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Matuku Hurepo: A booming future
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Wetlands are one of Aotearoa New Zealand’s most essential ecosystems. They filter and purify the water,
soak up extra rainfall to help prevent flooding, store carbon to fight climate change, and are home to more
species of birds and wildlife than any other ecosystem here. You can find all sorts of birds in these places:
plkeko, spoonbills, ducks, and even kingfishers (Department of Conservation, n.d.-b). However, there’s one
bird species that’s particularly elusive and remains unnoticed among the reeds: the matuku-hurepo, also
known as Australasian bittern, a large, stocky, heron-like bird native to New Zealand, Australia, and New
Caledonia (BirdLife Australia, n.d.).

The Maori name of this bird really captures its essence: “Matuku” means heron, “hu” refers to the booming
sound they make, and “repo” means wetland or swamp (Wendy Ambury, 2024). One of the first things |
learned about the bittern is that they are particularly hard to spot because their plumage blends in really
well with the reeds and raupd in their surroundings. Therefore, one is most likely to find them by the sounds
males make during the breeding season, known as “booms.” One can only understand how special these
calls are after hearing them. When a bittern sees a human, it usually tries to escape quietly or adopts a
vigilant posture called “freeze,” with its neck extended and beak pointing towards the sky (Department of
Conservation, n.d.-a).

Bitterns aren’t just a fascinating and mysterious species; they're also vital for the ecosystem. While eels
are their favorite prey, they'll eat just about anything they can catch, including fish, frogs, and insects. As
top predators in their habitat, their presence is crucial for maintaining the balance of the entire food chain.
Similarly, bittern also serve as indicators of ecosystem health, relying on clear waters and abundant prey to
survive. If bitterns are thriving, it means wetlands are a healthy and safe home (Department of Conservation,
n.d.-a; New Zealand Birds Online, n.d.).

In the past, bitterns were plentiful and had an important connection to the Maori people. Different Maori
tribes had their own stories and legends about this species. Some viewed the bittern’s calls as a sign that
fish were abundant in an area, while others ate the bird and used its feathers for decoration. Some believed
that Matuku hurepo was a sacred creature, and others even considered it one of their ancestors (Wendy
Ambury, 2024).

However, since European colonization around 200 years ago, over 90% of wetlands have been destroyed
to create cities and farmland, leading to a drastic decline in bittern populations (Department of Climate
Change, Energy, the Environment and Water, n.d.). Wendy, one of the experts | interviewed, told me in the
time of her grandmother you could still see flocks of these birds, which is unthinkable today.

Nowadays, wetlands on private land continue to be drained and degraded, while roadkill and introduced
predators threaten the remaining bittern populations. Optimistic estimates suggest there are fewer than
1000 bitterns left in Aotearoa, but there is a huge lack of data on their real numbers, distribution, and
population health. These numbers could be even lower, as bitterns are a highly mobile species, meaning
the same individuals may have been double-counted in different locations. The situation is not much better
in Australia (1,000 birds) and New Caledonia (50 birds). Matuku hurepo are threatened across their range
and critically endangered in New Zealand, which means they are on the brink of extinction (Department of
Conservation, n.d.-a; New Zealand Birds Online, n.d.).

Yet, there is still hope. In my quest to discover the amazing bittern, | met passionate and inspiring
conservationists that are deeply committed to protecting this species. From predator control to wetland
restoration, many people and organizations are taking action to make a difference in bittern conservation.
Their collective efforts are coming together to help save the bittern from extinction in New Zealand.
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