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Possum Population Monitoring : Council Lands
1.
Purpose
To advise the Committee about the results of the first formal possum monitoring survey on Council lands.

To advise the Committee about the result of the Mangaroa-Kaitoke possum control operation on Council lands.

2.
Basis of the Report
The Council Lands Animal Pest Management Strategy (April 1998) requires, inter alia, possum population monitoring at two levels - before and after each operation to monitor the success of that operation, and on a planned basis through management units to ascertain when the next control operation might be required.

This report describes both instances.

3.
Results from the Whakatikei Operation
In June 1996, an aerial 1080 operation was carried out over about 7,000 hectares of WRC forest land - the Whakatikei catchment and the Puketiro exotic forest.  Some neighbours elected to join the operation as well.

A small trial using 1080 at low rates (2-5 kg/ha) was conducted in Puketiro forest the year before, and on the basis of that, it was decided to apply the 1080 cereal bait at 2kg per hectare.  The resulting reduction in the possum population at the time was estimated to be 80.2 percent.  While falling in the acceptable range, this was not regarded as particularly good, and probably reflected the bait shyness and trap wariness of the possum population, and the removal of baits by rats.  The area had a long history of trapping and possum “farming”.

In September 1998 the first monitoring programme was completed, with the following results:

Vegetation
Residual Trap Catch Rate (RTC) %

Type
April 1996
August 1996
September 1998
Annual Increase

Exotic
22.5
1.9
9.3
121%

Indigenous
18.5
4.3
13.4
77%

Note : Residual Trap Catch is an index obtained following a control operation.  It measures the number of possums caught per 100 trap nights.  A national protocol governs how this number is derived, so that the results of all operations which use this index are directly comparable.

Overall, the possum population is now approximately 60 percent of the April 1996 population, and has had an annual increase of approximately 97 percent.  In other words the possum population has just about doubled each year.

4.
Results from Mangaroa-Kaitoke
This project was carried out by the Biosecurity Department, mostly on behalf of the Animal Health Board but with a significant amount of additional WRC forest land included.  There was an aerial as well as a ground component.

The aerial component of this job (6,746 hectares) was flown on 26-27 March 1998.  Most was over WRC forest land, including parts of Kaitoke Regional Park.  1080 cereal bait was spread at the rate of 3kg per hectare.

Monitoring of the aerial area recorded a 28.3 percent RTC before the operation and a 1.7 RTC after the operation.  This is a reduction in the possum population of 94 percent, a highly successful operation.

Most of the ground control operation was outside WRC land, but the figures were 19.0 percent RTC (pre) and 2.7 percent RTC (post); a reduction in the possum population of 85.8 percent.

5.
Northern Rata Crown Trial
Robin Blake (Natural Forestry) photographed an easily seen northern rata tree in the Whakatikei catchment each year after the possum control operation.  The tree was badly affected by possums.

As reported in the Departmental Manager’s report, the WRC is involved with Forme Consulting Group in a project called "Monitoring and Indicators for Indigenous Forest Ecosystem Management" project, part funded by the Sustainable Management Fund.  As part of the project, Forme’s took the three photos to Terralink.  The photos were digitised, and foliage density in each of the three years assessed using digital analysis to track the improvement in foliar density after possum control.  The figures are:

1996

42.2 percent vegetation

1997

50.4 percent

1998

54.9 percent

The attachment shows the side view of the northern rata tree, and the digitised images.

This was one indication that the possum control operation had a beneficial effect.  There may be other reasons for the improvement in foliar condition of that rata, but in the absence of other investigations, this is one indicator of success.  The study so far does point to the need for more ecological knowledge of forest ecosystems and the various impacts on them.

The use of digital photography and subsequent analysis is still in the very early stages, and the results have not been reported to the Ministry for the Environment.

6.
Future Actions
The Whakatikei catchment will be given a maintenance operation of aerially applied 1080 in the autumn of the year 2000.  Discussions with neighbours who did not take part in the 1996 operation will be aimed at encouraging them to join in and so reduce the speed of possum migration into the treated area.

The next monitoring programme will cover the West Akatarawa catchment operation which was carried out in 1997.  The Natural Forestry department hope to contract the Biosecurity monitoring team again to ensure a consistency of approach and technique right across the Region.

7.
Recommendations
(1)
That the Report be received and its contents noted.

(2)
That the Committee note the success of aerially-applied 1080 cereal bait in effectively dealing with the possum pest problem on WRC forest lands.
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