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Abstract Although recreational hunting is the pri-
mary means of controlling Himalayan thar
(Hemitragus jemlahicus) in New Zealand, there is
no published information describing the character-
istics and attitudes of thar hunters. We conducted a
postal survey of hunters who held permits to hunt
thar in part of Canterbury in 1994-1995, and
achieved a 31% response rate (n = 92 replies). Re-
spondents were typically aged 30-39 and had < 5
years experience hunting thar. The primary motiva-
tion given for hunting thar was the opportunity of
shooting a trophy male. The strong desire to kill a
trophy male was reflected in the reported harvest,
which was significantly male-biased relative to the
estimated population sex-ratio. Our results suggest
that the ability of recreational thar hunters to reduce
thar densities could be increased by; (i) strategic lo-
cation of new huts, and (ii) managers providing bet-
ter information about areas of high thar density,
perhaps in national hunting magazines.
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INTRODUCTION

The ability of recreational hunters to reduce popu-
lations of introduced ungulates in New Zealand has
only recently been demonstrated (Nugent 1988a;
Fraser & Sweetapple 1992; Nugent & Fraser 1993).
In particular, the establishment of Recreational
Hunting Areas (RHAs), in which commercial
hunting was prohibited and recreational hunting
encouraged, has shown that recreational hunters are
able to reduce the density of some populations of
deer (e.g., fallow deer Damn dama, Nugent 1988a).

The Himalayan thar (Hemitragus jemlahicus) is
one species of big game that recreational hunters
may be able to control to low densities over a large
part of the breeding range. Native to Asia, thar were
introduced into New Zealand between 1904 and
1919 to establish a hunting resource (Donne 1924).
In the absence of control thar can attain densities in
excess of 30/km2 (Tustin & Challies 1978) and are
considered a serious pest because of their impacts
on indigenous grasslands (Department of Conser-
vation 1993). Thar were reduced to very low densi-
ties by intensive helicopter-based hunting during
1971-1983 (Parkes & Tustin 1985), but increased
again following a moratorium on most government
and commercial hunting in 1983 (Forsyth &
Hickling 1998). A population of between 5 000 to
10 000 animals (Department of Conservation,
unpubl. data) presently occupies about 4 300 km2 of
mountainous country, generally above 1 500 m a.s.l.,
in the central Southern Alps (Fraser et al. 1996).

Thar are strongly sexually dimorphic; males
average 73 kg, females just 36 kg (Tustin 1990).
Females are sedentary on rock bluffs with home
ranges of c. 2 km2 (Tustin & Parkes 1988; Tustin
1990), whereas males can move considerably larger
distances (Caughley 1970). The sex-ratio is similar
at birth, but the population is female-biased due to
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the higher mortality rate of males. Females can live
to 22 years, whereas no males older than 13 have
been recorded (Tustin 1990).

Several features make thar both attractive and
vulnerable to recreational hunters. Adult males (> 5
years) are highly sought after as trophies (Parkes &
Tustin 1988; this study), particularly during the
winter months. Thar are social animals (Tustin &
Challies 1978; Tustin & Parkes 1988), inhabiting
shrublands, grasslands and rock bluffs above the
timberline (Tustin 1990). Hence, relative to most of
the other big game species in New Zealand, thar are
easily seen by ground-based hunters. A national
survey of hunting estimated that recreational hunters
harvested 752 thar in 1988 (Nugent 1992), which
was c. 10% of the national population.

Current management of thar is defined strate-
gically by the Himalayan Thar Management Policy
(Marshall 1991), and operationally by the Himalayan
Thar Control Plan (Department of Conservation
1993). Both documents recognise the role that
recreational hunters play in controlling thar. The
Himalayan Thar Control Plan partitions the thar
range into two exclusion zones, from which
government-funded control aims to remove all thar,
plus seven management units. For each management
unit, a maximum allowable density (termed
intervention density) of thar is specified; this value
varies between 1.0 and 2.5 thar/km2. In all seven
management units, the intention is that recreational
hunting should be the primary means of controlling
thar (Department of Conservation 1993). However,
if regular monitoring of thar in sample catchments
indicates that densities of thar have exceeded the
intervention density, then commercial helicopter-
based hunting will be permitted within that manage-
ment unit. Government-funded hunting will be used
only as a 'last resort' if recreational and commercial
hunting fail to reduce the population below the
intervention density (Department of Conservation
1993).

Commercial harvesting of thar appears to be
dependent on both carcass value and thar density
(Parkes et al. 1996), and its future in the management
of thar is therefore uncertain. Recreational hunters
are thus likely to remain the most consistent harves-
ters of thar, at little cost to government.

Despite the importance of recreational hunting for
controlling thar, there is no published information
describing the characteristics, motivations, or atti-
tudes of recreational thar hunters. Such knowledge
is important if managers seek to maximise the
effectiveness of recreational hunters as a means of

controlling thar. Postal surveys have proven to be an
efficient means of gaining information from various
hunting groups in order to address important
management questions (e.g., Nugent 1988a; Fraser
& Sweetapple 1992; Gray & Kaminski 1994). We
therefore conducted a postal survey of all hunters
who held permits to hunt on Department of
Conservation-administered land in the South Rakaia/
Upper Rangitata Management Unit between 1 July
1994 and 30 June 1995. The objective of the survey
was to assess the age, experience, motivations,
methods, attitudes, and harvest of recreational thar
hunters in Canterbury. From the information collect-
ed we aimed to make recommendations as to how
the effectiveness of recreational thar hunters might
be increased.

STUDY AREA

Four contiguous areas administered by the Depart-
ment of Conservation within the South Rakaia/Upper
Rangitata Management Unit (Department of
Conservation 1993), Canterbury, formed the study
area (Fig. 1). The Havelock, Clyde and Lawrence
Hunting Areas encompassed the upper reaches of the
Rangitata River, and the Rakaia Hunting Area
included the northern boundary of the management
unit. These hunting areas covered c. 70% of the
management unit (c. 680 km2), with the remaining
30% being pastoral lease on which hunting was by
permission of the leaseholder. The high rate of
hunting permit applications indicated that the
conservation estate in this management unit was
among the most popular for recreational hunting
across all management units (J. Andrew, Department
of Conservation, pers. comm.).

The terrain within the study area was typical of
thar habitat throughout the eastern Southern Alps.
It included extensive areas of scree and tussock
intergrading with rock bluffs and, at lower altitudes,
subalpine shrubland and occasional patches of podo-
carp forest. Annual precipitation is c. 4 000 mm,
with rain or snow on two days in three (Canterbury
Regional Council, unpubl. data). Although chamois
(Rupicapra rupicapra) and red deer (Cervus
elaphus) were present in low densities within the
study area, thar were the principal target of
recreational hunters (D. C. Anderson, Department of
Conservation, pers. comm.).

The hunting areas were a minimum 4 hours walk
from the nearest road. Four-wheel-drive access up
the extensive braided riverbeds was possible when


