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7. BRUSHTAIL POSSUM

Trichosurus vulpecula (Kerr, 1792)

Much recent information is summarised in The Brushtail Possum: Biology, Impact and
Management of an Introduced Marsupial (Montague 2000). For a searchable bibliography of
possum references, see Sarre, S. (2000) Possum bibliography, [online] Available: http://
www.invasive-animals.org.nz/possum/ [retrieved Insert Date of Retrieval}.

Variation

Pracy & Coleman (1998) summarised previously unpublished historical information about
the distribution of possum colour phases across New Zealand. In the North Island, black
possums predominate in the Kaimai Range, Urewera National Park and East Cape, and in the
South Island in Westland, Fiordland and western Southland. Blacks are also more common
on Stewart Island and Chatham Island.

Distribution

World

Brushtail possum numbers appear to be increasing in many urban areas in Australia (Pietsch
1994; Statham & Statham 1997), and in Tasmania following conversion of woodland to
pasture (Coulson & Herron 1981). In the arid regions of Australia, however, possum
populations are being reduced by fox and cat predation and by changes in the fire regime
(Foulkes 2000). In some areas, such as Uluru National Park in central Australia, possum re-
introduction programmes are underway (J. A. Kerle unpubl. data).

New Zealand

Northland has now been colonised completely, and there has been further spread in the south-
west of the South Island. On the other hand, since 1990 possums have been eradicated from
a further 12 offshore islands ranging from one to 2321 ha (maps in Clout & Ericksen 2000).
Additional records of possums on offshore or outlying islands since Cowan (1990) include
Motutapere, Uretara, Allports, and three small islands in Northland (Harakeke, Fortyseven,
and Peach islands). Possums have also been recorded on Pig and Pigeon Islands in Lake
Wakatipu, and on Stevensons Island in Lake Wanaka. They have now been eradicated from
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all these islands, and also from Rangitoto. Motutapu, Kapiti, Codfish, Whanganui and
Tarakaipa Islands (Clout & Ericksen 2000).

Food

Nugent et al.'s (2000) review of information on possum diet mostly confirmed earlier data,
but showed that the use of podocarps, particularly Hall's totara (Podocarpiis hallii) and
pahautea (Libocedrus bidwillii), has previously been underestimated (Owen & Norton 1995;
Allen et al. 1997; Nugent et al. 1997; Rogers 1997; Nugent et al. 2000). Seasonal shifts in diet
reflect not only changing availability of non-foliar foods and of foliage of preferred deciduous
species, but also seasonal changes in the relative palatability of evergreen foliage. Long-term
changes in possum diet also follow changes in vegetation composition induced by their
browsing (Allen et al. 1997; Nugent et al. 2000)

The importance of fruit, flowers, invertebrates and fungi also appears to have been
underestimated (e.g., Parkes & Thomson 1995; Rickard 1996; Nugent etal. 1997; Sweetapple
& Nugent 1998), even in beech forest (Owen & Norton 1995). These non-foliar foods,
particularly fruits, generally have greater nutritional value than foliage, and could have a
disproportionate effect on possum reproductive success and local possum carrying capacity
(Nugent et al. 2000; Ramsey et al. unpubl.). The availability of these foods may therefore be
the key to understanding variable possum densities and impacts in different habitats.

New data confirm that possum diet may be influenced strongly by secondary metabolites
and antifeedant chemicals in leaves (Dearing & Cork 1999; Lawler et al. 1998 1999a,b;
Payton & Thomson 1999).

Possums also regularly eat meat, especially native birds and their eggs, and land snails
(see Damage). They have been observed feeding on carcases of deer (Thomas et al. 1993),
other possums (C. M. H. Clarke, unpubl. data), and rodents (P. Cowan, unpubl. data). They
are routinely trapped in leg-hold traps baited with rabbit meat to catch ferrets (Caley 1998).
Such scavenging may help transmission of bovine Tb to possums.

Social organization and behaviour

Dominance relationships

Spuu & Jolly (1999) and Day et al. (2000) review possum social organization and behaviour,
including patterns of interactions. Typically, when two possums interact, one is clearly
dominant over the other (Jolly & Spurr 1996; Henderson & Hickling 1997). Older and
heavier animals are usually dominant over smaller, younger possums, and females are
generally dominant over males in captivity (Jolly & Spurr 1996), although some large old
males are dominant over smaller young females (Henderson & Hickling 1997). Disruption of
sex steroid levels by ovariectomy (Jolly & Spurr 1996), vaccination against gonadotrophin-
relcasing hormone (Jolly et al. 1996), or castration (McAllum 1996) did not alter established
dominance status in groups of captive possums.

Woolhouse et al. (1994) described the chemical composition of secretions from the
paracloacal (anal) scent glands of the possum. When females were caged together with males
and the pouch young removed, the incidence of ovulation significantly increased, which
Crawford et al. (1998a) attributed to the action of pheromones.

Activity and denning

Paterson et al. (1995) observed peak numbers of possums between 2300 and 0230 hours, and
that strong winds depressed activity. Herbert & Lewis (1999) concluded, from a study of the
activity patterns of possums in captivity and the neural mechanisms controlling circadian




