
APPENDIX B 

B. KEY SPECIES FOR CONSERVATION AND 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN NEW ZEALAND 

By T. R. PARTRIDGE 

B.1 Summary 
A list of plant species considered to be either 'key' for ecological reasons or for 

socio-economic reasons is presented in this report. An introductory section outlines 
the application of these concepts to the New Zealand situation, with special emphasis 
on problems. 

B.2 'Key' ecological and socio-economic species in New Zealand 
B.2.1 Framework dqg overview 

New Zealand ecologists are unaccustomed to the concept of 'key ecological 
species', that is, those that contribute a disproportionate role to the maintenance of 
the quality of life on this island group. There are a number of clear reasons for this, 
that apply to both 'ecological key species' and 'socio-economic key species'. 

The flora and fauna of New Zealand are made up of plants and animals of two very 
distinct origins. There are firstly the native species that existed in New Zealand before 
human settlement some 800 years ago. The Polynesian inhabitants modified large 
areas of New Zealand, but introduced few species of plants and animals. In contrast, 
150-200 years of European settlement has seen the introduction of a vast number of 
new species that have had a massive impact upon the landscape. In New Zealand's 
agriculturally based economy this has meant the replacement of native species of 
little economic value with the agricultural species that have become the source of 
food for New Zealanders. Conservation priorities are therefore concentrated on the 
native species that are threatened by those that are introduced. As some habitats are 
more threatened than others, ecologists tend to associate with 'key habitats' that have 
been especially depleted or threatened. These include, for instance, wetlands, 
lowland forest, sand dunes, and hard tussock grassland. Preservation of habitat is 
therefore the priority, irrespective of whether or not they contain 'key' species. 

The indigenous Maori people are now no longer reliant on traditional foods. These 
foods are used, and have great spiritual value, but for regular nourishment, they 
consume the same foods as eaten by Europeans. Therefore, 'key socio-economic' 
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species are more based on spiritual value or use as fibre rather than value as food. 
We are, however, able to categorise a number of species as being perceived as 

'key'. It is unlikely, however, that by doing so conservation priorities need to be 
changed. These species will be protected as we protect key habitats or in situations 
where they are, for instance, valuable for land stabilisation. The indigenous people 
are well aware of the need to conserve resources of their culturally important species. 

During compilation of the list it became apparent that species of certain kinds of 
habitats were more likely to be 'key' ecologically. Dominant species were especially 
obvious, more so when the vegetation was species poor as well. Monocultures are the 
obvious extreme of this situation. These habitats are often stressed, including 
estuaries, dunes, dry forest, wetlands, etc. New Zealand does, however, have an 
extensive alpine flora where, apart from in snow-tussock grassland, there tends to be 
less dominance despite the obvious stress. 

The report presented emphasises plants. For a list of 'key' animals, other agencies 
should be contacted. It is important to note that (a) apart from bats, there are no native 
mammals, and (b) the insect fauna is very poorly understood, especially from an 
ecological viewpoint. As a result of their differing origins, native and introduced 
species are presented as separate lists. Otherwise the habitat system of presentation 
is followed. 

The species are listed as 'key' for perceived positive values. New Zealand has a 
large number of introduced (and a few native) weeds that have considerable impact 
upon other species to such an extent that they are considered noxious. Some species 
are of 'key' status in certain situations, but a threat to other 'key' species in others. 
For instance, the introduced grass marram (Ammophila duhqduld, is of immense 
value in stabilising wandering dunes, yet threatens the native pingao (Desmoschoenus 
vsludolv, on coastal dune systems where that species is found and used for fibre. 
Likewise, certain ecological 'key' species are frequent agricultural problems, for 
instance manuka (Leptospermum vfrsdulxp,  which is an important coloniser after 
fire, but at the same time is a hindrance to the conversion of land for agriculture. 

Within the montane to alpine scrublands and grasslands of New Zealand, there are 
groups of large numbers of closely related plant species occupying similar habitats 
and ecological niches in different regions. These groups are considered to have 
speciated relatively recently, sometimes to such an extent that some species are 
confined to individual mountain ranges. Characteristic genera include Dracophyllum, 
Hebe, Frsurvpd , Fhoplvld, Chionochloa, Aciphylla, Udrxold, Rohduld and Senecio. 
If this speciation had not taken place, some related groups of species (eg shrubby 
Dracophyllum) would have qualified as a single 'key' species. This contrasts with the 
widespread shrub Fdvvlqld leptophylla, which has not undergone such speciation, 
and which although not considered a 'key ecological' species, is certainly very close. 
Nor is it possible to group these situations as single entries as the number of species 
is large and there are many that are excluded. Because this situation is such a feature 
of these habitats, there are few entries of 'key' species for them. A similar situation 
exists within the lowland drought-tolerant grass species of Rytidosperma. The 
difficulty here though is mainly of identification, which is difficult, so the actual 
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species contributing to the core 'key' group are essentially unknown. 
The list of adventive plant species is comparatively short. Many do, however, play 

a critical role in agricultural and pastoral production. Pasture grasses such as Lolium 
shuhqqh and pasture legumes such as Wulirolxp uhshqv are the mainstay of New 
Zealand's meat and wool production, but they are not strictly 'key* ecological or 
socio-economic species as defined in the CSC report. Similarly, the large number of 
agricultural crops are excluded. Also important are the many trees that are the 
mainstay of New Zealand's increasing timber industry. One adventive tree (Pinus 
udgldwd, does, however, stand out as also being of particular value in stabilisation, 
especially of sand and has been included in the list. Of difficult status are the many 
adventive tree species used for land stabilisation. Many of these are species of Salix 
and Srsxoxv  that have been planted on slumps, roadside cuttings, screes, etc, and play 
locally important roles. 
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