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Effort to establish second Palila population on Mauna Kea shows signs of success

A small colony of endangered Palila is now established on the north slope of Mauna Kea, a result of experimental work by USGS biologists and their partners. And recent monitoring confirms that birds there are breeding successfully; at least one juvenile bird born in the colony has survived to independence. 

The north slope colony of about twenty-five Palila includes birds translocated from the single remaining wild population on the western slope of Mauna Kea, as well as birds bred in captivity at the San Diego Zoo’s rare bird propagation facility at Keauhou.

Although 16 km (~10 mi) distant, the new colony is not completely isolated from the original wild population. Some translocated birds occasionally commute between the two populations.

According to Dr. Paul Banko of the USGS Pacific Island Ecosystems Research Center, “The new Palila colony validates the strategy behind the first reintroduction of an endangered Hawaiian forest bird to an area of its former range. Recent events mark the achievement of several important benchmarks in the north slope colony. Birds are breeding, hatching eggs, fledging young, and raising juveniles to maturity. And the commuting birds raise the exciting possibility of interbreeding between the groups. We are hopeful that the results of our research will be useful in the recovery of this unique species.”

Jay Nelson, a wildlife biologist for U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, adds that “the translocation and captive-releases constitute an essential recovery action establishing a second palila population.”

USGS studies of the Palila have provided knowledge to support recovery of the species. The colony of re-introduced birds is the result of scientific research to develop safe and effective methods for reintroducing wild Palila to areas they once occupied. Although the majority of translocated birds returned to the source population on the western slope after release, a core group of birds has remained at the release site, forming a nucleus that may expand as habitat conditions improve further.

Once much more widely distributed across Hawaii Island, Palila are now restricted to a single population on the western slope of Mauna Kea above 6,000 ft. Habitat degradation and introduced predators have contributed to their range contraction. This situation makes Palila particularly vulnerable to extinction by natural disasters, such as fire, disease, and drought. 

The seed-eating Palila is dependent on the mamane tree as its primary food source. The key for recovery of the Palila is to restore the mamane forest habitats and establish new populations at different sites on the island, according to the draft Hawaii Forest Bird Recovery Plan, which was prepared by the members of the Hawaii Forest Bird Recovery Team and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  

“Our Palila research is coming to a close,” said Dr. Banko, “but our results should help resource managers to sustain the north slope colony and restore Palila populations within their historic range. Since 1999, research on the Palila has been supported by the Federal Highway Administration-funded Palila mitigation program associated with the Saddle Road improvement and realignment project. When mitigation funding and agreements expire in a few more years, the restoration of Palila will depend on new programs.”

Agencies cooperating in the Palila mitigation plan include Hawaii Department of Land and Natural Resources (DLNR,) U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), U.S. Geological Survey – Pacific Island Ecosystems Research Center (USGS-PIERC), U.S. Department of Transportation, U.S. Army and San Diego Zoo.  
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