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STATUS AND CONTROL OF NUTRIA IN CALIFORNIA

FRANK SCHITOSKEY, JR., Research Biologist, United States Bureau of Sport Fisheries and
Wildlife, Davis, Califomia

JAMES EVANS, Ressarch Biologist, United States Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife,
Olympia, Washington

G. KEITH LA VOIE, Research Biotogist, United States Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife,
Denver, Colorado

ABSTRACT: Although feral nutria (Myocastor coypus) have been present in California since
the mid-1940's, they are quite scarce and at present are causing little or no agricul turat
damage. Present state regulations and pest detection activities will probably prevent
them from becoming a serious economic pest. Should control ever become necessary, studies
in other areas indicate that shooting, trapping, and baiting with zinc phosphide should be
effective.

The nutria, native to South America, was introduced into the United States in 1899
for fur farming. Feral nutria are now found in many states and are common in the Gulf
foast reglon. There, the sale of their fur and meat is economically important; at the
same time, however, they are classified as a pest, since they sometimes cause serious
economic damage to agricultural crops.

If California were going to have a similar nutria problem, it should have occurred by
now. Howard (1953) reported that feral nutria were established in Stanislaus County,
California, in the mid-1940's, as a result of escapes from a farm near Oakdale; an ample
period for them to build up large populaticns if conditions were favorable.

In Louisiana, nutrla reproduce at 6 months of age, producing four to five young per
litter, and probably two litters per year (Harris 1956). In a study of nutria population
dynamics in Europe, Hillbricht and Ryszkowski (1961} released 445 nutria into a 474-acre
fenced marsh in the spring of 1956 and removed 1832 individuals in the fall of 1957, In
the spring of 1958, they released 1000 nutria Into the area and removed 1800 that fall.
With this reproductive potential, large populations could have developed quickly; yet,
County Agricultural Commissioners have destroyed only 300 feral nutria in California since
1948 (D.0. Clark, pers. comm.}. We are aware of no substantiated reports of feral nutria
in the state in recent years. In 1971, there was one report of feral nutria in the San
Joaquin River, near Fresno, but a search by State, County, and Federal personnel revealed
no sign of nutria.

Since 1958, the Agricultural Code of the State of California has required a permit
for possession of live nutria. In 1958, 324 permits were issued, but the number has
declined steadily until only two were Issued during fiscal year 1971, The Agricultural
Code requires permit-holders to file an annual report with the County Agricultural Commis-
sioner and to document how the nutria are disposed of, |t also stipulates that "Every
persoh that possesses any nutria shall provide for the care of such animal in a pen that
shall preclude the escape of the nutrla" (Calif. Ag. Code, C3, Art. 3, para. 11351}. These
regulations have undoubtedly been instrumental in preventing the establishment of large
feral nutria populations in California. Some populations may exist, but if so, they are
causing little or no damage to agricultural crops at the present time.

NUTRIA DAMAGE AND CONTROL

If nutria should ever become an economic pest in California, how could they be
recognized, what kind of damage would they cause, and how could they be dealt with? While
we have not studied nutria in California, we and some of our co-workers conducted a research
program in Louisiana and Fexas from 1963 to 1969 to develop methods of controlling nutria
damage. During the mid-1960's, nutria were so common in southern Louisiana that it was not
unusual to see them along major highways, either basking in the sun or as road kills. In
addition, they were causing serious damage to sugarcane and rice crops. However, popula-
tion levels spontaneously declined sharply about 1967, Our annual nutria damage survey
In sugarcane indicates there has been relatively little nutria damage to sugarcane over
the last 4 years. Much of the iInformation obtained in these and similar studies should be
applicable to California nutria and is summarized here.
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Trapping is useful for small populations but may not be feasible if large populations
should develop. Norrls (1967) described a British campaign to reduce nutria by live-
trapping In a 2645-square-mile area of Norfolk and Suffolk Counties. Three years' trapping,
totaling 601,294 trap nights, resulted in the capture of 40,294 nutria at a cost equivalent
to about $197,000, or $4.90 per animal. In addition to the trapped animals, 80 to 90
percent of the total nutrlia population In this area died as a result of a severe winter in
1963. Yet, even with this population reductlion, Norris concluded that a system of regular
patrolling and trapping would still be necessary to prevent appreciable increases.

Thus, if large-scale control measures are needed, toxicants may be the only economical
means available. Z2Inc phosphlide is very effective, and relatively safe, and is registered
for control of nutria. Evans {(1970) gives a complete description of an effective zinc
phosphide baiting technique. In brief, the balt consists of fresh cut carrots {(approxi-
mately 2-inch lengths) coated with 0.5 percent corn oil! and 0.75 percent zinc phosphide
(by weight). If a color additive 15 desired, 0.1 percent lampblack may be added. As we
have already pointed out, prebaiting with fresh carrots is important, If possible, float-
ing rafts should be used, for effectiveness and safety to other species. |If rafts are
impractical, baits should be placed along active nutria runs, around den sites, near surface
nesting sites, or on the borders of damaged crops.

CONCLUS IONS

To sum up, there is no evidence that sizable populations of feral nutria occur in
California. The Agricultural Code's permit system, along with the pest detection operations
of the California Department of Agriculture, will probably continue to keep populations low.
However, if nutria should ever Increase to pest proportions, several methods of contrelling
them are available.
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