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What are the obligations of investigators carrying out fauna surveys or trapping in relation to bycatch animals (non target species)?

Investigators applying to the University of Tasmania Animal Ethics Committee (AEC) to carry out fauna surveys or animal trapping must document in their application that they have complied with relevant legislation.  The responsibility rests with the investigators to ensure that all the necessary permits and licenses have been obtained from the relevant agencies.  

Investigators will also need to demonstrate that they have considered all aspects of the management of bycatch (that is, non target species), which may include:

a. Protected wildlife (including threatened species)

A list of threatened species as defined in the Threatened Species Protection Act 1995 can be found on the DPIWE website at the following link: http://www.dpiwe.tas.gov.au/inter.nsf/WebPages/SJON-58E2VD?open
b. Declared pest species (including controlled animals, restricted animals, feral animals, vermin and controlled fish) 

The relevant legislation pertaining to each of these categories is as follows:

Controlled or restricted animals - Nature Conservation Act 2002

Feral animals - Animal Health Act 1995

Vermin -Vermin Control Act 2000 

Controlled fish -Inland Fisheries Act 1995.   

(All Tasmanian legislation can be accessed online through the Consolidated Legislation Online Database at http://www.thelaw.tas.gov.au/)
Under these Acts, the current legal position on the inadvertent capture of feral or domestic non-target species in traps can be summarized as follows:

1. If vermin (defined as rabbits and foxes) are caught in traps they must not be released.

2. If the bycatch is either a wild domestic species or a feral domestic species there is no legislation stating that these animals should be released or not released.  If a domestic animal is inadvertently euthanased (on the presumption that it is feral) and a person can prove ownership of the euthanased animal, then the person who killed that animal may be subject to civil litigation.

On the basis of the legislation, the AEC has formed the following guidelines for investigators: 

1. If a fox is caught, traps must be absolutely secure and you must ensure that there is no way that the animal can escape while being held or transported. You must notify the relevant authorities (currently the Fox Free Taskforce on 1300 369 688) as soon as possible.

2. If animals are euthanased using anaesthetic or drug overdoses, the carcass MUST NOT be left in the wild.  Pentabarbitone for example can result in the toxicity and death of any animal that may later scavenge on the carcass.

3. If feral animals are caught in a trap, you then face an ethical decision regarding whether to euthanase, hold or release the animal.  Several considerations must be made:

a. Are you willing to take the risk of being subject to a civil litigation?

b. Can the animal be reasonably transported to the nearest veterinarian or Parks and Wildlife Service Officer?

c. If on animal welfare grounds the animal cannot be reasonably transported to a Parks Officer, (taking into account the possible stressors related to transportation etc), can the animal be safely euthanased without undue risk to the animal or researcher? (the University’s Animal Welfare Officer can provide advice and training regarding field euthanasia of feral animals in special circumstances).

Investigators must detail in their application to the AEC, procedures for the humane killing of such animals and ensure that they or their staff are competent and authorized to carry out the procedures.  Depending on the species involved, a range of methods is available for euthanasia and a useful guide is Euthanasia of Animals Used for Scientific Purposes published by ANZCCART (http://www.adelaide.edu.au/ANZCCART/).

Some bycatch pest species such as non-indigenous rats and mice are not subject to the restrictions described in the Acts and Regulations above.  It is a matter for the investigators to decide whether to euthanase or release them.
In all cases the onus is on the investigators to assure the AEC that management of bycatch has been considered for the activity and that pain and distress will be minimized in the trapping, handling, release or euthanasia of bycatch animals.  
Details of the management of bycatch should be included in reports to the AEC. The numbers and species caught must be included in the annual animal use report to the AEC. 
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