Australia’s Lord Howe Island declared free
of introduced rats and mice following a
successful eradication operation

Above pcture: Lord Howe Island; photograph b lan Hutton

Lord Howe Island is a World Heritage natural property situated some 600 km off the coast
of New South Wales, Australia, in the Tasman Sea. The 1 455-ha island is inhabited by a
resident population of 455 (in 2020), which can nearly double with the presence of tourists.
Following a 15-year period of research and planning, in 2019 the Lord Howe Island Rodent
Eradication Project conducted a combined aerial and ground-baiting operation to rid the
island of its introduced Ship or Black Rats Rattus rattus and House Mice Mus musculus.

Roofed rodent bait tat sread acros a field on Lord Howe Islin July 2019;
photograph by lan Hutton


https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/186/
https://lhirodenteradicationproject.org/
https://lhirodenteradicationproject.org/

The prevailing “rule of thumb” is that two years should elapse before declaring a treated island
rodent free, allowing for any survivors to breed up to detectable levels. However, although it
looked promising that success had been achieved in the 18 months following the baiting
operation, in April 2021 a male and a pregnant female rat were caught on the island, only a few
months before the two years was up. A guick response followed with ground baiting, use of
detection dogs and monitoring camera stations, resulting in a total of 96 rats (44 adults and 52
juveniles) being caught by August 2021, with no further records of live animals being made
since then. All rats caught were within the Settlement part of the island.

With the two-year wait then deferred until mid-2023 as a consequence of these rodents being
detected, it is now pleasing to report that following a two-week survey conducted in July 2023
there has been no sign of rats or mice on Lord Howe Island for over two years. This was
reported in the monthly Lord Howe Island Board’s Community News of 25 September
2023. More than 950 detection device checks were undertaken during the survey, using 140
tracking tunnels, 32 trail cameras, and 300 wax tags and chew cards, along with sweeps with
detection dogs. The results were then analysed and confirmed by independent experts from
the New Zealand Department of Conservation’s Island Eradication Advisory Group. The
formal check followed regular checks with dogs and camera surveillance throughout the past
two years in that part of the island where the inhabitants live. In contrast, no live mice have
been recorded on Lord Howe since early July 2019.

Now thankfully safe from rodents: a pair of Flesh-footed Shearwaters Ardenna carneipes on
Lord Howe Island; photograph by lan Hutton

Breeding success of Black-winged Petrels Pterodroma nigripennis increased dramatically
from as little as 2.5% to 67% within one year of removal of Lord Howe Island’s rodents,
showing the undoubted conservation value of the eradication project. Similarly, abundances
of other bird species and of endemic invertebrates on Lord Howe have increased by orders of
magnitude since 2019 (click here).



https://www.acap.aq/latest-news/efforts-continue-to-rid-australia-s-lord-howe-island-of-its-remnant-rats?highlight=WyJsb3JkIiwiaG93ZSJd
https://www.acap.aq/latest-news/from-2-5-to-67-breeding-success-of-black-winged-petrels-has-increased-dramatically-after-removal-of-rodents-on-lord-howe-island?highlight=WyJsb3JkIiwiaG93ZSJd
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-02-20/lord-howe-islands-wildlife-comeback-after-rodent-control-success/101995784

For example, the endemic and Endangered Lord Howe Woodhen Hypotaenidia sylvestris has
increased in population size from fewer than 500 prior to 2019 to 1147 in the last (incomplete)
survey conducted in November 2022 — and in the 1970s there only 20-30 birds! In another
success, the Masked Booby Sula dactylatra is now breeding on the main island for the first
time since the rodents were eradicated.

On the invertebrate front, the endemic Lord Howe Island Wood-feeding Cockroach Panesthia
lata (click here) and several species of pinwheel snails Pseudocharopa sp. (click here), all
thought to be extinct on the main island, have been rediscovered following the rodent
eradication. Vegetation changes have also been dramatic, with the forest floor on Mount
Gower and Mount Lidgbird now carpeted with flourishing seedlings of the endemic Kentia
Palm Howea forsteriana and the two mountain palms, whereas previously most seeds had been
eaten by the rodents. On the other hand, introduced weedy plants are also increasing,
necessitating their control.
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The fllghtless Lord Howe Woddhen photograph from the Lord Howe Island Board

For further reading, access a detailed report by Grant Harper of the Lord Howe Island Rodent
Eradication Project submitted to the Lord Howe Island Board here.

The MFM Project keeps in regular contact with colleagues who are planning and undertaking
island eradications around the world. Important lessons are learnt by this exchange of
information, but perhaps of equal importance is the boost all MFM Project team members
receive from hearing of a success, as on Lord Howe. It makes us even more determined to see
the end of Marion Island’s mice!
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