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DISCLAIMER 
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such does not constitute Council policy. 
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Furthermore, as GWRC endeavours to continuously improve data quality, amendments to data included in, or used in 
the preparation of, this report may occur without notice at any time. 

GWRC requests that if excerpts or inferences are drawn from this report for further use, due care should be taken to 
ensure the appropriate context is preserved and is accurately reflected and referenced in subsequent written or verbal 
communications. Any use of the data and information enclosed in this report, for example, by inclusion in a subsequent 
report or media release, should be accompanied by an acknowledgement of the source. 

The report may be cited as: 
Uys R. and Moylan S. 2019. Key Native Ecosystem Programme – Akatarawa Forest possum monitoring report – 
January 2019. Greater Wellington Regional Council, Unpublished internal report, Document GW/ESCI-G-19/82, 
Wellington. 



Summary 

This report presents the results of the possum monitoring conducted at the Akatarawa 
Forest Key Native Ecosystem (KNE) site in January 2019. This monitoring was 
undertaken to determine whether possum control was required. 

Key results of the possum monitoring conducted in the Akatarawa Forest KNE site in 
January 2019 are summarised below: 

• Bite Mark Index (BMI, 52.2 percent) results were higher than the target for the
KNE site that was set at a five percent Residual Trap-Catch (RTC) which equates to
a BMI target between 20% and 30%.

• It has been six years since the last 1080 aerial operation, during which time there
have been two mast fruit falls that have driven the increase in the possum numbers.

• With the BMI markedly higher than the target and another mast fruit fall year
predicted for 2019, possum control is strongly recommended.
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Introduction 

The Akatarawa Forest Park is managed by Greater Wellington Regional Council, as a 
future water collection site. The management is guided by the Parks Network Plan. This 
plan guides the recreational and amenity uses of Akatarawa Forest as well as identifying 
opportunities to protect biodiversity. The Akatarawa Forest Park has been identified as a 
Key Native Ecosystem (KNE) site under Greater Wellington Regional Council’s KNE 
programme. 

The KNE programme aims to protect some of the best examples of native ecosystems in 
the Wellington region. The programme is working to achieve this by managing, 
reducing, or removing threats to the ecosystem values. Introduced animals, including 
possums, are one of the primary threats to native plants and animals. As a future water 
collection site it is important that the possum population be controlled to maintain the 
health of the forest and thereby the quality of the water production. Monitoring is 
carried out to determine the effectiveness of these control efforts. 

The purpose of this monitoring is to: 

• report on the size of the possum population and to 

• make recommendations on possum control requirements. 

Monitoring site 

Monitoring in the Akatarawa Forest KNE site was undertaken to provide possum 
population data for the whole KNE site (12,400 ha). The KNE site contained a mosaic 
of indigenous broadleaf and beech indigenous forest, natural wetlands and sub-alpine 
ecosystems. These ecosystems support a number of threatened plant species and are 
regionally important. 

Method 

Prior to the last aerial 1080 operation in 2013 the possum population was assessed using 
the Residual Trap-Catch (RTC) method. This monitor was conducted using 27 lines of 
20 leg-hold traps per line, deployed for 2 nights. A RTC monitor was repeated after the 
aerial operation and matched by a Bite Mark Index (BMI) monitor conducted along the 
same 27 lines with 20 wax tags per line, deployed for seven nights. As the results of the 
RCT and BMI were within a reasonable tolerance of each other the decision was taken 
to switch to the BMI for future monitors. The possum population monitoring protocol 
changed between the 2013 and 2019 monitor with the number of devices per line being 
reduced from 20 to 10 wax tags per line. For this monitor the Akatarawa Forest KNE 
site was surveyed along the same 27 lines, however only 10 wax tags were deployed per 
line for seven nights.  

Pest animal control regime 

The purpose of pest animal control in this KNE site is to maintain the integrity of the 
overall forest cover and protect uncommon ecosystem types and habitat features from 
further degradation. This is achieved through the control of mammalian browsers; 
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primarily possums and goats, with deer and pigs also controlled if they are encountered 
during goat hunting operations. 

Possums have been controlled throughout the majority of the KNE site (Operational 
Area H, Figure 1) using aerially-sown 1080 (sodium fluoroacetate).  

 

 

Figure 1: Pest animal operational areas in the Akatarawa Forest KNE site 

Past monitoring results using the RTC method have shown that aerial 1080 operations 
are likely to be needed every five to seven years to maintain the overall possum 
population density below the 5 percent RTC target. This RTC target translates to a BMI 
target between 20 to 30 percent (Jones and Warburton 2011). The last aerial possum 
control operation was carried out in July 2013. Five and a half years on, this monitor 
was conducted to establish whether possum had exceeded their five percent target and 
would require another aerial 1080 operation. 

In addition to the aerial 1080 operations, a network of poison bait stations is maintained 
in Operational Area I as this is too close to residential housing for aerial sown 1080 to 
be used safely (Figure 1). These bait stations are serviced at three-monthly intervals. 
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Results 

Bite Mark Index (BMI) results were well above the five percent target for possum 
across the entire KNE site (52.2 percent, 95% CI ± 9.5%). Rats were tracked at 9.3 
percent (95% CI ± 5.1%) and mice at 4.8 percent (95% CI ± 3.6%). 

Figure 2: Possum monitoring results from the Akatarawa KNE site for the period 2012-
2019. Note that the pre-aerial operation monitor in 2012 was a RTC monitor while the post-
operation monitor was conducted as both BMI and RTC monitors 

Analysis and comments 

Prior to the last aerial 1080 operation possum levels were monitored at a RTC of 9.6 
percent in December 2012. This decreased to a RTC return of 0.4 percent (BMI of 1.5 
percent), well within the RTC target of 5 percent, after the aerial operation in July 2013. 
Since then there has been no additional possum control and two mast fruit fall years in 
2014 and 2016 that would have increased the population. It is therefore not surprising 
that the monitor in January 2019 resulted in a BMI of 52.2 percent for possum, well 
above the 30 percent upper limit of the BMI equivalent of the 5 percent RTC target. 
Together with the prediction by the Department of Conservation of another mast fruit 
fall year in 2019, this BMI result strongly indicates the urgent need for possum control 
to meet the management objectives of this KNE site. 
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Figure 3: Possum Bite Mark Index (BMI) over seven nights from 27 lines in the Akatarawa 
Forest KNE site in January 2019 
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