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WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT FERRETS?

This submission on the Public Discussion Document “What can we do about ferrets?” is made on behalf of:

The New Zealand Ferret Protection and Welfare Society Incorporated (Ferret PAWS (NZ) Inc)

Private Bag 91716

Auckland Mail Centre

Auckland  

INTRODUCTION
Ferret PAWS considers that there is no environmental justification for the tightening of current legislation relating to ferret ownership in New Zealand, as the Wildlife (Farming of Unprotected Wildlife) Regulations 1985 already contain sufficient controls to prevent pet ferrets from posing a significant threat to New Zealand’s wildlife.  It is believed, however, that the review of these regulations foreshadowed by the public discussion document provides an opportunity to:

· improve the contribution that these regulations can make towards animal welfare objectives, and 

· tidy up aspects of the regulations which unnecessarily restrict organisations whose goals are consistent with the objectives of the regulations.

This submission will discuss the background of a number of issues surrounding ferrets that were raised in the discussion document, address the specific questions included in the document, and then propose a way ahead for the legislative review process.

Where practical this submission does not reproduce studies, or reports, that have been previously published elsewhere.  These are referred to in the text, and listed in the References section at the end of this submission.  Copies of any documents referred to in this submission will be provided if so requested.

ABOUT FERRET PAWS (NZ) INC

The New Zealand Ferret Protection and Welfare Society Incorporated was formed in 1998 to protect the health and welfare of domestic ferrets, and promote and support responsible ferret ownership throughout New Zealand.  We are:

· An Incorporated Society,

· An IRD registered non-profit organisation,

· A national organisation, with members throughout New Zealand, and

· A member of STAR* Ferrets, an international association of shelters that adopt and rescue ferrets.

Key activities that we currently participate in include:

· We operate the first ferret shelter in New Zealand to have been licensed by the Department of Conservation.  The shelter takes in lost, abandoned or surrendered ferrets, and provides them with care and treatment until they can be reunited with their owners, or placed into new homes.  All ferrets are desexed and vaccinated before being adopted into new homes, and the shelter operates under procedures that were developed in consultation with SPCA (Auckland) Inc.  The Ferret PAWS ferret shelter is now fully operational in both Auckland and Wellington, and we also have volunteers in other centres who collect lost, surrendered, or abandoned ferrets, and forward them to Auckland for placement.  Several regional SPCA’s and other Animal Welfare agencies also forward or refer ferrets needing placement to Ferret PAWS.  The availability of properly run shelters prepared to take in any ferrets that are found, or are no longer wanted, is an important factor in reducing the dumping of unwanted pets.  Since private ferret shelters first started operating in Auckland in 1998, there has been marked change in the source of ferrets coming into the shelter, with an increasing proportion being surrendered directly to the shelter, and a diminishing proportion being recovered after being lost or dumped.

· We provide a ferret boarding service so that owners can place their ferrets into a secure and ferret-friendly facility while they are on holiday.  Regrettably pet-dumping during holiday periods is a significant problem for all types of pets in New Zealand.  For ferrets this may have been exacerbated historically by the lack of suitable boarding facilities.  Few catteries were interested in catering for ferrets, and commercial operations were somewhat restricted by the Wildlife (Farming of Unprotected Wildlife) Regulations 1985.  It is considered that the provision of affordable and secure boarding facilities has removed a significant factor which may have contributed towards ferret dumping.

· We provide free education and training on ferrets and their care to animal welfare services, pet shops, veterinary clinics, and current and prospective ferret owners.  Ferrets are somewhat different to most other companion pets in New Zealand, and there is little readily available information on how to care for them – and most of what does exist is from US sources which are not always applicable to New Zealand.  It is considered that the provision of useful information to all people who will have responsibility for ferrets should be a key strategy in minimising any negative effects that pet ferrets may have, and there is still much to be done in this area.

FERRETS IN NEW ZEALAND

Ferrets were deliberately introduced into New Zealand in the late nineteenth century and released into the wild in an attempt to find a biological control for rabbits, which were then (as they are now) a significant pest.  As a result of this policy, ferrets have become well established throughout both the North and South Islands of New Zealand.  New Zealand is unique in this regard – we are the only place in the world where ferrets (as opposed to polecats) exist in the wild.

Although feral ferrets eat a variety of prey, rabbits are their primary food in most habitats [Norbury, Norbury & Heyward, 1998].  The population of ferrets has now reached saturation levels on both islands.  Approximately 60% of feral ferrets die of natural causes every year [Norbury, undated], and this mortality rate simply adjusts to match the availability of their primary food source.  The controlling effect of rabbit density on ferret population can be proven from two different perspectives:

· It has been shown [Mills, 1999] that the contribution of rabbit to ferret diet (91% by weight) is similar across a wide range of rabbit densities, and

· It has also been shown [Norbury and Heyward, 1997] that any decline in rabbit numbers (from increased control activities, or the introduction of a disease such as RCD) has a direct and proportional impact on the population of feral ferrets.

PROBLEMS ATTRIBUTED TO FERAL FERRETS

Feral ferrets are believed to have two main negative impacts on New Zealand – the killing of native birds, and the spreading of TB.

The destruction of New Zealand’s native birds by ferrets was widely documented in the late nineteenth century, with lurid accounts by naturalists such as Richard Henry [Hill & Hill, undated] providing a stark account of the devastation they apparently wrought on our unique environment.  In hindsight these contemporary accounts appear to have been grossly overstated, and an authoritative survey in 1973 concluded “It is actually difficult to attribute the decline of any native bird directly to mustelids” [King, 1984, p106].  Carolyn King’s book “Immigrant Killers” contains a detailed explanation on pages 105-108 as to how such a popular misconception occurred.  It is not intended to replicate her reasoning in this submission, however her book (which has been endorsed by the International Council for Bird Preservation, and the World Wildlife Fund) should be considered mandatory reading for all decision makers involved with formulating ferret policy.

More recently ferrets have been implicated in the decline of the population of kiwi on the New Zealand mainland.  This is an issue that was raised in the public discussion document, and has been mentioned in numerous media releases.  Research into the role of predators into the decline of kiwi [McLennan et al, 1996] however makes it clear that the impact of feral ferrets on kiwi populations is minimal.  The principle predators responsible for the decline of kiwi populations remain stoats and dogs.  It is disappointing that the results of this research were misquoted by the public discussion document – which stated that 95% of kiwi chicks are killed by predators each year.  Whilst it is true that between approximately 94% of kiwi chicks studied failed to reach adulthood, at least a third of these deaths were due to natural causes.

Feral ferrets have also been implicated as vectors of TB, although this has not yet been proven.  The current method being employed to control this potential risk is extensive trapping, however this is of limited effect as:

· Feral ferrets already have a high population turnover rate, and it would be necessary for trapping to exceed the natural attrition rate of approximately 60% to have any significant impact on ferret numbers, and

· Trapping the ferrets in a particular area is likely to lead to migration of other ferrets from uncontrolled areas into the trapping area.  Should ferrets in fact be acting as vectors of TB, then such movement could well lead to an increase in the spread of TB.

AgResearch was conducting research into using baits to vaccinate feral ferrets within an area as a more cost-effective method of removing the TB risk caused by feral ferrets.  It is unfortunate that this research has been put on hold after considerable work has already been done, due to lack of Government funding.

THE RISK CREATED BY PET FERRETS

Much is made of the risk that pet ferrets might escape from captivity, and join their feral cousins in the destruction of New Zealand’s wildlife.  It is notable, however, that despite extensive research the Society has been unable to identify a single occasion in the history of New Zealand where a pet ferret has been responsible for the death of a rare or endangered native bird (unfortunately the same cannot be said for cats or dogs).  In reality pet ferrets kept on the North and South Islands of New Zealand do not expose our environment to any significant risk for two reasons:

The first reason is that pet ferrets have been domesticated to the extent that it is extremely unlikely that they would survive in the wild if they were to become lost.  The Society’s experience in running a ferret shelter is that pet ferrets recovered from the wild were generally in very poor condition unless they were able to take advantage of food left out for other pets (such as neighbour’s cats!)  An example of this was Lucky, a male sable ferret that was recovered from an area of bush on Auckland’s North Shore.  Despite the ready availability of suitable prey in the area he was collected from, Lucky was extremely malnourished, and was probably only hours from starving to death at the time he was picked up.  Subsequent examination of his stools indicated that the only food he had eaten for quite some time was carrot (presumably from the waste of a nearby housing area).

Another aspect of pet ferret behaviour which shows the level of domestication that they have achieved is their willingness to socialise with other pets which would naturally be their prey, including rats and birds.  One ferret which was donated to the Society shelter, Lunic, was originally kept by a lady who used to allow him to sleep in her chicken coop!

Given the extent of domestication evident in pet ferrets, and the fact that even feral ferrets have difficulty surviving in New Zealand (with an annual mortality rate of approximately 60%), the chances of lost pet ferrets surviving are therefore considered to be very low.

The second reason why pet ferrets are not a significant hazard to our mainland environment is due to the saturation of our mainland environment with existing predators.  As explained above, ferret numbers are already controlled by the availability of their primary food source, and any lost pet ferret that might survive would therefore only be replacing an existing predator in the environment.  The net effect of the lost pet ferret on the environment would therefore be nil.

The above statements may not apply to New Zealand’s offshore island sanctuaries, many of which are now predator free.  The Society fully supports all measures taken to prevent domestic ferrets from being taken to offshore islands.

OTHER PREDATORY PETS

Ferrets are just one of a number of introduced predatory animals which are kept as pets in New Zealand.  Rats are an increasingly popular pet, and the report on the role of predation in the decline of kiwi [McLennan et al, 1996] identified pigs and possum as other predators responsible for the death of adult kiwi – however the most significant predatory pets in New Zealand by a very large margin are cats and dogs (with about 900,000 and 500,000 respectively of each being kept as pets).  Unlike pet ferrets (which are kept contained in cages or indoors, and are not permitted to roam), pet cats and dogs are significant killers of wildlife.  In one incident a single dog killed 500 kiwi (approx 50% of the total population) in Waitangi State Forest over a few months [McLennan et al, 1996].  The principle author of this report owns two cats and three ferrets – all of which are well fed and have been desexed.  It is highly likely that those two cats alone are responsible for the death of more birds each month than all of the domestic ferrets in the Greater Auckland area.

Given their intact predatory nature, their freedom to roam, and their low rates of desexing, domestic cats and dogs represent a far greater risk to the environment than domestic ferrets.  If the New Zealand Government is serious about protecting our natural heritage from the hazards of predatory pets, then any regulations that are introduced to replace the existing controls on ferrets should be applied to all predatory pets.  There is simply no rational justification for regulations controlling the keeping of pet ferrets to be tighter than those for domestic cats and dogs.

CURRENT LEGISLATION

The ownership of ferrets is currently controlled by the Wildlife (Farming of Unprotected Wildlife) Regulations 1985.  These regulations limit the keeping of ferrets to the North and South Islands of New Zealand, and require anyone wishing to farm (defined as keeping more than three ferrets), breed or sell ferrets to obtain a license from the Department of Conservation.  Furthermore the regulations empower the Department of Conservation to impose any restrictions considered appropriate.  On the face of it, these regulations provide all the restrictions that would be necessary to adequately control ferrets in New Zealand, however they have not been effective for a number of reasons:

· Lack of focus.  By grouping an individual pet owner who may own four desexed ferrets into the same category as a commercial ferret farm, the regulations have created a structure where the Department of Conservation expends considerable resources sorting out licences for pet owners, but doesn’t have the resources to adequately control commercial operations which would be more worthy of their efforts.

· Lack of enforcement.  Despite being in existence for nearly fifteen years, and despite clear evidence that the regulations are being openly flouted by certain irresponsible individuals, there would appear to have been no attempts made to prosecute infringers, or remove ferrets from irresponsible breeders.  It is ironic that the public discussion document makes reference to “anecdotal evidence of people breeding ferrets for sale without the necessary licence.”  The Auckland Conservancy has been in regular contact with a number of such people, and staff have even visited at least two of them in the Auckland area (but have not taken any action against them).  It could therefore be argued that the evidence is more than anecdotal, but that the problem is a lack of enforcement, rather than any shortcomings in the regulations.

PUBLIC DISCUSSION DOCUMENT OPTIONS FOR TIGHTER CONTROLS

The following section of this submission addresses each of the specific options raised by the public discussion document in turn.

1. Tighter controls on ferrets kept as pets, such as:

· Requiring anyone keeping ferrets to have a licence, including pet owners

This proposal is not supported.  There is no evidence that requiring dog owners to have a licence for dogs has provided any incentive for dog owners to become more responsible.  Furthermore there is widespread non-compliance with this law, and it has not prevented dogs from continuing to be a significant killer of adult kiwi. The administration of such a licencing scheme would become yet another burden on whichever central or local government agency was tasked with administering the scheme, and would inevitably divert resources away from productive conservation work.  The Department of Conservation (at least in Auckland) already has significant difficulty handling the limited number of ferret farming licence applications required under the existing regulations (with delays of several months being the norm).  Given the limited resources available for enforcing ferret control regulations, it would be better for this effort to be concentrated on those aspects of ferret ownership (such as back-yard breeding, or taking ferrets to off-shore islands) which potentially constitute a threat to the New Zealand environment.

Should, however, it be decided that all domestic ferrets owners should be licenced, then it is proposed that this task be contracted to the New Zealand Ferret Protection and Welfare Society.  It is considered that we have the ability to perform this function at a significantly lower cost than a government agency, and that it would be quite feasible for appropriate oversight arrangements to be made to provide the Government with an assurance that standards were not being compromised.

Finally, it is considered that any licencing regime for ferrets contain an exemption for Animal Welfare Agencies (including veterinary surgeons).  Such agencies regularly receive animals of all descriptions, which they handle in a responsible and appropriate manner.  Any ferret control regulations should not prevent them for carrying out this role with respect to ferrets.

· Requiring all ferrets kept as pets to be desexed.

The Society supports the proposal for all ferrets other than those held by licenced breeders to be desexed for two reasons:

· Anecdotal evidence from cats and dogs clearly shows that failure to desex pets leads to animal welfare issues such as overpopulation, inbreeding, neglect and dumping.  The market for ferrets in New Zealand is quite limited, and back-yard breeding of ferrets has the potential to create significant problems for animal welfare agencies.
· Entire female ferrets normally go into heat twice a year.  If they are not brought out of heat either by mating, or by hormone injections, they can develop aplastic anemia, which is often fatal.
· Requiring all ferrets kept as pets to be kept in secure enclosures

This proposal is in fact self-enforcing.  Ferrets have an exceptionally inquisitive nature which, when combined with poor homing instincts, means that any ferret which is not securely contained is likely to become lost, and can be expected to die from hunger or thirst within a few days.  It is for this reason that Ferret PAWS performs cage inspections for all prospective ferret owners before we allow them to adopt a ferret.

There is some concern, however, that this proposal could be interpreted in a way that would prevent ferrets from being exercised on a lead.  It is submitted that this proposal should be reworded to require all ferrets to be kept either contained or under positive control at all times.

2. Tighter regulation of farming, breeding and sale of ferrets, such as:

· Stricter enforcement of existing requirements for premises farming, breeding or selling ferrets to be licenced and to have secure cages and/or fences
This proposal is supported, however the definition of farming needs to be redefined.  Under the current regulations having four desexed pet ferrets is considered to be farming, whereas having two entire pet ferrets is completely uncontrolled.  This is clearly an anomaly that needs to be addressed.

There is also a need to review the current constraint that makes it illegal for a private ferret owner to sell their ferret.  It is felt that this constraint creates a situation where owners who no longer want their ferrets are more likely to dump or abandon them, than they would be if they were able to get a monetary return for finding a new owner for their unwanted pet.

There is also a requirement for an exception to be made for animal welfare agencies that may come into possession of ferrets in the normal course of their business.

· Requiring all ferrets sold other than to licenced breeders to be desexed before sale.
This proposal is unconditionally supported.

3. Additional measures to protect islands

It is illegal at present to release ferrets anywhere in New Zealand and illegal to take ferrets to the Chatham Islands, Stewart Island, Great Barrier Island, or any other island.   There needs to be greater public awareness of the current law and there may also need to be stricter policing to prevent ferrets being taken to offshore islands.

The restrictions on releasing ferrets, and taking ferrets to offshore islands are supported, as is any enforcement of these regulations (although again there needs to be some form of exception for animal welfare agencies and veterinary surgeons – it would be unfair, for example, for a Stewart Island vet to be prosecuted for having possession of a ferret that he had been given for treatment.)

In terms of achieving greater public awareness of the current law, cognizance should be taken of the fact that the target audience for any publicity campaign to achieve this is ferret owners.  The best mechanism for reaching these people is through ferret organisations, and the Society would be happy to discuss methods of achieving this with the Government.

4.
Further prohibitions and area controls
In addition to the prohibitions of taking ferrets to offshore islands, it may be desirable to prohibit the keeping of ferrets in certain areas of the North and South Islands, such as near “mainland islands” or other areas where pests are being intensively controlled to protect at risk species such as kiwi.

It may even be desirable to have whole districts or regions where keeping of ferrets is prohibited.

The strongest course of action would be to prohibit the keeping of ferrets by anyone throughout New Zealand.

This is clearly the most contentious of the options raised in the public discussion document.  Given the fact that other domestic pets, such as cats and dogs, pose a greater threat to the environment than ferrets do, then it would be unconscionable to enact legislation in this area which applies only to ferrets.  To do so would clearly indicate that pressure from anti-ferret lobby groups had been given precedence over the conservation needs of New Zealand’s unique wildlife.

Few rational people would argue that there is a need to keep predatory animals out of areas where rare or endangered birds are attempting to survive.  Many mainland areas (such as some national parks) are already off-limits to dogs, and it would make sense to extend these restrictions to other predatory pets.  Such restrictions should, however, only apply to specific areas where pets may create a hazard to a specific population of at-risk birds.  Where such areas include major roads, there should be provision for pets to be transported through the area if enclosed in a suitable cage, which remains inside a moving vehicle.  There should also be exceptions for animal welfare agencies and veterinary surgeons to enable these organisations/individuals to perform their responsibilities without fear of prosecution.

There is a danger, however, that any legislative provision to enable the banning of pets from areas of the mainland might be abused by officials who have a personal agenda against particular pets.  A number of regional councils have already shown a distinct lack of willingness to even discuss the ferret issue, and have continued to perpetuate a number of myths about ferrets which have no foundation in truth.  For this reason our Society strongly opposes the delegation of the power to ban ferrets (or any other pet) to local or regional government unless there is effective oversight and control from central government to ensure that this power is only used in situations where there is a sound environmental justification.

The proposal to ban ferrets from entire regions (or even nationally) is also strongly opposed for the following reasons:

· There is no environmental justification for such a ban.  New Zealand has a feral ferret problem, not a domestic ferret problem.  Even a totally effective ban on domestic ferrets will have no impact whatsoever on our environment.

· The effective enforcement of such a ban would require vast resources that would be better expended on more worthwhile conservation programmes.

· Experience from California (where ferrets are banned) has shown that banning ferrets has not worked.  There are still approximately 500,000 pet ferrets in California, however because ferret ownership has been driven underground, inbreeding and lack of access to veterinary care have created animal welfare concerns that New Zealand can do without.

· If individuals are not able to legally keep their pets, then there is a significant risk that owners who are not prepared to have their ferrets put down will release them into the wild – where the vast majority will die a slow and painful death from starvation and/or thirst.

WHERE TO FROM HERE

The public discussion document represents the first step in a process that may result in a review of ferret legislation.  The discussion document was designed to provoke discussion in the public arena about the long-term control of pet ferrets, however this has not occurred to any significant degree.  Most interest groups have apparently concentrated their efforts on the preparation of submissions, and our Society’s attempts to engage organisations such as the Royal Forest and Bird Society in a meaningful dialog have not been successful to date.

The options outlined in the public discussion document were general, and open to interpretation.  Whilst this may be appropriate for a discussion document, there is a considerable amount of work to be done clarifying and expanding on these options before they could be considered for possible implementation.  It is also likely that submissions on the public discussion document will contain additional proposals that other organisations have not yet had the opportunity to comment on.  It is suggested that the best mechanism to achieve this would be to convene a workshop to be attended by all interest groups willing to make a constructive contribution.

Regardless of what mechanism is selected to further the process of reviewing ferret legislation, the New Zealand Ferret Protection and Welfare Society wishes to be heavily involved in this process.  We believe that we have the willingness and ability to make a positive contribution towards this process, and it has been one of our stated objectives since formation to work with DOC and other authorities to promote responsible ferret ownership, and improve legislation relating to ferret ownership in New Zealand.

Please feel free to contact the undersigned if we can be of any further assistance.

John Chessum

President
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