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The use of poison eggs for the control of stoats
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Abstract Stoats (Mustela erminea) are an impor-
tant predator of many forest bird species in New
Zealand, and more effective methods for their con-
trol are being sought. Stoat control using Fenn traps
has been shown to prevent predation on mohua
(Mohoua ochrocephala), but this technique is la-
bour-intensive and costly to use for protection of
large areas of habitat. We evaluated 1080 delivered
in eggs as a poison for control of stoats. The lethal
dose has been determined by captive and field tri-
als, but attempts to implement a large-scale control
operation have given inconclusive results. To clarify
the effectiveness of 1080 eggs as a control technique,
we carried out further field trials with radio-tagged
stoats in the Makarora Valley. Twenty animals were
monitored by radio tracking, and data loggers and
video cameras recorded their visits to bait stations.
The precise time an individual stoat ate a poison egg
could be determined from data logger and video in-
formation, and its fate was followed. Sixteen of
twenty stoats were killed by 1080 eggs, three died
of other causes and one remained alive at the end of
the trials.
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INTRODUCTION

Stoats (Mustela erminea) have been identified as
important predators of many New Zealand forest
birds, and considerable effort has been expended in
developing effective methods of control. Stoat
control using traps, poison and secondary poisoning
has been evaluated in several areas (King 1984;
O'Donnell 1996; Murphy et al. 1999). However, for
most effective control of stoats in a range of habitats
a variety of control methods may be needed. Since
1990 research projects in the Eglinton and Dart
Valleys have been aimed at developing and refining
techniques for control of stoats (Dilks et al. 1996).
At first we used Mk IV Fenn traps, and we found
that we could prevent predation on breeding mohua
(Mohoua ochrocephala) with traps set out on a
100 m grid (O'Donnell et al. 1996). However, Fenn
traps are expensive, and the servicing of traps is
labour intensive. They can be used to protect only
relatively small areas of habitat. We decided to
investigate the use of poison as another technique
for stoat control. If an effective poison was found,
then much larger areas could be protected, as egg
baits would need to be checked much less often than
traps.

When protecting an endangered species from
predators a fast acting poison is preferable, so we
decided to trial the use of 1080. The dose rate
required to kill stoats had been determined during
field trials at Craigieburn (Spurr 1998), and we had
already carried out field trials using and refining
these techniques in the Eglinton Valley. However,
the results of our first trials using 1080 eggs were
inconclusive: eggs were being eaten but radio-tagged
stoats were not dying. Further trials were needed to
assess in detail the effectiveness of this toxin on
individual stoats. We knew that stoats would eat
poison eggs but needed to know how stoats reacted
to 1080-poisoned eggs, and if they showed any
reluctance to eating them.

The objectives of this field trial were:
(1) To determine if stoats would readily eat 1080-

poisoned eggs.
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Fig. 1 Locality mapof study area.

(2) To see if stoats showed any signs of being
able to detect the poison.

(3) To determine how quickly stoats died after
eating a 1080 egg.

(4) To check for possible differences in the way
male and female stoats reacted to 1080 eggs.

STUDY AREAS

We surveyed several forest areas of Southland and
Otago to identify an area supporting an abundance of
stoats. Tracking tunnels that contained an inkpad and
recorded footprints onto brown paper were used to
record the presence stoats. The upper Makarora Valley

was chosen, as here we recorded stoat footprints from
70% of tracking runnels. The Wanaka to Haast
highway passing though the area provided ready access
for the servicing of field equipment (video recorders
needed to have a large battery re-charged daily).

The Makarora Valley runs from Haast Pass
(560 m asl) down to Lake Wanaka. In the upper val-
ley the main vegetation is silver beech (Nothofagus
menzeisii) forest mixed with areas of grazed river
flats (Fig. 1). Near the village of Makarora, the val-
ley is mostly grazed grassland with remnant forest
on the steep valley sides.

As a study area we chose a 10 km section of the
upper valley, comprising a series of forest covered
fans with small, grazed grassy river flats between.


