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Rats Wipe Out Seabirds on Alaska Island

Mary Pemberton in Anchorage, Alaska
Associated Press

November 29, 2007

 

More than 200 years ago, rats jumped ship for the first time in Alaska. 

The muscular Norway rat climbed ashore on a rugged, uninhabited island in Alaska's Aleutian chain in 1780, after a
rodent-infested Japanese ship ran aground there. (See map.)

Since then Rat Island, as the piece of rock was dubbed by a sea captain in the 1800s, has gone eerily silent. The
sounds of birds are missing.

That is because the rats feed on eggs, chicks, and adult seabirds, which come to the mostly treeless island to nest on
the ground or in crevices in the volcanic rock. 

"As far as bird life, it is a dead zone," said Steve Ebbert, a biologist at the Alaska Maritime National Wildlife Refuge.

Rats for Birds

State and federal wildlife biologists are gearing up for an assault on the rats of uninhabited Rat Island, hoping to
exterminate them with rat poison dropped from helicopters. 

If they succeed, it will be the third-largest island in the world to be made rat-free.

A visitor to the island 1,700 miles (2,700 kilometers) from Anchorage doesn't have to look far to find evidence of
vermin. The landscape is riddled with rat burrows, trails, droppings, and chewed vegetation. Certain plants are all but
gone.

"You go to Rat Island and there are hardly any chocolate lilies," said Jeff Williams, another refuge biologist.

The same for songbirds and seabirds.

Rats have all but wiped out the seabirds on about a dozen large islands and many smaller islands in the refuge, which
is home to an estimated 40 million nesting seabirds. 

Puffins, auklets, and storm petrels are most at risk because they leave their eggs and young for extended periods
while foraging.

The rat problem worsened in the 1800s when Russian merchant vessels plied the islands and grew more serious in the
1940s, when hundreds of military ships visited the Aleutians during World War II.

Now the islands are vulnerable to "rat spills" from freighters traveling the quickest route from the West Coast to Asia.
The Aleutians receive about 400 port calls from vessels each year.

"Stop Rats!"

Rats have been the scourge of islands worldwide. According to the California-based group Island Conservation, rats
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are to blame for between 40 percent and 60 percent of all seabird and reptile extinctions, with 90 percent of those
occurring on islands.

"Rats are one of the worst invasive species around," said Gregg Howald, program manager for Island Conservation,
which is working with the U.S. government on a plan for Rat Island.

Norway rats typically have four to six litters a year, each containing 6 to 12 babies. One pair of rats can produce a
population of more than 5,000 in an area in one year.

The state is joining forces with federal wildlife biologists in a multi-pronged attack to drive the rats from Alaska.

State regulations went into effect this fall requiring mariners to check for rats and try to eradicate them if found.
Violators face a year in jail and a ten-thousand-U.S.-dollar fine. Corporations could be fined up to 200,000 U.S. dollars.

The state also is mailing out 15,000 "Stop Rats!" brochures to educate mariners on how to control rats aboard boats
and keep them from going ashore.

The brochure tells mariners to kill every rat found on board, have traps set at all times, keep trash and food in rat-proof
containers, use line guards—funnel-shaped devices that go around mooring lines—to keep rats from getting off or
coming aboard. 

Sailors are also instructed never to throw a live rat over the side, because the mammals are excellent swimmers.

Rat Assault

The assault on the rats of 6,871-acre (2,780-hectare) Rat Island could begin as early as next October. The plan—
which involves the use of a blood thinner that will cause the rodents to bleed to death—still must be reviewed and sent
out for public comment.

Scientists want to see how the project goes before deciding whether to try to exterminate the rats on other islands.

The world's biggest island rat eradication took place on 27,922-acre (11,300-hectare) Campbell Island off New
Zealand. Rats also have been wiped out on Canada's 8,080-acre (3,270-hectare) Langara Island.

Once the rats are gone from Rat Island, wildlife biologists expect the return of birds to be dramatic.

After black rats were wiped out in November and December 2002 on Anacapa Island off the California coast, murrelets
were back in force by the following April, and Cassin's auklets were nesting there for the first time.

"Over time, you see an incredible response," Island Conservation's Howald said. 
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