
ANTICS
overpopu la t ion  ( fo r

abortion of foetuses

domestic rat problem is the
lity of the whole community.

derive their l i fe support systems
lerurved teeth grow continually ;jfrom our waste-management systems,

hard  enamel led and
soft rear, they become chisel-edged
when continually worn away by the
animal's persistent need to gnaw
Rodents do not have canines, and
most species also lack premolars.

While our native rodents are as
much a  par t  o f  our  her i tage as
marsupials, it was with the coming of
Europeans that the house mouse and
two species of rat were introduced
to  become fe ra l  in t ruders  and
community-wide pests.

The brown, wharf, sewer or
Norway rat (Rattus norvegicus) and
the  b lack ,  t ree ,  sh ip  o r  roo f  ra t
(Rattus rattus) arc,l ike the cockroach,
ex t remely  success fu l  and res i l ien t
pests in human habitation. Here, the
rats not only spread disease, but also
cause food po ison ing  w i th  the i r
{aeces, urine and hair, and economic
loss due to property damage. The
black rat has also established in many
ouSn area5.

Brown ra ts ,  wh ich  are  la rger -
bod ied  w i th  smal l  ears  and eyes ,
generally build their nests at or under
ground level, while smaller-bodied
black rats with large ears and eyes
prefer vegetation, wall cavities and
ceil ing spaces. While the black rat and
most native rats are timid creatures,
a  cornered 'b rown '  w i l l  repeated ly
launch itself, even at humans.

Rats  ea t  a lmost  any th ing ,
inc lud ing  the i r  own dead and dy ing .

Their peak breeding periods are in
autumn and spring and, depending
on the availabil ity of food, they have
up to nine l itters, weaning up to 50
young a year. Theoretically, a pair

and i t s  inc reas ing  number  o f
offspring can produce 15,000 rats a
year, but the evolutionary process has
produced mechanisms that prevent

food-processing places, storage areas
and general junked-up and overgrown
backyards. All are found in households,
pu  b l i c  fac i l i t i es .  res taurants ,  food
stores and factories.

It is no good baiting and trapping
these pests if we don't also attend to
and secure our bin-l ids, wood heaps,
fruit trees, vegie patches, fruit ing vines
and open compost heaps. We musttake
away the availabil ity of the l ife supports
or another rat wil l just move in to the
territory. After your prized passion
fruit have disappeared overnight, it ' l l
be too late then to 'give a rats . . . l '
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DID YOU KNOW?
1) Asuellas being able to treod

uater for up to three dags qnd

suim up to a kilometre, rots

can ualk along the iraifu of a

seuer pipe and swim up through

the 'S' bend uater seal (ouch!).

O Rats can gnau through lead,
wood, aluminium and fibro
sheeting cnd leaue marks on
glass and steel. A rule of thumb
is, ifAou don't see ang rqts,

there are probably fiue nearbg.

If you see one, there are
probablg 15.

O Australiqn natiue rodents haue
gained a poor reputation by

being compared uith the

introduced specia. Us ing
Aboriginal names rather than
'rat' or 'mouse' is one way of

impro,ing their image (see
'Dinkum Aussie rats' in

LANDSCOPE, Spnizg J996l.

example ,  the
and eating of

Dalkeith 'posslims'?
during l ife (in some cases as
1 2'centimetres per year).

W A N T E D '
A grcgarious exterminaror, preferably

with Europc.ro ancesrry and historicr l

experience. plays :r f lute, clarinet or

pcnny-rvhistle, and rvill rid thc 'vestern

suburbs ofthcir currenr r.r t  pLoblcnr.

Ever since the Great Plagues of
Europe (carried by rat f leas) in the late
'1600s, that wiped out around '16 per

cent the population of London alone.
rats have been the objects of
widespread fear and revulslon, but
our  na t ive  rodents  a re  f requent ly
tarred with the same brush.

The order Rodentia includes the
familiar introduced rats and mice, as
well as many other rodent species,
inc lud ing  the  squ i r re ls ,  gu inea p igs ,

beavers and porcupines that are often
depicted as favourite characters an
cartoons and comics. Altogether, they
comprise more than 2000 described
spec ies  and make up  near ly  ha l f  o f  a l l
mammal species on Earth.

There  are  many spec ies  o f
Aus t ra l ian  na t ive  rodents ,  a l l  in  the
Fami ly  Mur idae.  They  are  found
throughout the country and generally
l ive in their respective niches away
f rom human dwel l ings .  Most  o f  th is
group came as ' la te  invaders '  among
the Aust ra l ian  mammal  fauna,  when
they crossed from eastern Indonesia
up to  15  mi l l ion  years  ago.  Most
native rodents are not considered to
be pests. They occupy terrestrial,
arboreal and amphibious habitats on
the continent and comprise about a
f i f th  o f  our  ind igenous te r res t r ia l
mammal species (62 species of a total
of 305 species).

Rodents are characterised by
hav ing  on ly  one pa i r  o f  upper  and one
pair of lower incisors. These long and
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