
SHIP RATS

Behaviour insights

•	 Strong climbers: They 
spend a lot of time in 
trees — place traps in 
trees as well as on  
the ground. 

•	 Neophobic: They are 
cautious of new things. 
To overcome this, try 
prefeeding: leave traps 
lured but unset or bait 
stations filled with non-
toxic bait for a week  
or two. 

•	 Exploratory: Ship rats 
have a home range 
of approximately one 
hectare (100m x 100m), 
but this can fluctuate 
with food availability and 
population density, so it’s 
worth maintaining the 
size of your trap network 
even if there seem to be 
fewer signs of rat activity.

•	 Driven by scent: Rats 
rely heavily on smell. 
To boost your success, 
rub lures around trap 
box entrances and use 
scented blaze to draw 
them in.

•	 Widespread, frequent, 
fast breeders: Ship rats 
reproduce fast. Focus 
on getting numbers 
down at the key times of 
vulnerability for native 
species you’re protecting 
(e.g. early springtime for 
most birds). 

Understanding ship rats
It’s helpful to know whether you’re 
dealing with ship rats or Norway rats, 
as they behave differently and like 
different lures. However, it can be hard 
to tell what species is present and you 
might have both.
You’ll probably need to catch a few rats before 
you can tell which species is present. You can 
also try experimenting with different lures to 
see which are eaten first: ship rats prefer sweet 
flavours like peanut butter, Norway rats prefer 
fatty lures like meat or fish oil.

As a general rule of thumb, ship rats are more 
common, especially in forests. If you’re near 
waterways or urban areas, Norway rats are  
more likely. (Kiore are not covered in this guide.) 

A GUIDE TO

Ship rat control
Climbing, cautious critters
This guide focuses on ship rat control and assumes you’re familiar with 
general predator control practices. For general predator control advice,  
visit predatorfreenz.org. 
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http://www.predatorfreenz.org


https://www.doc.govt.nz/documents/conservation/threats-and-impacts/animal-pests/doc200-predator-trap.pdf
https://predatorfreenz.org/toolkits/trapping-baiting-toolkit/trap-bait-and-equipment-tips/how-to-choose-the-right-trap/possum-sweet-flour-paste-recipe/
https://predatorfreenz.org/toolkits/trapping-baiting-toolkit/trap-bait-and-equipment-tips/how-to-choose-the-right-trap/possum-sweet-flour-paste-recipe/




SHIP RATS

Bait station location and placement
Similarly to your trap network, place bait stations in locations where ship rats are 
present (ridges, gullies, fencelines) and then backfill to a grid of 75-100m (between 
lines) and 50-75m (between bait stations along lines), depending on feasibility. 

Remember that ship rats like to climb, so place bait stations higher up as well as 
on the ground. Create ramps or platforms with branches or planks at bait station 
locations to provide easy access to bait stations installed higher up (but be aware of 
the safety of non-target wildlife and pets too).

Safety to yourself, others and non-target species

•	 Storage and handling: Wear gloves and wash your hands thoroughly after handling 
toxins and storage containers. Ensure storage bins are firmly sealed, labelled, and 
out of reach of kids and pets.

•	 Lock it up: Ensure bait stations are locked or secured to ensure the toxin only reaches 
target predators.

•	 Let people know: Post appropriate signage in areas where the toxin has been distributed.

•	 Think about pets and wildlife you want to protect: Carefully consider the potential 
effects on pets and native species in the area.

•	 If you suspect poisoning: Call the National Poisons Centre on 0800 POISON  
(0800 764 766).

Tip: Pre-feeding 
can help overcome 
bait shyness and 
resistance: stock 
bait stations with 
tasty, non-toxic 
lures to encourage 
rats before 
switching to toxins.

Boost initial interest 
at the bait station 
by adding scented 
flour blaze around 
the area.

Note on Brodifacoum:  
We recommend particular 
caution with Brodifacoum 
because it can get into 
the food chain (e.g., 
through slugs, snails, 
possums, and pigs), and 
can cause secondary 
poisoning to pets and 
non-target species. DOC 
restricts its use on the 
mainland, and MPI is 
currently reviewing it. In 
the future, it may require a 
handler’s certificate.

Toxins for ship rats 
Toxins are a powerful tool for controlling 
ship rats — especially in rough terrain, 
when there are high numbers, or across 
large areas. 
Use toxins to reduce rat populations at the time the 
species you are protecting are most vulnerable. 
Consider using when natural food sources are low 
(e.g. late winter): toxins will become more appealing 
to rats when there is less to eat. This advice covers 
toxins that don’t require a Controlled Substances 
Licence (CSL). For further information around toxins 
for rats, head to predatorfreenz.org/toolkits.

Recommended toxins

•	 Pindone (pellets): Highly palatable and low 
toxicity to birds. 

•	 Diphacinone (pellets, paste or blocks): Rats 
need to eat less to get a lethal dose, but it’s less 
toxic to mice if you’re targeting them as well.  

Recommended bait stations

•	 Philproof bait stations can be used for pellets, 
paste or blocks.

•	 Black ‘Tomcat’ bait station (or similar) are used 
for toxin blocks.

If possums are around, fit possum-proof baffles 
to the Philproof bait station (possums will eat all 
the ship rat toxin without receiving a lethal dose). 
Or use black ‘Tomcat ’-style bait stations, which 
possums can’t access.

Both Pindone and Diphacinone are highly 
palatable but require rats to feed on them multiple 
times over several nights to get a lethal dose. 
Ensure a constant, fresh supply of toxin is available, 
enough to feed all the targets, and monitor 
carefully. Check every few days at first. Top up if 
required, then leave for a few weeks until uptake 
stops, then remove the leftover toxin. Check the 
manufacturer’s instructions for exact timings.
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