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Hunting and Trapping to Control Bait Shy Rats 

CffiJNG GAIT FEE 
No 39, Jalan USJ 5/1F, 47610 Subang Jaya, Selangor Darul Ehsan, Malaysia 

The detection of bait shy biotype ofRattus tiomanicus and Sundamys muelleri was reported in a few oil 
palm estates in Malaysia and Indonesia. Conventional rat baiting is ineffective to control bait shy rats. 
Estate managers have resorted to biological control (augmentation ofbarn owl), and more recently by 
shooting, hunting and trapping bait shy rats. These measures including biologica l (augme ntation of barn 
owl) and chemical (app lying conventional wax baits) controls used by hard p ressed p lanters cannot 
obtain effective control of bait shy rats. Moreover,shooting, hunt ing and trappi ng have not been evaluated 
in any reduction in rat population in the field or any significant reduction in crop damage. However, the 
planters are certainly relievedin seeing so many rats being removedandkilled. In this paper, the incidences 
ofbait shy rat biotypes, stop gap control measures and several research approaches are briefly discussed 
aiming to create greater awareness. 
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InMay 2019, there wasa foruminMirientitled fruits and fruits attached to harvested fresh fruit 
Rodent Control Sharing Session. The main bunches on the roadside platform awaiting 
purpose was to share information on rodent collection. It was reportedthat theconsumption 
pests inoilpalminEast Malaysia andratbaiting amounted to 10.80 g ripe fruit per rat per day 
using a brand of brodifacoum wax bait. (Hoong & Hoh, ]992). One cannot help but 
Ironically, besides several rat species well feel very angry because S. muelleri, beside 
controlled by conventional wax baits in Miri feeding on oil palm fruits, also causes much 
areas, a bait shy rat species known as wastage by leaving large pieces of mesocarp 
Sundamys muelleri is present here in an oil chips and debris behind. If the wastage is taken 
pa lm estate. The common names of into account, the crop loss on ripe fruit per rat 
S. muelleri are Swamp Giant rat, Muller's rat, per day could be much higher. This data is yet 
Muller's Sundamys, Muller 's Giant Sunda rat; to be available. 
and the Malay namesare Tikus ayer andTikus S. muelleri is reported to be common in 
lernbah, Most conventional waxbaitsavailable lowlandforest near swampy areas, forest edge 
were testedandnonewas foundto beattractive and lightlywoodedareas or bottomof valleys. 
to S. muelleri. Consequently, the male and It hasalso beentrapped inGombak forest, near 
female inflorescence (unopened and opened), Kuala Lumpur.This terrestrial rat feeds onplant 
developing fruit bunches, unripeand ripe fruits and animal matters. In Sarawak, the reported 
(including chewing through the hard shell to habitats are peat swamp forests and limestone 
feed on the kernel), and post anthesis male caves. It is a pest of oil palm reported in 
inflorescence (pAMI), are all observed to be Malaysia (mainly in Sabah, and Sarawak 
badly damaged. Most of all, S. muelleri loves (Sampadi near Kuching and Miri) and in 
to feedon oil palm fruits (especially theyoung Indonesia (Belitung Island, Bangka Island). 
developing fruits) including thosecollected loose This largely terrestrial rat withdistinctivepads 
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on the soles of the hind feet has adapted to 
climbup to palmsand takingon arborealhabits 
by moving along the horizontal frond . 
Coincidentally, the albino form of S. muelleri 
has beenfound in theseoilpalmplantings.What 
causes S. muelleri to change to feeding on oil 
palm is unknown. 

For managementofsmallrodents in oilpalm 
(mainly several species of small to medium­
sized rats), various methods are invol ed; 
namelyecological control (habitat management 
to discouragepopulation; maintaining habitats 
for nat ural predators), cultur al control! 
agronomicmeasures (weedcontrol and ground 
cover management to discourage population; 
regular and complete harvesting, efficient loose 
fruit collection and good pruning standards), 
physical control (use equipment to trap them; 
proofing or protecting against rat infestation), 
biological control (introduction of cats; uscdogs 
in hunting; augmenta t ion of barn owl 
population) and chemical control (mainly 
applying rodenticides in baits). In the integrated 
pest management (IPM) of rats in oil palm, 
the most widely practiced components are 
chemical control(applyrat baits)andbiological 
control (augmentation of bam owlpopulation). 
For many years, successful rat control relied 
on effective rat baiting. Towards the turn of 
the century. some success in rat control was 
attributed to the success in augmentation of 
bam owl population by introduction of nest 
boxes. At the same time, there are also reports 
both in the fai lure in establishment of a 
sufficient bam owl population and failure inrat 
control after successful establishment of bam 
owl population. Biological control of'rat using 
bam owl is widely recommended but there are 
recent reports on its failure to achieve effective 
rat control in oil palm plantations (Chung, 
unpublished,2017;Balasubramaniam& Chung, 
2018). 
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BAIT SHY RATS INCIDENCES 

To date, there are few reported cases of 
S. muelleri as pests of oil palm in Malaysia 
and Indonesia. The reported incidences are: 

•	 Case no I: S. muelleri in its old name 
Rattus muelleri was reported in 1992 
as serious pest of oil palm in Klias, 
Beaufort, Sabah (Hoang & Hoh, 1992). 
There wasnomentionabout baitshyness 
or anyfailure incontrolusingrat bait'>. 

•	 Case no 2: S. muelleri was the main 
rat species in oil palm in Sampadi, 
Kuching, Sarawak (Rizuan & Noor 
Hisham, 20 IS). It was successfully 
controlled using in-house product 
(bromadiolone wax baits). 

•	 Case no 3: S. muelleri was reported to 
be bait shy to localwax baits inoilpalm 
in Belitung Island, Indonesia (Chew, 
pers. comm., 2014). Shoating is being 
carried out at night to reduce rat 
population and damage. 

•	 Case no 4: S. muelleri was reported to 
bebait shy to localwaxbaits inoilpalm in 
BangkaIsland, Indonesia (Chung, 2015). 
Shooting is being carried out at night to 
reduce rat population and damage. 

•	 Case no 5 : S. muelleri was reported to 
bebaitshytolocal wax bait'> inoilpalmin 
Miri,Sarawak,Malaysia (Chung, 2016). 
Intensive trapping using wire netting 
cages is being carried out to reduce rat 
population and thus damage. 

CONTROL OF BAIT SHY WOOD 
RAT (RATTUS TIOMANICUS) ­

HUNTING 

R. tiomanicus (Figure 1) was reported to be 
bait shy to localwax baits inan oilpalmestate 
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Figure 1 Bait shy R. tiomanicus ­

in East Coast, Johore, Malaysia (C hu ng 
unpublished, 2010 ; 20 17). Bam owl population 
has been encouraged by setting up nest boxes 
over the last 9 years at the intensity ofone unit 
per 4 ha oil palm planting. Occupancy rate 
(ind ica tive of owl abunda nc e) remains 
moderate and damage to fruit bunches on palms 
are stillhigh. Recently, themanager has initiated 
dog assisted rat hunting (Figure 2). This is an 
innovative measure from the hard pressed 
planters who are unable to achieve effective 
results from both the biological (augmentation 
of barn owl) and che mica l (a pply ing 
conventional wax ba its) controls. 

CONTROL OF BAIT SHY SWAMP
 
GIANT RAT (SUNDAMYS
 
MUELLERI) - TRAPPING
 

S. muelleri was reported to be bait shy to 
local wax baits in oil palm in Miri, Sarawak, 
Malaysia. Bam owl is not present in the natural 

see the characteristic white belly 

ecosystem and biologicalcontrol by introduction 
of nest boxes is not feasib le now. Various rat 
baits tested were not taken or poorly taken up. 
At present, an innovative measure from the 
hard pressed planter is intensive mass trapping 
of rats using wire netting cages (Figures 3 & 
4). 

The effec tiv eness of dog ass isted rat 
hunting and intensive mass trappin g have not 
been evaluated in assessing any reduction in 
rat population in the field or any significant 
reduction in crop damage. The planters are 
certa inly relieved in seeing so many rats being 
removed and killed. It could be similar to the 
case of "s hoot ing" to con tro l bait sh y 
S. muelleri (Chung 20 15). After many rounds 
of shooting a year ago (2014), severa l blocks 
previously with extensive rat damage now have 
reduced damage. A total of 350000 rats were 
ki lled in 2014 in the oil palm plantation. 
However, "hunting" carried out (March 20 15) 
in one of these oil palm blocks recovered 69 
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Figure 2	 Dog assisted rat hunting - see dogs await ing the escape ofrats when the worker 
lifts up the piles offronds with the help of a long aluminium po le (photo is by 
courtesy ofVictor Yzi Yong Hao) 

-

Figure 3	 Rat cage p laced nea r frond pile to trap S. muell eri us ing 
ripe oil palmfruit as lure 
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Figure 4 Rat cage with bait shy S. muelleri successfully trapped 

rats (small juvenile rats to medium-sizedrats) a) proofmg or protecting with metal 
from50 palmplot. The rat numberis estimated shield: cutting off frond butts and 
to be 139 rats per hectare (assuming thestand smoothening basal stem to place a 
of oil palm is 140 palm/ha). This indicates 1 m band metal plate collar to 
continuing rat breeding after the cessation of prevent bait shy rats climbing? 
shooting. b) removal by traps: large pitfall 

traps? 
RESEARCH APPROACHES iv) biologicalcontrol - predators, parasites 

and diseases: forexampleencouraging 
Areas of research to be considered include: monitor lizard (Varanus salvator) 

population(LUll, 1999)?i) ecological control-habitatmanagement: 
v) chemical control - applying chemical will a clean weeded bare groundplus 

agents: removal of cut fronds be disadvantages 
a) applyingrodenticicles in liquid baits?tobaitshy ratpopulation? 
b) testing new bait formulation? ii) cultural control/ agronomic measures 
c) spraying repellent to inflorescence - weed control and ground cover 

and fruit bunches? management: will a uniformly short 
d) applyingrodenticidedusttoburrows?grass lawn be disadvantages to bait 

vi) combination of two or moreof above shy rat population? 
control? iii) physical control­
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Hunting and trapp ing to control bait shy rats- - - ­

Research must be carried out in small scale 
test first and moving into larger plot efficacy 
tr ial for promisi ng control/combination of 
controls. 

GENERAL 

M y sa lute to both the managers in their 
endeavour, while awaiting for the discovery/ 
finding of an effective con trol measure for 
contro lling ba it shy R. tiom an icus a nd 
S. muelleri. Bait shy rat s may not be the 
important pests of oil palm nationwide. It is a 
rea l pai n for th e manager s fac ing these 
menaces which are destroying the crop and 
har bouring numerous external and interna l 
parasites and indirectly contributing to larger 
population of poisonous snakes (potential 
increase in snake bites to workers and estate 
personnel). 

Bait shy rats will incur higher crop losses 
due to less effect ive co nt ro l mea sures . 
Moreover, these measures are most likely to 
be more intensive and more costly due to 
higher usage of labour. In short, the oil palm 
plantation will suffer from lower crop yield and 
higher expenditure to deal with such problem 
rats. 

Bes ide the bait shyness probl ems in rat 
control in the oil pa lm, there are a constant 
pressure from outsiders to discontinue the use 
of rod ent icides . O nce implem en ted, the 
currently used ant icoagulant rodenticides 
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.... .... , will not be allowed to be used in oil 
palm plantations. The oilpalm planters will have 
to use other measures to contro l rats, (quite 
similar to control ba it shy rats). 
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