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Cover photo :   Squirrel helicopters being loaded with bait at Hurd Point in May 2011 for deployment 

across Macquarie Island as part of the pest eradication program.  (Photo: Keith Broome) 
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Evaluation Report  

Macquarie Island Pest Eradication Project  

Introduction   

The Macquarie Island Pest Eradication Project is the largest eradication program ever attempted for 

rabbits, ship rats or mice anywhere in the world and is one of the largest conservation management 

projects in Tasmaniaõs history. This report evaluates the effectiveness of the project and presents the 

evidence that enabled this project to be declared successful in April 2014. 

ABOUT MACQUARIE ISLAND 

Macquarie Island Nature Reserve and World Heritage Area is one of the truly remarkable places on 

earth. Located approximately midway between Tasmania and Antarctica (see Fig. 1), this remote, 

uninhabited island has been formally recognised through World Heritage listing as being of outstanding 

significance to the world on account of its exceptional geoconservation significance, its exceptional 

natural beauty, and superlative natural phenomena including extensive congregations of wildlife. 

Macquarie Island features outstanding evidence of the geological processes associated with plate 

tectonics and continental drift, and is an exceedingly rare example of an uplifted oceanic crust. For 

example, Macquarie Island is the only known locality in the world where oceanic lithosphere is being 

exposed above sea level and provides a uniquely complete section through the earthõs oceanic crust to 

upper mantle rocks. 

Macquarie Island supports vast congregations of wildlife including breeding colonies of elephant seals and 

fur seals, four species of penguins (royal, rockhopper, gentoo and king penguins), and numerous species 

of seabirds including four species of albatrosses (wandering, light-mantled, black-browed, and grey-

headed albatross), two species of giant petrels, and a variety of burrow-nesting seabirds (including grey, 

blue, and white-headed petrels, Antarctic prions and sooty shearwaters). There are also resident 

breeding populations of terns, cormorants and skua.  

Macquarie Island is 34 kilometres long by 5.5 kilometres wide and has an area of approximately 12,875 

ha. There are no trees or woody plants on the island. The vegetation is generally less than one metre 

tall and consists of tall tussock grassland, herbfield, short grassland, mire and feldmark. The flora on 

Macquarie Island originated via oceanic dispersal and has taxonomic affinities with other subantarctic 

islands, especially those to the south of New Zealand.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

King penguin colony at Lusitania Bay. Macquarie Island supports vast congregations of wildlife 

including breeding colonies of penguins, seals, and numerous species of seabirds.  
Photo: Noel Carmichael/PWS 



 

MONITORING AND REPORTING SYSTEM FOR TASMANIAõS NATIONAL PARKS AND RESERVES 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Map of Macquarie Island .  Located approximately midway between Tasmania and 

Antarctica, Macquarie Island Nature Reserve is one of Australiaõs most significant 

conservation reserves and is listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Area. 
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ABOUT THE THREAT OR ISSUE 

Rabbits, ship rats and house mice are invasive species introduced to Macquarie Island and have caused 

devastating impacts to the islandõs natural wildlife and ecology.  

Overgrazing by rabbits has caused extensive loss of vegetation cover1 on Macquarie Island and has given 

rise to widespread erosion with increased risk of landslips. Rabbits selectively graze on and remove the 

taller vegetation, particularly tussock grass. Rabbits not only eat plant leaves, they also destroy flowers, 

seedlings and root systems and this eventually kills plants. By scratching and burrowing into plants, 

rabbits often break the surface cohesion of plant cover which leads to the establishment of water, wind 

and freeze/thaw erosion.  

Rodents cause serious ecological impacts. Rats prey on the eggs and chicks of petrels and other seabirds, 

and directly prey on the adults of smaller species of seabirds. They also eat flowers, seeds, fruits and 

newly germinated plants and significantly reduce seedling recruitment in a variety of plant species (Shaw 

et al 2005). Mice eat substantial quantities of insects, worms and other invertebrates and are known to 

cause significant impacts on the native invertebrate communities of sub-Antarctic islands (Le Roux et al, 

2002).  

  

                                                      

1
Note that the observed extensive dieback of the  Macquarie Island cushion plant (Azorella macquariensis) across 

the island since 2009 is not considered to be related to rabbit activity, but may be associated with a combination of 
environmental factors (Whinam et al, in press). For more information about the critically endangered Macquarie 
Island cushion plant, see the Azorella macquariensis listing statement at. http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-
bin/sprat/public/publicspecies.pl?taxon_id=21846. 

Ship rats (also known as black rats) cause serious 

ecological impacts by preying on the eggs and chicks of 

burrowing seabirds and eating a wide range of plants and 

invertebrates.  

Photo: K. Springer/PWS 

Overgrazing by rabbits has caused massive ecological 

impacts on Macquarie Island. The Tasmanian Parks 

and Wildlife Service undertook a major project to 

eradicate all rabbits and rodents from Macquarie 

Island.  
Photo: K. Springer/PWS 

There are no trees or woody plants on Macquarie Island. 

The vegetation is generally less than one metre tall and is 

characterised by tall tussock grassland and megaherbs 

such as this silver-leaf daisy, Pleurophyllum hookeri.  

Photo: Keith Springer /PWS 

http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/publicspecies.pl?taxon_id=21846
http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/publicspecies.pl?taxon_id=21846
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Above and below: Overgrazing by rabbits has caused widespread, severe ecological impacts on Macquarie 

Island including serious damage to vegetation and the natural breeding habitat of burrow-nesting seabirds.  
Photo:  PWS 

Landslip at Sandy Bay 

boardwalk, Macquarie 

Island, September 2006. 

Removal of vegetation by 

rabbits on the steep 

peat-covered coastal 

slopes has led to 

increased rates of 

erosion and is thought to 

be partly responsible for 

the observed increase in 

frequency of major 

landslips.  

Photo: Luke Gadd/PWS 

Photo:  K. Springer 

Photo: A. Terauds (2009) 

Photo:  Terauds (2009) 


