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Kea are endemic to the South Island of New Zealand and are closely associated with 
mountain beech and lowland forests. Their environment is extreme and extensive 
and although they are predominately associated with lowland and mountain 
forests, they are also found foraging in high altitude alpine meadows and slopes. 
Strong flyers, they are often seen catching the mountain thermals and flying across 
the tops of snow covered peaks over 2,000 meters high. Photograph of kea nest in 
the wild is courtesy of the Kea Conservation Trust in New Zealand and their 
partnership with NZ Department of Conservation. 
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What do we know specifically about Kea breeding and nesting in the wild?  We know that 

they are a ground nesting species, that they prefer to nest in naturally formed cavities.  
We know that Kea are a highly gregarious species in the wild, forming large flocks 
with non-linear hierarchies.  {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƛƴ !ǊǘƘǳǊΩǎ tŀǎǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ 
around 20 first year birds during the summer period. These large flocks were then 
seen to disperse into groups of 2 -6 in autumn. As they mature, kea in their 2nd and 
3rd years continue flocking in a mixed group, learning about their environment and 
social structure.  Once adults reach breeding age (3-4 years) they tend to leave the 
main flock and pair up for breeding (Jackson, 1963; Jackson, 1960). Pairs are 
generally considered monogamous.  Photograph of kea nest in the wild is courtesy 
of the Kea Conservation Trust in New Zealand and their partnership with NZ 
Department of Conservation. 
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After the kea were acquired and settled in Cincinnati, pairs recommended to breed 
by the Species Survival Plan (SSP) were set up in isolation from other kea.  For five 
years, we attempted to stimulate breeding in different ways: by switching mates, by 
switching enclosures, by changing nest box orientation, and by changing from 
ƛƴŘƻƻǊ ǘƻ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ŀǊŜŀǎΧŀƭƭ ǘƻ ƴƻ ŀǾŀƛƭΦ  The propagation of these arranged 
pairs was unsuccessful.  
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In 2011, after much discussion, the decision was made to integrate all of our 
individual kea into one flock.  This idea was based upon the natural behavior of kea 
flocking in the wild and also the historical successful propagation of other social 
parrot species (such as macaws) by housing them in large enclosures with multiple 
potential mates.  I should also mention that flocking Kea specifically, has been done 
successfully for many years at Vienna University in Austria.  Flocking our kea gave 
each bird the opportunity to choose their own mate, mimicking a more natural 
courting and pair-bonding scenario.  
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But, by far the biggest benefit of flocking our kea has been the production of chicks! 
Pictures of female on eggs and hand reared chicks at different stages of development. 
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Over the last three years the CZBG has successfully hatched 13 kea chicks.  
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Another huge benefit of flocking, particularly with Kea, is the potential for nursery, hand-
reared chicks to learn natural behaviors from adults in the flock when they are 
reintroduced. Kea will show preferential treatment towards juveniles, submitting to the 
growing young when food is offered.  At this point, we have experienced multiple years of 
chicks being re-introduced to the flock, and our adult birds have proven to be extremely 

accepting towards them. Flocking offers a chance for sub-adults and juveniles to learn 
important social skills, foraging and breeding behaviors from adults, just to name a 
few.  
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