HAWAIIAN GOOSE (NENE)


Although the Hawaiian goose or Nene is beautiful,  it is near extinction because of human interference and ironically it will depend on human help for its survival. 


The Hawaiian goose, also known as the Nene, is considered part of the bird family.   It’s scientific name is Branta sandvicensis.   The Nenes’ status  is endangered.   Found on the islands of  Maui and Hawaii, the Hawaiian goose is the official bird of this tropical state.   Nenes are geese with buff colored neck feathers, black legs and feet, black under tail, brown and reddish wings with white tips, black on the back of the neck, and a black head.   They have a dark bill and tan cheeks. The Hawaiian goose is 22-40 inches long and weighs about four to five pounds.    The male is a little bigger in length and weight.


Nenes live in the mountains where the ground is rocky and where there are few humans.   They regularly rest in kipukas, which is a nest of plants surrounded by lava fields so they can be away from predators and humans.  Their feet have less webbing than ducks so they don’t adapt to water well.   Nenes have small wings so they cannot fly well either.  The primary food Nenes eat is green vegetation.   They  eat small fruits as their secondary food supply.   


Only about 800 Nenes are left in the wild.   They are endangered for several reasons.   Nenes were hunted by humans before they were protected.   Eggs were collected and the birds were trapped for sale.    Also, people cleared trees where Nenes lived and exotic plants grew that Nenes could not eat.  Livestock, like goats, sheep, and pigs,  became their predators.   Exotic mammals like Polynesian rats and Indian mongooses saw the Nene as easy prey.


In the 1950’s, wildlife officials began raising Hawaiian geese and sent them to zoos for captive breeding.   In Hawaii, they have built nest enclosures at the Hawaii Volcanoes National Park to protect the Nenes from predators.   


Nene females reproduce one to six eggs but usually lay four eggs.   Their nest of eggs is called a clutch.   The eggs incubate for 30 days.     The male cares for the female during incubation.


There are several interesting and unusual facts about the Hawaiian goose.    One of these unique facts is that the adult geese go through a year of molting when they lose all their feathers and cannot fly for many weeks.  Strangely, Nenes live higher in the mountains of  Maui at 6,888 feet than in Hawaii, where they live in the mountains at 4,920 feet, probably because the mountains in Maui are higher than Hawaii.    Hawaiian geese are also different in that they have less webbing on their feet than most geese and ducks and smaller wings so they do not live around water and  they cannot fly as well. 


Even though the wildlife groups have tried to protect the Nene, they are still depending  on human assistance.   More will have to be done to help the Nenes habitat by eliminating exotic mammals, controlling exotic plants,  and preventing more human disturbance. Brian Wessel

