Origin of New Zealand Parrots 
Recent mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) studies at Victoria University confirm the existence in New Zealand of two distinct groups of parrots: kakapo-kaka-kea, and the various kakariki (five species). This research provides an excellent example of the use of DNA analysis to determine evolutionary relationships. The first group originated from an, as yet unknown, Australian ancestor about 100 million years ago (Mya). The formation of this proto-kaka/kakapo resulted from the break-up of Gondwana, with New Zealand moving away in isolation from the Australian segment. The kakapo split from this lineage 60-80 million years ago and is today our most ancient parrot. Kaka split from the kea line some 3 Mya and an early member migrated to produce the now-extinct Norfolk Island kaka. About 400 000 years ago the North and South Island kaka differentiated. Mitochondrial DNA studies also show that the second group of New Zealand’s parrots, the kakariki, are most likely derived from a New Caledonian parakeet ancestor, which in turn was derived at some time from an unknown Australian ancestor (possibly a proto-rosella). After the ancestral kakariki arrived in New Zealand, probably via Norfolk or Lord Howe Islands, it underwent speciation by migration-and-isolation (a process known as vicariance), and by ecological and behavioural divergence. 
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Kaka (Nestor meridionalis) has a North
Island and a South Island subspecies.
They feed on fruit, honeydew, and insects. Low sea level during ice ages.
Isolation of the North Island
from the South Island by the
formation of Cook Strait.
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splits into the North
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Island sub-species
about 0.4 Mya.
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60-80 Mya, allowing the
P ecological divergence of the
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become separated by the
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Vicariance: Unknown
Australian ancestor gives rise
to the proto-kaka’kakapo
group about 100 Mya.
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. . Gondwana segment containing
Kakapo (Strigops habroptilus) is a ground- New Zealand about 100 Mya.
dwelling (flightless) night parrot that was

once widely distributed throughout Fiordland
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(unknown)





