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Diseases and pathogens of Mustela spp., with special
reference to the biological control of introduced stoat
Mustela erminea populations in New Zealand

Robbie A. McDonald", Serge Lariviére

Controlling populations of introduced stoats 1s a high priority for the conservation of
avian biodiversity i New Zealand Existing technology for stoat control 1s labour
mtensive and expensive, therefore new techniques and approaches, such as biological
control, are needed We reviewed the literature on the diseases and pathogens of stoats,
and closely related mustehids, with a view to identifying potential biological control
agents Aleutian disease virus, mink enteritis virus, and canine distemper virus hold
promuse as agents of lethal control, though the risks to non-target species posed by these
viruses are serious Host-specific ectoparasites such as Trichodectes ermineae, nematodes
such as Skrjabingylus nasicola, and bactenia such as Helicobacter mustelae and
Bartonella spp could have a role as vectors for the transmission of fertility control
agents We urge some caution 1n developing biological control technology without a
parallel investigation of the potential effects of biological control on stoat populations
and the resulting survival of threatened birds
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INTRODUCTION

The endemic fauna of New Zealand has evolved 1n the absence of mammalian predators and
has proven particularly vulnerable to some of the mammals mtroduced since human settlement
(King 1984) Stoats Mustela erminea, weasels M nivalis, and ferrets M furo were introduced
to New Zealand 1n the 1880s 1 an attempt to control rabbits Orycrolagus cuniculus (King
1984) Stoats were almost immediately implicated in the declining abundance of native birds,
a trend 1nifiated by the earlier arrival of numerous other mammalian predators In the 21st
century, stoats are still contributing to the decline of native fauna They now present a serious
threat to the future existence of several endemic bird species (McLennan et al 1996,
O’Donnell et al 1996, Wilson et al 1998) McDonald & Murphy (2000) provided a recent
review of the problems caused by stoats and of the steps taken so far to manage stoats 1n New
Zealand
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