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Think Piece: Early eradication is the most cost-effective option
Invasive flora and fauna have been encroaching into new areas of New Zealand for decades, causing 
widespread ecological damage and lost revenue. While some have been here for over two centuries, others 
are more recent arrivals.
New Zealand is home to a mosaic of invasive species all across the landscape, and all at differing stages of the 
invasion and establishment process. When new incursions of an invasive species to our shores are detected early, 
rapid responses can prevent their establishment (e.g. painted apple moth). However, this response is less common 
when already established species disperse into new parts of the country. 

Invasive species are those that are proficient at dispersing into and colonising new areas. The cost of this range 
expansion is two-fold: direct control costs and indirect costs (loss of agricultural production and/or biodiversity 
values). Complete removal of a species from a newly invaded area often requires long-term, intensive, and 
collaborative control from adjoining land managers and community stakeholders. Such efforts are often viewed as 
cost-prohibitive, and may be non-viable due to socio–political factors or limitations in detection/control technology. 

Where the limitation is cost of control, it is important to understand the costs associated with long-term 
management of invasive species. An accurate understanding of those costs may demonstrate that early eradication 
is by far the most cost-effective means of control in the long term. 

New budgets for wilding conifers and wallabies 
Wilding conifers and feral Bennett’s wallabies are two species currently in the political spotlight. The National 
Wilding Conifer Control Programme (NWCCP), aimed at combating the evident range expansion of wilding 
conifers, was awarded additional government funding for the next two financial years in Budget 2019. The rationale 
for additional funding was clear: cost-benefit analysis showed an estimated benefit of $38 for every $1 spent on 
conifer control. However, the funding received was a fraction of what was requested, and a fraction of what is 
needed to effectively reduce the spread of wilding conifers. 

On the other hand, the bid for a national wallaby control programme, aimed at targeting wallaby populations in both 
the North and South Islands, was unsuccessful. This may have been a surprise to the collaborative bid team, which 
included LINZ, DOC, regional councils and the Ministry for Primary Industries (MPI). MPI’s 2016 report estimated 
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the annual cost in lost agriculture revenue associated with wallabies in the South Island was $23.7 million. 
Moreover, the estimated cost is predicted to triple to $67 million by 2026, if wallabies continue to spread without 
active management. In contrast, the cost of control is estimated at $6.2 million per annum. 

Given the clear on-paper cost-benefit ratio, even a modest initial spend to create a national programme to 
centralise knowledge of wallaby distribution, surveillance and research to better understand the issue is probably 
justified. This approach was used in the NWCCP, where initial budgets were used to set up the programme and 
begin research and control. The budget increased when it had been demonstrated that funding was being used 
efficiently and providing beneficial results for conifer control. This upscaling also allowed for growth in the industry, 
including collaborative working relationships between agencies and landholders, increases in contractor capacity 
and experience, and control at high priority sites. 

The biggest surprise with the failed wallaby control bid is the lost opportunity: it seems inevitable that a National 
Wallaby Control Programme will be funded at some point in the future, but by then costs will have compounded 
significantly. A focus on developing methods to prevent dispersal beyond current wallaby feral range boundaries is 
needed; they have spread south and west of the containment boundaries, and are now being detected outside the 
northern containment boundary as well. Recent records of wallabies north of the containment area are by chance, 
and focused wallaby surveillance in these areas may have detected wallabies much earlier. Recent research by 
Boffa Miskell has shown that wallabies are consistently detected using focused surveillance methods even in 
areas where landholders, hunters, and trampers frequently visit, but these groups are not often observing evidence 
of wallabies. If low–density buffers were maintained within wallaby containment boundaries, and surveillance 
had been carried out outside the containment area, it is possible that the spread of wallabies could have been 
prevented. To control all wallabies back to the containment area will now be a multi-million–dollar project. 

Solutions 

It is important that decision-makers understand and make decisions based on long-term costs. We need robust and 
transparent decision making and a better understanding of pest population dynamics and ranges in order to better 
identify and detect pest species early in the expansion process. If geographic range is expanding in areas where 
control is occurring, it is likely more resources or a change of approach are required. Where possible, we must use 
defendable boundaries to slow the dispersal of pest species, and low-density buffers to reduce pressure on these 
boundaries.   

The model for funding pest-species control has, to date, been based on funding the control of those species that 
have spread significantly and have begun incurring significant costs. A change of approach is required urgently, 
with a focus on research, proactive surveillance/control and early detection. To achieve this, and reduce long-
term economic costs to the country, funding must be spent now to allow a cost-effective and proactive approach 
to species such as wallabies. Otherwise, future generations will foot an exponentially increased bill and our 
indigenous biodiversity will have growing pressures from the increasing presence of invasive species. 

For further information please contact Pete Caldwell

http://www.boffamiskell.co.nz/our-consultants.php#pete-caldwell
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What you need to know: Potential changes to wildlife management
The Wildlife Act authorisation process is an important component of any project that may impact 
absolutely protected wildlife, such as native lizards, birds, bats and some invertebrates. Often allowing for 
the survey and salvage activities to occur ahead of construction, the Wildlife Act Authorisation process 
was aimed to ensure, as far as possible, wildlife is not injured or killed.
Two recent court cases regarding shark diving may lead to significant changes to how wildlife is managed during 
construction and development. 

PauaMAC5 (an organisation representing kina and paua commercial fishing interests) vs the Director General of 
Conservation (2017 & Appeal 2018) has led to decisions regarding what can, and cannot, be authorised under the 
Wildlife Act (1953). The decisions conclude there is a relatively narrow legislative framework for authorisations, 
compared to the authorisation process for managing wildlife for construction and development applied by the 
Department of Conservation (DOC) in the last few decades. This significantly complicates the framework, under 
which authorisations for activities that involve surveying, salvaging, and incidentally killing absolutely protected 
wildlife, may be granted. This includes most projects where clearance of vegetation (even non-native vegetation), 
debris, or even long grass (which can be used by some native birds for nesting as well as native lizards) is 
involved; activities which are commonplace in most infrastructure and construction projects. 

In light of these decisions, it has become clear that the Wildlife Act was never intended to be a mechanism of 
wildlife management, beyond protection. The Wildlife Act was enacted in 1953, to provide absolute protection for 
wildlife from hunting and killing. The Act has had many revisions, amendments, and orders that have morphed it 
into something that attempts to be fit-for-purpose. However, the Act remains woefully out of date and unsuitable for 
modern wildlife management. 

Recent PauaMAC5 court decisions have exposed the Act’s shortcomings for wildlife management in this respect; 
an issue that is, we think, unlikely to be resolved anytime soon. DOC has previously taken a wider, and perhaps 
more pragmatic, approach to Wildlife Act Authorisations to achieve better outcomes. Now, DOC is left with no 
ability to authorise activities that, while being best practice for managing the wildlife involved, do not fall within the 
narrow legal definitions of what can be authorised. 

DOC has by-and-large put the processing of Wildlife Act Authorities on hold until the implications of the court cases 
have been worked through. Therefore, this leaves the question what legal pathway exists through legislation to 
manage wildlife in a development and construction context? 

A revision of the Act may be required; or, perhaps more appropriately, a complete replacement of the Act with a 
modern wildlife management act that enables total protection, while ensuring best practice management can be 
legally authorised. 
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There is now uncertainty around how to approach wildlife management in projects. In our view, it is more important 
than ever that robust survey and risk assessment for wildlife is carried out as part of project planning to assist in 
altering the trend of declining native biodiversity. It is also important that consultation with DOC is early, consistent, 
and collaborative throughout the project stages so that the complications of these recent court findings, wildlife 
management requirements of projects, and legal compliance with the Wildlife Act can be worked through to ensure 
the best outcome.  

Boffa Miskell’s ecologists have been engaging with DOC and our clients on the Wildlife Act Authority process. We 
understand in light of these events the information being received from DOC can be confusing and messages 
from multiple sources are sometimes contradictory about how to proceed. We recommend the best approach is 
to seek advice from legal advisors and from DOC, either directly or via an experienced ecologist. We are aware of 
the recent court findings and understand their implications for wildlife management, and can assist with consulting 
DOC.

For further information please contact Andrew Blayney

Meet the Boffa Miskell Team: Ecology and Biosecurity
Thirty-six scientists with a wide range of experience and expertise. Take a closer look at our ecology and 
biosecurity consultants.
Boffa Miskell began as a landscape architecture firm, and that remains the largest component of what is now a 
multi-disciplinary consultancy. But the inextricable link between landscape and ecology means that as the company 
grew, so did the role of ecologists. Ecology was the second discipline added to the company, and the expertise and 
ethos of those consultants have a profound effect on other disciplines. 

“No major piece of infrastructure, or any other development or built structure has no effect on the environment. 
There’s always going to be an effect,” says planner Robert Schofield. “The challenge is to find where and how 
those impacts can be minimized or mitigated in some way.”  

“Being able to work closely with our ecologists is fantastic, as we try to find a balance between good design and 
best-practice environmental management.”  

More recently, in response to challenges faced by New Zealand’s native flora and fauna, biosecurity specialists 
were added to the mix. Ecologist and biosecurity experts now comprise 20% of Boffa Miskell’s consultants.  

These ecology and biosecurity consultants work across the country on projects of varying scales and time frames. 
Every other year, the entire group meets for a two-day discipline workshop and strategy session. The 2019 

http://www.boffamiskell.co.nz/consultant.php?v=andrew-blayney
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gathering included discussions about biodiversity offsetting and outcomes of the draft Biodiversity National Policy 
Statement; the use of drones and GIS in ecology and biosecurity projects; and upcoming changes to legislation and 
permitting requirements.  

We also undertook an on-the-spot survey of the science contingent’s diversity – in terms of gender, geographic 
distribution, and other factors. We were intrigued by our preliminary findings, and it was clear that more rigorous 
examination was needed! 

After comprehensive fieldwork and data collection, followed by statistical analysis – we’ve learned quite a lot about 
ourselves. 

Our longest-serving ecologist is Wellington-based ecologist Dr Vaughan Keesing (21 years) while the newest, Dr 
Jaz Morris from the Christchurch office, joined the team three months ago.  

With Doctors at both ends of the team’s chronological spectrum, it’s worth noting that 30% of our ecologists have 
PhDs. 

We’re particularly proud of our gender diversity. Although sciences tend to be a male-dominated discipline, here at 
Boffa Miskell we’re quite evenly split and this is across our professional levels and offices. 

In thinking about diversity, we divided our group into four main sets: aquatic, biosecurity, flora, and fauna. But 
there’s greater specialisation within those groups. Our fauna contingent for example, includes experts in everything 
from reptile management to bat detection; and the aquatic group is comprised of both coastal / marine experts, and 
freshwater experts. 

“If you take every factor into consideration, each consultant is a unique individual,” says Kieran Miller. “There’s an 
incredible range of academic backgrounds, scientific expertise and professional experience. That diversity is our 
strength – I’ve found that if I don’t know the answer, or I need expert advice, all I need to do is ask the wider team.”

For further information please contact Ian Boothroyd or Dr. Leigh Bull

Interest:  A closer look at Coprosma rigida
There are few groups of plants that exhibit such a wide range of adaptations to New Zealand’s varied landscapes as 
the genus Coprosma. From creeping vines to upright, a variety of leaf sizes and berry colours, shade dwelling or sun 
tolerant; Coprosma have an astounding variety of habits, characteristics and tolerances.

This is Coprosma rigida, a common shrub found throughout New Zealand. There are around 90 species in the genus of 
Coprosma, with 45 species endemic to New Zealand and the rest found throughout the South Pacific. Coprosma species can 
easily hybridise in the wild, which can make plants difficult to identify.  

http://www.boffamiskell.co.nz/consultant.php?v=ian-boothroyd
http://www.boffamiskell.co.nz/consultant.php?v=leigh-bull
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The Coprosma genus is a relative of the coffee plant (it is in the Rubiaceae family) and early settlers just arriving in New 
Zealand tried using it to make a beverage, but with varying success. A lot of seeds are required to make just one brew!

The fruit on Coprosma is edible and attracts mostly birds, lizards and invertebrates. The divaricating (branching or deviating) 
and dense nature of this shrub makes it a perfect home for lizards and small birds, such as green geckos and fern bird. There is 
evidence to suggest that lizards prefer to eat white or blue coloured fruit from Coprosma (which makes up 21% of the fruit in the 
genus), rather than the more common red or yellow fruit.

The various species of Coprosma have been widely recognised for their ornamental and landscape planting attributes with 
many varieties bred to select features that make them attractive garden and public realm ornamental plants.  Coprosma are 
widely grown commercially and are a popular inclusion in public and private landscapes.

Coprosma rigida grows in poorly drained soil and is often found on the edges of lowland forest remnants, associated scrublands 
and river terraces. Coprosma rigida can grow up to four metres tall and requires separate male and female plants to regenerate.

This specimen was photographed in scrubland at Pūkaha Mt Bruce during our biodiversity inventory in March 2019.  

For further information contact Samantha King

http://www.boffamiskell.co.nz/our-consultants.php#samantha-king

