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The impact of possums and insects and disease on the canopy development of
pohutukawa (Metrosideros excelsa) was studied at Homunga Bay on the
Coromandel Peninsula. Possums were the only threat to established trees
through damage to foliage and vegetative buds. The study also showed that
regeneration occurred rarely because of the presence of feral goats and
domestic sheep and cattle. It is recommended that possum control be carried
out in late winter so as to protect new vegetative buds, and that fencing out of
domestic stock to allow regeneration be done where possible.
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POHUTUKAWA (METROSIDEROS EXCELSA) HEALTH
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ABSTRACT

The impact of possums (Trichosurus vulpecula Kerr.) and insects and disease on the
canopy development of pohutukawa (Metrosideros excelsa Gaertn.) was studied at
Homunga Bay on the Coromandel Peninsula. Possums were the only threatto established
trees through damage to foliage and vegetative buds. The study also showed that
regeneration occurred rarely because of the presence of feral goats and domestic sheep
and cattle. It is recommended that possum control be carried out in late winter so as to
protect new vegetative buds, and that fencing out of domestic stock to allow regeneration

be done where possible.

Keywords: canopy development; coastal forest; possum damage; insect damage;
Trichosurus vulpecula ; Metrosideros excelsa.

INTRODUCTION

In the late 1980s increasing public concern at the deterioration of pohutukawa in
Northland, and the suggestion that insects mi ght be responsible, prompted the Department
of Conservation (DOC) to commission the Forest Health Group of the Forest Research
Tnstitute (FRI) to carry out a problem analysis. This analysis involved an aerial survey of the
coast and inshore islands of the northern half of the North Island. Stands were identified and
a visual assessment of their condition made. Aerial inspection was followed by ground
inspection and assessment of 197 individual sites. The results (Forest Research Institute
1989) suggested that present stands represent only a fraction of the original pohutukawa
resource, that possum browse was causing serious damage on certain sites, and that the
resource was dominated by old stands with very limited natural regeneration occurring.

Despite the very special place pohutukawa has in the psyche of New Zealanders and its
characteristic place in the northern coastal flora of New Zealand, little has been published
2scribing its ecology and phenology. The only book on the species (Conly & Conly 1988)
provides an excellent account of its historical and cultural significance but only a brief
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