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Abstract An intensive predator trapping pro-
gramme was implemented in the upper Waitaki Ba-
sin, New Zealand from October 1997 to January
1998. The aim of the programme was to prevent in-
creased predation on vulnerable braided river fauna
following decline in rabbits due to rabbit haemor-
rhagic disease (RHD). Fourteen sites were trapped
using a standardised method, and trap catch results
provided a relative index of predator abundance. In
101 650 trapnights, 1067 hedgehogs, 328 ferrets, 196
cats, 96 rats and 69 stoats were caught. Predator
guilds varied among sites and guild composition
tended to change through time; for example, stoat
and rat catch rates increased. Cat and ferret catch
rates increased in the last month of trapping, which
suggested that juvenile dispersal and immigration by
adult predators from surrounding areas were high.
This study provides baseline information on preda-
tor abundance and predator guilds in the upper
Waitaki Basin against which future trapping pro-
grammes can be compared, in order to assess
changes in predator populations since the introduc-
tion of RHD.
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INTRODUCTION

Trapping is an important tool for controlling small
mammalian predators in New Zealand (Moller et al.
1992; Reed et al. 1993; McLennan et al 1996;
O'Donnell 1996). As well as protecting valued
wildlife, trapping can also provide an index of
relative abundance of predators, allowing compari-
sons of abundance through space and time. Although
indices of abundance derived from trap catch rates
may not always be accurate, some relative indices
are clearly related to absolute abundance (Brennan
et al. 1993; Brown et al. 1996; Cross et al. 1998).

The braided riverbeds of the upper Waitaki Basin,
South Island, New Zealand provide favourable habi-
tat for the introduced European rabbit (Oiyctolagus
cuniculus) and for introduced predators such as
ferrets (Mustela furo), stoats (Mustela erminea) and
feral cats (Felis catus). Rabbits constitute the main
prey species of ferrets and cats (Fitzgerald 1990;
Ragg 1998) and, to a lesser degree, stoats (King
1990). However, these predator species also prey on
native birds, lizards and invertebrates (Brown &
Keedwell 1998). Hedgehogs (Erinaceus europaeus
occidentalis) and Norway rats (Rattus norvegicus)
are also present in the Waitaki Basin and are known
predators of native fauna (Moors 1990; Sanders
1997).

Predators often change their diet away from a
primary prey species (i.e., rabbits) to alternative prey
species (e.g., native fauna) if the primary prey
species declines. For example, in years of sudden
rabbit declines resulting from rabbit control
operations in the upper Waitaki Basin, predation
rates at the nests of native riverbed birds have
increased (Pierce 1987; Rebergen et al. 1998). The
Department of Conservation (DOC) was concerned
about the vulnerability of threatened species in areas
where rabbits were expected to decline after the
introduction of rabbit haemorrhagic disease (RHD)
(Brown & Keedwell 1998). It therefore implemented
a predator trapping programme at 14 sites in the
upper Waitaki Basin to reduce the anticipated risk
to protected fauna.
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Trap sites
1 Lower Ahuriri
2 Mid Ahuriri
3 Upper Ahuriri
4 Cass
5 Mt Gerald Swamp
6 Godley
7 Hopkins
8Ohau
9 Lake Poaka
10 Pukaki
11 Skink site
12 Tasman
13 Tekapo
14 Twizel

Fig. 1 Location of predator
trapping sites in the upper
Waitaki Basin, South Island, New
Zealand. Sites marked * or # are
"upper basin" and "lower basin"
sites respectively.

This paper reports the results of this intensive
trapping programme and provides baseline
information on predator abundance and predator
guild composition in the upper Waitaki Basin in the
spring and early summer of 1997. Future trapping
programmes can be compared with this baseline to
assess changes in the predator populations since the
introduction of RHD.

METHODS

Site descriptions
Fourteen sites with high conservation value in the
upper Waitaki Basin were selected for protection by
predator trapping. They were in the Ohau, Pukaki,
Tekapo, Hopkins, Cass, Godley, Tasman, Twizel

and lower, mid and upper Ahuriri Rivers and at Lake
Poaka, Mt Gerald wetland and Lake Benmore (Fig.
1). Braided riverbeds, natural wetlands, tarns and
artificial seepage wetlands formed the main habitat
at each site. Predominant vegetation included
tussocks (Festuca spp., Poa spp., Chionochloa spp.),
carex grass (Carex spp.), willows (Salix spp.),
matagouri (Discaria tomatou), briar (Rosa
nibignosa) and pastoral grasses.

Predator trapping
Trap-lines 2-10 km long were established along the
riverbed or around wetlands at each site. Each
trapline consisted of single Victor 1.5 soft catch traps
at 100 m spacings and two Mark VI Fenn traps at
200 m spacings, with at least 50 m between Victors
and Fenns. A total of 1202 Victors and 1188 Fenns




