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The Rat-Pack comes to Tanzania
A new international agricultural research project has recently started work in Tanzania to develop ecologically-based rodent management for the southern African region.  The ECORAT project is coordinated by scientists at the Natural Resources Institute (NRI) of the University of Greenwich in the UK and involves organisations from Swaziland, South Africa, Namibia as well as rodent experts from the Sokoine University of Agriculture in Morogoro, Tanzania.
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Rodents are perhaps the most successful mammal group second only to humans.  There are more species of rodent than in any other mammal group, and a handful of these species can cause serious agricultural and health problems for people.  Studying the ecology and biology of rodent pests can lead to significant improvements in the way we manage rodent pests.  Ecologically-based rodent management is increasingly seen as more sustainable, both economically and environmentally, than the traditional use of acute poisons.  One of the big problems in developing better rodent management strategies is to understand their true impact on people’s livelihoods.  Although many farmers will understand that rodents are a problem and damage their field crops, stored food and personal possessions, awareness among farmers about the level and scope of damage is often underestimated. For example, rodents can transmit more than 60 different diseases, the symptoms of many may be confused with other diseases (such as malaria) where awareness is higher. It is, therefore, important to raise awareness and generate accurate information about the multiple damages caused by rodents, producing information that correctly shows levels of loss and contamination, and disease risks. Providing people with the true cost of rodents on their livelihoods allows them to consider how much they can invest (traps, poisons, labour) in controlling rodents.
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The ECORAT project will investigate the rodent pest problems affecting small-scale farmers in southern Africa.  Although effective rodent control methods exist, their poor application and adaptation to local situations often results in treatment failures, leading to apathy and widespread acceptance of rodent pests in the environment. Current rodent control practices are frequently based on the use of rodenticides. Misuse of these poisons is unfortunately common in many African countries where highly dangerous and illegal poisons are used, which poses a threat to human health and environmental contamination by killing non-target animals such as predatory birds. More importantly, misused rodenticides may not significantly reduce the rodent population, therefore having little impact on reducing the damage caused by rodents. Because rodenticides can be expensive and difficult to use safely, other rodent management methods involving trapping and environmental management can be more appropriate for the rural agricultural situations found in Africa. Scientists involved in the ECORAT project will help to develop appropriate tools and strategies for rodent pest management, particularly targeting poor rural farmers.  
The ECORAT project started with an inception workshop at the University of Greenwich in January 2007.  Scientists from Swaziland, Namibia, Tanzania and South Africa were at Greenwich to discuss and plan activities.  At the meeting, Dr Steven Belmain of NRI said, “Both developed and developing countries continue to face growing rodent pest problems, and we have high expectations that the ECORAT project will help to reduce rodent pest problems for those most affected by them”. ECORAT project actions over the next three years are financed by the EU through the SADC’s agricultural research and training initiative.  Further information about the project can be found through the website:  http://www.nri.org/ecorat  

Contacts: 

Dr Apia Massawe &  Dr Loth Mulungu, Pest Management Centre, Sokoine University, Tel 023 2604621 / 0752 119341
Dr Steven Belmain (project leader) Email s.r.belmain@gre.ac.uk
Press Release








�


The multimammate rat is native to Africa and is one of the key pests attacking crops and stored food.





�Agricultural damage by rodents can happen to nearly all crops people try to grow, making rodents one of the biggest pest problems faced by farmers.








