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7.5  Brushtail possum (Trichosurus vulpecula)  
Why are they a threat? 
The brushtail possum (known as possums) originates from Australia.  They were released in New 
Zealand in the late 1800s to establish a fur trade similar to that flourishing in Australia at the time.  
Possums selectively browse preferred plant species.  They cause extensive canopy defoliation in 
native forest.  They also cause economic damage in exotic forest plantations.  Possums will prey on 
ground and tree nesting birds and their eggs.  The possum is a recognised vector in the spread of the 
disease bovine tuberculosis to domestic livestock.  Populations of the possum exist in New Zealand’s 
North, South and Stewart Islands.  

Reasons for proposing a Plan 
There are 42 islands throughout the Marlborough Sounds area known to have a possum-free status.  
These islands make up 26,599 hectares of land in total.  The majority of these islands are under the 
management of the Department of Conservation in their entirety and, as a result, associated 
legislation relating to the release of wildlife provides some protection.  However, by land area, only 
9,396 hectares, or 35% of the islands, are under the Department of Conservation ownership.  It is this 
remaining 65% of land area under private ownership that forms the reason behind proposing a 
programme to manage the risk of possums being introduced to these islands.  

There is no proposition for there to be a programme to manage possums on ‘mainland Marlborough’.  
As with many other organisms, possums on the mainland have been addressed within the grouping of 
established organisms that threaten areas of significance with respect to biodiversity (as outlined 
within the Draft Biosecurity Strategy for Marlborough).  

Why the Plan is more appropriate than relying on voluntary actions 
The Plan will support efforts to raise the profile of the possum-free (and sometimes pest-free) status of 
the islands in the Marlborough Sounds.  This makes having a Plan in place more appropriate than 
relying on voluntary actions to help protect the islands.  

7.5.1  Objective 
Over the duration of the Plan, prevent the establishment of brushtail possums (Trichosurus vulpecula) 
on islands currently known to be possum-free in the Marlborough Sounds (see Appendix 4 and Map 4) 
to prevent future impacts on the environment and enjoyment of the natural environment.  

Intermediate Outcome:  

Exclusion Eradication Progressive 
Containment 

Sustained 
Control Site-led 

 

Principle measures to achieve the objective 
1) Council Inspection and Service Delivery 

Inspection by Council, in conjunction with the Department of Conservation, may include staff or 
contractors: 

a) Delivering a service to respond and investigate sightings of possums on the islands. 

b) Delivering a service to control possums in liaison with land owners/occupiers if 
applicable. 

c) Carry out surveys to determine whether pests are present. 

d) Monitoring effectiveness of control. 

e) The use of administrative powers of the Biosecurity Act 1993, if necessary.  
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2) Requirement to Act 

Land owners and/or occupiers or other persons may be required to act where rules or statutory 
obligations dictate: 

a) The presence of pests is to be reported. 

b) Pests are not to be spread (propagated, sold or distributed). 

3) Advocacy and Education 

Council may: 

a) Encourage land owners and/or occupiers and other persons to report any pests they find. 

b) Facilitate or commission research. 

7.5.2  Rules 
Rule 7.5.2.1 
Any person is required to notify Council of the presence of brushtail possums (Trichosurus vulpecula), 
observed or suspected on any of the possum-free islands, within 5 working days of the initial 
observation or suspicion. 

A breach of this rule will create an offence under section 154N(19) of the Biosecurity Act. 

Rule 7.5.2.2 
No person shall transport, move or distribute brushtail possums (Trichosurus vulpecula) to or within 
1 kilometre of a possum-free island listed in Appendix 4 and shown on Map 4. 

A breach of this rule will create an offence under section 154N(19) of the Biosecurity Act. 

Explanation of the rule: 
The purpose of Rule 7.5.2.1 is for the entire community to assist Council with surveillance.  Requiring 
people to notify Council, in addition to the Department of Conservation or Council’s own surveillance, 
will assist Council in achieving the objective of the programme.  

The purpose of Rule 7.5.2.2 is in accordance with section 73(5)(e) is that the transport, movement or 
distribution of possums within 1 kilometre of the possum-free islands is seen as an activity that can 
affect measures taken to implement the Plan.  There is an increased risk of the assisted introduction 
of possums over and above the background risk of self-introduction via swimming or arriving on 
flotsam.    

Council as the management agency will administer these rules. 
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Map 4: Brushtail possum programme
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7.5.3  Analysis of the benefits and costs for brushtail 
possum 

Background 
In Marlborough, brushtail possum (possum) populations vary according to habitat types and the effect 
of control programmes implemented by agencies and individuals.  On the offshore islands in the 
Marlborough Sounds, possums are not known to be established.  Collectively these islands cover 
26,599 hectares of land that is free from possums. 

Both Council and the Department of Conservation wish to see the offshore islands remain 
possum-free in the future.  While the focus for this programme is on possums, it is envisaged that 
there will be secondary benefits associated with any education and awareness activities.  These 
secondary benefits will relate to other predators or mammals that can also be transferred knowingly or 
unwittingly from the mainland to the same islands. 

Current situation in 2017 
A total of 42 islands within the Marlborough Sounds are thought to be free of any established brushtail 
possum population.  

There continues to be reports of possum sightings.  

• In November 2011, a report was received of a possum sighting on Rangitoto ki te 
Tonga/D’Urville Island.  This was investigated by Council and the Department of Conservation 
with no further evidence found.  

• In 2013, Department of Conservation staff sighted an adult possum on Blumine Island.  
Trapping and surveillance by the Department of Conservation discovered and destroyed 
another adult possum and two juveniles.  It is not known how these possums came to be 
present on Blumine Island.  It is suspected they were illegally released. 

• More recently, in late 2016, there was a report of possum calling on Arapaoa Island.  The 
resulting response by the Department of Conservation found no evidence.  

Options to respond to brushtail possum 
Baseline: No RPMP 
In this scenario no specific response or management occurs over and above any existing asset 
protection control work.   

Control option(s): 
Exclusion Programme: In which the intermediate outcome for the programme is to prevent the 
establishment of the subject that is present in New Zealand but not yet established in an area. 

Level of analysis for brushtail possum 
Council has determined that a low level of analysis be undertaken for possums.  The justification for 
this decision is documented in the supporting information document to this Proposal.  That document 
also contains information about the risks that the objectives will not be reached. 

Impacts 
The possum originates from Australia.  It was released in New Zealand in the late 1800s to establish a 
fur trade similar to that flourishing in Australia at the time.  Possums selectively browse preferred plant 
species.  They cause extensive canopy defoliation in native forest.  They also cause economic 
damage in exotic forest plantations.  Possums will prey on ground and tree nesting birds and their 
eggs.  The possum is a recognised vector in the spread of the disease bovine tuberculosis to domestic 
livestock.  Populations of the possum exist in New Zealand’s North, South and Stewart Islands.  
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Identify impact Quantify impact 

Defoliation of native flora, competition for 
resources and predation upon vulnerable fauna 
present of the islands.  

26,599 hectares of islands in the Marlborough 
Sounds area are free from possums. 
A subset of those islands making up 
1,080 hectares are also completely pest-free, 
including rodents.  These are: 
• Stephens / Takapourewa  
• Whakaterepapanui 
• Puangiangi 
• Tinui 
• Trios 
• Chetwodes 
• Maud / Te Hoiere 
• Titi 
• Motuara 
• Long 
• Pickersgill 
• Blumine 
• North Brother 
If possums were to establish on any or all of these 
islands, there would be significant impact on not 
only the native flora and fauna that would normally 
be present on these islands, but also the immense 
value these islands hold as breeding sanctuaries 
for populations under threat at other locations 
around New Zealand.  

 

The extent to which any persons are likely to benefit from the Plan and the 
extent to which any persons contribute to the creation, continuance or 
exacerbation of the problem 

 Beneficiaries Exacerbators 

Grouping Major Minor Major  Minor 

1 Regional community  Occupiers of 
susceptible land 

  

2 Occupiers of 
susceptible land 

 Occupiers with the 
pest present 

 

3 Occupiers of 
susceptible land 

Regional 
community 

Occupiers with the 
pest present 

 

4 Regional community   Occupiers with 
the pest present 
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Benefits of each option 

Benefit 
Option 

No RPMP Exclusion 

The prevention of 
impacts 
associated with 
possums 
establishing on 
any or all of the 
currently 
possum-free 
islands.  

No programme cost The benefit under an Exclusion 
Programme is maximised from the 
outset and kept at that level 
throughout the life of the Plan. 

 

Costs of each option  

Programme Costs 
Option 

No RPMP 
Annual cost (excl GST) 

Exclusion 
Annual cost (excl GST) 

Council costs 
• Surveillance 
• Response 
• Administration 
• Education/awareness 

- DOC$25,000* 
MDC$6,000* 

 

Land occupier costs - - 

Total - $31,000* 

Costs of effects on values Low, but increases 
exponentially over time 

Insignificant 

* In the event a response is required.  Will not be included in cost allocation anlaysis 
Note: There are no additional cost measures proposed for surveillance given existing Department of 

Conservation works and passive surveillance is already in place.   
 

Proposed allocation of costs  
As outlined, costs have been allocated across both the regional community (Council) and the 
Department of Conservation.   

The proposed programme costs for Council are to be allocated across the various rating districts used 
in Marlborough under the Local Government (Rating) Act 2002.  For further detail, see sections 11.3 
and 11.4. 

Rationale for the allocation of costs 
It has been recognised that the majority of offshore islands in the Marlborough Sounds are entirely 
Department of Conservation estate.  However, the majority of land on the larger islands is privately 
owned.  Because of this mix of land tenure, the Department of Conservation wishes to co-manage this 
species with Council to provide ‘across-the-board’ protection for the islands.  As such, a portion of the 
cost of the programme has been allocated to the Department of Conservation.  This is in recognition of 
the Department of Conservation being a major beneficiary. 

Assumptions on which the impacts, benefits and costs are based  
That under a No RPMP scenario, voluntary control will not cause any reduction in the future spread 
and/or impact over time. 
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Risk that each option will not achieve the objective 
The supporting information document to this Proposal contains information to support this analysis. 

Level of Risk 

Option 

No RPMP Exclusion 

N/A Low-Moderate 

Reason  Technologies and methods to carry our effective 
surveillance and control brushtail possums are readily 
available. 
The mainland surrounding or near to many of the 
possum-free islands commonly holds large possum 
numbers.  This can increase the risk that natural 
dispersion to the islands may occur. 

 

Mitigation options  
No mitigation options are assessed as being available to adjust the level of risk of options not 
achieving the objective.  

Most preferred option 
Exclusion Programme 

 


