Freeze-dried Rat for Stoats

: reeze-dried rats are becom-

F ing a new weapon in the
armoury for killing stoats in

New Zealand, says Pete Shaw,
manager of Te Urewera Mainland
Island Project for the
Department of Conservation. As
elsewhere, stoats are a major fac-
tor in the loss of native birds
including kiwi in Te Urewera
National Park.

By analyzing the stomach con-
tents of captured stoats, Pete
Shaw discovered a high percent-
age of digested rats. Initially he
tried to capture the stoats by
placing a dead rat in each trap.
Unfortunately, after one or two
days the rats rotted away, so he
hit upon the idea of freeze-drying
them, so they would last longer.

‘Freeze drying is really only tak-
ing the moisture out of the rat. It
comes back from the factory, dry
and crunchy; according to Pete
Shaw. “Then we wire them up to

look real, and “bingo!”, another
stoat has bit the dust. The rat
then lasts for up to six weeks
before it gets a bit mouldy.

‘As a trial since February we set
two lines of stoat traps, one with
the usual plastic egg and the
other with dried rats. Since then
we have caught 57 stoats in a
1300 hectare block, and 50 were
caught with the rats so we reckon
we are on to something; he says.

The mainland island project in
northern Te Urewera has now
been going for five years, and
covers an area of 50,000 hectares.
It has been identified as having
the best complement of birds in
natural forests in the North
Island, with core-breeding areas
for kokako, kaka, kiwi, kereru and
bush robin. There are also some
rare clumps of mistletoe.

‘The dawn chorus here now in
spring and summer is deafening;
according to Pete Shaw, ‘with

Return of the Rat Trap

Trapping rather than poi-
sons has proved success-
ful in pest control work
in the Northern Te Urewera
Ecosystem Restoration Project,
according to its managers, Pete
Shaw and Lindsay Wilson of the
Department of Conservation.
The success of their work is sig-
nificant because of concerns
about the use of brodifacoum
baits, till now the only effective
form of rat control where native
birds and plants are at risk.
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The northern Te Urewera pro-
ject began in 1995 and aims to
restore 50,000 hectares of Te
Urewera National Park. Possum
control, rotating through the
northern Te Urewera has
reduced possum numbers to
less than five percent over this
area. However, reduced possum
numbers on their own are not
enough to allow sensitive native
species such as kokako, kereru
and kaka to recover.

To aid in their recovery an

email irl@irl.co.nz
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Frozen in death — freeze-dried rats are proving an effective bait for
stoats in Te Urewera National Park. Both rats and stoats have to be
trapped to give birds, insects, and plants a better chance within a 50,000
hectare ‘mainland island.’

almost wall-to-wall kokako with
their distinctive bell-like calls.

Nationally, kiwi are not doing
well, as 95 percent of the chicks
are killed, half of them by stoats.
In the northern Te Urewera 70
percent survive.

There has been an ongoing
programme to control pests,

innovative system has estab-
lished several ‘core breeding
areas. Essentially this system
involves identifying key habitat
where remnants of threatened
species still exist. Then, other
threats such as rats and stoats
are also reduced.

The Onepu core breeding area
encompasses 200 hectares,
where snap traps baited with
peanut butter are now in use.
On the first night of the trial
750 rats were caught. Traplines
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especially possums, rats, and
stoats in this project. The possum
numbers are now at a very low
level. As a result the young native
seedlings, fruit and berries are
providing the birds with more
food leading to greater breeding
success.

— Meg Collins, Opotiki.

were maintained throughout
the summer.

Rat trapping proved an effec-
tive method for reducing rat
numbers to a level where
threatened birds could breed
successfully. Subsequently, seven
of 11 kokako pairs at Onepu
attempted to breed and four
were successful.

— Source: Pete Shaw and
Lindsay Wilson, DoC, Opotiki.
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