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voters approve of his performance 
in the latest Quinnipiac University 
poll, while 58 per cent disapprove. 
Mr Trump’s white working-class 
base is beginning to defect. Less 
than a month ago, white voters who 
lacked a college degree backed the 
president by a 57 to 38 per cent 
margin. Today, they are almost 
evenly split.

Likewise, there are signs Mr 
Trump’s shaky performance may 
cost the Republicans control of 
the House in next year’s midterm 
elections and open the door to more 
aggressive congressional investi-
gations. Voters favour a Democrat-
ic House by 54 per cent to 38 per 
cent — a 16-point gap that Quin-
nipiac says is the largest it has ever 
recorded on that question.

Those worrying whether US in-
stitutions are up to the Trump chal-
lenge will scrutinize his choice to 
replace Mr Comey at the FBI. Al-
ready, in just over 100 days in of-
fice, Mr Trump has disparaged “so-
called” judges; mocked the free 
press as “fake news” and suggested 
rewriting the Senate’s parliamenta-
ry rules to make executive action 
easier.

Some parts of the 18th-century 
political system that Americans 
claim is the best in the world are 
performing better than others. The 
judiciary, the executive’s coequal, 
has acted as an implacable oppo-
nent of Mr Trump’s occasionally 
lawless urges. Federal judges in 
several courts halted his ill-pre-
pared travel ban on citizens from 
seven Muslim-majority nations and 
forced a rewrite, which remains 
tied up in litigation.

The press has produced aggres-
sive coverage of the administra-
tion. Michael Flynn, the nation-
al security adviser, was fired in 
February after the Washington 
Post disclosed that he had misled 
White House colleagues about 
private talks with a Russian diplo-
mat over a potential easing of US 
sanctions.

Mr Kislyak, who Mr Flynn con-
versed with before Mr Trump 
took office, was the Russian dip-
lomat the president welcomed on 
Wednesday. A White House press 
release of the meeting did not men-
tion Mr Kislyak’s presence.

Earlier this year, US intelligence 
agencies said Russian President 
Vladimir Putin had personally or-
chestrated a campaign of cyber 
attacks designed to tilt the election 
towards Mr Trump.

The president’s treatment of Mr 
Comey, who learned of his firing 
from a TV news report while vis-
iting an FBI office in Los Angeles, 
was seen as humiliating by the 
bureau’s rank-and-file. Mr Trump 
claimed that Mr Comey had told 
him on three occasions that he was 
not under investigation, a statement 
that the director’s allies say is un-
true.

Likewise, White House deputy 
press secretary Sarah Huckabee 
Sanders’ claim that Mr Comey was 
fired after losing the confidence of 
his agents irked many at the FBI, 
including some who criticised his 
handling of the saga over Hillary 
Clinton’s emails. “The younger 
guys loved Comey,” says a retired 
agent. “Higher up into the ranks, 
you started to get a bit more of a 
divide. But the vast majority liked 
and respected Comey.”

Though privately Republicans 
are exasperated by the president’s 
antics, party stalwarts say his dis-
ruptive energy will prove healthy.

“The American system will stand 
up to the test fine,” says Trent Lott, 
the Republican former Senate ma-
jority leader. “Washington and the 
institutions here need to get shaken 
up a little.”

But Mr Trump’s take-no-pris-
oners style has embroiled him in 
sequential conflict with US intel-
ligence agencies, members of his 
own party and the nation’s chief 
law enforcement agency.

For now, however, only a handful 
of Republicans are openly critical 
of the president, including senators 
John McCain, Lindsey Graham, 
Ben Sasse and Jeff Flake. Mr Lott, 
who spent 34 years in Congress 
before becoming a Washington 
lobbyist, says the antidote to Mr 
Trump’s wobbly poll numbers is 
legislative success. If the Repub-
licans somehow muscle into law 
bills on healthcare, tax reform and 
infrastructure spending, the presi-
dent’s woes may melt away. “But 
if they don’t get all of those, they’ll 
be in trouble,” he says.

To Americans of a certain age, 
Washington’s atmosphere recalls 
the Watergate crisis that made 
Richard Nixon the first man to 
resign the presidency. Laurence 
Tribe, a professor of constitution-
al law at Harvard Law School and 
a former counselor to Mr Obama, 
says the first article of the impeach-
ment against Mr Nixon accused 
him of obstructing justice.

Most Republicans in Washington 
have only loose ties to Mr Trump, 
a populist who executed a hostile 
takeover of the party. If his stand-
ing deteriorates, more Republicans 
could embrace the idea of a special 
counsel to investigate the Russia 
links.

“The ability of the system to dust 
itself off and move forward can-
not be taken for granted,” says Mr 
Tribe. “It is a dangerous time.”
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agenda. While the House passed 
a healthcare overhaul this month, 
prompting a jubilant — if prema-
ture — Rose Garden celebration, 
the measure faces uncertain pros-
pects in the Senate, which could 
take months to act.

“Even before Comey was fired, 
it looked like the Democrats were 
not going to make any effort to 
engage in any bipartisan work on 
the health bill; now they have even 
less incentive,” says Eric Edelman, 
who served under George W Bush. 
“Politically the timing of this was 
very ill-considered.”

The upshot of the chaotic efforts 
to repeal and replace former Pres-
ident Barack Obama’s Affordable 
Care Act could be a further delay to 
tax reform, which many GOP law-
makers see as critical to their 2018 
re-election hopes.

Spooked by Mr Trump’s impul-
sive dismissal of the FBI director, 
some Republicans are beginning 
to tiptoe away from the president. 
Moments after NBC News aired 
footage of Mr Trump disparaging 
Mr Comey as a “showboat” and 
“grandstander” who deserved to be 
axed, a senior Republican senator 
on Thursday bluntly contradicted 
the commander-in-chief.

Mr Comey was “one of the most 
ethical, upright, straightforward in-
dividuals I’ve had the opportunity 
to work with”, says Richard Burr, 
chairman of the Senate Intelligence 
Committee, who is leading one of 
the congressional investigations 
into alleged collusion between the 
Trump campaign and Russia.

The controversy engulfing the 
administration is certain to erode 
Mr Trump’s already fragile posi-
tion. Just 36 per cent of registered 

Still, Mr Trump this week again 
demonstrated his peculiar talent for 
upending his own agenda. On Cap-
itol Hill, Republican congressional 
aides worry that the president’s 
conduct may further slow the legis-
lative agenda, in part by poisoning 
the well of bipartisan co-opera-
tion, already nearly bone dry. The 
day after Mr Comey’s dismissal, 
a Senate committee abruptly post-
poned a mark-up of a routine bill 
to reauthorize user fees that fund 
the Food and Drug Administration. 
Still ahead lies the distraction of 
confirmation hearings for Mr Com-
ey’s successor.

“Trump has a hold on the Repub-
lican party, but it’s a weak hold,” 
says Mr Wehner. “This is not a po-
litical colossus.”

The Republicans, who control 
the presidency and both houses of 
Congress for the first time since 
2006, were already facing an uphill 
battle in advancing their legislative 

By David J Lynch and 
Sam Fleming

The three beefy men sharing a 
laugh looked like old friends, not 
geopolitical adversaries. A smiling 
Donald Trump welcomed Russia’s 
foreign minister Sergei Lavrov and 
its US ambassador Sergey Kislyak to 
the Oval Office on Wednesday, just a 
day after the president had fired the 
man investigating Moscow’s role in 
helping him enter the White House.

The extraordinary scene was just 
the latest sign that Mr Trump has 
little respect for Washington’s norms 
or, for that matter, the prerogatives 
of other government institutions. 
Americans caught their only glimpse 
of the friendly, albeit somewhat 
surreal, tableau from photographs 
supplied by Tass, Russia’s state-run 
news service.

A week that began with the presi-
dent basking in a modest healthcare 
victory in the House of Represen-
tatives and anticipating progress 
on tax reform ended with him con-
tradicting his aides’ explanation for 
the sudden dismissal of FBI director 
James Comey. Worse, Mr Trump ac-
knowledged in a televised interview 
that he had in mind “this Russia 
thing” when he decided to oust the 
FBI chief.

For his critics, the president’s 
breezy flirtation with the obstruc-
tion of justice only intensified calls 
for the appointment of a special 
prosecutor to investigate Russian 
meddling in last year’s presidential 
election. Those swelled on Friday 
as Mr Trump threatened the release 
of White House “tapes” — real or 
imagined — in a tweet warning Mr 
Comey not to speak against him. 
The series of bizarre episodes left 
Washington unnerved.

“We haven’t had a president in a 
long time, maybe ever, who’s pre-
sented this kind of frontal assault 
on so many institutions,” says Pete 
Wehner, who worked in three Re-
publican administrations. “I always 
believed a Trump presidency would 
represent a stress test of our institu-
tions . . . That’s happening now.”

The Republican-dominated Con-
gress so far is trying hard to avoid 
the test. Mr Trump is unlikely to face 
a special prosecutor unless Republi-
can voters desert him and embold-
en the party’s politicians to defect. 
Despite sagging overall support, the 
president retains the affection of 82 
per cent of his own party, according 
to the latest Quinnipiac University 
poll.

Former FBI director James Comey
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Trump’s ‘frontal assault’ 
on US institutions

There 
are signs 

Trump’s shaky 
performance 
may cost the 
Republicans 
control of 
the House in 
next year’s 
midterm 
elections
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By Ben Bland in Hong Kong

Nearly 70 years after he 
produced Hong Kong’s first 

plastic duck, toy industry vete-
ran LT Lam’s factories in China 
now churn out everything from 
Transformers to Play-Doh.

But with costs rising in China 
and the industry fragmenting 
because of technological advan-
ces and changing consumer tas-
tes, the 93-year-old worries that 
Hong Kong could lose its deca-
des-long role at the heart of the 
global toy industry.

“We started with nothing but 
our 10 fingers and our fighting 
spirit,” he says. “I think we still 
have some good opportunities 
for the next five to 10 years, but 
the contract manufacturing busi-
ness is declining.”

Generations of children grew 
up in the 1970s and 1980s with 
“made in Hong Kong” toys, from 
Star Wars and GI Joe action fi-
gures to Rubiks Cubes and water 
pistols.

The manufacturing shifted to 
neighboring Guangdong pro-
vince in mainland China, where 

wages were substantially lower, 
from the early 1980s onwards.

But Hong Kongers such as Mr 
Lam and Francis Choi, known 
as the “king of toys”, still control 
the Chinese factories that produ-
ce much of the output for global 
industry leaders such as Hasbro 
and Mattel.

Dominic Tam, president of the 
Toy Manufacturers Association 
of Hong Kong, estimates that 
about two-thirds of the world’s 
toys are made by Hong Kong 
companies operating in main-
land China and employing hun-

dreds of thousands of people.
The global toy industry is worth 

roughly $90bn, with sales in the 
biggest market, the US, of $20bn 
last year, according to NPD, a 
data analysis company.

Although sales have been 
growing at a rate of about 3 per 
cent a year since 2011, traditional 
Hong Kong toymakers such as 
Mr Lam’s Forward Winsome and 
Mr Choi’s Early Light Industrial 
remain under constant pressure.

While low-cost Chinese rivals 
are snapping at their heels, their 
customers are squeezing profit 
margins and demanding more 
stringent safety and labor stan-
dards after a series of product 
recalls and worker maltreatment 
scandals in the past decade.

“Hong Kong companies have 
a reputation for strong business 
ethics and our international part-
ners trust us to respect their in-
tellectual property rights,” says 
John Tong, a factory owner and 
chairman of the Hong Kong Toys 
Council, another industry lobby 
group. “But there’s tremendous 
price pressure and the Chinese 
will catch up eventually.”

Hong Kong toymakers are also 
suffering because of the increa-
singly short life cycle of pro-
ducts, mirroring the rise of the 
fast fashion sold by Zara and 
H&M. About a third of US toys 
are licensed products linked to 

hit Hollywood films, television 
shows or computer games.

But while older brands such 
as Star Wars and Transformers 
have maintained their buzz for 
decades, newer ones such as 
Frozen, Angry Birds and Finding 
Dory have a much shorter shelf 
life.

“The popular licenses rarely last 
longer than a few years because 
there’s too much choice,” says 
Mr Tong. “Frozen had a good 
two-year run but Pokémon only 
lived for three to six months and 
didn’t drive that many product 
sales.”

A case in point is Playmates, a 
Hong Kong-listed company that 
makes the Teenage Mutant Nin-
ja Turtles action figures. It sales 
have soared and plummeted 
over recent years, depending on 
the movie release schedule.

The increasing use of smar-
tphones and tablets represents 
another big challenge to the in-
dustry, especially for companies 
targeting those over six years of 
age, who are spending more time 
with electronic products.

Some Hong Kong companies 
such as VTech are responding by 
producing smart toys, for exam-
ple simple laptops and smartwa-
tches designed to promote early 
learning.

More traditional manufactu-
rers such as Mr Lam, who still 
carries the mold of his first plas-
tic duck with him, are sticking to 
what they know.

“There are several hundred 
million children in China and 
they can’t all play computer ga-
mes,” says Mr Lam, who is laun-
ching a new version of his yellow 
plastic duck aimed at the Chinese 
market.

But Mr Tong says the only sus-
tainable future for Hong Kong 
toymakers is for them to move 
into branding and marketing ra-
ther than just contract manufac-
turing, following in the footsteps 
of the Japanese companies that 
dominated global toy exports be-
fore the 1970s.

“These Japanese companies 
now have great influence on 
culture worldwide,” he says. “In 
future, we can’t just produce for 
Lego, Mattel and Hasbro, we 
have to evolve.”
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Robots offer new lease of life
Not all toys are at the end of the line. Hanson 

Robotics, a Hong Kong start-up, is taking toys 
to their next evolutionary level: robots, writes 
Louise Lucas.

Modern toys, with their motorised parts and 
sensors, are “very much the stuff of robotics”, 
says founder and chief executive David Hanson. 
As his mentor told him, “you get no more advan-
ced than the toy industry. You get Nasa enginee-
ring at bubblegum pricing.”

Mr Hanson, a PhD and former Walt Disney 
“imagineer”, describes an epiphany he had at 
a Target store in the US. “You see toys with an 
astonishing amount of interactivity,” he says. 
“How do they do it? And you turn it over and it 
says ‘Made in China’.”

So he came to Hong Kong, where hardware in 

neighbouring Shenzhen is cheap and plentiful, 
and has developed a science-teaching robot that 
looks like Albert Einstein. “It’s gamifying the 
educational experience,” he says.

The robot, expected to go on sale in the sum-
mer, will retail for $299 in North America, the 
UK and Hong Kong.

The company is also hatching other plans. 
Sophia, a scarily lifelike interactive humanoid 
robot, still has problems understanding some 
questions, but when in doubt knows how to put 
on a winning smile.

Working with AI helps develop machines that 
care and understand human experience, says 
Mr Hanson: “We don’t want our machines to be 
like feral wolves, raised away from people, with 
no emotional intelligence.”

According 
to estimates, 

about two-
thirds of the 
world’s toys 
are made by 
HK companies 
operating 
in mainland 
China

Hong Kong struggles to retain 
crown as world’s king of toys
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 Ransomware typically gets 
onto a computer when a person 
unsuspectingly downloads 
a file that looks like a normal 
attachment or web link

By Robert Hutton, Jeremy Kahn 
and Jordan Robertson

Extortionist ha-
ckers who may be using 
leaked computer ex-
ploits from the U.S. 

National Security Agency infil-
trated computers in dozens of 
countries in a fast-spreading 
attack that forced British hos-
pitals to turn away patients and 
breached systems at Spain’s Te-
lefonica SA and organizations 
from Russia to Taiwan.

The ransomware used in Fri-
day’s cyber-attacks encrypts 
files and demands that victims 
pay USD300 in bitcoin for them 
to be decrypted, the latest in a 
vexing style of security brea-
ches that, at the very least, for-
ces organizations to revert to 
backup systems to keep critical 
systems running. The malicious 
software has infected more than 
75,000 computers in 99 coun-
tries worldwide on Friday, most 
of them concentrated in Russia, 
Ukraine and Taiwan, according 
to Dutch cybersecurity com-
pany Avast Software BV.

The attackers were exploiting 
a vulnerability in Microsoft 
Corp. software that was patched 
in March, according to cyberse-

Extortionists mount global 
hacking attack seeking ransom 

curity researchers. Attack code 
targeting that vulnerability was 
released publicly by Shadow 
Brokers, a group that has been 
leaking stolen hacking tools 
purportedly from the NSA. That 
connection has given critics of 
U.S. hacking ammunition for 
their argument that govern-
ments finding flaws in commer-
cial technologies and keeping 
them secret for the purpose of 
exploiting them can carry a pu-
blic risk.

“These attacks underscore 
the fact that vulnerabilities will 
be exploited not just by our 
security agencies, but by ha-
ckers and criminals around the 
world,” said Patrick Toomey, a 
staff attorney at the American 
Civil Liberties Union’s Natio-
nal Security Project. “It is past 
time for Congress to enhance 
cybersecurity by passing a law 
that requires the government 
to disclose vulnerabilities to 
companies in a timely manner. 
Patching security holes imme-
diately, not stockpiling them, is 
the best way to make everyone’s 
digital life safer.”

While the victim tally is likely 
to grow, the ransomware, cal-
led WanaCrypt0r, only affects 
computers that haven’t applied 

Microsoft’s two-month-old fix, 
a reminder that individuals and 
organizations that don’t routi-
nely update their machines are 
vulnerable. Hospitals are noto-
riously slow in applying securi-
ty fixes, in part because of how 
disruptive it is to take patient-
facing equipment and databa-
ses offline. That has made them 
a reliable target of ransomware 
and identity-theft attacks, and 
why they routinely fall victim 
even to random mass attacks.

In the U.K. on Friday, hos-
pitals urged people with non- 
emergency conditions to stay 
away after the cyber-attack af-
fected large parts of the coun-
try’s National Health Service. 
Forty-five NHS organizations 
were hit, while a large number 
of Spanish companies were also 
attacked using ransomware.

“We’re not able to tell who’s 
behind the attack,” Home Secre-

tary Amber Rudd told the BBC 
on Saturday. “It’s not targeted 
at the NHS - it feels random in 
terms of where it’s happened.” 
She said she’d been told there 
was no evidence of patient data 
being stolen, and said the hack 
was partly the result of people 
using outdated operating sys-
tems. “Windows XP is not a 
good platform for keeping your 
data secure,” she said.

Hospitals in London, North 
West England and Central En-
gland have all been affected, ac-
cording to the BBC. Mid-Essex 
Clinical Commissioning Group, 
which runs hospitals and am-
bulances in an area east of Lon-
don, said on Twitter that it had 
“an IT issue affecting some NHS 
computer systems,” adding 
“Please do not attend Accident 
And Emergency unless it’s an 
emergency!”

The impact on services is not 
due to the ransomware itself, 
but due to NHS Trusts shut-
ting systems to prevent it from 
spreading, said Brian Lord, a 
former deputy director of Go-
vernment Communications 
Headquarters (GCHQ), the 
U.K.’s signals intelligence agen-
cy, who is now managing direc-
tor of cybersecurity firm PGI 
Cyber. Lord, who described an 
attack of this type as “inevitab-
le,” said the impact was exacer-
bated because most NHS Trusts 
had “a poor understanding of 
network configuration meaning 
everything has to shut down.”

A screen-shot of an appa-
rent ransom message, sent to a 
hospital, showed a demand for 
$300 in bitcoin for files that had 
been encrypted to be decrypted. 
Workers across the NHS have 
since been sent emails from the 
health service’s IT teams war-
ning not to open or click on sus-
picious attachments or links.

Spain’s National Cryptolo-
gic Center, which is part of the 
country’s intelligence agency, 
said on its website that there 
had been a “massive ransomwa-
re attack” against a big number 
of Spanish organizations affec-
ting Microsoft’s Windows ope-
rating system. El Mundo repor-
ted that the attackers sought a 
ransom in bitcoin.

“Today many of our customers 
around the world and the cri-
tical systems they depend on 

were victims of malicious ‘Wan-
naCrypt’ software,” Phillip Mis-
ner, principal security group 
manager at Microsoft’s Security 
Response Center, said in a sta-
tement on the company’s we-
bsite. “Seeing businesses and 
individuals affected by cyberat-
tacks, such as the ones reported 
today, was painful.”

Misner said the company took 
the “highly unusual step” of re-
leasing free security patches for 
unsupported out-of-date ope-
rating systems, including Win-
dows XP and Windows Server 
2003.

While Friday’s attack could 
damage the reputation of Mi-
crosoft’s security, it’s likely to 
be limited, said Sid Parakh, a 
fund manager at Becker Capital 
Management, which owns Mi-
crosoft stock. There have been 
so many high-profile hacks that 
if a fix is available, it’s the user’s 
responsibility to download it, he 
said.

“Every time this happens it 
hurts the underlying product’s 
reputation,” Parakh said. But 
Microsoft has “been in a worse 
state in the past.”

Ransomware typically gets 
onto a computer when a person 
unsuspectingly downloads a 
file that looks like a normal at-
tachment or web link. A hacker 
can then trigger the malware to 
freeze the computer, prompting 
a person to pay a ransom or lose 
all their files.

Hospitals have been a com-
mon target because the culpri-
ts know how critical digital re-
cords are for treating patients. 
There have been several inci-
dents in the U.S., including one 
in Indiana where a hospital’s 
IT system was taken down and 
patients had to be diverted to 
other facilities, according to a 
local news report. 

Ransomware attacks have also 
been soaring. The number of 
such attacks increased 50 per-
cent in 2016, according to an 
April report from Verizon Com-
munications Inc. These types of 
attacks account for 72 percent 
of all the malware incidents in-
volving the health-care industry 
in 2016, according to Verizon.

“The large-scale cyber-atta-
ck on our NHS today is a huge 
wake-up call,” said Jamie Gra-
ves, chief executive officer of 
cybersecurity company Zone-
Fox.

Andrew Barratt, managing 
principal of Coalfire, a com-
pany which provides cyberse-
curity risk assessments to the 
health-care sector, said that 
many NHS hospitals used per-
sonal computers with outdated 
Windows-based operating sys-
tems, which have makes them 
easy to attack. He said many 
of these systems were too old 
to patch and that many NHS 
Trusts did not spend enough 
time on technical best practi-
ces and audits, leaving them 
vulnerable to a variety of po-
tential cyber-attacks, including 
ransomware. Bloomberg 
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by Dr Ruan Du Toit Bester

5 Subtle Canine CanCer SymptomS 
Worth a trip to the Vet

The following canine cancer symp-
toms may not always be sure-fire 

signs of the disease, but you may want 
to have a veterinarian examine your pet 
just to be sure. 

Bumps and lumps 
Most cysts are harmless fluid-filled sacs, 
but others can be cancerous. If your dog 
spends a lot of time outdoors in the sun 
and is a light-colored breed, he is at a hi-
gher risk for canine skin cancer. 
When a lump, bump, mass or cyst is 
worth a trip to the vet: 
• Lumps in the mouth area
• A cyst with an irregular shape or jag-

ged edges

• Bumps or lumps that grow fast and 
bleed

• Masses not confined to one spot

testicle enlargement can be a sign 
of testicular cancer. Blood in the urine, 
a soft or hard lump in the testicle, squa-
tting to urinate like a female dog, and 
enlarged breasts are also indications of 
testicular cancer. 
Difficulty with Bodily Functions and 
Activities: There are times when canine 
cancer symptoms can show up subtly in 
your dog’s normal behavior. 
For example, when a dog has difficulty: 
• Eating or swallowing
• Healing body sores

• Walking or exercising
• Urinating or defecating

loss of appetite/Weight 
This could be a sign of orophayngeal 
cancer. With this condition, dogs can 
also develop mouth sores. 
Swelling in Areas of Your Dog’s Body: 
This may be lymphoma, which is a fast- 
spreading form of cancer that affects the 
lymph nodes, spleen and other organs in 
dogs.

Hope this info helps
Till next week

Dr Ruan

ask the Vet:
royal Veterinary Centre
tel: +853 28501099, +853 28523678
emergency: +853 62662268
email: royalveterinary@gmail.com

ASK THE VET

New Zealand’s ambitious plan 
to save birds: Kill every rat  

By Nick Perry in Wellington 

NeW Zealand has set itself an 
environmental goal so am-

bitious it’s been compared to pu-
tting a man on the moon: ridding 
the entire nation of every last rat, 
possum and stoat.

The idea is to give a second 
chance to the distinctive birds 
that once ruled this South Pacific 
nation. When New Zealand split 
away from the supercontinent 
Gondwanaland 85 million years 
ago, predatory mammals hadn’t 
evolved. That allowed birds to 
thrive. Some gave up flight alto-
gether to strut about the forest 
floor.

Then humans arrived, brin-
ging predators with them. Rats 
stowed away on ships. Settlers 
introduced brushtail possums — 
an Australian species unrelated 

to North American opossums — 
for the fur trade and weasel-like 
stoats to control rabbits. The pes-
ts destroyed forest habitats and 
feasted on the birds and their 
eggs. More than 40 species of 
birds died out and many others 
remain threatened, including the 
iconic kiwi.

Now people want to turn back 
the clock. Yet the plan sounds im-
possible. How do you kill millions 
of vermin across a country that’s 
the size of the United Kingdom? 
How do you ensure a few furtive 
rats won’t undo all the hard work 
by surviving and breeding?

Scientists are talking about 
the mission in military terms: 
choking off pests on peninsulas 
and then advancing the front lines 
from there; developing new traps 
and genetic weapons; winning 
the hearts and minds of children 

and farmers alike.
Momentum began growing five 

years ago when the nation’s lea-
ding scientist, Sir Paul Callaghan, 
delivered an impassioned spee-
ch. When it comes to heritage, he 
said, England has its Stonehen-
ge, China its Great Wall, France 
its Lascaux cave paintings. What 
makes New Zealand unique, he 
asked? Its birds.

Callaghan was suffering from 
advanced cancer and could 
barely stand. But for over an 
hour he outlined his predator-
free vision, saying how growing 
up he was inspired by effor-
ts to reach the moon and how 
saving the birds could beco-
me New Zealand’s own Apollo 
program. He died a month later, 
but the vision grew.

Nine months ago, it beca-
me official government policy. 

Then-Prime Minister John Key 
announced a goal to wipe out 
the nuisance animals by 2050, 
calling it the “most ambitious 
conservation project attempted 
anywhere in the world.”

The goal has been embraced by 
many, although even its stron-
gest supporters say it will require 
scientific breakthroughs. Some 
critics argue the plan should also 
have targeted feral cats or wor-
ry mice numbers might explode 
if rats disappear. Others say the 
effort is underfunded and overly 
ambitious.

“It’s a fantasy science fiction,” 
says Wayne Linklater, a wildlife 
biologist at the Victoria Univer-
sity of Wellington. “And it really 
is seriously distracting us from 
some really big changes and im-
provements we can make in bio-
diversity and the environment 
now.”

The number of pests 
in New Zealand is many times 
larger than the human popula-
tion of nearly 5 million. Possum 
numbers in 2009 were estima-
ted at 30 million. Scientists can’t 
hazard a guess at how many rats 
there are because their numbers 
fluctuate wildly.

So far, the government has 
committed only a few tens of 
millions of dollars toward the 
project, which is estimated to 
cost billions. Officials say more 
money will come from local au-
thorities and philanthropists.

Many aren’t waiting for that. 
Along a popular forest trail a 
10-minute drive from the bustle 
of central Wellington, Jonathan 
Moulds takes breaks from his 
run to clamber up banks and 
check rat traps.

He’s among 50 volunteer tra-

ppers who incorporate pest con-
trol into their regular workouts at 
the Polhill Reserve. Many beca-
me inspired three years ago after 
rare native birds that disappea-
red from the region a century ago 
began breeding there again.

Paul Ward, who leads the vo-
lunteer group, lists ways that 
birds have seeped into the cul-
ture, from the country’s music 
awards that are named after the 
boisterous tui to the nickname 
for a New Zealander: kiwi.

“It’s about looking after our 
identity as much as it is looking 
after the birds,” he says.

James Russell, a scientist at the 
University of Auckland, has great 
hopes for the eradication plan. 
And he knows exactly how hard 
it can be to catch a single rat. 
During his doctoral research 15 
years ago, Russell released moni-
tored rats on small islands to see 
if they would take over.

The first rat he released, named 
Razza, evaded recapture for 18 
weeks. It even swam to another 
island. The story inspired a local 
author to write a children’s book 
in which Razza defiantly repeats 
the line, “Can’t catch me.”

But Russell, heartened 
by the progress since then, 
says New Zealand leads the wor-
ld in clearing vermin. Rangers 
have wiped out pests from more 
than 100 small islands, which are 
providing a breeding ground for 
rare birds. Yet making the much 
larger main islands pest-free re-
mains an enormous leap.

Russell is helping lead an effort 
to find scientific breakthrou-
ghs, such as changing pest ge-
nes to make them die out, using 
biosensors to target individual 
pests over vast areas, and using 
powerful new lures that rely on 
the scent of sex rather than food.

The Goodnature company in 
Wellington is coming up with its 
own innovations. It has develo-
ped traps that use pressurized 
carbon dioxide to reset themsel-
ves. Left alone, one trap can kill 
24 rats over six months. AP

Willowbank Wildlife Reserve native species keeper Bethany Brett holds Mohua, a female great spotted kiwi in her enclosure in 
Christchurch


