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Chapter 3

Preliminary Baseline Survey of

the Avifauna of the Nakorotubu

Range, Ra and Tailevu Provinces,

Fiji.

Alivereti Naikatini and Vilikesa Masibalavu

Team members: Senivalati Vido (Department of

Forestry), Sowane Nasemira (Soa village), Mitieli
Toakece (Nasau village).

SUMMARY

This report is a preliminary baseline survey of the avifauna of the Nakorotubu Range, Ra-
Tailevu Provinces, Viti Levu. The report provides observations and comments on the avifauna
observed in the study area.

A total of 38 bird species were recorded in the surveys, fifteen of which were endemic spe-
cies, four introduced and the remainder native species.

Three globally threatened species for Fiji were recorded — Pink-billed Parrotfinch (Viti
Levu endemic), Black-faced Shrikebill and the Friendly Ground-Dove. For birds, the Nakoro-
tubu Range has the same conservation significance as other large forest blocks on Viti Levu.

INTRODUCTION

The Nakorotubu Range is an important forest refuge for Fiji’s native flora and fauna cover-
ing the whole mountain range that runs along the eastern side of Viti Levu from the Tailevu
province in the south up to the province of Ra in the north. It connects to the lowland tropical
rainforests of southern and central Viti Levu and also to the dry forests of northern Viti Levu
like the Nakauvadra Range. Little bird work has been done in the whole area except a survey
that was conducted by Dr Dick Watling around Soa village. The main objectives of this survey
were to do a checklist of the bird species of Nakorotubu, look at their abundance and also the
presence of Fiji’s threatened birds in the area.

Conservation Significance
In the annotated accounts and discussion of the observations, prominence is given to the

Conservation Significance of the species concerned. Conservation Significance is based on the

following:

*  Endemicity — Single Island, National, Regional or Regional Near-endemic for those birds
whose distribution is primarily within the region but which extends to a few islands or an
island group outside the region.

e Global Threat Status - according to the *2008 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species’. The
threatened species categories now used in Red Data Books and Red Lists have been in
place, with some modification, for over 30 years. Since their introduction these categories
have become widely recognised internationally, and the Red List categories provide an eas-
ily and widely understood method for highlighting those species under higher extinction
risk, so as to focus attention on the need for or efficacy of existing conservation measures.
A simplified description of the categories applicable for this guide are as follows (refer
http://www.redlist.org for a full description and the annually updated status):

— CRITICALLY ENDANGERED - when a species is facing an extremely high risk of
extinction in the wild in the immediate future;

— ENDANGERED - when a species is not Critically Endangered but is facing a very
high risk of extinction in the wild in the near future;

— VULNERABLE - a species is Vulnerable when it is not Critically Endangered or En-
dangered but is facing a high risk of extinction in the wild in the medium-term future;
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— NEAR THREATENED - is a sub-category of
LOWER RISK category, for species which are close
to qualifying for Vulnerable; and,

— DATA DEFICIENT - there is insufficient infor-

mation to make an evaluation.

Introduced and naturalised species, some of these spe-
cies pose a threat to native species and generally increase in
abundance as a result of habitat disturbance, especially loss
of forest.

National Conservation Status — IUCN'’s Global Status
is used wherever a threatened category has been applied, es-
pecially for national endemic species. However, the majority
of species in Fiji are resident and breed in other Pacific island
countries or even further afield. In such cases the Global Sta-
tus does not reflect the often differing status in each country,
which is very important for the countries concerned. To
rectify this, two categories for the conservation status of the
Fijian populations of these birds are used.

These follow Watling (2001):

—  AtRisk - the higher category for birds considered to be
severely threatened in Fiji;

—  Conservation Concern — a lower category for birds
whose status is known to be declining, under threat

or very vulnerable because of small population size,

introduced predators or competitors, or adverse land

use practices here in Fiji.

METHODS AND STUDY AREA

Study area and base camps

The study area in the Nakorotubu Range is demarcated
on Map 6. The team hiked from Matuku village to Base
camp 1 (Nabavatu) along the Nabavatu Creek on November
30 and spent three nights there and hiked back to Matuku
village on December 3. On December 4 we visited the lime-
stone forests of Nalidi looking for caves and on December 5
hiked from Matuku village to Base camp 2 (Nalalau) on the
headwaters of the Lequ Creek which flows down to Nalidi
village. We spent two nights at Base camp 2, before hiking
back to Matuku village on December 7. The team departed
Matuku village for Nasau village on December 7 and spent
December 8 surveying the forests around the village. On
December 9 the team departed Nasau village for Base camp
3 (Nubunivonu) and spent two nights at Base camp 3 before
hiking back to Nasau village on December 11.

Field methods
Bird observations were categorized according to three

different observational methods:

1. Standardised Transects: Observations during timed
transects along paths and river/stream beds — these are
then expressed as encounter rates (number of indi-
viduals observed divided by number of standardised
observer hours (Masibalavu and Dutson 2006);

2. Observations during timed periods at an observation
post with a 2000 view over the forest;
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3. Incidental observations around the base camps and
when hiking between camps.

A summary of the location of the sites surveyed is listed
in Table 3.1, and shown in Map 5. A total of 38 hours was
spent on bird surveying, 29.25 hours was spent on forest
observations, 3.3 hours was spent in ‘forest edge — garden’
habitats and 5.4 hours in open country (Table 3.2).

RESULTS

Species Recorded

A total of 38 species were recorded in the Nakoro-
tubu Range, primarily in forested habitats but including
peripheral open habitats. Fifteen of these are Fijian endemic
species (Table 3.3). Three introduced bird species (Common
mynah, Jungle mynah and Red-vented bulbul) now consid-
ered as invasive were also observed, mainly close to villages
and settlements. The Fiji-bush Warbler is the most common
species encountered during the survey.

The Pink-billed Parrotfinch (Endangered) one of Vit
Levu’s most threatened birds, was observed a couple of
times in the intact lowland rainforests of Nasau. The other
two threatened birds of Viti Levu, the Red-throated Lori-
keet (Critically Endangered) and the Long-legged Warbler
(Endangered) were not recorded. Two species, the Friendly
Ground Dove and the Black-faced Shrikebill that are catego-
rized as Vulnerable, were also recorded.

Four caves visited during the survey had White-rumped
swiftlets colonies. The three caves in Nasau had approxi-
mately more than 1000 swiftlets in each, whereas the rock
overhang near Base camp 1 had about 100 swiftlets.

DISCUSSION

The composition of the birds of Nakorotubu is similar
to other large forest blocks on Viti Levu — given the pau-
city of data (this survey, Watling 2003, Masibalavu 2003,
Watling 2008).

No Long-legged warblers were observed despite the
healthy state of the native forests. The reason for this could
be the lack of running creeks at elevations of more than 300
m above sea level found at other sites like Monasavu, Wabu,
and Nakauvadra, where this species was previously recorded
(Masibalavu 2004, Masibalavu 2008).

Weather conditions at Base camp 1 and Base camp 2
were drier permitting more work to be done; however, rain
was encountered in Base camp 3 which affected the field
work. The drier state of the forest in Base camp 1 and Base
camp 2 could be a factor affecting the bird composition
of this area but this needs follow up work. The vegetation
around Base camp 3 is typical lowland tropical rainfor-
est like the Sovi Basin (Naitasiri Province), with a similar
bird composition (Masibalavu et. al. 2003, Watling, 2003).
The presence of birds like the Pink-billed parrotfinch and
Friendly ground dove in the forests of Nasau is noteworthy
and would be worth follow up monitoring. Base camp 3,



despite the poor weather, had greater bird activity compared
to the two other camps, and this could be attributed to the
healthy state of the forest, large forest size and connectivity
to other forest systems.

An interesting observation made in this survey was
that of the Polynesian starling in Base camp 2. This species
is usually rare in forests of Viti Levu; however, we observed
this species to be fairly common here moving and foraging
in large groups of up to ten individuals. This was observed
for the two days we spent at this site. They also showed signs
of aggressive behavior towards other species. Whether they
were mating or marking out their territory is not clear, but
the observation is worthy of a follow up survey.

The presence and abundance of large birds such as
Masked-shining parrot and barking pigeon (Table 3.2) in
the area can show that both the health and size of the forest
is large enough to contain a viable population of birds and
other species.

Few trees were observed to be flowering except for some
Bischofia javanica, Erythrina sp., Garcinia sp. and Parinari
insularum which attracted species like White eyes, Slaty
monarch, Collared lorry, Wattled honeyeater and Orange-
breasted myzomela. However, there were more trees with
fruits like Endorspermum macrophyllum, Parinari insularum,
Callophylum spp., Ficus spp., Amoraria sp., Garcinia spp.,
and Cananga odorata which attracted birds like the Barking
pigeon, Many-colored fruit dove and Golden dove.
White-rumped Swiftlets were found nesting during the sur-
vey. The three caves visited in Nasau have a good population
of this species with each cave having well over 1000 birds.
The limestone forests of Nakorotubu were not well covered
in this survey and this is noteworthy for future surveys in
this area.

Interestingly, not many introduced bird species were
encountered during this survey. The majority recorded were
mainly near and around villages and settlements. None were
observed in any of the camp sites, which show that they have
not really been able to spread to these forest areas. However,
this should be monitored in the future.
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GCONCLUSIONS AND CONSERVATION SIGNIFICANCE

'The birds of the Nakorotubu Range are similar in com-
position and approximate abundance, and hence conserva-
tion significance, to other large forest blocks on Viti Levu.
Further surveys are required to determine the presence/
absence of rare species such as the Long-legged Warbler and
the Red-throated Lorikeet. Being an important refuge for
birds and the fact that it is connected to other large for-
est blocks, there is a need to set aside some portions of the
Nakorotubu Range as permanent reserves. Future surveys
are needed and monitoring program in place for the birds
of Nakorotubu. The site could qualify to be one of Fijis
Important Bird Areas (IBAs) due to the presence and abun-

dance of some of Fiji’s threatened birds.
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Preliminary Baseline Survey of the Avifauna of the Nakorotubu

Range, Ra and Tailevu Provinces, Fiji.
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