
 

New Zealand Bird 
Atlas design 

discussion document 
Mike Bell and Nikki McArthur  

15-01-2019 



New Zealand Bird Atlas Design Discussion Document 

Context 

 
For the past several years the Birds New Zealand Council has discussed the idea of developing a 

Society-run National Bird Monitoring Scheme for New Zealand. The broad aim of such a scheme would 

be to enable Birds New Zealand to report on ongoing trends in bird abundance and distribution on a 

national scale. 

Birds New Zealand has engaged Wildlife Management International Ltd (WMIL) to design, plan and 

develop the infrastructure for this Society-run National Bird Monitoring Scheme. The aim of this contract is 

to have a scheme ready for launch at the June 2019 80th Anniversary New Zealand Birds Conference in 

Wellington. 

WMIL has engaged closely with the Department of Conservation, Landcare Research and Regional 

Councils to develop a project which will have maximum value to help guide bird conservation in New 

Zealand. It was essential that we had a scheme which would provide valuable data to decision making 

Government agencies. Ensuring that the efforts of Birds New Zealand members would result in the best 

possible outcome for our birds. 

This document is designed to give Regional Representatives and Recorders an overview of the national 

scheme, and invites your comments and feedback. It includes a breakdown of the scheme to give 

Regional Representatives a complete overview of how the scheme will be run. From data collection to 

feedback reporting loops. Obviously a citizen science scheme such as this will only be successfully if the 

membership fully participates. As Regional Representatives and Recorders are Birds New Zealand’s key 

link to the membership it is vital that Regional Representatives and Recorders input into how the scheme 

is run. As we move towards the June 1st launch date we keenly invite your feedback to help lock in the 

final methodology of the scheme. Such feedback will be vital to finalising the projects design and the 

instructions developed to promote the scheme and streamline data collection.  

The project is Birds New Zealand’s flagship project, and will be the largest and most significant 

ornithological project ever carried out in this country. As such it is especially important that you review this 

project brief and provide feedback by the close off date. 

 

Comments and Feedback are requested by Friday February 8th 2019 to mike@wmil.co.nz.  

  

mailto:mike@wmil.co.nz
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New Zealand Bird Atlas 

Early in the development of a national bird monitoring scheme it became clear that the best scheme 

would be a third national bird atlas - as a result the New Zealand Bird Atlas was born.  

 

 

 

The New Zealand Bird Atlas creates a strong legacy with the Society’s previous two Atlas projects. 

An important output will be the ability to compare bird occupancy estimates between each of the three 

atlas project datasets, enabling us to describe nationwide changes in bird distribution over 45 years. The 

value of this was dramatically shown in Susan Walker and Adrian Monks analysis of the first two Birds 

New Zealand Atlas datasets for the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment; and became the 

backbone of their 2017 report “ Taonga of an island nation: Saving New Zealandôs birds”.  

Recent advances in computer modelling and mapping have highlighted the significance of Atlas datasets 

at determining regional and national bird population trends. When data is collected in the right methods, it 

is now possible to undertake powerful modelling and mapping which reports far more than simple bird 

distribution. A number of significant projects have been conducted overseas, and we have undertaken 

significant research in the development of the current Atlas design. 

 

New Zealand Bird Atlas design 

Integrating the New Zealand Bird Atlas with eBird 

A key element of the New Zealand Bird Atlas will be the adoption of eBird as the primary data collection 

tool. This enables us to harness the functionality of the eBird database to assist with the entry, validation, 

storage and management of Atlas data. eBird has several built-in features that would automate, or out-

source some of the very labour-intensive tasks associated with the previous Atlas projects, including:  

- eBird provides observers with the opportunity to enter their bird observations directly into a 

centralised database, thus crowd-sourcing the data entry component of the Atlas back to the field 

observers.  

- The eBird database has a unique system of built-in filters which are effective at minimising data 

entry errors and automates some of the data validation work required to compile a national dataset 

of high quality.  
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- The eBird website can be used as a communication tool between project coordinators and field 

observers. For instance, eBird’s “explore data” pages can provide field observers with real-time 

updates on survey coverage and recent survey activity.  

 

The adoption of eBird as the primary data collection tool for the New Zealand Bird Atlas has provided 

some guidance towards how the collection of data will be carried out. Data in the eBird database is 

structured into checklists of species recorded at discrete locations, so by necessity field observers 

participating in the New Zealand Bird Atlas will need to do the same.  

Birds New Zealand, in partnership with the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, already maintains a New Zealand-

specific portal into the eBird database. New Zealand birders can submit bird observations to eBird via this 

portal, using a number of pre-defined protocols (e.g. incidental observations, stationary or travelling 

counts), depending on the type of birding that they’re doing. For the New Zealand Bird Atlas the Cornell 

Lab will build an eBird portal custom-designed for observers participating in New Zealand Bird Atlas. This 

portal would include a homepage with articles and tutorials explaining the aims, field methods and data 

entry methods for the scheme. Additional pages would be added to allow participants to both submit 

survey data and explore the scheme’s dataset as it accumulates in real-time. 

Overseas, the eBird database is increasingly being used as the primary data entry and communication 

tool for national and regional- scale bird monitoring schemes. For example, the states of Wisconsin and 

Virginia are both currently running breeding birds Atlases through custom-built eBird portals (Figure 1), so 

a browse of these portals can give some indication of what a NZ project-specific portal might look like. 

 

     

Figure 1: Screenshots from the Wisconsin Breeding Bird Atlas II portal on eBird. The left-hand screenshot shows the 

homepage, with a scrolling window of topical Atlas-related news articles, major sponsorsô logos hyperlinks to 

supplementary information and Atlasing tutorials. The right-hand screenshot shows a real-time map of survey effort 

ï purple squares denote Atlas squares in which a particular species (in this case the American goldfinch Spinus 

tristis) has been recorded, grey squares are those that have been surveyed, but in which this species hasnôt so far 

been recorded. 
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Data collection 

As in the previous 1999-2004 Atlas the country will be divided into 10 x 10km squares based on the 

NZMS National Mapping Gird. The Atlas will cover all of New Zealand and the offshore islands (including 

the Kermadec’s, Chatham’s, and New Zealand Sub-Antarctic Islands). This gird will be used to guide the 

project to ensure full coverage of the entire country. 

However, unlike the previous Atlas, where a single Atlas sheet was returned per observer for each gird 

square, the New Zealand Bird Atlas will aim to collect multiple “complete checklists” for each habitat within 

each 10 x 10km square. 

Modern improvements in computer modelling of atlas data can produce occupancy maps, which can map 

bird abundance and occupancy rather than simply distribution. This improved technology enables greater 

power when analysing atlas data; such as highlighting both individual species hotspots, but also centres 

of high bird biodiversity.  However, in order for the models to perform as anticipated, complete checklists 

from each habitat within each 10 x 10km square gives the highest accuracy models and maps. A key 

aspect of the New Zealand Bird Atlas will be ensuring participants return complete checklists from each 

habitat type within each gird square.  

As such observers will be instructed to undertake complete checklists from each habitat within a 10 x 

10km square (see Box 1 for a full description of a complete checklist). Observers will be able to choose 

their own sampling methodology (i.e. five minute bird counts, coastal surveys, harbour counts, distance 

sampling etc.) and duration of observation. Both eBird, and the computer modelling we will use for 

analysis accepts observations of varying methods and lengths. 

This allows observers considerable freedom in their birding. They can choose when, where and how they 

go birding. With the only caveat that they record complete checklists from each different habitat within 

each 10 x 10km square. In most cases, this may just require field observers to finish one checklist, and 

start another as they move from one habitat to another. For example finishing a checklist as the observer 

leaves native forest, and starting another as they leave the bush line and enter the alpine vegetation on 

the mountain tops.  

A comprehensive set of instructions will be prepared (which will be available online), along with online 

video tutorials to help guide observers. 

 

  

Box 1: What is a complete Checklist? 

 

A complete checklist in eBird is when an observer is reporting all the birds they were able to identify 

to the best of their ability. When submitting a complete checklist eBird will require both a start time, 

and a duration of observations. By submitting a complete checklist, you are not only reporting the 

birds you saw, but also reporting the birds you did NOT observe. This “negative data” allows us to 

realise the full potential of eBird data, and better inform models and species maps. 
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Field data collection example 

To illustrate the division of individual checklist provided is the example of the 10 x 10km square centred 

on the Wairau River, just outside of Blenheim. This square has three primary habitats; native forest in the 

Hills to the north, the braided Wairau River, and the vineyard dominated Wairau Plains. To survey this 

square (Figure 2) I would undertake two 1km transects through the native forest at different altitudes, this 

would ensure that I am recording any difference in bird distribution with altitude. I would then undertake 

two 1km transects of the braided riverbed of the Wairau River. However to survey the Wairau Plains I 

would use stationary counts from fixed positions within the plains, scanning the vineyards and any shelter 

belts for birds. Using both my local knowledge, and paying attention as I moved between survey points I 

would look for any micro habitats which should also be surveyed; such as vineyard dams or ponds, or 

industrial sites such as wineries. In addition I would carry out nocturnal checklists to record Morepork and 

Little Owl. Please note that not all checklists must be carried out on the same day, so nocturnal surveys 

would be carried out at the best time to record those species targeted.  

Immediately adjacent squares to this include Blenheim town, areas of pine plantation, and the Wairau 

Lagoons. In these squares further surveys would be carried out in these habitats also. Local knowledge 

will be key to planning atlas trips, but simply finishing one checklist and starting another as you move 

through different habitats will work when visiting less familiar locations. 

 

 

Figure 2. Example of sampling different habitats within a 10 x 10km square using a combination of 1km transect 

surveys red lines) and stationary counts (red diamonds). 
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The EBird smartphone app 

The New Zealand Bird Atlas will strongly encourage the use of the eBird Smartphone app for in-field data 

recording. The Cornell Lab has developed a user friendly app which automates many functions of the 

data entry process to help observers. Including determining location (it also includes a location tracking 

function which maps the observers’ path) and date, time and the duration of observation. 

The app is simple to use in the field, has the same data validation process as the website and will save 

observers considerable data entry time when they return home. With most of the population now owning a 

smart phone, and well accustom to using apps, the use of the eBird app for data recording is an obvious 

step forward for this project. 

The app links to a participant’s eBird account, which is immediately updated. As such all data on the 

website is live, and up to date. Therefore anybody browsing the New Zealand Bird Atlas eBird Atlas portal 

will have live information. Species maps and most importantly search effort maps will be live, and 

observers will be able to use these to plan atlas field trips to help fill in gaps. 

The Atlas Team will be preparing a range of tutorial videos, including one covering the use of the eBird 

app, to provide participants with training on its use. This will be available on the projects website, and will 

be provided to Regional Representatives and Recorders.  

  

 

 

Figure 3. Screenshot of the submit data page of 

the eBird smartphone app. The app is easy to 

use and allows observers to submit data whilst 

out in the field, meaning no laborious data entry 

when you get home. The app also works offline, 

so is capable of recording checklists when 

observers are outside the mobile network. 
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Other recording options 

Although the scheme will encourage the eBird smartphone app as the primary data recording platform 

alternative data recording options will be available. 

The New Zealand Bird Atlas eBird portal will have a submit data function (as the current NZ eBird portal 

does), which will be encouraged as the second data entry option. There is several key reasons of 

empowering participates to enter their own data. Firstly, it out sources back to participate what was the 

greatest cost and impediment to previous Atlas projects (and became a major road block in timely 

feedback reporting to observers to encourage filling in atlas gaps). Secondly, enabling participants to 

enter their own data will also ensure that data transcription errors are minimised (and reduce workload 

required to track down observers and clean data).  

To ensure that all members have the ability to contribute to the Atlas, the Atlas Team will develop a 

printable data recording form which can be filled out by hand and posted into the project. Although this 

method will not be widely advertised or encouraged. The Atlas Team will try to work closely with members 

to help remove obstacles to members submitting their own data. As such a key aspect will be providing 

training, and tutorial videos so that members feel comfortable using firstly the smartphone app, or 

alternatively the eBird Atlas portal for data entry over sending in paper record sheets. 

 

Seasonal differences and breeding birds 

As most birders well know there is strong seasonal differences in bird distribution, the New Zealand Bird 

Atlas will attempt to investigate these differences by encouraging observers to submit complete checklists 

from each habitat within each gird square during both Summer and Winter. This will enable analysis and 

mapping of seasonal differences in bird distribution and abundance. 

Further, eBrid checklists provide the ability to record data on breeding behaviour of birds. Participants will 

be instructed to look for and record breeding behaviour observations. The inclusion of this data will enable 

analysis of this data, and effectively produce a breeding bird atlas.  
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Other aspects of the New Zealand Bird Atlas design 

Targeted Atlas days 

Throughout the Atlas period to encourage data collection from a range of habitats or species where 

previous Atlases may have been under represented we plan to run specific “Atlas events” targeting these 

habitats or species. 

Examples include, but are not limited to –  

¶ Wetland month – Where participants will be encourage to visit wetlands to record birds, including 

using tape playback to try and record crakes and bittern. 

¶ Nocturnal month – Where participants will be encourage to undertake nocturnal listening surveys 

to record Morepork, Little Owl and those lucky enough to have them Kiwi calls to target our birds 

which are more active at night. 

¶ Estuary days – During the three National Wader counts participants will be encouraged to include 

Atlasing as part of the wader counts. Enabling complete data to be collected whilst undertaking 

another National Scheme.  

An additional aim of such events will be to help further promote the scheme to members (and non-

members). They will also provide Regional Representatives and Recorders with an avenue to continue to 

promote the scheme locally.  

 

Feedback to observers 

The Atlas Team realises that the key to success of this project is member participation. A huge part of this 

is ensuring that there is a regular feedback on how the scheme is progressing. As such the Atlas will have 

continuous feedback, using a variety of mediums. 

As mentioned above the use of eBird as the data entry tool for the Atlas, means that there will be real time 

live collation of data which participants will be able to explore online. This will include species distribution 

maps and most importantly search effort maps. This will mean observers will be able to track progress of 

the Atlas, and check for gaps in search effort. This will be a powerful tool to help Regional 

Representatives and Recorders to help encourage members to fill in gaps in their region. This will also 

enable Regions to ask the Atlas Team for help and support in order to fill these gaps. 

The Atlas team will also include updates in each issue of the Birds New Zealand magazine, which will 

include early examples of species maps and results of computer modelling.  

In additional the Atlas team will use Social Media platforms as a way to communicate results, and 

encourage participation. Social Media will enable more rapid dissemination of results and is considered a 

powerful tool in promoting the project beyond the Birds New Zealand membership.  

 

Training  

Training is considered vital to the Atlas project, and will become an important part of the Atlas Team’s role 

throughout the life of the project. Over the past two years Birds New Zealand has invested heavily in eBird 

training, with over 12 workshops held across the country. Further, Birds New Zealand is just about 



New Zealand Bird Atlas Design Discussion Document 

to launch a series of eBird tutorial videos which will cover all aspects of the use of eBird; from submitting 

data (via the app and website) to exploring data. As part of the Atlas project we will tweak these videos to 

be focused on the Atlas. These videos will be available via the Atlas website and will provide Regional 

Representatives and Recorders with a site to direct members to who need further help in order to get 

them participating. 

A full comprehensive set of instructions will be written up for the project, and will be made available via 

the website. These will be highly descriptive, and will provide members with all the information they need 

to participate.  

 

Branding, marketing and communications 

We have been working with Novo Advertising and Design Ltd to develop marketing and communication 

material. In early 2019 we will develop and launch a website for the New Zealand Bird Atlas, 

www.birdatlas.co.nz, and other Social Media channels. 

As previously mentioned the website will contain a range of resources to assist members participating in 

the Atlas. Including detailed instructions, advice and tutorial videos on the use of eBird (app and website). 

 

Fundraising 

Major progress has been made in securing the funding necessary to achieve our vision of creating a 

nationally-significant bird monitoring scheme that is largely cost-neutral to Birds New Zealand. Goodness 

Kitchen has entered a sponsorship arrangement with Birds New Zealand. Contributing $45,000 to the 

New Zealand Bird Atlas project. In early November 2018 we learned that a funding application to the 

Lotteries Environment and Heritage fund was successful, and as a result Birds New Zealand received a 

grant of $177,469. Based on this combined funding we estimate that we have raised 89% of the amount 

required during the first three years of the scheme.  

There is a number of additional funding streams that we have been working towards. This includes both 

corporate sponsorship, potentially some Regional Council funding, and other funding grants. A key part of 

looking for funding will be to get funding to enable Birds New Zealand to employ a full time Atlas 

Coordinator. Pivotal to the success of the project will be strong project leadership, and we envisage that 

the best way to achieve this is by Birds New Zealand having a paid Atlas Coordinator. 

 

Project Launch planning 

The New Zealand Bird Atlas will be launched at the first session June 2019 New Zealand Birds 

Conference and AGM. We have been working closely with the conference organisers to make the 

necessary arrangements for the launch. 

In addition to the launch, the New Zealand Bird Atlas team will man a stall at the conference during all 

breaks to provide the opportunity for members to discuss the project and learn how they can become 

involved. 

At the conference there will also include a dedicated field trip to provide conference attendees with the 

opportunity to collect and contribute some of the scheme’s first data, under the guidance of New 

http://www.birdatlas.co.nz/
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Zealand Bird Atlas team.  The location of the field trip will be the Wainuiomata/Orongorongo Water 

Collection Area, a 9000 ha tract of mature, unlogged native forest usually off-limits to the general public.  

Access to this water catchment has been granted by Greater Wellington Regional Council, as part of this 

organisation’s ongoing support for the scheme. This field trip will be part workshop, with the aim to teach 

participants on the use of using the eBird smartphone app to collect field data. 

 

 

Regional Representatives and recorders roles and responsibilities 

One of the key structures we are aiming for the New Zealand Bird Atlas is that it does not add a huge 

amount of additional work on to Regional Representatives and Recorders. However, as the key link to the 

Birds New Zealand membership Regional Representatives and Recorders play an important role to help 

determine the success of the project. 

One of the key aims of the future fundraising is to enable Birds New Zealand to have a paid National 

Coordinator. This role will be to help support Regional Representatives and Recorders, and ultimately to 

take up most of the leg work in relation to the Atlas. 

A key role of Regional Representatives and Recorders will be the promotion of the Atlas scheme within 

regions. During the five year life of the Atlas Regional Representatives and Recorders need to get in 

behind the scheme and promote and encourage members to participate. This tireless promotion should 

be undertaken at every opportunity, including during evening meetings, in regional Newsletters and by 

contributing data during regional field trips. 

Regional Representatives and Recorders should aim to build atlas field trips into annual field trip 

programmes. Especially field trips that are in more remote areas where traditionally there has been less 

atlas data contributed from. Part of the fundraising will be investigating funding sources to help regions 

offset the cost of these trips for participating members.  

The Atlas Team will provide a range of resources for Regional Representatives and Recorders to help 

with their role. If funding for a National Coordinator is successful, we also see part of this role in helping 

regions undertake such field trips.  

One approach to supporting the Atlas project may be to recruit a Regional Coordinators for the Atlas 

project. These positions may not necessarily have to be the Regional Representative or Recorder, and 

would suit a person with a good knowledge of eBird. Regional Coordinators could help deliver the Atlas 

project locally and to ensure good coverage is achieved in each region. We especially encourage 

feedback on the how you feel about such a role, and if you have suggestions for fulling these roles. 
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Conclusion 

The New Zealand Bird Atlas will be the flagship project for Birds New Zealand. Modern advances in 

computer modelling and mapping mean that this Atlas will be a powerful tool in advocating for the 

conservation for our birds. In particular the Atlas will provide the best indication of how a wide range of our 

endemic birds are fearing. For all those species which are neither common, nor rare enough to be 

receiving conservation attention, the Atlas provides the best opportunity to measure their population 

trends. 

This project will enable Birds New Zealand to advocate for our birds. It will provide a sound, solid, 

scientific basis to lobby for better protection of both birds, and their habitats. The information gained is 

likely to influence decision making for the coming two decades. In a period of unprecedented change it is 

vital that we make a good job of this.  

Further, the New Zealand Bird Atlas provides Birds New Zealand with an extraordinary tool to promote the 

Society, and our aims to members of the public and Government agencies. This aligns perfectly with Birds 

New Zealand’s aims and objectives. The Atlas will provide a good vehicle to encourage new members to 

join the Society and get involved in both this project, but also other schemes the Society runs.  

 

This project will become Birds New Zealand’s flagship project, it will have significant and lasting results, 

and hopefully help to lead towards a better future for our birds. As our Society’s Regional Representatives 

and Recorders it is especially important that you review this project brief and provide feedback by the 

close off date. You are the Society’s link to the membership, and are in the best position to determine how 

members will pick up and participate in this project as it is now planned. Your feedback and 

recommendations will be incorporated into the final project design which will be presented to Council in 

March 2019.  

 

Many thanks and we look forward to your comments. 

 

Comments and Feedback are requested by Friday February 8th 2019 to mike@wmil.co.nz.  

 

mailto:mike@wmil.co.nz

