Summary of non-target species mitigation methods to
be implemented for the 2011 Macquarie Island Pest
Eradication Project (MIPEP) aerial baiting operation

A review into the mortality of non-target species during the 2010 aerial baiting operation on
Macquarie Island was commissioned by the Commonwealth Government in September and
reported in November 2010. This review found that the baiting operation was generally undertaken
in accordance with relevant permits and approvals, and provided guidance on a number of
additional mitigation measures to further reduce non-target species mortality. A key finding of the
review was that the positive impacts of a successful modified aerial baiting operation was highly
likely to outweigh any short term negative impacts resulting from the aerial baiting operation.

The report outlined a number of suggestions to mitigate non-target mortality. Subsequent
consultation has been undertaken with staff from the Biodiversity Conservation Branch (BCB),
Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and the Environment (DPIPWE) and Australian
Antarctic Division (AAD) to assess how effective these might be, and whether practical to
implement. In addition, some suggestions were anticipated and were put to the Department of
Conservation’s Island Eradication Advisory Group (IEAG) meeting in New Zealand on October 1%
2010.
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Other proposed mitigation measures

Rabbit Haemorrhagic Disease Virus

Release of Rabbit Haemorrhagic Disease Virus (RHDV) was suggested by the Island
Eradication Advisory Group as a possible means of reducing non-target mortality, rather
than a core component of the eradication operational plan (which had been suggested
pre-2006.) The concept relies on release of the virus in late summer to allow transmission
across the island and for rabbit deaths to occur (and consequent scavenging of carcasses)
well before the commencement of aerial baiting (which may occur from late April). The
goal is to reduce the rabbit population by a significant degree so that there are fewer
rabbits to die from bait consumption, thus fewer toxic carcasses to find and remove, and
fewer toxic carcasses for scavenging birds to locate and consume. This measure could
potentially have a far greater effect on reducing non-target mortality than all the other
suggested measures put together. Following the IEAG suggestion, further advice was
sought from experts in the use and transmission of the virus. The advice received showed
that the suggestion warranted further consideration, so a scoping document was prepared.
The recommendation to release the virus has been approved by the MIPEP steering
committee. A Parks & Wildlife Service (PWS) Reserve Activity Assessment
(environmental assessment process) has been prepared.

Aerial search

Additional fuel and helicopter time is proposed to allow three aerial search circuits of the
island after each of the two main bait drops. This will complement ground searches and
provide additional coverage for carcass searches. The aerial perspective may allow
sighting of carcasses missed by ground teams, especially in more rugged parts of the
island. In general, few rabbit carcasses are expected to be found with this technique, but
kelp gull carcasses stand out well when viewed from the air and their removal should
assist in reduction of scavenging by other species.

Baiting timeframe

Currently the project team intend deploying on the AAD’s Voyage 5, scheduled for mid-
April. With baiting preparation (positioning equipment, commissioning huts, deploying
replacement bait etc) occurring concurrently with the station resupply, the team should be
able to take advantage of suitable baiting weather from about the end of April. This would
extend the window of baiting opportunity by about 6 weeks compared with 2010, and
importantly there would be slightly longer daylight hours available over that period. This
was the initial intent for 2010 but was delayed due to lack of available shipping.
Commencement of baiting in this timeframe is considered to have some non-target
species impacts different to those experienced in 2010. Skua are likely to be still present
on the island in some numbers. These birds are likely to out-compete giant petrels for
rabbit carcasses and thus suffer a higher degree of mortality. On the other hand, the
majority of dead rabbits should have had several weeks longer to decompose before skua
return in the spring, so there may be less spring mortality than in 2010, when the majority
of rabbit carcasses were available from early July. By baiting in May, giant petrels will not
be in preliminary breeding mode as they were in July 2010 when rabbits were available.
The need to forage intensively in July, prior to spending long periods on the nest
incubating eggs, may have exacerbated giant petrel mortality in 2010. It is possible that



the availability of rabbits in May instead of July may reduce such scavenging.

Captive management

Captive management of some birds was raised as a means of protecting a limited number
of individuals. Consideration of this method (a reasonably common means of dealing with
non-target species issues on island pest eradications) presented issues with logistics,
development of facilities, animal welfare approvals and capacity (i.e. how many birds could
be kept and the increasing size of facility required as numbers increased), to the point
where the timeframe to achieve these prior to April 2011 was considered insufficient for
implementation.

Deterrent

A deterrent has been suggested as a means of discouraging birds from scavenging
carcasses. This approach would need a number of rabbit carcasses to be presented on
an on-going basis prior to bait drops, to habituate scavenging birds not to eat the
carcasses. Should RHDV be released a supply of rabbit carcasses may be available for
this purpose around the island, however no product is known to deter the scavenging bird
species and trials are likely to take longer than the time available to implement them.





