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Do brushtail possums ( Trichosurus vulpecula) show preferences
for exogenous odours associated with food?
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Abstract The brushtail possum is the major ver-
tebrate pest in New Zealand, and during control op-
erations a variety of odours are used to lure possums
to traps and poison baits. Paired tests were performed
in large outdoor enclosures to determine if the pref-
erences of possums for these odours differed. In
Experiment 1, we tested the preferences of six pos-
sums for orange, cinnamon, cloves, peanut and al-
mond odours. The subjects showed no significant
preference for any of the odours, and no one was pre-
ferred more than water. In Experiment 2, we tested
the preferences of the same six possums for the syn-
thetic odour of the plant Dactylanthus taylorii, which
appears to be highly attractive to wild possums in
New Zealand. Preferences for the synthetic
Dactylanthus odour were determined relative to an
odour the possums were familiar with (orange) and
a novel odour (peppermint). There were no signifi-
cant differences between the responses shown by the
possums to the three odours. Possums may have
shown little preference for these odours because they
were either unfamiliar (the distribution of
Dactylanthus has become restricted in New Zealand)
or were not associated with a food. These results
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suggest that a positive post-ingestive experience is
important for the formation of odour preferences.
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INTRODUCTION

The Australian brushtail possum is the major verte-
brate pest in New Zealand, causing extensive dam-
age to the country’s native and exotic forests
(Batchelor & Cowan 1988) and threatening the meat
industry as a vector for bovine tuberculosis
(Livingstone 1991). A variety of odours is com-
monly used as lures during possum control opera-
tions. Little is known of the effectiveness of these
lures. Cowan (1987) found that the initial capture
rate of traps containing a lured bait (flour mixed with
aniseed oil) was no greater than that achieved by
traps baited with plain flour. Morgan et al. (1995)
tested five odours (cinnamon, aniseed, plum, cherry
and orange) as lures for cyanide baits and tested cin-
namon as a lure for bait stations in the field, and
found these odours to be unsuccessful lures. This
lack of success may be due to the lack of a clear pref-
erence by possums for these odours. A laboratory-
based study by Todd et al. (1998) found that five
odours (almond, cloves, cinnamon, peanut and or-
ange), commonly used as lures for traps and poison
baits, were no more preferable to possums than wa-
ter. Morgan et al. (1995), however, performed a test
with 20 different odorous compounds, and found
some of the odours were more attractive to possums
than others. It is possible that these odours were at-
tractive to the possums in the enclosure environment
but not under the cage conditions described in Todd
et al. (1998). Mackintosh (1985) suggested that the
environment in which a bioassay is conducted can
have a significant effect on the results obtained. The
first objective of our study was to repeat the test
performed by Todd et al. (1998) with possums
housed in an enclosure environment, to determine






