders and identify
opportunities for the future.
A related opportunity is around the paradise special
season on the ring-plain in late February each year. This
season is primarily to break up post moult groups of
paradise shelduck which can impact on crops and new
pasture. As a consequence, landowners with problem
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A different approach is to target ducks utilising harvested
crop paddocks. However, while we tend to focus on birds
feeding on maize dropped by the harvester, in reality this
often misses the real opportunity. Modern harvesters
drop very little grain and often the key attraction of these
paddocks is after it rains. By choice ducks feed on protein
sources like worms and in newly harvested paddocks the
water often ponds and the worms are highly accessible
in the soft soil. Similarly, as new shoots emerge from the
soil these are often highly desirable as well. In these latter
situations it is not always necessary to be where the birds
have been going, but rather setting up a realistic decoy
spread in the general area where birds are trading around
in the late afternoon or on a wet day.
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To find locations, a good tool is using aerial imagery
such as google earth or the maps on the Walking Access
website to identify ponds and the like.
For most of us it’s not that easy to approach a landowner
‘cold’ and a good approach is often to ring first. Offer
to come out and introduce yourself and if so, what is a
convenient time? Remember they don’t know you either
and quite rightly want to feel comfortable that you are a
suitable person to be on their property. Finally leave the
dog, hunting clothes and guns at home for that first visit.

If you do get refused take this with good grace, there may
be any number of good reasons why this has occurred.
Unless hunters have a ready way in to a new spot most
of us will have to put some leg work in to identify new
hunting opportunities. However, the rewards are also
there in terms of locating some quality hunting, perhaps
the opportunity to develop a pond and a long-term
friendship with the landowner and all without having to
compete with other hunters.

Wetland Funding
Funding for wetland projects was put on hold during last
year’s Covid lockdown, however Taranaki Fish & Game
is now receiving applications to create and enhance
wetland habitats, particularly in situations that will create
shallow-water habitat for mallard breeding, but also for
wetlands that provide a hunting opportunity.
If you’re interested in building or restoring a wetland on
your property or in conjunction with a willing landowner,
then now’s the time to contact us to get your project
underway. Fish & Game staff can provide free advice on
designing and building wetlands and they can also act
as referees for applications for financial assistance from
the NZ Gamebird Habitat Trust and the Taranaki Fish &

Game Habitat & Hunting Scheme.
The NZ Gamebird Habitat Trust receives $4 from every
gamebird hunting licence sold and offers grants for
wetland development which include funding towards the
cost of machine hire for damming or excavation to create
areas of open water. Applications to the NZ Gamebird
Habitat Trust need to be in by 30 June 2021 and Fish
& Game staff can help with the form filling. Applicants
are usually notified of the outcome by early September,
leaving plenty of time to organise works in the following
summer. However, successful applicants have two years to
uplift the grant should wet weather or other factors mean
that works need to be deferred for another year.

Inherently wet – this area is perfect for creating a shallow highly productive wetland
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Ducks and other bird species
are often quick to utilise
newly created wetlands.
Photo Allen Stancliff.

The Gamebird Habitat Trust has also recently been
successful in obtaining $360,000 over three years from
the government’s One Billion Trees programme to support
the planting of native trees at sites that have approved
Habitat Trust grant support. If you’ve previously received
funding from the Trust, or have an approved project, then
you’re eligible for a grant of $4,000/ha to plant native
trees, including manuka, that will grow to at least 4
metres high. The grant will be at the rate of 800 stems
per hectare, which equates to $5 per tree. Funding is
available on a first-come, first-serve basis so if you’re
interested in exploring this opportunity further, please
contact Taranaki Fish and Game.
Another funding option is Taranaki Fish & Game’s
Habitat & Hunting Scheme which uses funds that
originate from the 2006 sale of the Tom Watt Wildlife
Area at Tarata. The usual process is for an application
to go to the Gamebird Habitat Trust first and the local
Habitat & Hunting fund can then be used to supplement
the amount received. The same application form can be
submitted to both funds, thereby minimising paperwork.
Successful wetlands do not need to be large. From a duck
breeding perspective, the key is to build shallow wetlands

which have a fluctuating water level and ‘soft’ edges
provided by rushes and the like. The good news is that
these wetlands are often very easy and cheap to build if
you have a damp corner somewhere.
Another good reason to create wetlands are that they
can act as a filter for farm runoff to reduce nutrient
enrichment and sedimentation of downstream waterways
and thereby reduce the farm’s environmental footprint.
In addition to waterfowl that can be hunted, wetlands can
also benefit biodiversity by providing valuable habitat for
fully protected native species such as NZ dabchick and
scaup (black teal).
Fish & Game can also provide advice on an effective
predator control programme to maximise the productivity
of your wetland. As well as mustelids and rats, cats have
been identified as a key predator in wetlands, so cat
control should be an integral part of any programme.
So, if you are keen to create or restore a wetland for
waterfowl breeding, as a hunting opportunity or for wider
biodiversity purposes, then give Fish & Game a call and
we can come out to assess the options and recommend a
way forward with your project.

TARANAKI FISH & GAME CONTACT DETAILS
New Plymouth Office:

3/477A Devon Street East, Strandon, New Plymouth 4312
P.O. Box 662, New Plymouth 4340
astancliff@fishandgame.org.nz
Phone (06) 757 9676, 027 263 915
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Whanganui Office:

P.O. Box 4152, Whanganui 4541
taranaki@fishandgame.org.nz
Phone 021 270 0239
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