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SHORT NOTE 
Co-operative breeding in Brown Creeper? 

In co-operative breeding, more than two adults assist in rearing young 
(Elmen 1984). The closely related Yellowhead (Mohoua ochrocephala) and 
Whitehead (M. albicilla) are known to breed co-operatively (Soper 1976, 
Gill & McLean 1986, G. Elliott pers. comm.). However, no evidence of co- 
operative breeding was found by Cunningham (1985, pers. comm.) in the 
only detailed breeding study of Brown Creeper (Finschia novaeseelandiae) 
made to date. Here, we report observations made at Kowhai Bush, Kaikoura 
(where Cunningham also worked) of Brown Creepers appearing to breed 
co-operatively . 

Brown Creepers had a poor breeding season in 1986-87 at Kowhai Bush, 
probably because of a drought, which killed about 10% of the trees in the 
study area and partly defoliated many others. Of about 25 pairs studied only 
four (possibly five) fledged chicks, several built nests but did not lay, and 
many apparently did not start nest-building. Thus, a large number of birds 
were presumably physiologically ready to breed but did not do so. 

On 5 November, when we removed chicks from a nest for banding, three 
adult Brown Creepers arrived and mobbed us. On 16 November, we mist- 
netted the adults from this nest one day after the (banded) chicks first flew. 
While we were holding the parents for banding, we saw two other adult 
creepers with the chicks, which were perched 10 m away, and heard the 
usual calls of chicks being fed. On their release, the true parents (determined 
by many subsequent checks of band combinations) flew immediately to the 
chicks and chased the other birds away. 

On 11 November we saw three adult creepers within two metres of a 
nest containing banded young. One of these adults was chased off by the 
other two. Two adults from this nest were banded on 19 November. After 
19 November, an unbanded bird was twice seen feeding the chicks while 
the banded birds (the usual feeders) were away. On two other occasions an 
unbanded bird approached with food and was chased off. Two unbanded 
creepers were often seen within 20 m of these chicks after they had left the 
nest. Any other creepers which approached to within a few metres of the 
chicks were always chased by the banded adults if they were seen. 

Do these observations show that Brown Creepers are co-operative 
breeders? 

If co-operation is indeed rare in Brown Creepers, then our observation 
of co-operation in two of the three families we followed intensively seems 
too coincidental. However, Cunningham (1985) did not see similar behaviour 
despite many hours of observation. The most likely explanation is that the 




