Tackling rats head on: Lots to gain and little to lose... as long as it’s

done professionally and responsibly (830 words body text]

by Dr Alan Buckle, CRRU chairman and Visiting
Research Fellow at the University of Reading.

Seventy four per cent of farmers, gamekeepers and pest controllers believe climate change will lead to an
increase in the UK rat population, according to a survey by the Campaign for Responsible Rodenticide Use
(CRRU) at the 2008 Game Fair.! Based on evidence seen in their work, 61% of participants reckoned the rat
population was already rising, while 30% said it was static.

The imperatives to control rats on farms are matched by the need to do so responsibly. Otherwise,
indiscriminate or ill-disciplined use of rodenticides poses all manner of threats in the rural community.?
Children, pets and non-target animals are all at risk of poisoning from poorly positioned baits. Predatory birds
including red kites, barn owls and kestrels are at risk of ‘secondary contamination’ if they eat the carcases of
rats killed by rodenticide and not collected and disposed of promptly.

Moreover, government surveillance of pesticide use and wildlife casualties means that perpetrators of
irresponsible rodenticide use face identification and prosecution.?

[sub-heading] Know your enemy

Rats are wonderfully adapted to survive and thrive. They live in large hierarchical colonies and range over a
familiar area (their ‘home range’), normally no larger than they need to find sufficient food, water and nesting
places. If a large proportion of a rat colony is killed, it is thought that the remainder will increase reproductive
rate and thereby restore the old population level.* So a control programme should be designed and
implemented for complete elimination; half measures are a waste of time and money.

Usually, rat infestations have an existing and abundant food supply and they will not switch readily from reliable
and trusted food to a new one such as rodenticide bait. So before introducing bait, it is advisable to eliminate
other food sources and render the target rat colony hungry and therefore more likely to take bait in lethal
quantities quickly.

[sub-heading] Controlling rats

An effective rat control initiative has three parts: (i) Baiting and killing to eliminate target rat colonies; (ii) rodent
proofing sensitive areas for prevent access; and (iii) cleaning and tidying to deny food and shelter and make the
site as unsuitable as possible for a new colony.

To ensure compliance with what is recognised as responsible (and effective) practice, follow the seven point
CRRU code:

[1] A planned approach. Study the location of the infestation carefully and identify the colony’s home range.
However, don’t tidy up or move things yet because disturbance may deter rats from taking bait or even displace
them to another location. Draw a plan of the target area.

[2] Use enough baiting points at locations all over the target home range. Mark each location on the site plan.
Remember, half measures are pointless. Using enough baiting points from the outset will minimise the time
taken for control to be achieved and also reduce exposure time for non-target species.

[3] Record quantity of bait at each location, then note signs of rat activity at each point as the treatment period
progresses. Follow the rodenticide label instructions accurately.

[4] Collect and dispose of rodent bodies regularly both during and after the treatment period. This is one of the
most important points on the CRRU code. The carcases may contain rodenticide and, if eaten by predators or
scavengers, could be a source of wildlife exposure. Dead rats may be found for several days after eating bait and
they may die 100 metres or more away from the baited site. Dispose of rodent bodies as recommended on the
product label.

[5] Never allow bait to be exposed to non-target species. Where possible, use materials already in the target
home range (e.g. concrete blocks, slates, bricks, corrugated sheets, etc) to protect bait from rain, dust and
access by non-target species. Tamper-resistant bait stations are available and offer the highest level of
protection of bait from non-target animals and human contact.

[6] Inspect every bait location regularly, as recommended on the product label, and replenish accordingly. Keep
a record of each inspection, what you found and any action taken; this is important is you are subsequently
required to demonstrate good practice. Also be alert for signs of disturbance by non-target animals.
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[7] Remove all bait from every location at the end of the treatment period and make a record on the site plan
that you have done so.

As soon as the treatment period is over, it is essential to make sensitive areas rodent-proof, and generally clean
and tidy the entire site to minimise its suitability to re-colonisation. If this isn’t done, a new colony will be
established and you’ll be back to square one.

CRRU is a non-profit organisation, established in 2005, comprising a consortium of six companies: Sorex,
Rentokil Initial, PelGar International, Novartis Animal Health, Killgerm Chemicals and Bell Laboratories. It has
links with organisations such as Natural England, the Health and Safety Executive, the Centre for Ecology and
Hydrology, Huddersfield University, the Pesticides Safety Directorate, and the Pesticides Forum. Further
information is available from the CRRU website at www.thinkwildlife.org.uk.

References

20f2
Ref: 2009.07.1_OTC_final


http://www.thinkwildlife.org.uk/

! CRRU data on file, July 2008. Face-to-face survey of Game Fair visitors, Blenheim, Oxfordshire.

2 HSE (1999). Agricultural Information Sheet No. 31 Safe Use of Rodenticides on Farms and Holdings Available from HSE Books. Bootle, Merseyside.
Health and Safety Executive: 4.

3 Campaign Against lllegal Poisoning of Wildlife, 20" March 2009. http://www.caip-uk.info/. Information also available at
http://www.pesticides.gov.uk/environment.asp?id=504

4 Wikipedia, viewed 12" March 2009. Brown Rat: Reproduction and life cycle. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brown_Rat.



http://www.pesticides.gov.uk/environment.asp?id=504
http://www.caip-uk.info/

