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  A B S T R A C T

Possums (Trichosurus vulpecula) are the main agents of transmission of bovine 

Tb to domestic stock in New Zealand. In 2004/05, the Animal Health Board (AHB) 

undertook possum control on over 5 million ha of land, some of which was 

on public conservation lands administered by the Department of Conservation 

(DOC). It is important that we determine the benefits of the AHB’s possum 

control to conservation before this control is reduced or ceased once Tb has 

been eradicated from wild animal populations. In this study, we quantify and 

map the location, type and frequency of AHB-funded possum control on public 

conservation lands for eight management areas (Manawatu-Wanganui, Wellington, 

Tasman, Marlborough, Canterbury, West Coast, Otago and Southland regions) 

during 2000/01–2003/04. Data on 1600 possum control operations were collected 

and analysed. In total, c. 170 000–360 000 ha/year of woody vegetation (forest and 

scrub) on public conservation lands received AHB-funded possum control, with 

much of this area receiving regular maintenance control. Although it is likely 

that maintaining possums at low densities would result in some conservation 

benefit, we did not measure this directly. Furthermore, there was a general lack 

of institutional memory of the details of possum control operations in several 

of the regions surveyed. The lack of measurement of conservation benefits and 

of consistent and quality data on possum control makes it difficult for DOC or 

regional councils to plan optimal responses to any reduction or cessation of the 

AHB’s possum control.

Keywords: brushtail possum, Trichosurus vulpecula, pest control, Animal 

Health Board, public conservation lands, control frequency, residual trap 

catch, conservation benefit, geographic information system (GIS), Land Cover 

Database
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 1. Introduction

The Animal Health Board (AHB) undertakes control of the introduced 

brushtail possum (Trichosurus vulpecula) on public conservation lands 

managed by the Department of Conservation (DOC) as part of its vector (i.e. 

transmission agent) management strategy to eradicate bovine tuberculosis 

(Tb) from domestic livestock. DOC and AHB want to know what benefits 

to conservation might accrue from AHB’s possum control so that they can 

identify and understand the consequences for conservation once the AHB 

reduces or ceases control after eradicating Tb from wild animal populations 

in defined areas of public conservation land.

The initial aim of this project was to undertake a field experiment to 

assess the conservation benefits of AHB-funded possum control (Reddiex & 

Parkes 2003). The experiment aimed to compare forest canopy condition 

and relative bird abundance on sites receiving intensive AHB-funded possum 

control (i.e. annual for at least 3–5 years) with those in comparable, 

nearby areas of forest that had not received any possum control. Following 

considerable discussion with AHB staff from several Tb vector management 

areas on the availability of suitable study sites, five paired sites on public 

conservation lands were identified. One paired site was sampled in Southland 

(see Appendix 1). However, when the information supplied for several of 

the other recommended study sites was found to be inaccurate, the field 

component of this study was halted. It became apparent that a major 

limiting factor in undertaking experimental work on the benefits of possum 

control was the lack of detailed information on the exact location, type and 

frequency of AHB-funded possum control on public conservation lands at 

both a conservancy and national level.

As a first step in identifying the benefits to conservation from this possum 

control, DOC and the AHB commissioned Landcare Research to quantify 

the location, type and frequency of AHB-funded possum control on public 

conservation lands. The work was carried out from March 2004 to August 

2005.

 2. Background

Large-scale control of possums in New Zealand is carried out mostly because 

they are vectors of Tb to domestic cattle and deer (Coleman & Caley 2000) 

or to protect indigenous biota (DOC 1994). The total area of New Zealand 

receiving possum control increased markedly through the 1990s in response 

to large increases in expenditure both by the AHB and DOC, reflecting the 

development of the National Pest Management Strategy for Tb (AHB 2004) 

and a National Possum Control Plan (DOC 1994). DOC controls possums 

on c. 1 million ha of public conservation lands where its priorities are 
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highest (Parkes & Murphy 2003), while the AHB has controlled possums 

on 4.5 million ha, of which c. 13% has been estimated as being on public 

conservation lands (2001/02 data collected for Fraser et al. 2004).

The AHB’s possum control might result in substantial conservation benefits, 

especially in areas where a strategy of frequent control keeps possum densities 

very low. Presumably, fewer conservation benefits accrue at sites where 

the control is less frequent (see Choquenot & Parkes 2000). However, the 

conservation benefits of the AHB investment have never been measured.

Information on planned AHB control operations is held by individual DOC 

conservancies, but the nature and quality of this information varies widely. 

DOC receives information on AHB control operations via the Assessment 

of environmental effects application process. In most cases, locations of 

control areas are supplied as paper maps, while post-control monitoring 

results and information on the habitat types targeted by control are often 

not sent to conservancies at all. These key vector control data are held in 

unique systems by each vector manager (i.e. each manager of one of the 

14 AHB-defined regions that undertake vector control, which is the range 

of activities directed towards identification and control of wildlife sources 

of Tb). DOC has a national database system (called ‘Pestlink’) for recording 

possum control data from operations undertaken by the Department, but this 

system is currently not GIS capable. Hence, there is no national system for 

recording and collating all key possum control information.

 3. Objectives

To compile data on historical and ongoing AHB-funded possum control •	

on public conservation lands.

To map the area of public conservation lands in each region where the •	

AHB has conducted possum control for at least the period 2000/01–

2003/04.

To quantify the area of public conservation lands in each vector •	

management region (by landcover type) undergoing different types and 

frequencies of possum control, and to summarise residual-trap-catch index 

(RTCI) data (where available) for at least the period 2000/01–2003/04 as 

an indicator of the likely benefit to biodiversity of the possum control 

carried out.
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 4. Methods

 4 . 1  S u R V e y  P R O C e S S

All vector managers were requested to provide data on historical and 

current possum control operations to Landcare Research in a standard format 

(Appendix 2). Two vector managers (environment Waikato and Hawke’s Bay 

Regional Council) declined to do this because of time and cost constraints. 

The project budget did not allow us to fund their time. Following a brief 

review of the number of possum control operations in each region for 

which we had obtained data, the years that data were available, and the 

budget for this project, we then focused on collecting all available data for 

eight vector management regions (Manawatu-Wanganui, Wellington, Tasman, 

Marlborough, West Coast, Canterbury, Otago, and Southland; Fig. 1). These 

regions comprise over 18 million ha, of which c. 6.4 million ha are public 

conservation lands (Table 1). Of the vector management regions where 

control information was not collected (i.e. Northland, Auckland, Waikato, 

Bay of Plenty, Hawke’s Bay and Taranaki) only the Waikato and Hawke’s 

Bay regions have substantial areas of vector control.

For all regions, data were initially collected at meetings rather than by 

correspondence. This avoided potential misinterpretation of the survey form 

and a low response rate, both of which are common problems in mail 

surveys (Dillman 1978). For most regions, the required information could 

not be obtained from a single meeting. Where possible, the remaining 

information was obtained from operational reports that included monitoring 

data, PestCalc outputs (computer software that analyses pest control 

monitoring data), electronic spreadsheets and databases from vector managers. 

Difficulties relating to data collection included discrepancies between 

ReGION TOTAL AReA PuBLIC 

 (ha) CONSeRVATION LAND  

  AReA* (ha)

Manawatu-Wanganui   2 216 882    396 091

Wellington      813 561    142 298

Tasman      632 843    326 392

Marlborough   1 048 612    320 992

West Coast   2 709 299 2 258 288

Canterbury   4 516 731    829 017

Otago   3 190 754    484 886

Southland   2 998 406 1 685 574

Total 18 127 088 6 443 538

* The areas of public conservation lands do not include c. 96 000 ha (over the eight regions) that were 

classified as vested reserves, or have other forms of protected status.

TABLe 1.   TOTAL LAND AReA WITHIN VeCTOR MANAGeMeNT ReGIONS FROM 

WHICH POSSuM CONTROL INFORMATION WAS COLLeCTeD, AND THe AReA OF 

PuBLIC CONSeRVATION LANDS WITHIN eACH ReGION.
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Figure 1.  Vector 
management areas where 

Animal Health Board-funded 
possum control information 

was collected and public 
conservation lands 

(shading) in New Zealand.

polygons/shapefiles provided and the total area under control operations 

listed in the vector managers’ operational reports, and changes in the control 

operation names over time. Surveys were completed between May 2004 and 

April 2005.

 4 . 2  S u R V e y  A N D  D A T A B A S e  S T R u C T u R e

Data for each possum control operation (including monitoring information) 

were stored in a Microsoft Access database, which was linked to spatial 

information in a GIS (which contained one or more polygons that describe 

the spatial extent of control). We attempted to coordinate our data collection 
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with the formats planned for use in the AHB’s Vector Management Information 

System (VMIS) to enable our data to be easily uploaded into that system (note: 

the VMIS is currently being developed, and limited historical data will be 

captured by the system). For each region, we included all control operations 

in each financial year for as many years as possible (as a minimum, the 

financial period 2000/01–2003/04 was surveyed in each region).

 4 . 3  D A T A  C O L L e C T e D

Summary information on the general characteristics of control operations 

is presented in Appendix 3. Detailed information on control operations or 

control in given locations can be obtained from the Microsoft Access database 

and associated GIS shapefiles held at Landcare Research, Lincoln.

All spatial and temporal analyses were undertaken by combining the 

Microsoft Access 2000 database of vector managers’ control information with 

shapefiles constructed in ArcGISTM GIS software. In the few instances where 

control boundaries were not available, those operations were omitted from 

all analyses. The processes of combining data from a range of sources to 

complete the database (i.e. combining population monitoring with control 

operation data) and relating the correct control polygons to the control 

operation information were the difficult and time-consuming parts of this 

project. Difficulties arose from the fact that data were collected from at 

least eight different sources, each with different data-organisation styles and 

data formats. Linking control operation data often involved checking control 

operational area names, spatial locations and dates. Sometimes, extensive 

follow-up by phone, email or revisiting the vector manager was required. 

Despite this, some control operation data had to be abandoned. For all year-

based analyses, control was deemed to have been undertaken in a given 

financial year (1 July–30 June) if control commenced in that year (i.e. where 

possum control crossed two financial years it was recorded only for the year 

in which it began). The extent of public conservation lands in June 2004 

was supplied as a shapefile by DOC.

The areas where possums were actually controlled in any year sometimes 

encompassed only part of the operational area (i.e. in some years possum 

control was undertaken in only parts of some control polygons supplied). 

This was especially so when an initial control operation (the first time an 

area is treated) might cover an entire forest and its surrounds (i.e. the 

whole polygon) but subsequent maintenance control (follow-up control of 

an initial operation) was conducted only along the forest–pasture margin, 

but the same polygon as was used in the initial operation was supplied. 

Therefore, to classify the actual area treated we collected data on the type 

of habitat (e.g. forest, forest–pasture margin, farmland; Appendix 4) in the 

public conservation lands under possum control in each operational area. To 

allow consistent analysis we used the following rules:
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If the operational area boundaries were known but the part treated in •	

any year was unknown, we assumed all of the public conservation lands 

within the operational areas were treated. This would overestimate the 

area of land treated.

If the actual area treated each year was provided, then the area of public •	

conservation lands within the treated area was included in the analyses.

We used the Land Cover Database Version 2 (LCDB2) from the Ministry •	

for the environment to calculate the areas of different habitat (Appendix 

4) within public conservation lands treated for possum control. In this 

report we present data for only ‘forest’ and ‘scrub’ habitats, and pool 

indigenous and exotic categories—exotic vegetation formed a very low 

proportion of the vegetation on public conservation lands. The full list 

of LCDB2 habitat classes is in the Access database.

If either ‘farmland’ or ‘forest–pasture’ categories were identified in the •	

survey form (Appendix 2), then all forest and scrub within a 200-m range 

of ‘pasture/other’ was deemed to have been treated. The 200-m range 

was based on Cowan & Clout’s (2000) review of possum movement in 

response to bait stations and poison lines, which found that the distance 

possums are likely to move to these control devices over a 1–2-week 

period was limited to 200–400 m.

Because there were two types of treatments, entire forest blocks and buffer 

strips (i.e. forest buffer of a nominated width or forest–pasture margin with 

a 200-m width), the data were analysed using two different methods. The 

ArcMap model builder was used extensively to facilitate repeated overlays 

of similar data in the GIS. All regions’ GIS polygons were given a unique 

identifier to enable them to be synchronised with the databases of vector 

managers’ control data. each treatment area polygon was overlaid with the 

DOC shapefile of public conservation lands and intersected with the LCDB2 

vegetation classes. To assess the area of forest receiving possum control 

for the forest block habitat type, the intersect was dissolved and area of 

forest (in ha) was calculated from the shapefile area (Appendix 5). In some 

regions, multiple overlays were necessary to calculate areas where different 

years had different control polygon boundaries. To assess the area of buffer 

strips receiving control, arcs from LCDB2 vegetation classes were used to 

define the forest–pasture boundary, and a 200-m buffer applied to those 

arcs. These buffers were then intersected with the composite treatment area, 

public conservation lands and LCDB2 output (Appendix 5). The resultant 

shapefile represented those areas of forest within 200 m of a forest–pasture 

margin that are public conservation lands and had received possum control. 

Figure 2 provides an example of the area of forest treated when forest–

pasture margins were classified as being treated.

The total area of possum control per region by year was categorised as 

receiving initial, maintenance or unknown control, and the type of control 

as being ground, aerial, a combination of ground and aerial, or unknown.

The number of times that a given area had received possum control was 

determined by overlaying area polygons for successive years’ treatment in 

the GIS. Areas were based on the total area of control operations only 

(i.e. not the areas assessed as being treated by incorporating information 
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on habitat types), and therefore overestimate the actual area treated. Results 

are presented for forest and scrub habitat on public conservation lands only. 

The number of years of control operations obviously restricted the number 

of times control was possible. Interpretation of the frequency of possum 

control operation on public conservation lands is constrained by:

Changes in control operation boundaries over time that occurred in four •	

of the eight regions

The frequency of control within an operational area that changed (e.g. •	

the frequency of treatment changed from every 3 years to annually)

The number of years of control operation information, which varied from •	

4 to 11 between regions

The recent commencement of some control operations.•	

In the absence of measured conservation benefits, residual-trap-catch indices 

(RTCIs) have been used as an indicator of the likely benefit to biodiversity. 

The limitation of this approach is that the possum abundance that will 

provide protection to a range of vegetation species and communities will vary 

markedly, depending on the vulnerability of those species and communities 

involved (see Discussion for further comment on this issue). The total area 

of possum control per region by year as calculated above was presented for 

each of four RTCI categories for the years 2002/03 and 2003/04 only (i.e. 

the only years where RTCIs were available for all regions).

 4 . 4  R e G I O N A L  D e T A I L S

Manawatu-Wanganui: Details of all control operations in the region were 

supplied by Horizons Regional Council (Vector Manager), irrespective of 

whether they contained information on public conservation lands. The 

locations of control operations were provided electronically (as GIS polygons) 

Figure 2.  example of a 
possum control operation 

where the boundary for 
the initial control (solid 

line) might include all 
of the forest block and 

its surrounding farmland 
(shading), but where 

subsequent maintenance 
control operations 

were only along the 
forest–pasture boundary 

(hatching). When the forest 
was the boundary of the 

public conservation land, 
only the hatched area—a 
200-m strip of forest (or 

other LCDB2 habitats 
therein if appropriate)—

was included in the analyses 
for the maintenance control 

operation.
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for each year in the period 1999/2000–2003/04. In most cases, control 

boundaries of given maintenance control operations varied between years. 

In the absence of specific details, we have assumed that the existence of a 

polygon is confirmation that a control operation was undertaken in that area 

in that year. Information on specific control characteristics were obtained 

from post-operational reports that include monitoring data, and PestCalc 

outputs. Missing information was requested and supplied by the Council to 

enable completion of a separate project (Warburton et al. 2005). Warburton 

et al. (2005) were not able to locate any information on the biodiversity 

benefits of AHB-funded possum control in the Manawatu-Wanganui region 

in their investigation. No information was provided on the specific habitats 

controlled in each control operation, which prevented analyses on the habitat 

types treated in this region (see section 4.3).

Wellington: The locations of control operations were supplied electronically 

(as GIS polygons) for each year in the period 1993/94–2003/04 by Greater 

Wellington Regional Council (Vector Manager). Control boundaries (i.e. 

polygons) of given operations did not vary between years. Information on 

specific control characteristics was obtained from electronic and paper-based 

reports.

Tasman: Details of all control operations in the Tasman region were supplied 

by Southern Pest Management (Vector Manager), irrespective of whether they 

contained information on public conservation lands. The locations of control 

operations were provided electronically (as GIS polygons) for each year in 

the period 2000/01–2003/04. Control boundaries (i.e. polygons) of given 

operations did not vary between years. Details of specific control operations 

were obtained from post-operational reports.

Marlborough: Details of all control operations in the region were supplied 

by Marlborough District Council (Vector Manager), irrespective of whether 

they contained information on public conservation lands. The locations of 

control operations were provided electronically (as GIS polygons) for each 

year in the period 1997/98–2003/04. In most cases, control boundaries (i.e. 

polygons) of given operations varied between years.

West Coast: Details of all control operations in the region were supplied 

by West Coast Regional Council (Vector Manager), irrespective of whether 

they contained information on public conservation lands. The locations of 

all ground-based control operations were provided electronically (as GIS 

polygons) for each year in the period 1993/94–2003/04. However, details 

of 44 of the 48 aerial-based control operations were supplied as paper maps 

only and were subsequently digitised. Control boundaries (i.e. polygons) 

of ground-based control operations did not vary between years of control. 

However, nearly all aerial maintenance control operations had unique control 

polygons. Details of specific control operations were obtained from electronic 

spreadsheet files, but this information was largely unavailable for the years 

prior to 2002/03.

Canterbury: Details of all control operations in the region were supplied 

by environment Canterbury (Vector Manager), irrespective of whether they 

contained information on public conservation lands. The locations of control 

operations were provided electronically (as GIS polygons) for each year in the 
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period 1996/97–2003/04. In most cases, control boundaries (i.e. polygons) of 

given operations varied between years. Details of specific control operations 

were obtained from post-operational reports.

Otago: Only information about control operations in the region that contained 

public conservation lands was supplied by Southern Pest Management (Vector 

Manager). The locations of control operations were provided electronically 

(as GIS polygons) for the period 1996/97–2003/04. Control boundaries 

(i.e. polygons) of given operations did not vary between years. Details of 

specific control operations were obtained from electronic files for the period 

1999/00–2003/04, while earlier paper-based reports were photocopied, 

selection of the relevant reports being based on operation names provided 

by Southern Pest Management.

Southland: Details of all control operations in the region were supplied 

by environment Southland (Vector Manager), irrespective of whether they 

contained information on public conservation lands. The locations of control 

operations were provided electronically (as GIS polygons) for each year 

in the period 1988/89–2003/04. However, control operation details were 

available only for 1997/98–2003/04. In most cases, control boundaries (i.e. 

polygons) of operations varied between years. In the absence of specific 

control operation details we have assumed that the existence of a polygon 

is confirmation that a control operation was undertaken in that area in that 

year. Details of specific control operations were obtained from spreadsheet 

files, or collated by environment Southland staff and supplied at a later 

date. However, there was a considerable amount of missing information on 

control operations in the period 1997/98–1999/2000, and some disparity in 

RTCI results between information sources.
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 5. Results

 5 . 1  e x T e N T  O F  T H e  A N I M A L  H e A L T H 
B O A R D ’ S  P O S S u M  C O N T R O L  O N  P u B L I C 
C O N S e R V A T I O N  L A N D S

Information on a total of 1600 possum control operations was collected, 

although the amount and quality of control operation information varied 

markedly between regions. The majority of the data relate to operations 

undertaken in Southland (n = 420), Manawatu-Wanganui (n = 277) and Otago 

(n = 260). The number of operations per year ranged from four in 1993/94 

to 322 in 2001/02, but most of the data (73%) relate to the period 2000/01–

2003/04 (Fig. 3). This does not reflect the actual amount of control operation 

activities undertaken during the period as several regions indicated that 

varying (sometimes considerable) amounts of additional data existed that 

they did not have the resources to locate and extract.

The AHB possum control operations in the eight regions combined covered 

c. 2.5 million ha in 2000/01 and c. 3.5 million ha in 2003/04 (Table 2). The 

observed increase in the area receiving control over the period 2000/01–

2003/04 is largely a result of an increase in the number of control operations 

for which data were collected over this period. The AHB’s expenditure on 

vector control increased from approximately $30 million to $54 million per 

year over the time period 2000/01–2003/04 which supports a real increase in 

the actual number of operations; however, a higher proportion of operations 

may have been reported in the latter years as well.

The combined total annual area of public conservation lands within AHB 

control operation boundaries in the eight regions over the period 2000/01–

2003/04 ranged from c. 250 000 to c. 460 000 ha (Table 2).

Figure 3.  Total number of 
possum control operations 

per year from all eight 
vector management regions 
for which information was 

collected.
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 5 . 2  A N I M A L  H e A L T H  B O A R D ’ S  P O S S u M  C O N T R O L 
I N  F O R e S T  A N D  S C R u B  H A B I T A T S

The majority of control operations (95%) included public conservation lands 

within the control boundaries (Table 3). These ranged from small reserves 

(< 1 ha) to the entire control area (> c. 10 000 ha). Forest–pasture margins 

and farmland were the most frequent habitat types targeted for control in 

Canterbury and on the West Coast, while forest, forest–pasture margins and 

farmland were all frequently targeted for control in Marlborough, Otago, 

Southland and Tasman. Forest was the most frequently targeted habitat type 

in Wellington, partially reflecting the fact that public conservation lands 

received control for that region.

The total known and potential area of forest habitat receiving possum control 

per year ranged from c. 156 000 ha to c. 314 000 ha, and of scrub habitat 

ranged from c. 14 000 ha to c. 45 000 ha (Table 2). There were significant 

differences in the amount of forest habitat receiving control between regions 

(see Appendix 6, Tables A6.1–A6.8 for the areas of control for each region 

by year).

The maximum area of forest and scrub on public conservation lands that 

received one or more years of AHB-funded possum control operation over 

the eight regions is c. 800 000 ha (Table 4). It is important to note that this 

area will be overestimated, as the area was estimated from total control 

operation areas (see section 4.4), not on specific habitat types treated (i.e. 

would include all farmland habitat within the control area).

TABLe 2.   TOTAL,  KNOWN, AND COMBINeD KNOWN AND POTeNTIAL AReA (ha)  OF POSSuM CONTROL 

OPeRATIONS FOR ALL eIGHT SuRVeyeD AHB ReGIONS IN PuBLIC CONSeRVATION LANDS (PCL) .  KNOWN AReA 

= HABITAT TyPeS ReCORDeD AS KNOWN IN THe SuRVey;  POTeNTIAL AReA = HABITAT TyPeS uNKNOWN IN 

THe SuRVey.

yeAR TOTAL AReA TOTAL AReA KNOWN AReA* OF POTeNTIAL AReA† COMBINeD KNOWN 

 OF CONTROL OF PCL IN PCL CONTROLLeD OF PCL AND POTeNTIAL 

 OPeRATIONS CONTROL  CONTROLLeD AReA OF PCL 

  OPeRATIONS   CONTROLLeD

 FOReST SCRuB FOReST SCRuB FOReST SCRuB

2000/01 2 479 307 249 543 122 878 10 865 33 554 3022 156 432 13 887

2001/02 3 141 834 345 997 149 602 24 521 77 848 4320 227 450 28 841

2002/03 3 667 063 462 510 223 843 37 099 90 648 8372 314 491 45 471

2003/04 3 481 312 455 652 193 703 30 244 109 830 13 030 303 533 43 274

* Possum control operations where habitat types were known. 
† Possum control operations where habitat types were not provided.
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TABLe 3.   NuMBeR OF POSSuM CONTROL OPeRATIONS FOR WHICH INFORMATION WAS COLLeCTeD, THe 

PeRCeNTAGe OF OPeRATIONS THAT CONTAINeD AT LeAST SOMe PuBLIC CONSeRVATION LANDS (PCL)  AND 

THe PeRCeNTAGe OF CONTROL OPeRATIONS THAT TARGeTeD DIFFeReNT HABITAT TyPeS,  By ReGION. NOTe: 

HABITAT TyPe MAy exCeeD 100% IN SOMe yeARS AS MuLTIPLe HABITAT TyPeS MAy HAVe ReCeIVeD POSSuM 

CONTROL IN INDIVIDuAL CONTROL OPeRATIONS.

ReGION yeAR NuMBeR OF PeRCeNTAGe   HABITAT TyPe 

  CONTROL OF OPeRATIONS 

  OPeRATIONS CONTAINING FOReST FOReST FOReST FARM- uNKNOWN 

   PCL (%) BuFFeR –PASTuRe LAND (%) 

   (%)  (%) (%) (%)

Manawatu-Wanganui

 1999/00 14 79     100

 2000/01 37 87     100

 2001/02 77 83 18  18 18 79

 2002/03 74 84 8  5 4 93

 2003/04 75 84     100

Wellington

 1993/94 3 100 100    

 1994/95 8 100 100    

 1995/96 5 80 100    

 1996/97 5 80 80  20  

 1997/98 9 100 89  11 11 

 1998/99 7 100 86  14 14 

 1999/00 4 100 75 25   

 2000/01 9 89 89  22 11 11

 2001/02 8 88 100    

 2002/03 6 100 100   17 

 2003/04 12 92 92   8 8

Tasman

 2000/01 6 100 67  67 83 

 2001/02 8 100 88  88 88 13

 2002/03 17 100 100  94 94 

 2003/04 20 100 95  85 85 5

Marlborough

 1997/98 1 100 100    

 1998/99 5 100 60  80 100 

 1999/00 6 100 100  100 100 

 2000/01 9 100 89  100 100 

 2001/02 12 100 83  92 92 8

 2002/03 14 100 86  93 93 7

 2003/04 14 100 79  93 93 7

West Coast

 1993/94 1 100 100    

 1994/95 21 100 29  71 71 

 1995/96 29 100 31  69 69 

 1996/97 24 100 8  92 92 

 1997/98 24 100 8  92 92 

 1998/99 25 100 12  88 88 

 1999/00 29 100 14  86 86 

 2000/01 30 100 17  83 83 

 2001/02 30 100 17  83 83 

 2002/03 31 100 19  81 81 

 2003/04 30 100 17  83 83 

Continued on next page
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ReGION yeAR NuMBeR OF PeRCeNTAGe   HABITAT TyPe 

  CONTROL OF OPeRATIONS 

  OPeRATIONS CONTAINING FOReST FOReST FOReST FARM- uNKNOWN 

   PCL (%) BuFFeR –PASTuRe LAND (%) 

   (%)  (%) (%) (%)

Canterbury

 1996/97 2 100    50 50

 1997/98 8 100 38  50 88 

 1998/99 10 100 10  50 70 30

 1999/00 19 100 11  21 79 21

 2000/01 34 94 12  21 74 21

 2001/02 31 97 10  13 87 6

 2002/03 45 91 13  18 9 11

 2003/04 32 94 13  19 59 34

Otago

 1996/97 3 100   33  67

 1997/98 3 100   33 67 33

 1998/99 18 100 33  11 83 6

 1999/00 34 100 35  47 91 

 2000/01 39 100 13  59 97 3

 2001/02 45 100 42  36 93 2

 2002/03 62 100 45  30 94 2

 2003/04 56 100 39  27 98 

Southland

 1997/98 11 100     100

 1998/99 57 98     100

 1999/00 46 98     100

 2000/01 84 100 89  89 96 4

 2001/02 111 96 86 2 83 96 1

 2002/03 51 98 55 4 63 65 29

 2003/04 60 92 62 2 70 68 27

All regions
 2000/01 248 97 44  58 74 20

 2001/02 322 94 50 1 52 72 21

 2002/03 300 94 36 1 39 63 30

 2003/04 299 93 36 1 39 57 35

* Presented only for those years in which control operation data were available for all regions.

 5 . 3  T y P e  O F  A N I M A L  H e A L T H  B O A R D - F u N D e D 
C O N T R O L

The proportion of the total area in which initial or maintenance possum control 

has been undertaken in forest and/or scrub habitats on public conservation 

lands varied between the eight regions (Fig. 4). For most regions, a large 

proportion of the area controlled is under regular maintenance control. The 

limited area of initial control operations in most regions suggests that data 

Table 3—continued
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collection did not capture many of the initial operations, and that in recent 

years there has been limited expansion in the area of public conservation 

lands receiving AHB-funded possum control (but see Canterbury in 2003/04 

and Tasman in 2002/03). In both the Wellington and West Coast Regions, 

where 11 years of control information was collected, peaks of initial control 

in the area occurred prior to 1996/97, although initial operations continue 

annually in the West Coast.

A
re

a 
(h

a)

Figure 4.  Total area of forest and scrub habitat (combined) on public conservation lands receiving initial (black), maintenance (grey) 
or unknown (white) types of control per year for the eight regions studied.
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The area of public conservation lands receiving aerial, ground or a combination 

of aerial and ground control varied between regions, but remained relatively 

constant within regions (Fig. 5). Ground control has been the dominant 

method (in terms of area treated) of controlling possums in Canterbury, 

Otago, Tasman and (at least in recent years) in Southland. By contrast, in 

Figure 5.  Total area of forest and/or scrub habitat (combined) on public conservation lands receiving aerial (black), ground 
(hatched), a combination of aerial and ground (grey), or unknown (white) types of control over time for the eight regions studied.
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both Wellington and the West Coast, aerial control has been the dominant 

technique, with the combination of aerial and ground control being the 

dominant method in Marlborough. Control types in the Manawatu-Wanganui 

region could not be determined owing to the limited information supplied.

 5 . 4  F R e q u e N C y  O F  A N I M A L  H e A L T H  B O A R D -
F u N D e D  C O N T R O L

Over all of the regions studied, it was found that where public conservation 

lands received control, the majority received ≤ 3 years of control over the 

4–11-year period that data were collected (Table 4; Figs 6A, 7A, 8A, 9A, 

10A, 11A, 12A & 13A).

For the four regions where the treatment boundaries remained the same 

over all years for which data were collected, possum control was undertaken 

annually in over 66% of operations in three of the regions (Marlborough, 

Otago and Tasman). In contrast, the number of years between control 

operations was greater in Wellington, probably because aerial control was 

the predominant treatment method on public conservation land in this region 

(see Fig. 14).

In general, AHB-funded possum control operations appear to be carried out 

more frequently than DOC-funded operations. Parkes et al. (unpubl. data) 

found that for more than 65% of DOC control operations in the 1990s 

in the West Coast, Nelson-Marlborough, Otago, Wanganui, Southland and 

Wellington conservancies, the frequency of control was ≥ 3 years apart. 

This probably reflects differences in management aims, and subsequently the 

target possum densities between DOC (e.g. biodiversity protection) and the 

AHB (e.g. removal of Tb from wildlife).

ReGION NO. OF yeARS   NuMBeR OF yeARS OF 

 yeARS CONTROL   CONTROL 

 INFORMATION

  1 2 3 4 5 > 5

Manawatu-Wanganui 5 34 392 36 552 40 720 32 131 255 

Wellington 11 549 10 342 22 803 288 7601 1727

Tasman 4 21 564 72 339 38 927 530  

Marlborough 7 3088 157 7046 102 20 549

West Coast 11 106 566 63 152 7238  696 9616

Canterbury 8 22 883 7601 15 560 11 894 3102 4

Otago 8 25 446 23 641 17 635 4438 6893 7074

Southland 7 51 345 14 532 11 192 14 315 20 549 24 998

Total  265 833 228 316 161 121 63 698 39 116 43 968

TABLe 4.   TOTAL AReAS OF FOReST AND SCRuB HABITAT (COMBINeD) (ha)  ON 

PuBLIC CONSeRVATION LANDS THAT HAVe ReCeIVeD ONe OR MORe yeARS OF 

POSSuM CONTROL.  AReAS ARe BASeD ON CONTROL OPeRATION TOTAL AReAS 

ONLy.
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Figure 6.  Manawatu-Wanganui Region. A: Number of years that some form of Animal Health Board-funded possum control 
has been undertaken in operational polygons (control data were collected from 1999/2000 to 2003/04). B: The most recent 
residual-trap-catch index (RTCI) recorded within each operational control area under some form of Animal Health Board-
funded possum control. Public conservation lands are shown (hatched area).
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