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Rugby hero makes mark in 
island conservation
Wrestling with snakes, tussling with giant coconut crabs and 
clambering up sheer rock faces to study endangered Pacific 
seabirds is all in a day’s work for former All Black Anton Oliver. 

It’s hardly been a quiet life 
since retiring from professional 

rugby last year and starting study 
for a Masters degree in biodiversi-
ty, conservation and management 
at Britain’s Oxford University. 

In July I spent four weeks in 
Fiji working alongside locals on 
a BirdLife International project to 
rid seven small islands of rats. My 
thesis investigates the interaction 
between poverty and conserva-
tion, and I spent two weeks living 
with a subsistence community, 
helping BirdLife’s preparation for a 
helicopter bait drop and interview-
ing the locals and observing their 
needs and wants. 

Ringgolds Island was so badly 
overrun with rats that seabird 
numbers were rapidly declining 
as the rodents ate eggs and 
chicks, and crops could not be 
harvested before rats devoured 
them.

I studied other conservation 
projects in Fiji with BirdLife Global 
Seabird Scientist Susan Waugh, 
who is based at Forest & Bird in 
New Zealand, and BirdLife staff 
based in Fiji.

The Ringgolds rat-eradication 
project, which cost more than 
$US200,000, will dramatically 
improve habitat for seabirds, 
including brown and red-footed 
boobies and black noddies. 
People from the island are 

overjoyed that they will be able to 
harvest crops for the first time in 
years now that rats are gone.

On another island, Vatu-i-ra, 
which had its rats eradicated 
in 2006, we looked at how bird 
colonies are recovering from 
the earlier rat infestation. We 
checked bait monitoring stations, 
which showed no new rat arrivals 
on the three-hectare island. 
Without rats eating their young, 
the number of ground-nesting 
birds, including brown boobies 
and bridled and black-naped 
terns, is growing. Crested terns 
have been spotted for the first 
time.

Fijians were welcoming – 
and not just because of my 
conservation efforts. I held media 
conferences and appeared on 
three TV shows in the rugby-
mad country. I thought now that 
I’ve hung up my rugby boots I 
wouldn’t get noticed but it wasn’t 
so in Fiji. 

I’m still waiting to get my 
questionnaires translated into 
English so I can’t yet say what 
the rat eradication means to the 
locals. However, it is clear that 
the reasons BirdLife would like 
the rats off the islands and the 
locals’ motives have nothing in 
common – and that lies at the 
heart of my thesis. 

Anton Oliver

conservationbriefs

N
ew research into three
popular garden plants
has raised serious

concerns about their potential to
invade and take over natural
ecosystems.

The three species researched by
Auckland Regional Council were
agapanthus, phoenix palm and
English ivy. The study looked at
the distances plants could spread
unassisted, the range of habitats
they were capable of invading,
and what impacts they were
having on parkland and other
natural areas.

All three species were found to
be invasive in a range of
ecosystems, spreading into
remote and inaccessible areas.
They have significant
environmental impacts on the
natural areas they invade.

Jack Craw, biosecurity
manager for the Auckland
Regional Council, says the

research confirms what was
already suspected in terms of
agapanthus and ivy, but that the
invasive capabilities of phoenix
palm comes as an unwelcome
wake-up call.

‘When we started looking, we
found phoenix palms
everywhere: half-grown palms
that had self-sown into
mangrove wetlands, young
plants growing in thick kikuyu
grass on the edges of farm
paddocks, even seedlings
growing alongside native nikau
palm seedlings in dense bush,’
Jack Craw says.

‘These plants are being spread
into some of our most remote
and vulnerable habitats by birds,
wind and water. All three species
are becoming significant weeds
in natural areas.’

Jack Craw is urging developers
and gardeners to consider
replacing agapanthus, phoenix

palm and English ivy with non-
invasive alternatives.

Undesirable agapanthus
includes all large agapanthus
types. They were found to
invade a range of habitat types,
including roadside drains, low
scrub, regenerating bush, forest
margins, pasture, coastal and
beachfront vegetation, sand
dunes, coastal cliffs, rocky inland
cliffs, exposed coastal areas,
pastoral streams and gardens,
where they are very common,
both planted and naturalised.
They are capable of forming
dense monocultures that exclude
all other species: one cliff
infestation at Piha was found to
cover an area of over a thousand
square metres.

The ARC suggested people
looking for non-invasive
alternatives to agapanthus could
try clivia (which has a similar
foliage to agapanthus and a
range of attractive, large,
colourful flowers), native
rengarenga (widely available
with foliage similar to
agapanthus and sprays of small
white flowers in summer), native
coastal grasses such as pingao or
spinifex (great for stabilising
coastal dunes and helping
conserve endangered native
pingao), native toetoe grasses
and gahnia (good erosion
control for sunny and shady,
sandy inland sites), or one of the
many varieties of native flax

(hardy for dry sites in full sun,
they also help stabilise sandy or
unstable sites).

English Ivy was found
invading all ‘age classes’ of native
forest, pine forests, roadsides,
forest margins and gardens.
Bird-spread seedlings are
becoming common in many
Auckland reserves.

Ivy infestations in regional
parks tended to originate from
past house sites. In some cases,
mature trees had collapsed
under the weight of ivy vines.

Phoenix palm was found
invading a range of habitats,
including coastal and dense
forest (phoenix is salt tolerant).
Small phoenix palm seedlings
are virtually indistinguishable
from native nikau seedlings,
meaning that the full extent to
which phoenix palms are
spreading into forest areas may
not be realised for some time.
The robust, sharp spines can
cause severe injuries.
— SIMON ROCHE, Auckland Regional
Council.
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The distinctive Phoenix palm
Phoenix canariensis is widely
planted in parks and gardens in
warmer New Zealand. Its seeds
are being spread into forest
areas around Auckland.

A popular roadside planting in
warm districts, agapanthus is
very hardy and readily suffers
harsh conditions. It establishes
a dense matt of roots and can
gradually take over waste
areas. There are several forms
— the most dangerous for the
environment are Agapanthus
praecox and its subspecies
orientalis and praecox, their
hybrids and cultivars.

Popular Plants in Biosecurity Scare 

Anton and BirdLife Global Seabird Scientist Susan Waugh join forces with local 
communities to help save seabirds.


