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Mt Taranaki 521 Botany Field Trip 2010 
 

At Easter a group of 9 masters students and 3 staff undertook a field survey of plants of Egmont National park from 
the alpine zone of the mountain to the coast.  The purpose of the study was to determine how mainly altitude (and 
hence climate) controls the types of plants that grow along this transect.  Although climate plays the largest part in 
determining plant community types, other factors,  
such as soil type, drainage, volcanic activity and  
landslips also play their part. 
 
 

Mt Taranaki has a height of 2500m, and on a clear  
day Mts Ruapehu and Ngaruahoe to the south-east,  
and Mt Pirongia to the north, can be clearly seen.   
However, plants only grow to an altitude of about  
1700m.  The remaining approximately 800m to the  
summit consists mostly of scree (stones and gravel), 
with a few hardy isolated plants and lichen.  The  
small crater lake at the summit has a permanent ice  
layer, even in mid-summer.   In the descriptions  
which follow I have given the common names of  
plants, with the genus in brackets should anyone  
wish to consult a botanical text for more information. 
 
 
 
 
 

Ten sites were surveyed over the four days, beginning at the upper-most plants layer, the moss-herb field at 1600-
1700m altitude.  At this height the gradient is a steep 
36o, so the soils are thin and prone to erosion.  The 
moss-herbfield vegetation is small, average height only 
5cm, and at a distance looks like a pale green mat.  
However, up close it has a surprising colour and shape 
variety in the leaves and fruit of the different plants, all 
packed tightly together.  The main species are woolly 
moss (Racomitrium), the snowberry (Gaultheria) and 
various mountain daisies (Celmisia).  Tiny Coprosmas 
and miniature blue tussock (Poa) also compete for 
space.  

 
 
 
 
 

 

The next layer down tussock grassland, at 
approximately 1400-1600m, is dominated by red 
tussock (Chionochloa), mountain koromiko (Hebe) and 

the small-leaved tutu (Coriaria).   The plants here are noticeably taller than the moss-herbfield, average 0.5m, and 
have an understorey of smaller plants as ground cover.   
 
 

The next zone down the mountain is the shrubland, altitude 1100m-1400m, where the dominant species is mountain 
leatherwood (Brachyglottis).  Other important plants here are koromiko and tutu mentioned above, along with inaka 
(Dracophyllum) and haumakaroa and mountain five-finger (Pseudopanax).  The shrubland  vegetation is noticeably 
higher than the tussock, and is difficult to walk through.  It ranges from 1m at its upper altitude limit, to over 2m tall 
at the point where it meets the next vegetation layer, the treeline.  
 

The treeline is the beginning of the forest proper.  There are two main forest types, montane and lowland, each with 
characteristic trees and shrubs.  Montane runs from about 1100m to lowland beginning about 750m altitude.  
Important montane trees are mountain totara (Podocarpus), kamahi (Weinmannia) and kaikawaka (Libocedrus).  
Notable in the parts of the montane forest is the “Goblin” forest with distorted tree trunks covered in hanging moss, 
as featured in the Lord of the Rings series.  Also showing in the photo above is kaikawaka, which often shows as a  

 
 

---- Cont’d on reverse ---- 

Mt Taranaki viewed from the north at 700m.  Top to 
bottom:  Moss-herbfield pale green; tussock light brown; 

shrubland dark green;  montane forest foreground 

Moss-herbfield – colourful species looking for elbow room! 
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Innovation at R Block (sent in by Robin Dunmall) 
 

Bill Liddle’s Retirement on 9th April 
 

There was a farewell function for Bill in the FMD courtyard on Friday 9th April.  
Pictured during some of the farewell speeches are: 
 
 

            (L-R) Robin Dunmall, Bill and Sue Liddle                                   Bill Liddle and Drew McDonald     

 
Bill started his apprenticeship in 1957 at Phone & Telephone.  From P&T Bill went to 
the brewery and then onto the Central Waikato Power Board as a fault man.  Bill 
then had a couple of other jobs before he came to the University part time on 2nd 
October 1999.  Bill joined the permanent staff on 1st July 2002.  Bill’s main job was 
appliance testing which took him into every department within the University.   
 

Bill’s easy going nature and helpful disposition soon made him many friends.  Bill 
also assisted with electrical faults and breakdowns when required. 
 

Bill was a Coxswain for the Rowing Club.  He was well known in his younger days 
for his pride and joy Model A tourer. 

Drew McDonald 

  
 
 
   

FMD Social Club update 
 

Sat 15th May – trip to Taupo: 
 

Cost $40 with lunch or $30 
without lunch. 
 
 

This is a bus trip to Taupo for a 
Huka Falls Cruise which takes 
1½ hours.  Tea/coffee is 
provided as part of the cruise. 
 

The social club have also 
arranged a lunch at Taupo 
Cossie Club at $10 per head.  
(Lunch is normally $15 but social 
club will subsidise this by $5). 
 

Huka Falls link: 
www.hukafallscruise.co.nz/ 
 

There may also be time during 
the day to browse around Taupo.
 

If you are interested in taking 
part in this trip please put your 
name on the noticeboard in the 
FMD tearoom.  There are still 
plenty of seats available. 
 

Payment is required as soon as 
possible.  Give your money to 
Tom Reidy. 

bare dead trunk within the canopy at 15m high.  The lowland forest has the tallest trees, the dominant species being 
kamahi (again), tawa (Beilschmiedia), rimu (Dacrycarpus) and rata (Metrosideros), often in excess of 20m high.  
 

Apart from increasing vegetation height with decreasing altitude (directly related to the lessening of harshness of 
climate), the other notable feature of Egmont National Park vegetation is the increasing number (richness) of species 
with decreasing altitude.  In the moss-herbfield, the common species are limited to about 20 types, whereas in the 
lowland forest there are more than 60 common species.   However, the Park has fewer numbers of species compared 
to many similar mountain regions in New Zealand.  Particularly noticeable is the absence of beech (Nothofagus), due to 
the frequent volcanic events, and the isolation of the mountain from other highland areas.   

John Badham

 

Balloons Over  
Waikato Night  
Glow 
 
Picture taken from  
the top of TT block 
by Ray Hayward 
on the night of 
23rd March 
 

Introducing Sarah George, Security Services Administrator 
 

We have been in NZ for just over 8½ yrs now, starting in the BOP and have 
been in Hamilton for just over 2 years (originally from Kent in England) I 
have worked mainly in Administration/Accounts and have just moved from 
the Public Services sector.  
 

I love walking and have tackled the Tongariro Crossing, Abel Tasman and Mt 
Te Aroha and a few others ....  To relax I enjoy reading, obviously walking 
and a good film.  I’m a big cat and animal lover.   
 

I have been made to feel very welcome by my new team and am looking 
forward to working alongside them at the University. 
                                                                                  --- Sarah ---   


