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Summary 
In January and February 2024, the public of Aotearoa New Zealand (NZ) were captivated by
graphic images of rodents running around supermarkets in Dunedin, Christchurch and
Auckland. As rodents can spread enteric diseases such as salmonellosis – these pests
should indeed be completely excluded from retail outlets. But this Briefing also considers
the most common reported rodent-related disease in NZ (leptospirosis) and scans the wide
variety of other health-relevant problems from rodents (eg, damage to food, damage to
insulation, damage to water piping, impact on mental health etc). It also discusses the
impact of climate change and the need for the potential expansion of rodent control in NZ. 

In January and February 2024, the public of Aotearoa New Zealand (NZ) were captivated by
graphic images of rodents running around supermarkets in Dunedin, Christchurch and
Auckland.1 The purpose of this Briefing is to look at the ecology of rodents in our country,
examine the evidence linking rats to human health, and examine the need to expand our
rodent control efforts.

Rodents and humans have lived together for thousands of years.2 It is likely that rodents
were one of the original reasons why cats were domesticated.3 The close relationship that
can occur between many rodent species and humans is described as being commensal2

which comes from a Latin word which means dining at the same table.4

Four species of rodents have been introduced into NZ, the house mouse (Mus musculus),
and three species of rats, the kiore (Rattus exulans), brown rat (R. norvegicus), and black
rat (R. rattus). While kiore are mostly restricted to a few offshore islands, the other three
species are distributed across the main islands, with all four species having commensal
relationships with humans.5 See Appendix One for more information on the ecology of
rodents in NZ. 

Supermarkets – a rodent utopia?

Rodents can harm human health in a large number of ways – see Table 1. In particular
rodents contaminate food and the environment with their saliva, urine and faeces which
can carry pathogenic microbes. For example, black rats excrete an average of 52 faecal
pellets per 24 hours6 and during active shedding one rat faecal pellet may contain up to 1.0
x 108Salmonella colony-forming units.7 

Supermarkets are very attractive for rodents because of the large amount of food and
places to hide. For every rodent seen during the day it is estimated that there are 20 to 50
individuals that are unseen.8 Contaminated ready-to-eat foods carry a particularly high risk
to human health. Bacterial pathogens such as non-typhoidal Salmonellae can grow on
contaminated foods above 5.2°C but most serovars are killed instantly at temperatures
above 75°C.9 Rodent body parts found in food that has been heated such as bread or
canned produce are likely to be lower risk and in fact are a source of human food in some
parts of the world.10

It is usually difficult to pinpoint rodents as the cause of a foodborne illness and there is a
lack of evidence on the scale of this source of infection in NZ. While finding evidence of



rodent activity in human food can be very upsetting, it is likely that it causes only a
small part of the total enteric disease burden. For example, Campylobacter contamination
of fresh poultry meat is estimated to cause 54 000 cases, 548 hospitalisations, and 28
deaths per annum in NZ.11 Despite this, it is clear that all businesses involved in the food
supply chain require pest management strategies combined with stringent food safety
standards and a zero tolerance to rodent sightings. It is likely that climate change with
warmer weather and more extreme weather events will increase rodent populations and
increase the adverse impacts on humans.12 13 14

Rodent urine and leptospirosis

The most common reported illness linked to rodents in NZ is leptospirosis due to L.
borgpetersenii sv Ballum and L. interrogans sv. Copenhageni. 

Leptospirosis is an illness which can vary from having no symptoms to a severe illness that
may be life-threatening. In addition to a severe acute illness with two thirds of notified
patients hospitalised, up to 50% report a prolonged recovery with associated social,
financial, and mental health consequences.15 16 Both mild and severe leptospirosis are
highly underdiagnosed.17

Mice and rats are the maintenance hosts for L. borgpetersenii sv. Ballum and L. interrogans
sv. Copenhageni, respectively. Once infected rodents excrete Leptospira in their urine for
their remainder of their lives. On average mice urine contains 3.1x103 and rat urine contains
5.7 x 106Leptospira cells per millilitre.18 Contact with rodent urine such as farmers handling
rodent-contaminated animal feed, people working in pest control, and the general
population dealing with rodents in their homes are at risk.19 Pet rodents are also
increasingly popular. While there is no direct evidence linking a pet rodent to a case of
leptospirosis in NZ, there are overseas reports suggesting a possible relationship.20 21

 Appendix Two has extra detail on rodents and leptospirosis.

Table 1: Summary of the potential harms to human health from rats and mice in
NZ (adapted and updated from:22; more detailed evidence provided in Appendix Three) 

Area of harm Further details

Zoonotic diseases
Rodents can carry pathogens which cause disease in
humans. These diseases include cryptosporidiosis, giardiasis,
leptospirosis and salmonellosis.

Damage to food supplies Rodents can eat and contaminate food at all points along the
food supply chain and within people’s homes.

Damage to building
insulation and to building
walls and roofing

Rats can damage insulation and cause leaks, leading to
colder, damper homes which in turn contribute to mould in
houses (a risk factor for respiratory and mental health).

Fires associated with rat
damage

Rats can gnaw through electrical wiring and contribute to
building fires and electrocution risks.

Mental health impacts of
rodent infestations

Rats and mice in and around a dwelling can be a source of
anxiety for occupants. Additionally the smell of dead rodents
inside walls/roofing can negatively impact wellbeing.



Area of harm Further details

Damage to water and
sewerage system
infrastructure

Through their tunnelling activities, rats can damage sewer
and water lines.

Contribution to landslides
and flooding risk

Rodent burrowing and vegetation suppression (through
eating seeds) can contribute to landslides this includes the
collapse of banks of canals and ditches, resulting in flooding.

Expanding rodent control in Aotearoa New Zealand?

NZ has been successful in eradicating rodents (and other predatory mammals) from
approximately a third of its offshore islands, although these islands were typically small and
uninhabited, and account for just 10% of offshore island area.23 While some recent success
has been reported from Miramar Peninsula,24 expanding rodent management to the
majority of mainland NZ, and achieving the current 2050 predator free goal, may require
the use of different approaches or technologies.

What is new in this Briefing?

Four species of rodents have been introduced into Aotearoa New Zealand (NZ),
the house mouse (Mus musculus), and three species of rats, the kiore (Rattus
exulans), brown rat (R. norvegicus), and black rat (R. rattus).
There are significant health risks from eating ready-to-eat food contaminated
by rodents.
Leptospirosis is the most common reported illness linked to rodents in NZ and
is likely to be highly underdiagnosed.
It is likely that climate change with warmer weather and more extreme
weather events will increase rodent populations and increase the adverse
impacts on humans unless expanded control measures are used.

Implications for public health

All businesses involved in the food supply chain from the farmer to the point-
of-sale to the consumer require pest management strategies combined with
stringent food safety standards and a zero tolerance to rodent sightings within
retail outlets.
Rodent urine should be considered potentially infectious at all times and the
appropriate contact precautions taken when handling rodents, traps, or pet
rodent bedding.
More surveillance and research are required on the ecology of rodents and the
impact of climate change within our urban settings. 
Different approaches and new technologies may need to be considered if
Aotearoa New Zealand is to expand rodent control and become free of rodent
pests by 2050.
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Appendix One: Rat ecology in NZ – extra details

Although brown rats are the subject of most world-wide research on urban rats, the most
common urban rat in NZ is actually the black rat.25 While brown rats tend to be only found
near water or foodstuffs, black rats are more widespread within NZ. This species possesses
stronger climbing abilities, which allow them to better take advantage of three-dimensional
spaces, including vegetation and building ceilings.26

Appendix Two: Leptospirosis and rodents – extra details

Leptospirosis is one of the most common zoonotic bacterial diseases in the world. Infection
generally occurs when humans have direct contact with contaminated animal urine, fluids
or body tissue, or through indirect contact with contaminated soil or freshwater.27 The
pathogen gains entry through cuts and abrasions on skin and through mucous membranes
such as conjunctival or oral surfaces.28 

A New Zealand 2019-2022 study found that people notified with leptospirosis were 2.2
(95% CI: 0.9-5.3) times more likely to report seeing evidence of rodents (eg, droppings,
gnawing) in the months before they became ill than controls were in the month before
interview. This estimate is adjusted for sex, rurality, age, season, and occupation. In 2023,
17 L. Ballum cases were reported and four people indicated possible contact with rats.29 

Our farmed ruminants (sheep, cattle and deer) can also be exposed to rodent urine and
develop antibodies to the rodent strains. This means they have been infected and may
shed these strains as well acting as bridge for infecting humans.  

Appendix Three: Harms to human health from rodents

Supplementary Table 1: Detailed summary of the potential harms to human
health from rats and mice in NZ (adapted and updated from:22) 



Area of harm Further details 

Zoonotic diseases (eg,
cryptosporidiosis,
giardiasis,
leptospirosis, and
salmonellosis)

A number of rodent-associated zoonotic pathogens have been
found in NZ, including: Bacteria – Leptospira, Salmonella,
Campylobacter, Rickettsia typhi (Murine typhus); Protozoa –
Giardia, Cryptosporidium, Toxoplasma; Nematode – Trichinella
spiralis. Each of these have been identified from at least one rat
species in NZ, with the majority also identified from mice.5 30

Additionally, the plague-causing bacteria, Yersinia pestis, was
found in rats at the Auckland port in 1900, around the same time
21 cases of plague were recorded.31 32 While the flea species
required for transmission of plague are present in NZ, no cases
have been reported since 1911. Other pathogens are associated
with these rodent species globally, including Escherichia coli (E.
coli), Bartonella, Streptobacillus moniliformis, Angiostrongylus
cantonensis, and Seoul hantavirus.14 33 In a 2016/17 survey of
mice on a dairy farm in the North Island, 104/192 were infected
with sv. Ballum.34 Opportunistic kidney samples from Rattus spp.
trapped in Aotearoa in 2019-2020 found 13/120 PCR positive for
pathogenic Leptospira [unpublished data, J Benschop]. Rodents
can carry pathogens which contaminate animal feed and thus
enter the “farm to fork” food supply chain for humans.35 36 37

 Roof-collected rainwater is the source of drinking water for some
NZ households, especially in rural areas. Such water can be of
poor microbiological quality in NZ with some of the above named
pathogens involved (eg, Salmonella, Giardia and
Cryptosporidium; as reviewed elsewhere38). Rodents are likely to
contribute to such contamination – but so could other animals
such as birds and possums. 
Rat-bite fever (eg, from Actinobacillus muris39 and from Spirillum
minus40) has been recorded in NZ, but it is very uncommon.

Damage to food
supplies

Rodents can eat and contaminate food at all points along the
food supply chain and within people’s homes. There is no specific
data for New Zealand but it is estimated that effective rodent
control could avert 280 million cases of malnutrition each year
worldwide. Rodent production losses were calculated to be US$
1.9 billion in Asia, US$ 45 million in the United Republic of
Tanzania, US$ 19 billion in the United States of America, and US$
60 million in Australia.37 

Damage to building
insulation and to
building walls and
roofing

Insulation of housing benefits health41 and is highly cost-beneficial
in the NZ setting.42 But rats, especially R rattus, damage building
insulation. Damaged roofing and other parts of buildings can also
result in leaks that then contribute to mould in houses (a risk
factor for respiratory and mental health).

Fires associated with
rat damage

Rats can gnaw through electrical wiring (especially R. rattus) and
so contribute to building fires and electrocution risks.43 There are
local NZ reports of this cause of fires.44



Area of harm Further details 

Mental health impacts
of rodent infestations

A WHO Report states that: “It should also be recognized that the
awareness of rats and mice in and around a dwelling can be a
source of anxiety for its occupants”… “Thus, the presence of rats
and mice also affect mental health”.43 NZ examples of this
problem include the smell of dead rodents inside walls/roofing,45

and the presence of hungry rats approaching people in picnic
areas.46 There is a potential health equity issue with rats more
likely to be seen in disadvantaged areas though this finding may
be more applicable to overseas urban settings where there is
aging infrastructure, poor sanitation, overcrowding and poverty.47

Damage to water and
sewerage system
infrastructure 

Through their tunnelling activities rats (R. norvegicus) can
damage sewer and water lines. Even minor damage may increase
the risk of these systems failing when stressed by other factors
(eg, the extreme age of such piping in some NZ urban areas –
such as over 100 years for some Wellington piping48).

Contribution to
landslides and
flooding risk

“Burrowing by rats (R. norvegicus) can cause landslides on
embankments as well as causing the collapse of banks of canals
and ditches, resulting in flooding”.43 As rodents eat seeds they
may also depress vegetation levels in urban areas – which may in
turn may reduce the capacity of vegetation to stabilise areas at
risk of slips and reduce flooding risk (ie, via vegetation holding
more rainfall and reducing the speed of run-off).
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