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New Zealand Once Had Giant
Penguins and Parrots, but Why?

Two new fossil discoveries hint at the complex evolution
undertaken by the island’s ancient—and often huge—birds.
by Jason Bittel (September 3, 2019)
Nobody does giant birds like New Zealand.
Go back in time 1,000 years, and you might have
cowered in the shadow of the Moa, a ratite bird that
stood taller than a polar bear. Look past those behemoths into the sky, and you’d have seen soaring
Haast’s Eagles, some of the largest raptors to ever
exist. These flying death machines were so big, they
actually hunted the 500-pound Moas.
Zip back another 19 million years, and there would
have been giant, waist-high parrots. Nicknamed
Squawk-zilla by researchers, this bird would have
had a formidable beak and, at over three feet in
height, clocks in as the largest parrot known to science, according to a new study published in Biology
Letters.
Forty-some million years before that, when the
planet was still reeling from the dinosaur extinction,
you might have stood eye-to-eye with a massive,
murderous-looking penguin that weighed nearly as
much as Sidney Crosby, captain of the human ice
hockey team known as the Pittsburgh Penguins.

Megalapteryx huttoni or Moa. Illustration: British Library/Alamy.

Don’t worry, though. With a long beak more like a
stork’s, these monsters likely evolved to dine on fish,
according to another new study published recently...
Continued on page 2

“New Zealand Once
Had Giant Penguins and
Parrots, but Why?”continued
...in Alcheringa: An Australasian Journal of Palaeontology. A time-traveling human probably would have been
safe.
So what gives? Why should one little corner of the
world be so rich in gigantic avian megafauna? Is it
something in the water, as they say?
“I think that there’s no single answer to that, unfortunately,” says R. Paul Scofield, co-author of both the parrot and penguin studies and a senior curator at Canterbury Museum in New Zealand.
Take Squawk-zilla. At around 15 pounds in weight, this
species would have been roughly double the size of the
next largest known parrot, the still-kicking Kākāpō. And
the reason it got so big comes down to that old saw:
location, location, location.
Fifty-two million years ago, the islands of New Zealand
separated from a ginormous supercontinent known as
Gondwana. And for some reason, no large, predatory
mammals caught the ship as it was setting out to sea. Or
those that did didn’t last long.

This is what scientists refer to as island gigantism, and
it’s the same process that seems to have sculpted other
oversized bird species, such as the Dodo, Sylviornis,
and the Adzebills.
New Zealand’s hefty penguin, however, seems to have
arrived at its mass by a different route.
Unlike species that require eons to achieve their
gigantitude, “these penguins became very large very
early in their evolution,” says Gerald Mayr, a zoologist and curator at the Senckenberg Research Institute
in Germany. For these birds, opportunity was the name
of the game.
As most people know, the dinosaurs went kaput approximately 66 million years ago. But what many
don’t realize is that a mass extinction also occurred
across the earth’s oceans, snuffing out massive marine
predators like the mosasaurs and plesiosaurs. When
these species disappeared, many other species flourished, says Mayr, who was lead author of the penguin
paper. This is what’s known as mesopredator release.
Continued on page 3

“What appears to have happened in New Zealand is
that most of the animals that have become gigantic
seem to have flown here,” Scofield says. And once
there, the birds found a large, productive
ecosystem mostly absent of hungry mouths that
could eat them or compete with them for foliage.
Not only was there a smorgasbord of food, but
the lack of predators took away the selective
pressures that keep flying birds aloft. As the
generations went on, many of these birds,
including the Squawk-zilla and later the Moa,
evolved toward flightlessness, says Scofield. At the
same time, they just kept getting larger than their
ancestors.
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Reconstruction of the
giant parrot Heracles inexpectatus a.k.a. Squawkzilla.
Illustration: Dr. Brian Choo/Flinders University.
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“New Zealand once had Giant Penguins and Parrots, but Why?” continued
For whatever reason, the penguins survived the event that killed off most of the large creatures on earth. Suddenly free from the threat of aquatic nightmare reptiles, the penguins multiplied and prospered, quickly evolving
bigger and bigger body sizes, the better to take advantage of the bountiful vacuum left behind by that sweet, serendipitous mass extinction.
In all, scientists have found around 10 species of giant penguin that evolved in the gap, says Mayr. All of them are
extinct today, alas. But that might not have been the case if it weren’t for rise of the marine mammals.
“Marine mammals became excessively large in the Eocene and the Oligocene,” Scofield says. “They pretty much
outcompeted virtually every other large predator, except for the large sharks.”
At roughly 176 pounds, the colossal penguin would probably have made a tasty feast for marauding marine mammals and super-sized sharks alike. Which reminds me, whose idea was it to go back in time again?

Dr. Paul Scofield, senior curator natural history at Canterbury Museum holds the fossil, a tibiotarsus, top, next to a similar bone of
an Emperor Penguin in Christchurch, New Zealand, Wednesday, Aug. 14, 2019. Scientists in New Zealand say they’ve found fossilized
bones from an extinct monster penguin that was about the size of a human and swam the oceans some 60 million years ago.
Photo: Mark Baker.

The Chat

Page 3

Programs (contributed by Heather Farrington)

Monday, November 18th

Our Yard is for the Birds, with Mark and Nan Plunkett
According to recent studies, residential yards are one
of the most undervalued and overlooked ecosystems.
This is ironic as privately owned residential landscapes
account for as much as half of the green space in urban
areas. With the right knowledge, homeowners can make
a real difference in response to the challenges of habitat
destruction and biodiversity loss. Urban and suburban
gardens greatly impact both the richness and abundance
of pollinators and birds in our neighborhoods. Much
of that impact is related to the specific plant species
provided in our gardens. The question addressed in this
program will be how can a homeowner manage their
residential landscape in a way that best supports the
birds and other wildlife we enjoy? The Plunkett’s will
share their own experience of managing their residential landscape in a way that best supports the all the
winged creatures that are drawn to it.

Audubon programs are held on the third
Monday of the month (not including
December). We meet at 7 p.m. for
light refreshments, with the program
beginning at 7:30 p.m. We meet at the
Winton Woods Visitor Center, located at
10245 Winton Road. To reach the visitor
center from I-275, take the Winton Road
exit, and go south. Just before the lake,
turn right into the park. From the Ronald
Reagan Highway, take the Winton Road
North exit, and turn left into the park just
after the lake.
Note that a Park District auto sticker is
required – $3 daily or $10 annual for
Hamilton County residents, or $5 daily or
$14 annual for non-residents.
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American Goldfinch on Echinacea. Photo Contributed by
Heather Farrington.

After working in a clinical laboratory for many years,
raising three children and then watching them each pursue their dreams, Nan decided to pursue some of her
own. She invited husband Mark to join her to train to
become a Master Gardener Volunteer through the OSU
Extension program. Both became enthusiastic gardeners
and soon realized that they not only enjoyed the plants
and gardens they were creating but loved how these stationary, rooted plants actually moved through the wings
of the insects and birds they attracted. Over the past ten
years, Nan and Mark have transformed their half-acre
suburban lawn into a (mostly) native garden that is
both an NWF Certified Wildlife Habitat and Monarch
Waystation. In addition, they are horticulture volunteers
at the Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden as well
as members of local Audubon and Wild Ones Chapters. Most recently the Plunkett’s have both completed
master’s degrees in Biology from Miami University.
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Field Trips & Events (contributed by Jay Stenger)

Saturday, Nov. 17th,
8 a.m.
Theme: Waterfowl & Late Fall
Migrants
Location: Brookville Lake Area
Co-Leaders:
Jack Stenger, (513) 503-3389,
jackstenger@gmail.com
Jay Stenger, (513) 522-8147,
jaystenger@cinci.rr.com
Meet: in the Park & Ride Lot
at I-275 Exit #7 (see directions
below).
The focus of this trip will be the
fall waterfowl migration, which
should be near peak at this date.
Our trip leaders plan to visit
several spots around Brookville
Lake and then make the short
hop over to Hueston Woods
before returning home. Both
of these locations are hotspots
and are excellent for attracting
waterfowl and water birds at this
season. The rural countryside
surrounding these two large
lakes has diverse habitats, so we
expect to find a great variety and
diversity of species throughout the
day. In addition to many species
of waterfowl we also expect to
see loons, grebes, gulls, Sandhill
Cranes, late shorebirds (such as
Dunlin & Wilson’s Snipe), Bald
Eagles, many hawks, numbers
of seasonal songbirds and much
more. Rare species are always
possible at this season. Prairie
Falcon and Golden Eagle have
been seen on this trip in recent
years.
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Kent’s Harbor at Brookville Lake.

Our trip leaders, son and father
team Jack & Jay Stenger, are
expert birders who don’t miss
much. They also know the
Brookville region intimately, so
we expect to find a great diversity
of species. This will be an
auto type tour and will consist
of driving from spot to spot
interspersed with a few short easy
walks. While the trip duration
is long and does entail a lot of
driving, the rewards, in terms
of what we see, always make it
worth the effort.
The trip will run into mid
afternoon but of course you can
leave at any time you like. Bring
your lunch and drinks. It always
seems colder around large lakes
so dress accordingly. If you
have a scope it will prove useful.
Restrooms will be available.
One important note, Indiana
State Parks charges a daily per
car entrance fee ($7 resident, $9
non-resident). At this time of year
there are usually no attendants
on duty, but we cannot be sure of
that.

*NOTE: This field trip will
be conducted jointly with
the Audubon Society and the
Cincinnati Bird Club.
Directions:
We will meet at 8:00 a.m. in
the Park & Ride lot, which is
located directly off the I-275 Exit
# 7 at State Route 128 marked
Cleves-Hamilton. This is the
first exit just west of the Great
Miami River at Miamitown.
We will caravan from there to
the Brookville area, about a
30-minute drive. Contact Jack or
Jay if you have any questions.
Brookville Lake Website: http://
www.in.gov/dnr/parklake/2961.
htm
Whitewater Memorial State
Park (at Brookville Lake)
Website: http://www.in.gov/dnr/
parklake/2962.htm
Hueston Woods State Park
Website: http://parks.ohiodnr.gov/
huestonwoods
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Field Trips & Events (contributed by Jay Stenger)

Sunday, Dec. 1st,
8:00 a.m.
Theme: Wintering Merlins
Location: “Old” St. Joseph’s
Cemetery (3819 W 8th Street, Price
Hill)
Leader: Bill Zimmermann, (513)
708-8117, tvz@icloud.com
Meet: 3:00 p.m. at the Cemetery
entrance located at 3819 W 8th
Street and Seton Ave (see directions
below).
Join our trip leader, Bill
Zimmerman, for what should
be a unique and interesting late
afternoon field trip to specifically
find wintering Merlins. We will
certainly take our time and look
for other late migrants and winter
visitors, but Merlins are our goal.
Bill is an excellent birder and
naturalist and an expert on Merlins
in our area. He has been finding
and watching them at both Saint

Joseph’s Cemeteries in Price Hill
for years. Bill is also an organizer
for the annual Cincinnati Merlin
Census. We will begin our trip at
the “Old” St. Joseph’s Cemetery.
After 45 minutes or so, we will
move west and wrap up at the
“New” St. Joseph’s Cemetery.
Bill hopes to find Merlins at each
location.
Prior to the year 2000, Merlins,
small but aggressive falcons,
were generally only known in our
region of the country as rare to
uncommon spring and fall migrants
and accidental winter visitors. But
a remarkable change was about to
take place.
During the winter of 1999-2000 at
least 1 Merlin was regularly seen
over-wintering at Spring Grove
Cemetery by many observers.
Over the next 3 winters, at least
2 Merlins were present there.
During the winter of 2004, Bill
Zimmerman reported a Merlin at

Saint Joseph’s Cemetery, a first
record from that cemetery. The
following year Merlins were found
overwintering at both St. Joseph
Cemeteries in Price Hill (the “new”
and the “old”). Bill Z saw as many
as 4 Merlins at one time at the Old
St. Josephs Cemetery during the
winter of 2007. Since then Merlins
have over-wintered annually in all
three of these cemeteries and have
established themselves as locally
fairly common winter residents in
these cemeteries.
Over recent years, more Merlins
have begun wintering in our region,
many of them in local cemeteries,
but others can be found in urban
environments with similar habitats
to cemeteries. While Merlins are
still scarce in our region, they have
become regular winter residents in
these favored settings. Cemeteries
seem to provide their preferred
habitat, which are generally
open areas scattered with mixed
coniferous/deciduous trees (no
closed canopy) and plenty of small
birds to eat.
This trip will end around dusk
(5:30 PM) and it will likely be
cold so dress accordingly. Public
restrooms are nearby. We will meet
at 3:00 PM at the entrance to the
Old St. Joseph’s Cemetery located
at 3819 W 8th Street and Seton
Ave. in Price Hill. Contact Bill if
you have any questions.

Merlin in flight. Photo by Melissa Groo.
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“Old” St. Joseph’s Cemetery
website (The one we are meeting
at): https://cccsohio.org/who-weare/cemeteries-we-operate/st.joseph-original-catholic-cemetery.
html
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Field Trips & Events (contributed by Jay Stenger)

The 120th National
Audubon Society
Christmas Bird Counts
The Christmas Bird Count (CBC) is a long-standing
program of the National Audubon Society with
over 100 years of citizen science involvement. It
is an early-winter bird census where thousands of
volunteers across the US, Canada, and 19 countries
in the Western Hemisphere go out over a 24-hour
period to count birds. Over 2,600 individual counts
were conducted and over 73,000 people participated
last year.
Count volunteers search for birds within a
designated 15-mile (24-km) diameter circle while
counting every bird they see or hear throughout the
day. It’s not just a species tally; all individual birds
are counted, giving an indication of the total number
of birds within the circle that day. If observers live
within a CBC circle, they may arrange in advance
to count the birds at their feeders and submit those
data to the count compiler. All individual CBCs are
conducted December 14th through January 5th each
season, and each count is conducted during one
calendar day.
CBC participants are organized into groups or field
parties by the compiler of the count. Each field
party covers a prearranged and specific area within
the 15-mile diameter count circle. Everyone is
welcome and encouraged to participate regardless
of one’s birding skills. Compilers arrange field
parties so that inexperienced observers are always
out with seasoned CBC veterans. You don’t have to
commit to the whole day either. You are welcome to
participate for as long as you like; a half-day or even
just a few hours would be great. If you live within a
count circle you can choose to stay home and count
the birds at your feeders.
The data collected by observers over the past
century allow researchers, conservation biologists,
The Chat

and other interested individuals to study the longterm health and status of bird populations across
North America. When combined with other
surveys such as the Breeding Bird Survey, CBCs
provide a picture of how the continent’s bird
populations have changed in time and space over
the past hundred years. The long-term perspective
made possible by the Christmas Bird Count is
vital for conservationists. It informs strategies to
protect birds and their habitats and helps identify
environmental issues with implications for people as
well.
The first CBC was done on Christmas Day of 1900
as an alternative activity to an event called the “side
hunt” where people chose sides, then went out and
shot as many birds as they could. The group that
came in with the largest number of dead birds won
the event. Frank Chapman, a famed ornithologist at
the American Museum of Natural History and the
editor of Bird-Lore (which became the publication
of the National Association of Audubon Societies
when the organization formed in 1905), recognized
that declining bird populations could not withstand
wanton over-hunting and proposed to count birds on
Christmas Day rather than shoot them.
There are many Christmas Bird Counts to choose
from and we encourage you to take part in as many
as possible, but we also hope you can find the time
to participate in at least one of our local Christmas
Bird Counts listed below (on page 8). If you have
any questions concerning a particular count,
feel free to contact that count’s
compiler.
For more information, visit the
following website:

https://www.audubon.
org/conservation/science/
christmas-bird-count

*NOTE: All National Audubon
Society Christmas Bird Counts
remain FREE.
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Field Trips & Events (contributed by Jay Stenger)

Local National Audubon Society Christmas Bird Counts
(Endorsed by the Audubon Society, Cincinnati Chapter)

Ohio River “Oxbow” Christmas Bird Count (32nd Annual)
Saturday, December 14, 2019
Compiler: Jack Stenger, (513) 503-3389, jackstenger@gmail.com

Hamilton-Fairfield Christmas Bird Count

Saturday, December 14, 2019
Compiler: Mike Busam, (513) 259-3262, mbusam@gmail.com

Western Hamilton County Christmas Bird Count (53rd Annual)
Sunday, December 22, 2018
Compiler: Ned Keller, (513) 349-3369, nedkeller49@gmail.com

Cincinnati Christmas Bird Count (72nd Annual)

Sunday, December 29, 2019
Compilers: Jay Stenger, (513) 522-8147, jaystenger@cinci.rr.com;
Jack Stenger, (513) 503-3389, jackstenger@gmail.com

East Fork Christmas Bird Count (36th Annual)

Saturday, January 4th, 2020
Compiler: Joe Bens, (513) 353-4229, joebens@live.com

For more information on Audubon Society Christmas Bird Counts,
visit the following website:
http://www.audubon.org/conservation/science/christmas-bird-count
The Chat
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Conservation (contributed by Jay Stenger)

What conservationists have learned through
Christmas Bird Count Data:
• Audubon’s 2014 Climate Change Report is a comprehensive, first-of-its kind study that
predicts how climate change could affect the ranges of 588 North American birds. Of the
588 North American bird species Audubon studied, more than half are likely to be in trouble.
Our models indicate that 314 species will lose more than 50 percent of their current climatic
range by 2080.
• The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has included Audubon’s climate change work
from CBC data as one of 26 indicators of climate change in their 2012 report.
• In 2009 CBC data were instrumental in the collaborative report by the North American Bird
Conservation Initiative, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service - State of the Birds 2009.
• In 2007, CBC data were instrumental in the development of Audubon’s Common Birds in
Decline Report, which revealed that some of America’s most beloved and familiar birds have
taken a nosedive over the past forty years.

Video still from “Christmas Bird Count” told by Chan Robbins.
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In Other News (contributed by Ned Keller)

North America Has Lost 3 Billion Birds, Scientists Say
by Nell Greenfieldboyce (Heard on All Things Considered September 19, 2019)

Horned Lark. Photo by Larry Keller/Getty Images.

Over the past half-century, North
America has lost more than a quarter of its entire bird population, or
around 3 billion birds.
That’s according to a new estimate
published in the journal Science by
researchers who brought together a
variety of information that has been
collected on 529 bird species since
1970.
“We saw this tremendous net loss
The Chat

across the entire bird community,”
says Ken Rosenberg, an applied
conservation scientist at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology in Ithaca,
N.Y. “By our estimates, it’s a 30%
loss in the total number of breeding
birds.”
Rosenberg and his colleagues
already knew that a number of bird
populations had been decreasing.
“But we also knew that other bird

populations were increasing,” he
says. “And what we didn’t know is
whether there was a net change.”
Scientists thought there might
simply be a shift in the total bird
population toward more generalist birds adapted to living around
humans.
To find out, the researchers collected data from long-running...
Continued on page 11
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In Other News (contributed by Ned Keller)

“North America Has Lost
3 Billion Birds...”continued
... surveys conducted with the help
of volunteer bird spotters, such as
the North American Breeding Bird
Survey and the Audubon Christmas
Bird Count. They combined that
data with a decade’s worth of data
on migrating bird flocks detected
by 143 weather radar installations.
Their results show that more than
90% of the loss can be attributed to
just a dozen bird families, including sparrows, warblers, blackbirds
and finches.
Common birds with decreasing
populations include meadowlarks,
dark-eyed juncos, horned larks and
red-winged blackbirds, says Rosenberg. Grassland birds have suffered
a 53% decrease in their numbers,
and more than a third of the shorebird population has been lost.
Bird populations that have increased include raptors, like the
bald eagle, and waterfowl.
“The numbers of ducks and geese
are larger than they’ve ever been,
and that’s not an accident,” says
Rosenberg. “It’s because hunters
who primarily want to see healthy
waterfowl populations for recreational hunting have raised their
voices.”
Applied ecologist Ted Simons of
North Carolina State University
says that trying to enumerate bird
populations and tracking them over
time is a daunting task with a lot of
uncertainty.
“People are doing a wonderful ef
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Red-winged Blackbird. Photo by Kathrin Swoboda/Audubon Photography Awards.

fort to try and understand our bird
populations, but the actual systems
that we have in place to try and
answer really tough questions like
this are really far short of what we
need,” says Simons. “We’re certainly
far from having the tools and having the resources to have real high
confidence in our estimates of these
populations.”
Still, he says, “I think it is very
likely that we are seeing substantial
declines in our bird populations,
particularly migratory birds.”
Other researchers say this continentwide decrease in bird numbers
is about what they expected.
“I think that I buy the magnitude of
loss,” says Kristen Ruegg, a biologist
at Colorado State University in Fort
Collins. “Overall, the conclusions
weren’t necessarily surprising. I
mean, they were depressing but not
surprising.”
Ruegg says there have been hints
that the loss was this large from a
variety of sources over the past few
decades. But in most cases, these
were species-specific accounts of

local extinctions or models of projected losses resulting from things
like climate change.
This study, she says, “really sort of
wakes people up to the idea that
this is happening.”
Elise Zipkin, a quantitative ecologist at Michigan State University,
says the loss of individuals can be a
big problem.
“Just because a species hasn’t gone
extinct or isn’t even necessarily
close to extinction, it might still be
in trouble,” she says. “We need to be
thinking about conservation efforts
for that.”
The researchers cite a variety of potential causes for the loss of birds,
including habitat degradation,
urbanization and the use of toxic
pesticides, notes Zipkin.
“And so I think this kind of lays the
gauntlet,” she says, “for people to
be thinking about ‘All right, how
can we estimate maybe the relative contributions of these things
to individual populations and their
declines.’ “
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Join or Renew Your Audubon
Society of Ohio Membership
Please consider joining your local Audubon
chapter or renewing if you are already a
member. Although our events are free
and open to the public, we would certainly
appreciate your support for our activities.
If you are already a member of National
Audubon Society, they give us a small portion
of your national dues, but it doesn’t amount
to that much. You can use the form printed
below, or just send us a check and enclose the
requested information. All our memberships
are for a calendar year, but if you join or renew
now, your membership will be good through
2019.

Become a Friend of the Audubon Society of Ohio
Membership form for the Cincinnati Chapter of the National Audubon Society.
Enclose a check or money order payable to “ASO.”

Annual Membership: ______ Individual ($15)
			
______ Family ($25)
			
______ Additional Contribution
Name: ________________________________________________________________
Address: _______________________________________________________________
City:____________________________________ State:_________ Zip:____________
Phone (home) ________________________ (cell): _____________________________
E-mail: ________________________________________________________________
Mail to:
ASO
3398 W. Galbraith Rd.
Cincinnati, OH 45239
Your information will not be shared with any other group.

