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Question from Crown Counsel (Wai 1750, 2.6.065 para 18) 

18. During cross-examination, Mr Hunt referred to a report of the District Engineer

included in Dr Wood’s document bank at page 97 (Wai 1750, #A34(g)). Mr Hunt 

noted the report was difficult to read due to the faintness of the text and asked for a 

more legible version to be filed.  

The document in question was CE Armstrong, District Engineer, Gisborne, to the 

Engineer-in-Chief, Wellington, 30 May 1914. ‘Soil Conservation and Rivers Control – 

Otara River Erosion – Opotiki County and Borough’(R21988167) 1914-1944, BAHS 

A591 box 287 item 37/3, Archives New Zealand, Auckland.  

It is reproduced, with enhanced image quality, below: 







Question from Waitangi Tribunal members (Wai 1750, 2.6.065 para 19) 

19. Referring to page 481 of the report, panel member Dr Robyn Anderson asked Dr 

Wood about the function of Rabbit Boards and whether they operated under 

legislation. Ms Cole offered that this question could be followed up in writing. 

The earliest legislation providing for the establishment of rabbit boards was the Rabbit 

Nuisance Act 1876.1 Section 3 of this Act empowered the Governor to establish rabbit 

districts, while section 5 stated that the landowners should elect a board of trustees to 

manage rabbit control within these districts. The function of these rabbit boards was 

set out in section 10 of this Act: 

The Trustees are hereby empowered to do all such acts and things as may 

appear to them proper and necessary to be done to insure the destruction of 

rabbits in the district, and for that purpose may, out of moneys received by them 

by virtue of this Act, offer rewards or bonuses for the destruction of such 

animals. 

Subsequently, section 20 of the Rabbit Nuisance Act 1880 empowered livestock 

inspectors to inspect for the presence of rabbits as well. The following year, section 6 

of the Rabbit Nuisance Act 1881 provided for Crown-appointed rabbit inspectors, with 

section 14 giving them the trustees’ previous rabbit destruction role. Sections 4 and 5 

of this latter Act first addressed the applicability of the legislation to Māori land, in that 

the land held ‘according to their customs and usages’ was exempt from the Act, unless 

it was specifically included in the defined rabbit district. Where customary Māori land 

was subject to the Act, section 15 stated that the Inspector was entitled to enter the 

land to check for rabbits, but if it was deemed that rabbit destruction was needed it 

was to be paid for by the Crown (as was the case for unoccupied Crown land). The 

replacement of the board-based model with the inspector-based model was further 

reinforced by sections 37 to 39 of the Rabbit Nuisance Act 1882, which stated that 

board assets should be handed over to the rabbit inspectors.  Under sections 4 and 5 

of the Rabbit Nuisance Act 1882, all land was able to inspected for rabbits, but any 

destruction needed on unoccupied Crown land and customary Māori land was still to 

be paid for by the Crown. 

1 ‘Local Government Committee’, AJHR, 1945, I-15, p 10. 



Rabbit Boards were soon revived by the Rabbit Nuisance Act 1882 Amendment Act 

1886. Section 3 of the Act retained the powers of stock inspectors to check for rabbits 

and require their destruction, but under sections 8 and 32 the Governor was also 

empowered, at the request of sheep owners and rural ratepayers respectively, to 

declare areas to be rabbit districts. The minimum size for a ratepayer-based rabbit 

district was set at 200,000 acres, whereas there was no minimum area for sheep 

owner-based rabbit districts. Both the sheep owner-elected and ratepayer-elected 

boards were granted the same powers (by sections 20 and 39 respectively); these 

were largely the same powers that had been granted to boards by the Rabbit Nuisance 

Act 1876, although sheep owner-elected boards were empowered to erect rabbit proof 

fences. Subsequently, sections 5 and 13 of the Rabbit Nuisance Act 1890 allowed 

either type of board, as well as the Minister, to erect rabbit-proof fences. Under section 

14 of the same Act, rabbit inspectors were also able to require wild pigs to be destroyed 

where they threatened rabbit-proof fences. The creation of rabbit-proof fencing 

districts, as little as 1000 acres in area, was later enabled by section 2 of the Rabbit-

Proof Wire Fencing Act 1898. 

The various powers granted to rabbit inspectors, to sheep owner-elected rabbit 

boards, and ratepayer-elected boards, were then consolidated in the Rabbit Nuisance 

Act 1908. No further changes occurred until 1918, when section 4 of the Rabbit 

Nuisance Amendment Act 1918 reduced the minimum size for a rabbit district under a 

rate-payer elected board to 2000 acres. Section 9 of the Rabbit Nuisance Amendment 

Act 1920 also allowed the Governor to issue regulations concerning the means with 

which rabbits could be destroyed and trapped. The Rabbit Nuisance Act 1928 

consolidated and replaced the Rabbit Nuisance Act 1908 and these amendments. By 

then was considered that 2000 acres was too small for a rabbit district, so the threshold 

for new districts was raised, in section 30, to 20,000 acres.2 From 1935 onwards, 

section 2 of the Rabbit Nuisance Amendment Act 1935 empowered rabbit boards to 

sell poisons for use in rabbit destruction. 

A more substantial set of reforms, including the adoption of the so-called ‘killer policy’ 

by rabbit boards was encompassed by the Rabbit Nuisance Amendment Act 1947.3 

2 ‘Local Government Committee’, AJHR, 1945, I-15, p 10. 
3 ‘Effect of Rabbit Nuisance Amendment Act’, New Zealand Journal of Agriculture, vol 76, no 2, 1948, 
p 178. 



Section 3 established the Rabbit Destruction Council, which, as set out in section 10, 

had the object of promoting rabbit destruction methods, and supervising rabbit boards, 

while sections 13 and 14 allowed for the imposition of a levy on rabbit skins, and the 

distribution of the money raised to rabbit boards to be invested in destruction 

operations. Under section 21, the rabbit inspection role of boards could only continue 

with the consent of the Minister of Agriculture, so that for most boards their sole focus 

was rabbit destruction, and if they were seen as failing in this regard, section 24 

allowed the Minister to act on the recommendation of the Rabbit Destruction Council 

to replace their membership. Rabbit boards were also empowered to destroy hares 

under section 23. As was set out in sections 29 and 31 to 32, rabbit boards were 

elected by ratepayers, there no longer being any provision for boards elected from 

sheep owners only.  Section 17 specified that rabbit boards could not carry out 

operations on Crown or unoccupied Māori land without the consent of the Minister of 

Agriculture, and that the cost of such work would be met by the Crown.  

In the wake of these changes, there were further minor legislative amendments 

passed in 1949, 1952, and 1953, but these largely concerned financial matters, such 

as differential rating. The Rabbit Nuisance Act 1928 and its various amendments (in 

particular those of 1947) were then consolidated in the Rabbits Act 1955. 

Almost annual amendments were made to the Rabbits Act 1955. Section 2 of the 

Rabbits Amendment Act 1956 made the sale or export of rabbit skins and carcasses 

illegal, while section 2 of the Rabbits Amendment Act 1958 set out how the remaining 

money which had been raised by the discontinued rabbit skin levy should be put 

towards the expenses of the Rabbit Destruction Council.  Eradication of rabbits was 

added to the goals of the Rabbit Destruction Council by section 4 of the Rabbits 

Amendment Act 1959, while section 2 further extended the destruction remit of rabbit 

boards to include wallabies. Opossums were also added to the pests the Rabbit 

Boards could destroy by section 7 of the Rabbits Amendment Act 1960. The Act’s 

geographic coverage was also expanded by section 4 of the Rabbits Amendment Act 

1964, which specified that parts of a county not in an existing rabbit district would 

hereby be declared to be a county rabbit district. 

The Rabbits Amendment Act 1964 was the last amendment to rabbit-specific 

legislation, as in 1967 the Rabbits Act 1955 and its amendments were consolidated in 



the Agricultural Pest Destruction Act 1967. Reflecting the wider scope of its destruction 

powers (rabbits, together with hares, wallabies and opossums) the Rabbit Destruction 

Council was also renamed the Agricultural Pests Destruction Council, and similarly 

rabbit boards became pest destruction boards. 

Supporting documents appended below: 

1. ‘Local Government Committee’, AJHR, 1945, I-15, p 10.
2. ‘Effect of Rabbit Nuisance Amendment Act’, New Zealand Journal of

Agriculture, vol 76, no 2, 1948, p 178.








