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7.27  Rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus) 
Why are they a threat? 
The feral rabbits are a small to medium sized herbivore that originates from Europe.  Feral rabbits were 
released in New Zealand in the late 1700s and 1800s as a food source.  They quickly adapted to 
New Zealand’s conditions and have thrived in our environment. 

High feral rabbit population levels: 

a) Affect soil and water quality; 

b) Have a detrimental impact on economic production; and 

c) Increase the risk of soil erosion. 

Factors such as topography, climate, aspect and altitude all contribute to the variation in the feral rabbit 
population. 

Reasons for proposing a Plan  
Feral rabbits are a pest species entrenched in the Marlborough landscape.  Given the large area of land 
that can be prone to population build-up, all landholders need to suppress feral rabbit numbers and keep 
them supressed to avoid both landscape degradation and impacts on pastoral production.  

Why the Plan is more appropriate than relying on voluntary actions 
If control was left to the voluntary actions of occupiers and no control was undertaken (or ad hoc 
management), there is a real risk that adequate management would not occur across the wider 
landscape.  The inclusion of a programme for rabbits in the new Plan will ensure this pest animal is kept 
under sustained management.  

7.27.1  Objective 
Over the duration of the Plan, control feral rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus) in the Marlborough district to a 
population trend that is level or reducing to minimise adverse effects on economic wellbeing and the 
environment. 

Intermediate Outcome:  

Exclusion Eradication Progressive 
Containment 

Sustained 
Control Site-led 

 

Principle measures to achieve the objective 
1) Requirement to Act 

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

a) Pests are to be destroyed. 

b) The presence of pests is to be reported. 

c) Pests are not to be spread (high risk activities, propagated, sold or distributed). 
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2) Council Inspection  

Inspection by Council may include staff or contractors: 

a) Carrying out inspections to ensure occupiers are meeting obligations. 

b) Visiting properties or doing surveys to determine whether pests are present. 

c) Monitoring effectiveness of control. 

d) Carry out control using administrative powers of the Biosecurity Act 1993, if necessary.  

3) Advocacy and Education 

Council may: 

a) Provide general purpose education, advice, awareness and publicity activities to land owners 
and/or occupiers and the public about pests and pathways (and control of them). 

b) Encourage land owners and/or occupiers to control pests. 

c) Promote industry requirements and best practice to contractors and land owners and/or 
occupiers. 

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

e) Facilitate or commission research. 

7.27.2  Rules 
Rule 7.27.2.1 
Occupiers shall destroy feral rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus), on land that they occupy, to ensure 
population levels are not maintained higher than the respective Maximum Allowable Levels (see 
Table 11) for a period of time greater than 12 months.  

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

Table 11: Maximum allowable rabbit populations 

Sub-Regions Maximum Allowable Population Level 
Modified McLean Scale (see Appendix 3) 

Upper Awatere/Clarence Map 9 Level 4 

Remainder of area within district Level 3 
 

Explanation of the rule: 
The purpose of Rule 7.27.2.1 is in accordance with section 73(5)(h) in that all occupiers that have rabbits 
on land they occupy are being required to take specified actions to prevent the pest increase to levels 
affecting productivity or neighbouring properties.  

Council as the management agency will administer these rules.  
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Map 9: Rabbit programme - Upper Awatere/Clarence  
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7.27.3  Analysis of the benefits and costs for rabbits 
Background 
The Council’s Regional Plant Pest Management Strategy became operative on 1 July 1996, while the 
Regional Rabbit Pest Management Strategy became operative on 1 July 1997.  The Biosecurity Act 1993 
required these strategies to be reviewed within 5 years.  Council decided to review the Regional Rabbit 
Pest Management Strategy along with the Regional Plant Pest Management Strategy for efficiency, and 
to incorporate both strategies into one policy document to be referred to as the “Regional Pest 
Management Strategy”. 

Rabbits were included in the Marlborough Regional Pest Management Strategy for Marlborough in 2001. 

The most rabbit prone areas of Marlborough are: 

a) Upper Awatere Valley; 

b) Waihopai Valley; 

c) Clarence Catchment; 

d) Parts of the mid-Wairau Valley; 

e) Dashwood area; and  

f) the coastal country between Blind River and Ward. 

These areas have a history of a rabbits building to problem levels in the past. 

At present, rabbit populations are significantly lower than in the past due to the effect of Rabbit 
Haemorrhagic Disease (RHD).  However, populations can build even in the presence of RHD due to 
increased levels of immunity and this was seen from 2005-2010.  

Current situation in 2017 
In recent years (2012-2017), climatic conditions have not been favourable for rabbit survival, including in 
the more highly prone areas.  Coupled with continued activity of RHD, this has meant landholders have 
been able to keep on top of numbers.  This has been reflected in both the Council trend data and property 
inspection results.  As climatic conditions fluctuate, suitable conditions will return at some stage and may 
result in another build-up.  Council continues a regional programme of carrying out property inspections to 
ensure numbers are being suppressed and being involved in ongoing research (e.g. tracking RHD 
immunity levels).   

 

Figure 18: The trend in rabbit population levels in Marlborough from 1989-2017 
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Options to respond to rabbits 
Baseline: No RPMP 
In this scenario no concerted or coordinated control of rabbits is undertaken, and numbers build to levels 
affecting productivity and create cross-boundary issues.   

Control option(s): 
Sustained Control Programme: In which the intermediate outcome for the programme is to provide for 
ongoing control of the subject, to reduce its impacts on values and spread to other properties.  

Level of analysis for rabbits 
Council has determined that a low level of analysis be undertaken for rabbits.  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 rabbit is a small to medium sized herbivore that originates from Europe.  Rabbits were released in 
New Zealand in the late 1700s and 1800s as a food source.  They quickly adapted to New Zealand’s 
conditions and have thrived in our environment. 

High rabbit population levels: 

a) Affect soil and water quality; 

b) Have a detrimental impact on economic production; and 

c) Increase the risk of soil erosion. 

Factors such as topography, climate, aspect and altitude all contribute to the variation in the rabbit 
population.  These factors have been put together to generate an indication of rabbit proneness as part of 
the original application process to import RHD.  A summary of this can be found in Table 12.   

Table 12: Rabbit proneness classes 

Note: There are exclusions for waterbodies and urban areas 

Sub Region Area of land in rabbit proneness class (ha) 52 Total 

 Negligible Low Moderate High Extreme  

Upper 
Awatere/Molesworth/Clarence 

9,302 194,238 29,895 27,099 3,810 265,450 

Rest of the district 351,326 337,296 82,820 1,074 -- 786,018 

Total 360,628 531,534 112,715 28,173 3,810 1,051,468 
 

                                                      

52 Keer, I.G.C and Ross, W.D 1990. Rabbit Management in Central Otago. Classification of land for rabbit 
proneness. Contract report for the Minstry of Agriculture and Fisheries.   
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Identify impact Quantify impact 

Damage to pasture, crops, pine tree plantations.  

Damage to soil resulting in stability issues and 
increased risk of erosion. 

There is 31,983 hectares of high or extreme rabbit 
prone land in Marlborough.  It is this land, where 
rabbits have the propensity to build to high 
numbers, that holds the greatest risk of soil 
erosion.  

Increased threat to the health and integrity of 
natural ecosystems and habitats.  In Marlborough, 
this predominantly includes tall and short tussock 
grassland. 

Rabbits, even in low numbers, may be a 
conservation pest in tall tussock grassland 
communities where grazing reduces tussock cover 
and stature.  There is 109,607 hectares of tall 
tussock grassland in Marlborough.  
In short tussock grassland communities, some 
palatable native plants, such as blue tussock 
(Poa colensoi) and hard tussock (Festuca 
novae-zelandiae) are adversely affected by 
rabbits53 

 

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 

 

                                                      

53 Norbury, D. 1996. The effects of rabbits on conservation values. Department of Conservation, Science 
for Conservation: 34.  
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Benefits of each option 

Benefit 
Option 

No RPMP Sustained Control 

Prevention of 
damage to pasture, 
crops, pine tree 
plantations. 

No programme costs The benefit under a Sustained Control Programme 
will remain constant throughout the life of the Plan, 
with no end point. 

Prevention of 
damage to soil 
resulting in stability 
issues and 
increased risk of 
erosion. 

No programme costs The benefit under a Sustained Control Programme 
will remain constant throughout the life of the Plan, 
with no end point. 

Reduction in threat 
to the health and 
integrity of 
ecosystems and 
habitats within the 
semi-arid lands. 

No programme costs The benefit under a Sustained Control Programme 
will remain constant throughout the life of the Plan, 
with no end point. 

Reduction in the 
spread of exotic 
grasses and herbs, 
providing niches for 
less competitive 
native species54.  

Rabbits can be 
beneficial to some 
conservation values in 
short tussock grassland 
communities.  

The benefit could reduce if rabbits are controlled in 
areas where some rabbit grazing pressure is 
beneficial to native communities.  

 

Costs of each option 

Programme Costs 
Option 

No RPMP 
Annual cost (excl GST) 

Sustained Control 
Annual cost (excl GST)  

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

- $80,000 

Land occupier costs - $150,000 

Total - $230,000 

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

Insignificant 

 

                                                      

54 Norbury, D. 1996. The effects of rabbits on conservation values. Department of Conservation, Science 
for Conservation: 34.  
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Proposed allocation of costs  
The proposed programme costs are to be 100% Council costs, 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  
For this detail, see sections 11.3 and 11.4. 

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. 

Risk that each option will not achieve the objective  
The supporting information document to this Proposal contains further information to support this 
analysis.  A summary is outlined below. 

Level of Risk 

Option 

No RPMP Sustained Control 

N/A Low-Moderate 

Reason  There are adequate controls available to effectively 
management rabbit populations. 
Occupiers will, in most instances, comply with obligations 
through pest management practises as part of their 
farming business plan.  However, if rabbit populations 
build to high levels, the cost of control may mean some 
degree of risks to compliance.  
Some control tools can be perceived by the community at 
large as being inhumane (e.g. use of toxins) or do not 
support the approach (e.g. use of new RHD virus strains).  

 

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 
Sustained Control Programme 


