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Background 
The Masons Bay rat trapping network is a co-operative project between the Southland Branch 
of the NZDA& DOC Stewart Island Field Centre. The traps are run during the bird breeding 
season with the aim of increasing the productivity of native birds by reducing rat numbers at 
this crucial time of the year. 
 
The trap network was first run in 2006 and was expanded in 2008 with an additional 52 traps 
added. In 2009 the Kiwi line was added, bringing the number of traps up to 309. The traps 
require ongoing maintenance, which is carried out during the season by the NZDA trap check 
teams. 
 
The 2010 season 
The first trip this year was run between the 19th and 26th of September, and coincided with a 
weather bomb across Southland. The team battled through a week of gale force winds and 
snow, and came out the better for it. The subsequent trips were run from the 5th to 11th of 
October, 28th of October to 2nd of November, 15th to 21st of November and 6th to 11th of 
December. 
Possum control was undertaken in the Masons block during winter / spring 2010. This 
control included the trapped area but probably had little effect on rat numbers as the toxin 
used (feratox in bait bags) is not suited to rat control and is only available for a short time 
before bait bags are removed. 
 
Results 
The bar charts below summarise captures this season and compare these results with captures 
since 2007. 
 

86

34

17 16

28

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Sept Oct # 1 Oct # 2 Nov Dec

Trap check trips 2010

R
a
t 

c
a
p

tu
re

s
 p

e
r 

tr
ip

 
Chart 1; Total Rat captures per trip 2010 
 
181 rats were caught this season, (see chart 2 & table 1). This is the lowest total catch since 
the start of the project, although note that we also ran less trips this season than in previous 
years. Captures were particularly low this year when compared to the 2009 season (662 rats 
caught) when captures were very high due to a widespread podocarp (e.g. Rimu and Miro) 
seeding event during the summer of 2008/09. This season captures were highest in 
September, which is not unexpected due to the traps having been open for the 9 months 



since the last check in December 2009. Following the September check numbers were very 
low with only 1 trip recording more than 30 catches. 
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Chart 2; Rat captures per trap for each line 2010 
 

 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Aug trip 1   31  

Sept trip 1  136 104  

Sep trip 2  61 97 86 

Oct trip 1 52 44 164 34 

Oct trip 2 55 6  17 

Nov trip 1 30 14 196  

Nov trip 2 18 15  16 

Dec trip 1 26  70 28 

Dec trip 2 17    

Jan trip 1 8    

Jan trip 2 7    

 213 276 662 181 

Table 1; Rat captures per trip 2007-2010 
 
Map 1 overleaf shows the distribution of catches for the 2010 season. Catches this year were 
spread across the trap network with peaks on the Bay and White Ghost lines. 
 
Result Monitoring ð Tracking Tunnels. 
Tracking Tunnels are used to give an index of rat abundance before and after the traps are 
run, both within and outside the trapped area. Tracking tunnels are a standard and trusted 
method of monitoring rodent abundance throughout New Zealand; the tunnels at Mason Bay 
are run according to a national protocol to ensure that our results are as reliable as possible. 
 
Six lines of tunnels are spread across the Homestead block; 3 lines are within the trapped area 
and 3 lines are situated outside to allow comparison of rat abundance inside the trapped area 
with òbackgroundó rat abundance in the un-trapped area. Each line consists of 10 tunnels at 



50 metre spacing. Pre-inked cards are baited with a knob of peanut butter and set for 1 night. 
The results are expressed as a percentage of cards that record rat footprints.  
 

 Trapped Area Un-trapped Area 

Pre-control 
September 2010 

38% 36% 

Post-control 
December 2010 

0% 14% 

Table 2; Tracking Tunnel results, 2010 season. 
 
This season I ran the tracking tunnels during the first two days of the first trip in September 
and 10 days after the last trip in December. The post control result of zero tracking within the 
control area compared to 14% tracking outside is encouraging and suggests that the current 
trapping regime is able to keep numbers down in a ònormaló rat year. Infact the difference 
between the trapped and un-trapped areas may have been even greater were it not for high 
levels of possum interference with the 3 lines of tunnels outside the trapped area (this area is 
not part of the possum control block). Forty percent of tunnels in this area were disturbed by 
possums, i.e. the cards were pulled out and the peanut butter taken, meaning that those 
tunnels were unavailable for rat tracking.  
 
Cats 
Plenty of cat sign was seen during the season. During the September trip I examined three 
scats, all of which contained feathers and during the December trip Dave McPhee recorded 
23 scats of which 19 contained feathers.  
Many trap checkers have argued for cat control at Masons but up until now this has been 
problematic due to the level of effort required to trap cats. Very recently a relatively new toxin 
known as PAPP has been registered for delivery in bait stations to control feral cats and this 
toxin may well be our best tool yet for running an efficient cat control programme alongside 
the rat control at Mason Bay. For more information on PAPP have a look at 
http://www.connovation.co.nz 
 
Conclusions and recommendations 
Thanks to all the teams for another sterling effort this year. The tracking tunnel results were 
positive and suggest that the control regime is effective in a non-mast year when rat numbers 
are at normal levels. There are indications from around Stewart Island that the podocarp 
forests may mast again in autumn 2011. If a mast occurs rat numbers will climb again to the 
levels seen during 2009, so we will need to ensure that the trap network is well maintained 
and performing at full capacity. 
Some recommendations for future operations; 

¶ Look at upgrading tracking tunnels to a possum-proof design 

¶ Continue to run tracking tunnels as soon as possible after the last trip to measure the 
full effect of the rat trapping 

¶ Investigate using PAPP toxin in bait stations for cat control 
 
 



 


