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DOC comments on ERMA new organism for release application 
Application number: ERMA200599
Applicant: The Dung Beetle Strategy Release Group 
Application purpose: to import and release up to 11 species of dung beetles to overcome the many adverse effects caused by animal dung in New Zealand pastures
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this application. The Department of Conservation does not wish to be heard at a public hearing in support of our comments. 

The generalised approach
It is the opinion of the Department that this application is too general to enable an accurate assessment of the individual characteristics of each species. The application fails to provide sufficient detailed information on each species to determine the risks or benefits associated with the 11 species. 
While we acknowledge that these species of dung beetles possess similar traits in some respects (as the applicant states), there are also a number of areas where they differ such as climate suitability, soil preference, etc. The information provided gives the impression that the applicant is building the case for dung beetles in general, as opposed to the specific 11 they wish to import. While we acknowledge that there is some of that information contained in the various appendices, it is fragmented and spread through a number of documents. We consider it would have been of greater benefit to the Authority making this decision, if the information had been clearly provided on each of the species. Only then can the merits or potential adverse effects be addressed to justify the introduction of each species. 
Despite all the supporting information provided for dung beetles in general, it is of considerable concern to read the statement by Dr Ridsdall-Smith that “we don’t really know what niches they occupy in their native environments” on page 7 of Appendix 1. 
Need for further information

The Department considers that there is a general need for further explanation of the information provided on these dung beetles. For example, the climate suitability rating in Table 1 (page 9) is not clear – what are the thresholds that are being worked to? What makes a 1 rating, or a 3 rating? How different are they? Similarly, the table in Appendix 3 on soil preferences (para 25) would have provided more benefit if it was compared with the New Zealand soil conditions – where are each of these beetles most likely to establish in NZ based on soil preferences etc?  
Other habitat types and associated species

The application seems to be solely focussed on the introduced dung beetles ‘staying’ in open pasture/grasslands, while native dung beetles are deep forest dwellers. However, there is little to no mention of other habitats that may result in interaction – native grasslands, forest fragments or margins, open land above the bush line, etc. 
A significant proportion of the endemic scarab beetles in the Prodontria genus are found only in areas above the bush line of the lower eastern South Island (see work by Brent Emerson), areas that are still being farmed. These native Prodontria live in the open country, and there is the potential for interaction if these introduced dung beetles established in this South Island high country. Importantly, a number of these particular Prodontria species are on the threatened species classification list. 
Another aspect of these dung beetles establishing in the high country is whether, through the utilisation of dung, they could permanently alter the structure and nature of the soils in this area. This could have a negative impact on the native decomposer organisms, and community. Another potential effect could be that this soil alteration enables further increased stocking of that landscape, resulting in greater pressure on the native ecosystems. 

The information provided with the applications indicates that a number of the European species can occur at altitudes up to 1700m. Yet there is no discussion on the potential for (or likelihood) the sorts of interactions detailed above. 
Quantifying benefits and costs
It is the Department’s opinion that the generalised information provided makes it difficult to quantify the risks and benefits associated with each of the 11 species proposed for release. We note that the applicant has not even attempted to quantify the risks or benefits for each. Further to this, we consider that the information supporting the tables in Section 4 (page 11 onwards) should not be in an appendix, but needs to be in the full application. 
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