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Written by Ms Lamia Brahimi
Rat extermination, a risky operation in Oran’s Habibas Islands
ORAN – The control of rat invasion in the marine protected area of the Habibas Islands, located about 12 km off the Algerian coast, northwest of Oran is a "risky operation" because of the use of chemical substances, said experts.

In a statement to APS on the solution proposed by American biologist Loretta Mayer, who suggested sterilizing rats to curb their invasion, the experts expressed caution about the use of chemicals on a site, which became a land and marine nature reserve in 2003 and upgraded to a Specially Protected Area of Mediterranean Importance (SPAMI) in 2005.
The site offers a haven for rare seabirds, notably the ash puffin threatened by rats which feed on its eggs.
Loretta Mayer’s method, promising to reduce rat population by 40% within 12 weeks, seems to be a "good solution."
"But, we must be wary," warned Mouloud Benabdi, a senior lecturer at Oran University II, expert in marine biology and member of the eco-friendly environment "Barbarous" which champions the protection of this nature reserve for years.
"This method is based on chemical substances, and any method of that kind entails risks," he told APS.
According to him, it is difficult to adopt a position on the use of these chemical substances in the Habibas Islands without having all the information about their components and before testing them on a small sample.
"What would be the impact on birds and reptiles –notably the spectacled lizards of Algeria, a protected species on the Islands? What would be the impact on the marine flora and fauna if these substances were mixed with rain waters?" he asked.
Officials at the National Coastal Commission (CNL) seem to share the same opinion.
Created in 2004 for the drafting of the Algerian Coastal Law, the CNL has the mission to protect and develop the coastline and provide the local authorities with the necessary assistance to inform and raise public awareness.

Risky rat extermination

The head of CNL’s office in Oran, Abdelkader Laaloui, who has been overseeing rat control operations on the islands since 2016, was categorical: "It is not possible to give an opinion on this new product as all information on its composition, use protocol and impact on other species is not available." 
"No one can take the responsibility of approving the use of a chemical product on the islands without tests," affirmed Laalaoui and Benbadi.
In this connection, they underlined the need for scientific reports approving the product and the method, as well as their advantages, drawbacks and impact on species before making any decision. 
The risks posed by the chemical method led the CNL to opt for the mechanical method for the first rat control campaign conducted between April and October 2016. 
"The campaign consists in a rat invasion control operation rather than an extermination operation," stressed Lalaoui. 
Rat extermination operation is "very expensive" while control aims at curbing their invasion and this is what we did during the first campaign, he explained.   
The CNL did not intervene before 2016 to control the invasion of black rats owing to the lack of means, hence the “unsatisfactory” results of the mechanical method on the Habibas Islands. 
The traps used in the previous operation were not effective because of their poor quality, said Laaloui, who announced that the CNL was trying to get better traps.
The problem does not lie in the mechanical method but in its application.
"The eradication of a rodent population is possible but requires a massive, consistent and rigorous trapping pressure for a month or more," said Laaloui.

The mechanical method on Habibas Islands would require more than 800 traps and the mobilization of some 20 workers and eco-guards, in addition to at least two drivers of rigid inflatable or inflatable boats, as well as logistic means (catering, fuel, workers' wages...), he added.
This "very ecological" method appears to be beyond the capacity of the CNL, which placed only about 20 traps in 2016 to control rat invasion, as its eradication being impossible with current means.
In view of the threat of the growing population of black rats on Habibas islands, Oran's CNL office has recommended the use of chemical products for the next season (from May 2017).
The CNL has submitted this recommendation to different experts, but the response is still pending, said Laaloui.
"The only toxins authorized in the chemical rodent control are anticoagulant substances, namely the two molecules chlorophacinone and bromadiolone, which do not affect insects, molluscs or reptiles, but only homeotherms (birds and mammals)," he explained.
The distribution of toxin baits can be carried out through three methods: aerial baiting from helicopters, manual broadcasting and manual dropping on bait stations.
The manual broadcasting, tested on the Kuriat Islands in Tunisia, is likely to be adopted for the Habibas Islands if the chemical method is approved, said Laaloui.
Pending a solution to this issue, the invasive rats continue to prey on seabird eggs on Habibas Islands, though protected by several conventions.
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