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Abbreviations and definitions
bTB
CBA
CBD
DOC
OSPRI
NPD
NZBS
MFE
MPI
PF2050
RPMP

Bovine Tuberculosis
Cost Benefit Analysis
Convention of Biological Diversity
Department of Conservation
Operational Solutions for Primary Industries
National Policy Direction
New Zealand Biodiversity Strategy
Ministry for the Environment
Ministry of Primary Industries
Predator Free 2050
Regional Pest Management Plan

Delineation of definitions:
Control
Reducing possum numbers to what is considered the appropriate level
Elimination
Reducing possum numbers in the country to zero, this might include measures in which the
animal is being killed or not (for example, translocation and gene drives)
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Preface
Arriving at the airport of Melbourne (Australia) I got excited, as I was aware that this would be the country
where ‘my’ animal lives and ‘belongs: the Brushtail possum. An animal species that I will refer to in this study
as the possum. While I could have chosen any other animal for my master thesis topic, it was ultimately this
furry creature that made my thesis topic-puzzle fall into place. I hope this report that is lying in front of you will
catch your interest and maybe even let us humans think for a moment how we actually perceive our
relationship with other creatures.
With my suitcase in one hand, camera around my shoulder and (still) my winterjacket on, I walked to my gate
to catch the plane to New Zealand. Once again, I became aware that there is no true escaping from all the
parfum-, bag- and giftshops at the airport. But I was extra lucky this time, not because of the chocolate and
cookies, but an enormous furry blanket that was being showcased. Dark brown on the edges and black in the
middle, piece by piece, thoroughly attached to each other. I was thinking to myself, would this be real? The
sizes of the pieces suggested that it could be made from possums. I searched the label, and there it was; ‘Made
in New Zealand, Brushtail possum fur’. It was shiny, it was symmetric, no scratches and above all, it was
remarkably soft. This was the moment that I knew my research had started. Being in a country where this
animal is protected by law, I started to feel the contradiction. At that particular moment enormous fire hazards
were present in Australia, where people had put their lives at risk in order to rescue wild animals, including
these species of possums. But at the same time, I was holding a product, made of (more or less) sixty possums
from a country not far away. I was intrigued that this product was being exposed here in the middle of the
airport, between shelves of chocolate and candy and travellers walking by. How do people make sense of this
contradiction in New Zealand I wondered? I hoped that I would find kiwi’s (New Zealand citizens) that would
be willing to share their stories with me about this animal. Eventually, now the journey has come to an end, I
know this was of least concern. Ultimately, capturing all the stories in the weeks that I had planned became my
greatest challenge…
Special thanks,
…to those people that have taken me along in New Zealand. I cannot put my gratitude into words for all of you
who set time available to share knowledges about the country, Māori customs, farming, hunting, the flora and
fauna. Everything you taught and shared with me I cherish. Whether this was your passion for the takahe, the
possum, your beloved pet or your gorgeous deer. It is our passion to take care of other creates is what we have
in common and therefore I am grateful that you were willing to help with this study project.
… to my supervisors I.M. Buizer and S. Hobbis, for your guidance, advice and enthusiasm during the whole
research process and holding faith in my abilities to bring this report to an end.
… to those that helped me explore the social science field and making time available to critically reflect upon
my study topic: N. Holm, K. Legun. E. Major and D. Yanow.
… to my support team in the Netherlands. Friends, family, companion students, to all of those who have helped
me directly or indirectly in the process. I could not have completed this study and thesis without your
encouragement, walking and talking sessions, breaks, chats and smiles.
… to my partner Melchior, encouraging me to keep studying in wavering moments. Providing me the
opportunity to follow my dreams to study at Wageningen and sending me to New Zealand.
… to Berd and Charlotte, a big thank you for making this possible.
This thesis is dedicated to the memory of Jan and I am grateful that I could follow some of his footsteps by
studying at his university.
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Abstract
“a pest is something in the wrong place for a person who thinks that way […] So, a pest is a word that has been
introduced. But a pest like a weed, is just something in a place where other people don't want it to be. That's is
why they go whooo... oh, it is a pest… get rid of it. […] It is a human trait to use words like that, because they
developed words for it. Other cultures have different words for that, hey? And so, it is a wording thing. But it is
also how you look at and how you feel about it […] And this I say… I mean, some people love them, some
people honour them, some people want to push them out of that area.” *i46
People can hold different meanings towards one and the same species and as well build an image of the animal
by using concepts and categories in language. Studying human language use with regards to the Brushtail possum
in New Zealand provides insight in the different ways in which humans discursively construct the animal.
Moreover, how this creates a particular representation of reality as well to how it constitutes a social world. In
New Zealand there is a pronounced negative image with regards to this animal: it is number one pest warranting
elimination. I take a post-structuralist approach of discourse analysis in this study, which means that I adopt the
premise that truth is a social construction and that there is a multiplicity of truths present in society. It is the task
for me then as a researcher to explore what is presented as the truth: “to question the intelligibility of truth/s
we have come to take for granted” (Graham, 2011, p666). Therewith I take a critical stance to what is taken-forgranted knowledge (truth). Simultaneously I adopt the premise that the reproduction of the negative image of
the possum has social and material effects. The main goal of this study therefore is to gain insight in how
discursive practices with regards to Brushtail possums in New Zealand construct and maintain a reality.
This study consists of several phases of analysis, in which a combination of Foucauldian discourse analysis and
an argumentative approach is being used. Different methods to access data are included: interviewing,
participant observation, literature research and document analysis. The iterative process of finding coherences
in discursive practices made me distinguish three conceptualizations (discourses): ‘possum as a pest’, ‘possum
as a resource’ and ‘possum as a possum’ discourse. These discourses struggle with one another in society to
reach dominance. In this case the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse became dominant in society after struggles in the
past. Genealogical analysis in this study will illuminate this transformation. This study reveals how the discursive
pattern of the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse is translated into policies at different levels in society as well as in
national law. Moreover, I will focus to the effects of the creation of and reproduction of this truth.
Delineation of story-lines in this study will illustrate how debates with regards to the management of possums
in society result in a struggle between discourses in the country. This as well demonstrates how the definition of
the possum ‘problem’ and the ‘solution’ of nationwide elimination are being contested. How then does the
‘possum as a pest’ discourse maintains its dominant position in society? Disciplining techniques are present like
war language and the normalization of possum death, that ultimately downplay other expressions with regards
to the possum. Moreover, it impedes further dialogue to question the human – possum or human – nature
relationship.
Key Words

Discourse analysis, Poststructuralism, Brushtail possum, New Zealand, Pest, Predator Free 2050

4

Table of Contents
Preface ............................................................................................................................................................. 3
Abstract ........................................................................................................................................................... 4
List of Figures ................................................................................................................................................... 7
Introduction ..................................................................................................................................................... 8
1.1

Historical background ............................................................................................................................. 8

1.2

Problem statement .................................................................................................................................. 9

1.3

Relevance of the study .......................................................................................................................... 12

Theoretical framework ................................................................................................................................... 13
2.1

Post-structuralist discourse theory: genealogy ..................................................................................... 13

2.2

The disciplining techniques.................................................................................................................... 14

2.3

The argumentative approach ................................................................................................................ 15

2.4

Research objective and questions ......................................................................................................... 18

Methodology ................................................................................................................................................. 19
3.1

Demarcation and concepts.................................................................................................................... 19

3.2.

Data-generation, selection and analysis ............................................................................................... 23

3.3.

Ethical considerations ........................................................................................................................... 25

3.4.

Positionality researcher ......................................................................................................................... 26

3.5.

Data trustworthiness ............................................................................................................................. 27

Identification of discourses ............................................................................................................................ 30
4.1

‘Possum as a pest’ discourse ................................................................................................................. 30

4.2

‘Possums as a resource’ discourse ......................................................................................................... 35

4.3

‘Possum as a possum’ discourse ............................................................................................................ 36

Development and institutionalization of the dominant ‘possum as a pest’ discourse .................................... 39
5.1

Presence of possum discourses over time ............................................................................................. 39

5.2

Possum discourses in contemporary policies and legislation ................................................................ 46

Struggles over the possum ‘problem’ ............................................................................................................. 54
6.1

The ‘no to possums’ story-line ............................................................................................................... 54

6.2

‘Consider possums’ story-line ................................................................................................................ 57

6.3

Struggles over what is considered the problem .................................................................................... 62

5

Disciplining techniques................................................................................................................................... 67
7.1

The human – nature dichotomy ............................................................................................................ 67

7.2

War language ........................................................................................................................................ 67

7.3

Do you run over a possum? ................................................................................................................... 70

7.4

The collective versus the individual ....................................................................................................... 72

7.5

Creating environmentally aware subjects ............................................................................................. 73

7.6

Manageability of nature and the urgency to act now........................................................................... 75

7.7

Effects of disciplining techniques........................................................................................................... 76

Discussion ...................................................................................................................................................... 79
8.1

Strengths and limitations of this study .................................................................................................. 79

8.2

General reflection on the approach....................................................................................................... 85

8.3

Recommendations for future research .................................................................................................. 86

Conclusion...................................................................................................................................................... 87
References ..................................................................................................................................................... 88
Appendix I: Interviews, quotes and signposts fieldwork ................................................................................... 95
Appendix II Regional Council Documents .......................................................................................................... 97
Appendix III: Interview guide / semi structured interview ................................................................................. 99
Appendix IV: Liberation points Brushtail possums, New Zealand ................................................................... 100
Appendix V Poem: A trapping we shell go ....................................................................................................... 100
Appendix VI Prime Minister Speech Act (Key, 2016) ....................................................................................... 102

6

List of Figures
Figure 1

Schematical overview of concepts, methods and data sources used in this study

Figure 2

Three discourses (and their discursive patterns) delineated regarding Brushtail

Figure 3

Key events in possum management strategies/policies in New Zealand (based on data of Allan
& Lee 2006, Clout & Barlow 1982, Milton 2013, Pracy 1962, Towns et al., 2019).

Figure 4

Extract from a debate in the House of Representatives 1928 (Pracy, 1962, p11-12)

Figure 5

Examples of biodiversity action at different scales (New Zealand Government, 2019, p23)

Figure 6

Discursive practices 1080 demonstration, House of Parliament, Wellington

Figure 7

Predator free fence, Ecosanctuary Zealandia, Wellington

Figure 8

Representations of predators: Museum of New Zealand, Wellington; Nga Manu Nature
reserve, Waikanae; Kiwi Conservation Centre at Te puia, Rotorua.

Figure 9

Advertisement depicting war (Predator Free 2050 Limited, 2021)

Figure 10

Humoristic depictions of possum death, giftshop international airport, Wellington

Figure 11

Educational video regarding possum trapping, Museum of New Zealand, Wellington

Figure 12

Educational space for children to design rat traps, Museum of New Zealand, Wellington

Figure 13

Road sign at the North Island, New Zealand

7

Introduction
Chapter 1
What is a Common Brushtail possum? Someone might respond with ‘it is a furry animal’. Some might say ‘it is a
marsupial, an herbivore species that lives in Australia’. For others it might even be their pet at home that keeps
them awake at night with their squeaky sounds. Biologists might present the animal being ‘endemic’ to Australia,
and has been given the name Trichosurus vulpecula according to the binomial nomenclature of Linnaeus.
Elements in the environment of humans are no value-free constructs: “natural landscapes are far from being as
simple or ‘natural’ as they appear but are imbued with complex economic, cultural, social and political currents”
(Pawson & Brooking 2014 in Bidwell & Thompson, 2015, p83). This implies that the meaning of a construct like
possum is not fixed or universal, but rather dynamic. The case of the possum demonstrates that the spaces the
animal occupies, can lead to differences in verbal language (for example different categorizations) and affect as
well different ways of interacting with the animals and to what types of interactions are considered legitimate in
legislation. Eventually, as Meerburg, Brom & Kijlstra (2008, p1209) highlight “The views humans have towards
animals are not rigid, but vacillate and are context bound. This seems rather illogical: animals of the same order
of the animal kingdom (both pest and laboratory animals are classified as rodents) are judged depending on their
context”.
In order to gain greater insight in the context in which rhetoric with regards to Brushtail possums has emerged
in New Zealand, section 1.1 will provide a brief historical overview of human settlement and the first animals
present in the country. Section 1.2 will position this study within the already existing interpretivist approaches
with regards to Brushtail Possums in New Zealand. Section 1.3 will pay attention to why this research is relevant
to a broader discussion in nature conservation (and management).

1.1

Historical background

60-65 Million years ago a segment of continental crust of Gondwanaland broke off and drifted away (King, 2005).
This leading to the formation of two big islands (mainland) and a cluster of islands surrounding mainland
(archipelago). After the split of Gondwanaland, the animals that were already present kept evolving. Whereas in
other parts of the world larger mammals started to dominate ecosystems these animals never reached New
Zealand territory because of the isolated positioning. Even though, mammals were absent for a long period of
time, eventually some species of seals, sea lions and bats found their way to the country on their own volition.
In the years following, animal and plant species started to cross the geographical barrier along with human
voyages.
Smith (2008) vindicates three phases of immigration by humans: Polynesian settlement (‘Māori’), European
settlement (‘Pakeha’) and multicultural immigration (‘Kiwi’). The first humans were from Polynesian descent and
brought (the mammal species) kiore rat and domestic dog kuri into the country.
James Cook arrived in 1769, but it was not until 1792 interactions between Māori and Europeans took place. The
Māori called these new settlers Pākehā (presumably discerned from ‘pakepakehā’; pale-skinned people) as most
of them were from British descent (Smith, 2008). The Māori communities came under pressure. “By 1810-1820
Pākehā in the far north and deep south had become more familiar, and their presence was increasingly costly for
Māori. Taking water, greens, fish, and firewood broached issues of the ownership and use of resources”
(Anderson, Binney, Harris, 2015, p326).
At the 6th of February 1840 the Treaty of Waitangi (Te Tiriti o Waitangi) was signed by the British Crown and
several rangatira. It is an important document in the New Zealand history as it is presented as the founding of
New Zealand and its governance. “This should have been a period of calm and of partnership, in which Māori
would be protected by the Crown from the loss of all their resources, from social evils and from exploitation, and
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thus would have a demographically assured future. What happened instead was that it permitted the greatly
accelerated inflow of Pākehā” (Pool, 1991, p59). Where the population of Māori in 1940 was 40 times higher
than the Pākehā (Pool, 1991), their population became outnumbered during the 1860; which is referred to as
the kiwi period that was marked by its increase of immigrants from various countries (Smith, 2008). The kiwi
“bird or the genus Apteryx, developed as a national emblem during the second half of the 19 th century” (Smith,
2008, p368). “When used to describe people, it refers to all those, including Māori, Pakeha, subsequent migrants
and their diverse range of mixed-race offspring, who call New Zealand home” (Smith, 2008, p376).
Pastoral farming emerged, wool production accelerated and became significant to the economy, followed by
meat production during the 1880’s (Smith, 2008). During those times many Māori communities’ lost control over
their lands. While the treaty was been drawn in both Māori and English language, discrepancies over the
document occurred with major consequences; “British immigrants misrepresented tuku whenua as land sales to
claim ownership falsely and fraudulently to huge tracts of hapu lands, eventually pushing our ancestors off their
own lands (ibid, p.99 in Mutu (Ngāti Kahu, Te Rarawa and Ngāti Whātua nations), 2019, p7). Land wars followed.
“For Māori, the consequences were devastating, and the recovery was long, framed by rural poverty, population
decline and the economic depression of the late nineteenth century” (Anderson et al., 2015, p14).
The 19th century has been described by Pracy (1962, p4) as the “greatest evolutionary change in New Zealand
history” because of the wide range of plants and animals that have crossed the geographical barrier at that time.
There are several motives described why humans introduced animal species; financial gain, sport, the keeping of
pets, or nostalgia” (Pracy, 1962, p4). These introductions have been described by Crosby with the term Ecological
imperialism; as he theorizes about the way these species helped transforming New Zealand into a Neo-Europe.
In other words, the change of the environment played part in the expansion of the British empire. Herewith, the
environment was seen as something that could be improved for their own use. Which is described by Wynn
(1997) as being embedded in the enlightenment thinking; where knowledge about the natural world could be
catalogued and obtained. To facilitate this transformation of the environment acclimatisation societies emerged,
the first society in Great Britain was established in 1960 (Wynn, 1997), followed by societies in New Zealand.
Nostalgia has been described by Pracy (1962) as one of the reasons to introduce animals. Herewith the
improvement of the environment embraced the idea of familiarization. While all kinds of (plant and animal)
species were brought from Europe, the possum was being introduced in order to establish a fur industry. The
first introduction has been documented prior to 1940 (Pracey, 1962), around the same time that the Treaty was
signed. Possums were captured from different parts of Australia, which means that eight different subspecies
were introduced in New Zealand at different locations (Pracy, 1962). People started to breed them in New
Zealand in an attempt to ‘improve’ particular characteristics of the possum for the furtrade (Pracy, 1962). In total
there have been 54 (yet not all established) mammal species introduced into New Zealand, that outnumber the
twelve considered ‘native’ mammal species in the country (King, 2005).

1.2

Problem statement

1.2.1 Pronounced view with regards to possums and how they should be managed
The possum is being despised by New Zealanders (Holm, 2015), “the most maligned of introduced species” (Potts,
2009, p17) and nation’s number one pest. It is an animal that is being demonized, scapegoated and presented as
‘deliberately evil’ and an ‘unwanted and dangerous foreign invader’ (Potts, 2009). Concerns are presented with
regards to denial of sentience and suppression of empathy of humans towards this species (Potts, 2009):
“we argue that print media in New Zealand promote an overwhelmingly negative representation of
possums which influences cultural understandings and public attitudes – ultimately reproducing and
reinforcing hatred, disrespect and maltreatment of possums as pests warranting extermination and
undeserving of compassion” (McCrow-Young, Linné & Potts, 2015, p29):
A quantitative study of Fraser (2001) looking into value judgements regarding introduced species in New Zealand
showed how 96% of respondents considered the Brushtail possum as a ‘pest’, in which those people confirmed
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the statement: “New Zealand environment would be better off without the impact or modification caused by
this species” (Fraser, 2001, p18).
Holm (2015) describes the status of the possum in New Zealand of being an ‘anti-animal’: “a creature outside of,
and even opposed to, the natural world” (Holm, 2015, p34). Which brings to bear a paradoxical state to which
humans that actually try to take care and protect non-human species in this case seem to ‘hate possums the
most’: “I argue that the category of the ‘anti-animal’ marks an inversion of usual ecological attitudes towards
wild animals, whereby they become the subject of persecution and extermination rather than protection and
conservation” (Holm, 2015, p34).
All of this suggesting a very prominent rhetoric in society in which the possum has been described in terms of
pest, foreign and invader. Moreover, there is a strong pronounced view in how the animal should be managed:
extermination rather than protection. In 2016 the government announced their support to eliminate several
species nationwide, one of them is the Brushtail possum. This programme is called Predator Free 2050, in which
in total seven species are designated the highest threat and should be eliminated completely: “These species
were chosen because, collectively, they inflict the worst damage of all the introduced pests on New Zealand’s
plants and wildlife. Furthermore, we know more about their biology and control than any other pests”
(Department of Conservation, nd, p7). Holm (2015, p42-43) describes this programme as followed:
“the Predator Free initiative, which marks an escalation in anti-possum sentiment to the extent that the
complete elimination of possums (and affiliated pests) is presented as a viable and desirable goal that
ensures the safety of endemic species. Moreover, the Predator Free’s commitment to possum destruction
does not arise in a vacuum, and needs to be understood in the context of the government’s longstanding
and wholesale public education campaign that seeks to cast the possums as an invasive monster, rather
than as an animal that has arrived in Aotearoa-New Zealand thanks to the contingencies of global
environmental history”.
The narrative of the animal being a problematic species in the country appears to be frequently present in human
society, for example: education materials and governmental campaigns (Milton, 2013). Studies (Armstrong &
Potts 2014, Gruffudd 2011, Holm, 2015, McCrow-Young et al., 2015, Milton 2013, Potts 2009, Ram 2019, Steer
2015) mentioned the presence of negative representation of the possum in New Zealand and that it should be
exterminated is prominent in the discursive field. This view being dominant should not be taken for granted,
eventually it was humans that have deliberately introduced possums in the country. In order to gain greater
understanding of how these negative depictions became pronounced in society, an analysis is included in this
study (objective 2, section 2.4).

1.2.2. Divergent views with regards to possums and how it should be managed
Being problematic appears not to be the only image present with regards to the presence of possums in New
Zealand: “positive portrayals are also evident, although these are rarer and have arguably received less publicity”
(Potts, 2009, p15). Discursive practices that advocate for possums are most likely to be found in children’s stories,
popular culture, animal rights domains, and art (Potts, 2009). Fraser (2001) mentions that 11 % of the
respondents ascribed aesthetic, recreational or commercial opportunities towards the possum. Implying, that
people might hold different views towards the presence of possums in the country and different ways of talking
about the animal can be expected. Which means that different views might in cases also contest the dominant
view. McCrow-Young et al. (2015) delineated different frames with regards to possums in New Zealand print
media. But I did not find an in-depth study in which different discourses with regards to the possums are
delineated and how these discourses (and claims to truth) are struggling for dominance. Therefore, this has
become one of the objectives for this study (objective 1, section 2.4).
In order to gain insight in the discursive practices with regards to possums, the struggles that are taking place
and how this leads to a particular reality: it would be a fallacy not to include the debates that are present in
society when it comes to the management of the possum. The management of possums is a topic of contestation
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in New Zealand society. Peltzer et al. (2019) describes that the PF2050 has both gained praise and criticism
nationally and internationally, but this is mainly based upon two lines of arguments: “economic and technological
feasibility of long-term large-scale eradication” (Peltzer et al., 2019, p412).
Yet, opposition towards the use of 1080 poison (sodium fluoroacetate) has risen in a decade as well in New
Zealand (Green & Rohan 2012). This poison is used as a method to reduce the possum population in New Zealand
and is still being used nowadays. In 2009 43% of respondents of an UMR Omnibus survey opposed the use of
1080 when asked the question: “Do you support or oppose the use of 1080 poison to control the impact of
possums on native forests and birds, and to control the spread of tuberculosis?” (Harry Broad, 2009, in Green &
Rohan, 2019, p188).
Even though criticism is present, the aspiration to eliminate possums in the country is a nation-wide goal with
the installation of the PF2050 by the government. Holm (2015) describes that it is almost ‘compulsory’ to hate
possums in New Zealand, in line with what is presented by Potts (2009, p1): “it is an unpatriotic to question, let
alone resist, the demonization of possums in this country”. Suggesting that there is not only a dominant view
with regards to possums, but this as well limits other ways of talking or understanding the animal (other
discursive practices). Therefore, one of the objectives of this study is to gain insight in how the discourses
regarding possums struggle in relation to the management objective in which they all need to leave the country
(objective 3, section 2.4). And subsequently, to explore how the view of the possum being problematic is being
maintained and the elimination programme is being upheld in New Zealand (objective 4, section 2.4).

1.2.3 Approaching this study
In order to meet the objectives of this study, I have chosen to do discourse analysis. According to Taylor (2001)
discourse analysis can be described as a field of research and is in the broadest sense studying language in use.
It rejects the notion of language being a static system, but can be understood as constitutive: “it is the site where
meanings are created and changed” (Taylor, 2001, p5). What discourse analysts’ then study is the construction
of social order through discursive practices: “They are interested in the practices, rules and mechanisms that can
explain how meaning is negotiated between the members of a discourse community” (Angermuller,
Maingueneau & Wodak, 2014, p3). As presented in the preface, the case of the possum sparked my interest as
the animal is protected in Australia by law, whilst in New Zealand its elimination is a desired goal:
“Australians have a love-hate relationship with them. They are seen as appealing and entertaining, and
are valued as a component of the country’s native fauna, but they can be an intolerable nuisance when
they invade homes and gardens. New Zealanders appear to loathe them as one of the worst threats to
their ecology” (Milton, 2013, p67).
Discourse analysis gives the opportunity to analyse patterns of labelling and classification within a society,
moreover it gives me the opportunity to gain understanding of the effects:
“The language of categorization will be implicated with, on the one hand, the values underlying it, and
associated philosophies or logics, and on the other, the consequences and social effects of the
classification” (Taylor, 2001, p7).
The effects of language can extend to shaping the (natural) environment:
“One of the most exciting developments in discourse studies has been this emerging focus on what has
been called the practical or material efficacy of discourse. Thus, geographers interested in meaning-making
study how discourse literally shapes landscapes; it brings new objects into being so that to walk over the
countryside is, in effect, to walk over a landscape constructed by self-conscious human activity where what
is ‘natural’ is highly ‘cultural’” (Wetherell, 2001, p391).
In other words, the reproduction of certain terms and therewith discourses does something. It has reality effects.
In order to gain insight into how a truth (reality) has been established and maintained of the possum being
problematic, that should be fully eliminated in the country, I have chosen a discourse analysis approach. It allows
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me to critically reflect upon taken-for granted constructions of a possum being a pest, foreign and an invader.
However, this study is not about taking any position in the debate about how possums are being described or
managed. Neither it is the goal to disclaim the ‘impact’ of possums. But it is merely to critically reflect upon the
use of language in New Zealand society with regards to the presence of this animal and how it is being managed.

1.3

Relevance of the study

In this study I adopt a Foucauldian discourse analyses approach in which I will focus on the discursive practices
being uttered in New Zealand society with regards to possums and its management. Using this perspective means
the rejection of the premise that there is only one truth and that it can be found. Rather, it supports the idea
that there is a multiplicity of truths present in which one truth can be discursively constructed as the truth:
“Foucault adheres to the general social constructionist premise that knowledge is not just a reflection of reality.
Truth is a discursive construction and different regimes of knowledge determine what is true and false”
(Jørgensen & Philips, 2002, p13). The dominant truth in this case is the creation of an image of the possum being
problematic (a pest) in New Zealand and should be eliminated completely.
Being open to a multiplicity of truths as a researcher, might be conflicting with those that hold the premise that
the heart of science is finding the one truth. Some discourse researchers argue that “academic work is a social
discursive practice in its own right” (Hall 1988 in Whetherell 2001, p397). It is actually described as “a social role
in this view because it is different to other modes of representation” (Wetherell and Potter, 1992 in Wetherell,
2001, p397). I would like to complement, that it is actually the theoretical underpinning of postmodernism that
grants us humans (and me as a researcher) to be reflexive upon what knowledges are being used in managing
nature and species. In other words: “at the heart of discourse studies are some complex but potent and profound
discussions on what it means to be human, what counts as ‘real’ and what the ‘social’ is” (Wetherell, Taylor &
Yates, 2001, p5).
One of the contributions of this study is that it has the potential to gain greater insight in alternative
understandings of the possum present: listening to people’s stories that live with these animals allows me to
explore of a broader range of discursive practices. In this study humans are being interviewed with divergent
backgrounds and therefore might be affected by policy making (with regards to possum management) in
different ways. Illuminating different knowledges (and claims-making) with regards to the presence of possums,
might actually reveal what was obscured for those involved in policy making. Therefore, I consider this study
fruitful as it might recall difficulties in policy implementation. Moreover, incorporating the notion of language
not being fixed and reality being constructed, enables me and others to be reflexive towards existing
contemporary institutional structures, policies and practices (eradication measures). Which means that this
study can contribute to a more inclusive approach in nature management.
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Theoretical framework
Chapter 2
The theoretical basis of this study is intertwined with various methodological decisions, for example: the ways in
which I narrate the results or formulated the research questions. Jørgensen & Philips (2002) describe the
approach of discourse analysis as a package in which theory and methodology cannot be separated:
“The package contains, first, philosophical (ontological and epistemological) premises regarding the role
of language in the social construction of the world, second, theoretical models, third, methodological
guidelines for how to approach a research domain, and fourth, specific techniques for analysis” (Jørgensen
& Philips, 2002, p4).
This chapter describes discourse theory, the Foucauldian perspective in particular (2.1 and 2.2). What becomes
clear is that using a Foucauldian lens will allow me to explain the effects of language in the formation of reality
and how the rhetorical machine (reproduction of particular discourses) actually determines what can be said in
New Zealand society: “the rules of formation, that regulate what can be said, how it can be said, who can speak
in and in which name, and what kind of strategies that can be realized at the level of discourse” (Torfing, 2005,
p7). The argumentative approach of Hajer is as well being included in this study and allows me to gain a broader
understanding of the struggle between discourses in society with regards to a particular reality and solution that
has been defined by the dominant discourse: “the argumentative approach conceives politics as a struggle for
discursive hegemony in which actors try to secure support for their definition of reality” (Hajer, 1995, p59)

2.1

Post-structuralist discourse theory: genealogy

Holm (2015) mentioned that it is almost compulsory for New Zealanders to hate possums. To explore this
phenomenon, I have chosen Foucauldian discourse analysis.
“What distinguishes Foucault-inspired approaches from others is that they not only concerned with
exploring how certain ways of discursively constructing phenomena create a version of reality that becomes
attributed with a greater degree of ‘truth’. They also go a step further to highlight what the particular way
of constructing does in a social-material sense: what it makes possible and what it does not” (Buizer & Kurz,
2016, p50).
Foucault has been an important figure in the development of discourse analyses in the constructivist
understanding as he recognized realities being social constructed. Foucault describes (in his earlier work; the
archaeological phase) that historical knowledge conditions shape today’s knowledge regimes and the rules that
determine what knowledge regimes can be considered true or false (Jørgensen & Philips, 2002). This implies,
that some realities will never become true as “there are innumerable statements that are never uttered, and
would never be accepted as meaningful” (Jørgensen & Philips, 2002, p13). This consideration is important, as he
has laid ground to “the premise that knowledge is not just a reflection of reality” (Jørgensen & Philips, 2002,
p13).
In order to explore discursive practices regarding possums present in New Zealand by using discourse analysis,
first it is important to define my working definition of a discourse. Foucault has described it as followed:
“We shall call discourse a group of statements in so far as they belong to the same discursive formation […]
is made up of a limited number of statements for which a group of conditions of existence can be defined.
Discourse in this sense is not an ideal, timeless form […] it is, from beginning to end, historical – a fragment
of history […] posing own limits, its divisions, its transformations, the specific modes of its temporality”
(Foucault 1972: 117 in Jørgensen & Philips, 2002, p12).
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To Foucault “‘discursive formation’ encapsulates social strategies, institutional and administrative
manifestations” (Hall, 2001, in Whetherel 2001, p390). Moreover, the ‘statement’ is described as the unit of
analysis in the discourse (other than for example material texts). One should look for statements as such that
they ‘belong to the same discursive formation’ as they will determine what is considered as ‘real’. Carabine
(2001) describes this as coherence, in how various practices might contribute to build a coherent ‘picture’ of a
certain topic. It seems that Foucault is merely using the concept of statements as being related to the
(enunciative) function that it serves; constructing a particular version of the reality. Moreover, he talks about the
rules that define what statements can be produced or dismissed. Although statements can be produced by the
individual, it seems that the individual is not connected to the creation of it and leaves us to question what is the
role of the individual here? Carabine (2002) and Jørgensen & Philips (2002) point towards the second phase of
Foucault’s work; genealogy, that has been important in providing insight in the workings of power/knowledge
networks as well as the position of the individual (subject).
In Foucault’s work Discipline and Punish he is moving away from the understanding of power as a sovereign, topdown oppressive force (Carabine, 2001). Rather he develops a theory in which power should be understood as
shaping the social, it is “productive, power constitutes discourse, knowledge, bodies and subjectivities”
(Jørgensen & Philips, 2002, p13).
“What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it does not only weigh on us
as a force that says no, but that it traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure, forms knowledge,
produces discourse. It needs to be considered as a productive network which runs through the whole social
body, much more than as a negative instance whose function is repression (Foucault 1980:119 in Jørgensen
& Philips, 2002, p13).
Thus, power is not considered as being held by particular individuals (the state for example), but power is spread
amongst the social practices. Moreover, individuals have become subjects that are created in the discourse. Kvale
(1992:36 in Jørgensen & Philips, 2002, p14) describes this as “language speaks through the person. The individual
self becomes a medium for the culture and it’s language”. The subject is therefore reproducing statements that
cohere to a particular discourse and build upon particular knowledge regimes. “According to Foucault there is no
a priori thinking subject trying to express or transcribe his or her preconceived ideas in language. The subject
operates in the context of a whole group or regulated practices according to which his or her own ideas are
formed” (Hajer, 1995, p94). Thus, a discourse is not something one could ‘use’ or ‘borrow’, a discourse is
something that is being produced and is at the same time constituted by subjects. “The words that we describe
things, is the mechanism through which we define and shape what Foucault often referred to as objects or
discourse” (Graham, 2011, p668).

2.2

The disciplining techniques

According to Foucault power can still have constraining effects towards individuals: “Power is responsible both
for creating our social world and for the particular ways in which the world is formed and can be talked about,
ruling out alternative ways of being and talking” (Jørgensen & Philips, 2002, p14).
In his book Discipline and Punish Foucault describes how power operates in the deployment of three disciplining
techniques. Which is about making individuals:
“it is the specific technique of a power that regards individuals both as objects and as instruments of its
exercise. It is not a triumphant power, which because of its own excess can pride itself on its omnipotence;
it is a modest, suspicious power, which functions as a calculated, but permanent economy” (Foucault,
1975/1995, p170).
The first disciplining technique considers that there is always an element of control in the sense that there is
always a matter of oversight that people are aware of. This technique is called the hierarchical observation which
refers to the “mechanism that coerces by means of observation; an apparatus in which the techniques that make
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it possible to see induce effects of power, and in which, conversely, the means of coercion make those on whom
they are applied clearly visible” (Foucault, 1975/1995, p170).
Foucault explains this mechanism through the workings of the architecture of (Bentham’s) panopticon model. It
is constructed in such a way in that each individual can constantly be seen by the supervisor. “He is seen, but he
does not see; he is the object of information” (Foucault, 1975/1995, p200).
“the major effect of the Panopticon: to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility
that assures the automatic functioning of power. (-) This apparatus should be a machine for creating and
sustaining a power relation independent of the person who exercises it; in short, that the inmates should
be caught up in a power situation of which they themselves are the bearers” (Foucault, 1975/1995, p201).
Because of the architecture, the individuals are continuously aware of their own position, in that they start to
internalize the norms and values that have been created and will eventually act and behave according to it. It is
the environment in which they live and the continuous visibility makes that people will behave in a certain way,
moreover expect that same behaviour from others.
This draws upon the second disciplining technique: normalizing judgement. Here the discourse defines and
establishes a norm, which is constantly being reproduced as it is the process of normalization where power is
deployed; individuals are being ‘judged’, ‘measured’ and ‘compared’ (Carabine, 2001). The ones that do not
behave to this norm are deemed abnormal. Individuals start to aim, to work towards and achieve what is
presented as the norm. It is the individual that becomes the vehicle in the exercise of power, over themselves as
well as over others. Thus, it is a constant process in which individuals ‘assess’, ‘establish’ and ‘negotiate’ their
position in relation to the norm (Carabine, 2001, p278).
“A real subjection is born mechanically from a fictitious relation. So, it is not necessary to use force to
constrain the convict to good behaviour, the madman to calm, the worker to work, the schoolboy to
application, the patient to the observation of the regulations” (Foucault, 1975/1995, p202).
The third technique is the exam:
“the examination combines the techniques of an observing hierarchy and those of a normalizing
judgement. It is a normalizing gaze, a surveillance that makes it possible to qualify, to classify and to
punish. It establishes over individuals a visibility through which one differentiates them and judges them.
That is why, in all the mechanisms of discipline, the examination is highly ritualized” (Foucault, 1975/1995,
p184).
Foucault’s theory about knowledge and power demonstrates that one does not have to analyse discourse
produced in higher institutions in order to illuminate power, rather power can be explored at local (individual)
level as well. “Proper analytical research should focus precisely on the illumination of the smaller, often less
conspicuous practices, techniques, and mechanisms, which he called the ‘disciplines; these somehow
determined how large institutional systems actually worked” (Hajer, 1995, p47).

2.3

The argumentative approach

As described in the introduction, this study explores discursive practices with regards to possums present in New
Zealand. While there is a particular dominant image of the possum being a problematic (pest) creature in New
Zealand, other images with regards to possums are present in society and therefore will be explored. This means
that this study is not only concerned with exploring of how one discourse became dominant, but also how it
struggles with other discourses in society. This means that I will deviate and therewith supplement Foucauldian
discourse analysis with another approach. This divergence is done more often by other scholars:
“The majority of contemporary discourse analytical approaches follow Foucault’s conception of discourses
as relatively rule-bound sets of statements which impose limits on what gives meaning […] they all diverge
from Foucault’s tendency to identify only one knowledge regime in each historical period; instead, they
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operate with a more conflictual picture in which different discourses exist side by side or struggle for the
right to define truth” (Jørgensen & Philips, 2002, p13).
I have chosen to supplement Foucauldian discourse theory with the argumentative approach of Hajer (1995) in
order to explore the struggle of different discourses present in society at a particular moment in time. While
Foucault has provided a more abstract theory, Hajer provides a more pragmatic methodological approach in
order to analyse policy processes. In Hajers book The politics of environmental discourse he uses the concept of
acid rain to highlight how different narratives carry different meanings in relation to this concept, that
presupposes different perceptions of how this ‘problem’ should be administered. Therefore, politics should not
be understood of finding a solution to a particular problem. But it starts with what claims are being brought
forward of what is considered the problem (the phenomenon).
“In a constructivist approach policy-making is not seen simply as a matter of what I call ‘problem closure’:
defining a set of socially accepted solutions for well-defined problems. It Is, first and foremost, an
interpretative activity in which different, and often contradictory claims as to what is the case are to be
judged, compared, combined and acted upon” (Hajer, 1995, p21-22).
With this, discourse analysis it is not about analysing the phenomenon itself, but it is about the meaning that
people attach to it. In the wordings of “the way in which society makes sense of this phenomenon” (Hajer &
Versteeg, 2005, p176). In order to analyse different conceptualizations of the phenomenon present in society
and , he integrates theoretical derivatives of Billig and Harré, which he calls the ‘social-interactive’ discourse
theory (Hajer, 1995, p52).
Thus, the genealogical analysis of Foucault demonstrated that the relationship between power and knowledge
will produce a certain conceptualization of the possum problem that is being surrounded with specific rules of
the discursive practices. In line with his description of discourse, the discursive formations regarding the possum
are being bound up in historical knowledge regimes which will be implemented in specific norms. Hajer departs
from the Foucauldian theory by including concepts that gives the opportunity to study change and struggles
within political processes. While in the work of Foucault the role of subjects are merely obscured, in the work of
Hajer, subjects receive a constitutive role of discourse:
“The argumentative approach focuses on the level of the discursive interaction and argues that discursive
interaction (i.e. language in use) can create new meanings and new identities, i.e. it might alter cognitive
patterns and create new cognitions and new positionings. Hence, discourses fulfil a key role in processes
of political change” (Hajer, 1995, p59).
Yet, policy processes are still analysed with Foucault’s ontological and epistemological groundings:
“In my definition discourse is not synonymous with discussion and discourse is therefore not confined to
the analysis of what is being said. Inspired by Foucault, I have sought to bring out the institutional
dimension of discourse, considering the things are said, how specific ways of seeing can be structured or
embedded in society at the same time as they structure society” (Hajer, 1995, p263).
Hajer has sought to define a more pragmatic definition of discourse in which he connects discourses, the
practices and its constitutive effects:
“A discourse is then seen as an ensemble of ideas, concepts and categories that are produced,
reproduced, and transformed in a particular set of practices through which meaning is given to physical
and social realities” (Hajer, 1995, p44).
In order to identify different discourses in this study, this definition of discourse by Hajer is being used. I have
chosen to use the term ‘discursive pattern’ to refer to the deduced coherence in discursive practices with regards
to the ideas, concepts and categories that reflect a particular image with regards to the possum in New Zealand.
In line with the argumentative approach, politics can be understood as the struggle towards hegemony. In this
study I will use the concept of dominance, which is pointing towards the strength or presence of a discourse in
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society. If one wants to uncover hegemony (dominance) in discourses, conditions of discourse structuration and
institutionalization can be explored (Hajer, 1995). “We will speak of the condition of discourse structuration if
the credibility of actors in a given domain requires them to draw on the ideas, concepts, and categories of a given
discourse” (Hajer, 1995, p60). One can talk about the process of discourse institutionalization “if a discourse is
successful - that is to say, if many people use it to conceptualize the world-it will solidify into an institution,
sometimes as organizational practices, sometimes as traditional ways of reasoning” (Hajer, 1993, p46). Thus, to
explore these conditions allows me to analyse dominance of the discourse that is producing an image of the
possum being problematic species in New Zealand. The concepts of structuration and institutionalization are
valuable in addition to the genealogical analysis, as it allows me to connect the institutional practices with the
social (cognitions).
In New Zealand the government supports the elimination of the animal with the installation of the PF2050
programme, therewith it aims to reduce possum numbers in the country to zero. Criticism towards this
programme is present, which can include claims like economic costs of the programme (1.2.2.). Which means
that people might oppose the installation of the programme, not necessarily related to the effects towards the
lives of possums. Yet, contestations that are present with regards to the PF2050 can still have consequences
(material effects) for the lives these animals. Therefore, I consider it important to shed light on the claims that
are made with regards to the management of possums, as it will provide greater understanding of how a
particular reality is being maintained. From Hajer’s argumentative approach political conflicts can emerge in case
coalitions attach different meanings towards a phenomenon. A coalition is described as a group of actors around
a particular story-line, upon which they use elements and therewith communicate a particular position in society:
“These so-called discourse coalitions somehow develop and sustain a particular discourse, a particular
way of talking and thinking about environmental politics. These coalitions are unconvential in the sense
that the actors have not necessarily met, let along that they follow a carefully laid out and agreed upon
strategy. What unites these coalitions and what gives them their political power is the fact that its actors
group around specific story-lines that they employ whilst engaging in environmental politics” (Hajer, 1995,
p13).
In this study the phenomenon is the presence of possum in New Zealand. The dominant ‘possum as a pest’
discourse considers its presence as problematic. Hajer (1995, p65) describes that “Discourse-coalitions are
formed if previously independent practices are being actively related to one another, if a common discourse is
created in which several practices get a meaning in a common political project”. In this study the ‘common
political project’ is built upon the aspiration to manage possums in a way that they all will leave the country. In
order to include divergent statements, that might have different reality effects for the possum, coalitions in this
study are being presented as the ‘no to possums’ coalition and the ‘consider possums’ coalition. I have chosen
these titles for a number of reasons. First, it needs to capture the discursive practices in which the full elimination
of the possum at this moment time is bolstered. Second, it needs to capture the nuances in what people actually
consider to be problematic when it comes to the presence of possums. Third, it allows me to explore the struggle
of discourses regarding possums as well as the material efficacy of these discourses.
With this in mind, I consider the ‘no to possums’ coalition and ‘consider possum’ coalition fruitful labels. Even
though this binary might insinuate a black-white approach of a political debate, in which people either find
themselves in one or the other coalition (or discourses). It is important for me as a researcher to be aware that
this is not the case:
“the new environmental conflict should not be conceptualized as a conflict over a predefined unequivocal
problem with competing actors pro and con, but is to be seen as a complex and continuous struggle over
the definition and the meaning of the environmental problem itself. Environmental politics is only partially
a matter of whether or not to act, it has increasingly become a conflict of interpretation in which a
complex set of actors can be seen to participate in a debate in which the terms of environmental discourse
are set” (Hajer, 1995, p14-15).
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Thus, the use of these titles allows me to explore how different coalitions might contest the definition of the
problem. For me as a researcher it is important to draw the nuances of the debate present and focus upon the
statements being brought forward and its reality effects.
What else is important is that a discourse coalition is not connected to a particular person. Rather “related to
practices in the context in which actors employ story-lines and (re) produce and transform particular discourses”
(Hajer, 2005, p303). Story-lines are described as the discursive cement that keeps a discourse-coalition together
(Hajer, 1995). Moreover, story-lines can be seen as narratives that actors reproduce to give meaning to the
phenomenon. Story-lines have a function, as they can create unity (Hajer, 1995). Meaning, that even though
people might have different backgrounds, knowledges or perceptions, they can make use of one and the same
story-line to communicate their position. Moreover, while different elements and different discourses can be
captured in a narrative, people can make use of a story-line to present their understanding of the problem. One
could say that story-lines can reduce the discursive complexity: “elements of the various discourses are combined
into a more or less coherent whole and the discursive complexity is thus concealed” (Hajer, 2005, p304).
Moreover, story-lines are ‘prime vehicles for change’, as it allows people to look at a reality in an alternative way
as they were used to. Moreover, it gives them ‘argumentative ammunition’ and can therefore have ‘empowering’
effects. “Story-lines, in other words, not only help to construct a problem, they also play an important role in the
creation of a social and moral order in a given domain” (Hajer, 1995, p65).

2.4

Research objective and questions

In this study I will not focus on why people talk or act in a certain way, but how they talk and how they interact:
“Discourse analysis addresses both ‘how’ and ‘what’ questions in relation to the construction of reality – how
reality is constructed and the institutions, modes of representation and cultural/material discursive regimes
which emerge as a result” (Wetherell, 2001, p393). In order to gain insight into the struggle and material efficacy
of discourses regarding Brushtail possums in New Zealand four objectives and corresponding sub research
questions are being outlined below. Exploring these questions will eventually lead me to answer the following
general research question:
How do discursive practices construct and maintain a reality with regards to Brushtail possums in New Zealand
society?
The four objectives and the respective sub research questions:
1.

Identify different discourses in New Zealand with regards to Brushtail possum (meaning exploring their
discursive patterns and upon which knowledge claims they are built).
What discourses can be identified with regards to Brushtail possums living in New Zealand?
2. Determine how the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse became dominant in New Zealand society and identify
conditions of discourse structuration and institutionalization in policy processes nowadays.
How did the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse became dominant in New Zealand society?
How is dominance of the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse being reflected in conditions of discourse
structuration and institutionalization nowadays?
3. Explore the discursive struggle of discourses with regards to what is considered the problem with
regards to possums in New Zealand through identifying story-lines of the ‘no to possums’ and ‘consider
possums’ coalitions.
What story-lines can be identified with regards to the ‘no to possums’ and ‘consider possums’
coalitions?
How do possum discourses struggle over the definition of the possum problem in New Zealand?
4. Explore present disciplining techniques determining what is contemporary allowed to be discursively
practiced with regards to possums in New Zealand society
How are New Zealand actors being disciplined to construct Brushtail ‘possum as a pest’ and to
eliminate them in the country?
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Methodology
Chapter 3

There is not one way of ‘doing’ discourse analysis. There are
many decisions to be made by the analyst. Research
questions have been an important starting point for this
study to determine the focus of analysis as well the selection
of data and data sources. Figure 1 provides a schematical
overview of the phases of analysis in connection to the
methods to access data and data sources used in this study.
In this chapter section 3.1 will demarcate the discursive field
and the concepts of analysis. (In this section I have marked
those concepts that I recurrently looked for while analysing
the accessed data.) Followed by section 3.2 that pays
attention to the selection of particular data sources and the
methods used to access data (interviewing, participant
observation, literature research and document analyses).
The decisions made came with ethical considerations
(section 3.3), therewith it is also important to be reflexive and
aware of my position as a researcher (section 3.4).
Circumstances (for example limited resources available)
influenced the methodology. Last but not least,
trustworthiness of the data will be discussed in section 3.5.

Analysing discursive
patterns

Genealogical analysis

Analysing discourse
structuration and
institutionalization

Argumentative
analysis

3.1

Demarcation and concepts

3.1.1 The (discursive) field

Identify discourses
Interviewing, participant
observation, literature research
Interviews, observations, media

Explore development of
discourses regarding possums
Literature research
Scientific literature, non-scientific
literature, policy documents

Explore dominance of the
‘possum as a pest’ discourse
Document analysis &
interviewing, literature research
Policy documents, Law &
regulations, interviews

Explore struggles of discourses in
'no to possums' and 'consider
possums' story-lines
Interviewing, literature research,
participant observation
Interviews, observations,
media, scientific literature

Identify disciplining techniques
Interviewing, partipant
observation, literature research
Interviews, observations,
organizational websites, media,
scientific literature

Various steps have been taken in this study (figure 1) in order
to answer the general research question. Before I will Analysing enunciative
modalities of
explicate these steps in this chapter, it is important to
statements
develop understanding of what actually is being considered
the discursive field. What we know is that there is no practice
that lies outside the human meaning-making (Wetherell,
2001). The discursive field should therefore not only be
understood as texts, but it can be accessed in various social
practices, for example “cultural practices involving discourse
Figure 1: Schematical overview of phases of
and signification, and material practices involving physical
analysis, in relation to data sources and
objects and human labour in the world” (Wetherell, 2001,
methods to access data used
p390). With blurring the discursive and the extra-discursive,
it is hard to define where the analysis stops or begins. Nonetheless, I will make a distinction between the different
kinds of data in this chapter (divisions will be made on the basis of linguistic / non-linguistic or reactive / nonreactive sources), but on an ontological level this would not be appropriate, as they are all internal components
of the discourse. Although there might be different level of inter-subjectivity between them, this is no sharp
distinction as they are all systems of meaning that need to be interpreted (Howarth, 2005).
In order to explore discourses, story-lines and coalitions with regards to the possum (and its management) I have
entered the discursive field both online and offline. I have immersed myself in New Zealand society; 6,5 weeks
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in total (January – February 2020). I was stationed in Palmerston North, a city in the Manawatu-Wanganui region
of the Northern Island. This location I deemed adequate as the Northern Island provided access to both urban
and rural landscapes, with both predator free and predator control areas and areas where 1080 droppings have
been taking place. While the interviews and observations were administered during this time in society, other
(online) data sources have been accessed up until finalizing this report. I have entered closed facebookgroups
for my own understanding of the topic or to come into contact with participants (for example: animal welfare
action groups, possum control groups and possum hunter groups). I have also followed and accessed data of
open facebookpages, for example: Orphaned Possums Sanctuary NZ, Pockets full of Possums Rescue, Save NZ
possums foundation, Predator Free Wellington and Predator Free New Zealand Trust.

3.1.2 Analysing discursive patterns
According to Hajer (1995), in order to describe discourses, one should look for the ideas, concepts and categories
that are produced, reproduced, and transformed with regards to the possum. This implies that every utterance
has the potential to be grounded in one of these discourses (but not necessarily have to). In order to understand
whether an utterance is part of a discourse I have searched for the coherences. Carabine (2001, p268) uses the
construct of coherence in which the discourse can be seen as a “groups of related statements which cohere in
some way to produce both meanings and effects in the real world”. Just as Jørgensen & Philips (2002), Carabine
(2001) addresses the ability to draw a ‘picture’. “Various different sometimes contradictory ways of speaking
about a topic or issue come together – that is to ‘cohere’ – to build up a picture or representation of the issue or
topic” (Carabine, 2001, p268). (While Carabine uses the term picture, this study is using the term image to refer
to representation of the possum). The prime sources to distinguish different discourses were interviews and
online media (blog of S. Thrasher (2019) and radio interview with J. Steer (Hill, 2016)). The coherence I deduced
between the ideas, concepts, categories and statements being brought forward by participants, that relate to a
particular image and potential reality for the possum I describe with the term discursive pattern (section 2.3).
This discursive pattern is my own interpretation of the data I have accessed and therefore it cannot be considered
as empirical findings (further reading section 3.5 data trustworthiness).
While I was familiar with presence of a dominant image of a possum that is a pest (problematic) in the
environment of New Zealand before I went into the field. Still, it was one of my tasks as a researcher to be
openminded and critical to the discursive practices I would encounter:
“for interpretative researchers, concepts are part of the everyday talk, lives, and written or depicted
record of situational actors and/or embedded within a literature, becoming part of the background that
forms the context for scholarly thinking; the attempt to specify them a priori, as universal constructs,
violates the interpretive presuppositions about the historical locatedness of scholars and actors” (Yanow
& Schwartz-Shea, 2014, pxix).
In order to keep an open minded and critical view, this study was in its totality an iterative process in which I
continuously reflected upon observations made, things heard, read or experienced.

3.1.3. Genealogical analysis
Foucault focusses on the intricate relationship between power, knowledge and discourse. Therefore, it is
important to gain greater insight in the circumstances in which possum discourses are being produced.
Moreover, to gain insight in development of discourses in the past (Carabine, 2001, p276): “Foucault sought to
trace the development of knowledges and their power effects in order to reveal something about the nature of
power/knowledge in modern society”. I used literature to gain insight in how discourses have
emerged/developed/transformed over time in New Zealand, and which knowledges were used in order
accomplish these transformations. Even though Carabine mentions the inclusion of genealogy to describe the
historical events in the making of the discourse, she also mentions that it would be of value to make a ‘snapshot’
of a particular moment in time. A snap shot is being presented in this study of the moment in which the possum
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is being subject in the house of representatives in 1928. A debate was present whether the animal actually should
be considered a blessing or a curse (section 7.1.1.). Subsequently I explored how possum discourses are being
represented nowadays, sources were literature and policy documents regarding nature and possum
management (for example: New Zealand Biodiversity Action Plan and New Zealand Biodiversity Strategy (NZBS)
and NZBS proposal).
One of the ways in which discourse approaches can be distinguished is what they consider as relevant context.
Some make distinctions between the proximate and the distal context Schlegloff (1992, in Wetherell 2001). Hajer
(2005) draws upon the inclusion the context in which certain constructs are being presented: “the specific
situational logic; what is historical, cultural and political context in which a particular account of ‘truth’ arises?”
(Hajer &Versteeg, 2005, p176). This is as well being mentioned by Carabine (2001, p301); “It is one thing to
identify a discourse and its objects and to begin to identify its effects. But to fully appreciate its impact and the
extent to which it draws upon existing power/knowledge networks and/or creates new ones, we need to embed
it within the social, political, cultural and economic context of the time”. Even though I focused mainly of what
is being brought forward by the participants themselves (as I focused on what is being said and not particularly
why) some sections (1.2 and 7.1) pay special attention to the context in order to situate the claims made. Sources
I used to describe the context were primarily literature.

3.1.4. Analysing discourse structuration and discourse institutionalization
To explore the condition of discourse institutionalization it was desired to explore how the ‘possum as a pest’
discourse was translated into institutional arrangements. Therefore, I accessed documents that that determine
the right of existence in New Zealand. These were primarily New Zealand law and regulations, NZBS and NZBS
proposal, National Policy Direction for Pest Management (NPD), Regional Pest Management Plans (RPMP’s) and
Cost Benefit Analysis documents that accompany proposed RPMP’s. Why? With the performative character of
discourse, it is necessary to include those documents that actually determine the reality of the possum. Hajer
(2005) mentions how document analysis is essential with regards to structuring discourses in the discussion.
In order to search for the condition discourse structuration, it was important to look for the inherent criteria of
credibility of the dominant discourse. Therefore, I paid special attention to the statements made, which give
insight in what knowledges are being used to reproduce a particular image of the possum: “physical actions are
informed by and make sense only through what Foucault called an epistemic regime: the theory of knowledge
which organizes the entire episode” (Wetherell, 2001, p391). Again, RPMP’s and CBA’s were analysed, but also
interviews were included with council officers.

3.1.5. Argumentative analysis
In this study politics is understood as the struggle between actors holding different interpretations with regards
to a phenomenon. These struggles are essential in the development of policy: therefore, I do not consider them
as problematic, but rather as sources of analysis to explore how discourses are being reproduced, utilized and
reach dominance. The argumentative approach is used in this study to identify how discourses are being
presented in two opposing story-lines with regards whether their presence is considered in New Zealand. In
story-lines not only statements are being embedded, but as well metaphors, analogies, historical references,
cliches, appeals to collective fears or senses of guilt (Hajer, 1995). “These shallow and ambiguous discursive
practices are the essential discursive cement that creates communicative networks among actors with different
or at best overlapping perceptions and understandings. They are, therefore, also the prime vehicles of change”.
(Hajer, 1995, p63). These discursive practices will therefore be analysed in order to explore and delineate the
story-lines of the ‘no to possums’ and ‘consider possums’ coalitions.
In order to delineate the ‘no to possums’ story-line, the speech act by the prime minister to announce the
installation of the PF2050 programme is included as a data source. Even though the philosophical underpinning
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in this study would falsify the idea that this speech act would construct a reality on its own or that a discourse
coalition is connected to this person. I see it as an important source as it does tell me something about what
discourses are being reproduced in relation to the installation of a programme that is not considering possums
in New Zealand. Thus: how governmental officials narrate the perception of the problem (possum) and how they
make sense of its management. Subsequently I have iteratively looked into the transcripts of the interviews as
well as whether and how various discursive practices in the field cohere to this particular story-line. Therefore, I
particularly searched for metaphors, analogies, historical references, cliches, appeals, collective fears and senses
of guilt. It is eventually those elements that expose how the problem is defined and its material efficacy.
“A refinement of the concept of the mobilization of bias is especially valuable in the face of the paradox
of the new environmental conflict, where everybody agrees that the issue of environmental decline
deserves more attention but policies do not match social expectations. The political conflict is hidden in
the question of what definition is given to the problem, which aspects of social reality are included and
which are left undiscussed. In this respect social constructivists have shown that various actors are likely
to hold different perceptions of what the problem ‘really’ is” (Hajer, 1995, p43)
Another factor that contributed to delineating story-lines, was analysing the opposition that it faced of the
opposing coalition: thus, what are the debates present within society when it comes to possums? Even though
these might be debates built upon other discourses, for example with regards to economy. Yet, it allowed me to
explore of what was not being said by coalitions, but still was important as it might lead to a different perception
of the problem and therefore might result in a different reality for the possum.

3.1.5 Analysing enunciative modalities of statements
In the previous steps, I have paid attention to analyse the production of meanings and how they are contested.
Therefore, I focussed on what was being said and the context in which these discursive practices are being
produced. In this phase I pay attention to the discursive practices that maintain the dominant position of the
‘possum as a pest’ discourse in society. “What is to be analysed are the discursive processes through which
discourses are constructed in ways that give the impression that they represent true or false pictures of reality”.
(Jørgensen & Philips, 2002, p14). All of which is analysed and described in the chapters 4,5 and 6 in this study
contribute to my understanding of the effects of statements. Eventually, discourses are productive; “they
produce the objects of which they speak” (Carabine, 2001, p268), therewith they define what is considered as
true. “Doing discourse analysis within a Foucauldian framework, one looks to statements not so much for what
they say but what they do; that is, one question’s what the constitutive or political effects of saying this instead
of that might be? (Foucault 1972, p134 in Graham, 2011, p667). Statements do not necessarily have to be
produced in linguistic practices, rather can include varied forms of signification, art, buildings and human
behaviour for example. They can all convey a message of what is considered a norm and reproduce it. With this,
I focused on the ‘enunciative modality’ of statements; “the conditions and rules that must be satisfied in a given
order of discourse for a statement to qualify as meaningful and thus to constitute a candidate for truth and
falsity”. This means exploring the conditions in which it is being said, the knowledges upon which it is produced,
to whom it is said as well as what is not being said. Eventually; “‘everything is never said’ and that the task is to
determine, in all the possible enunciations that could be made on a particular subject, why it is that certain
statements emerged to the exclusion of all others and what function they serve” (Foucault 1972, p134 in Graham,
2011, p667). Interestingly, “from a more fully fledged post-structuralist perspective, analysis can explore the
character of subjectivity itself” (Howarth, 2005, p345). Howarth points towards unconscious desires: slips,
lapses, gaps, elisions, jokes, small interruptions that are made.
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3.2. Data-generation, selection and analysis
3.2.1 Selecting participants
In order to explore different discourses, present with regards to possums in New Zealand one of the aims was to
select participants with divergent views and willing to engage in in-depth conversation. Therefore, I tried to come
into contact with people whose lives are (economically or socially) impacted in different ways by the presence
of possums (farmers, hunters, people involved in the pest management or possum fur industry) as well as
participants that might have pronounced views when it comes to the way nature or animals are being managed
(people taking part in predator control or animal advocacy). In addition, I assumed that diversity might be found
in a diversity of man / woman as well as cultural background. As “the ways in which introduced species are
viewed and managed are inextricably linked with livelihood practices and the cultural relationships people have
with the natural world” (Bhattacharyya & Larson, 2014, p664). In order to gain greater understanding of how
pest management policies are being executed and implemented, regional and local council members have been
included as well (Appendix I). With limited time available to plan and execute interviews, both purposive
sampling as well as snowball sampling was used, as it allowed me to come into contact with ‘hard to find-to-find’
populations (Bernard, 2017). The sample size was based upon the availability of participants during that
particular moment in time.

3.2.2. Interviews (semi-structured)
During my time in New Zealand, I have conducted in total 50 semi-structured interviews (Appendix I), of which
44 of them were held face to face. For practical reasons four interviews were held by telephone, one by online
videocall and one responded at questions send by e-mail. I engaged in three walk-along interviews, which I
preferred because they eventually are the sites of production, in which the meaning of what is being said can
directly be related with the practices in which it is being said. Sometimes interviews were held with more people
present at that moment in time that all gave consent. Moreover, in cases other people were present during
interviews (appendix I) but did not give consent, on the basis of ethical considerations utterances of those were
not included in the transcription.
In small daily conversations people sometimes made utterances as well with regards to possums. When I
considered these of value for this study (for example when these moments were key in an argumentative
exchange or illuminate the enunciative function of a statement in society) I have written them down in fieldnotes.
I have only used those quotes that do not reveal people’s identity. Moreover, these people were always aware
of my role as a social researcher in New Zealand and my research topic.
Aiming to explore different discursive practices my interest of data was not to compare the interviews, but rather
to bring to bear peoples own concepts, ideas and categories that they used with regards to the presence of
possums. I have chosen to perform semi-structured interviews because it gave me the opportunity to keep
control over the conversation, but at the same time to follow new leads (Bernard, 2017). Bernard (2017, p156)
refers to a semi structured interview as followed “open ended, but follows a general script and covers a list of
topics”. Therefore, I have approached every participant with a set of prepared questions. The first question was:
How do you perceive the presence of the possum in New Zealand? (Appendix II). This question led to different
kinds of responses. Some responded in a short manner and others started to elaborate upon the discussions that
are present regarding possum management for example. A first reading of events; what was being said, whom I
was actually talking to, the situation I was in, all could direct to another set of follow up questions. The different
situations in which the interview took place (for example: outdoors, other people present in the room, time
availability) impacted the ways in which the interviews were preceding. Sometimes I included or excluded certain
questions due to the situation I found myself in. Making use of an iterative approach, I reflected after every
interview, whether I have missed data that would be valuable for this study. During the course of time, my list of
questions therefore slightly changed. In most cases I have used a guideline (Appendix III) to make sure I was
prepared and to cover the questions, but in most cases the order of questioning changed. Therefore, I could
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discuss whether these interviews were more unstructured rather than semi-structured. “Unstructured
interviews are based on a clear plan that you keep constantly in mind, but are also characterized by a minimum
of control over the people’s responses. The idea is to get people to open up and let them express themselves in
their own terms, and at their own pace” (Bernard, 2017, p157).

3.2.3. Observations (participant observation)
In order to explore links between practices, context and language, I as well accessed data through participant
observation during my time in the field. “Participant observation involves immersing yourself in a culture and
learning to remove yourself every day from that immersion so you can intellectualize what you’ve seen and
heard, put it into perspective, and write about it convincingly” (Bernard, 2017, p258). Participant observation is
in many cases undertaken over a longer period of time for ethnographic studies. In this study it allowed me to
share moments with participants in their own environment. It provided me a greater access to data, to explore
connections between different discursive practices: how different participants live with possums, talk about and
interact with it. What arguments are being brought forward, contextualize them and how this contributes to
constructing different realities (images). In this case I was a participating observer as I participated in some
aspects of life of others and made notes and recordings. Several interviews have been taken place, at people’s
homes (for example farmers, people working in the possum fur industry) or during their work (walking along with
predator control operations). Furthermore, I have followed tours in nature (restoration) parks and visited a
demonstration against 1080 in front of the house of parliament in Wellington. An advantage of participant
observation is that it reduces “the problem of reactivity – of people changing their behaviour when they know
that they are being studied” (Bernard, 2017, p265). In this study walk along interviews were not taking more than
one day (except for one).
During my time in New Zealand, I continuously paid attention in my environment with regards to discursive
practices that connect to the study topic. Perhaps this made me a permanent participating observer during my
time in the field. Many different sites had the potential to be of interest for this study. Therefore, I visited at
different locations hunter stores, possum fur products stores, souvenir shops as well as the national museum.
During my travels and walk along interviews I also made photographs of places that I interpreted as taking part
of particular discursive patterns and can be considered as ‘places of enunciation’. In addition, several images,
caricatures and buildings were included as data in this report, as they are “either essential ingredients of a
discursive ensemble or independently significant objects in their own right” (Howarth, 2005, p341). They
communicate a meaning and can tell us more about the production of discourses in New Zealand society.

3.2.4. Policy documents (document analysis) and organisational websites
Policy documents and organisational websites are being accessed at different phases in this study (figure 1).
Documents or websites of actors that exert influence in the execution of pest management or might gain
advantage of the presence of pest management were of interest, for example: NGO’s or involved industries. In
addition, several documents of ministries were important to gain greater understanding in the conditions of
discourse structuration and institutionalization. For example, documents published by the Department of
Conservation (a national governmental agency that is being charged with the protection of (appointed) natural
and historical sites of New Zealand).
Document analysis was a method used in order to explore how discourses with regards the possum are being
produced within the political arena as well as to determine discourse structuration and institutionalization
(section 3.1.4.). I have chosen to use RPMP’s and (proposed) CBA’s for the document analysis as these provide
data to determine whether a species can be considered a pest in the region and what type of management
programme is going to be installed. In order to keep this study a feasible project, Regional Pest Management
Plans (RPMP’s) were selected from regions at the North Island of New Zealand (nine in total, Appendix III).
Elements I explored in the RPMP’s were: constructs used with regards to possums, management options

24

installed, indicators to define the programmes and additional rules installed to national law. In the CBA’s I looked
for what and how knowledges were used to define the adverse effects of possums as the management options.

3.2.5. Media
While argumentative exchange was hardly present within policy documents, I have included data of various
media sources: those “essential to understand the discursive dynamics” (Hajer, 2005, p307). Media sources were
for example social media pages, video’s, radio pod casts and newspaper articles. These sources appeared to be
ideal to analyse disciplining techniques and the ways in which struggles amongst discourses are taking place.

3.2.6 Literature
Scientific literature has been included as a data source at various phases during this study as well (figure 1).
Several search queries were used in databases (Scopus, WUR library, Google Scholar and New Zealand Journal of
Ecology) aiming to gain access to relevant scientific articles with regards to:
-

Present interpretive research with regards to possums and the ways in which they are being managed
(use of 1080 for example).
contextualizing debates and describing historical events in which discourses have emerged.

In cases non-scientific literature has also been included as a data source in order to gain greater understanding
of these items.

3.3. Ethical considerations
Ethical considerations in this study were mostly related to interviewing. I asked participants for their approval to
be interviewed after communicating the topic of this study. I presented the topic of this research as followed: I
explore the different perspectives towards possums in New Zealand society. Therewith I am taking a big lens onto
society and to gain insight in how humans categorize species and how to deal with different species in society.
As a social researcher it is of utmost importance to protect participants from any harm. Therefore, I needed to
be diligent when it comes to anonymity and consent. Interviewing people about their perspectives regarding
possums and how it should be managed, has demonstrated to be a sensitive subject. A few factors play a role in
this:
-

-

-

-

Asking New Zealanders about their perspective towards possums is indirectly asking about their cultural
obligations. Many people invest their voluntary time to protect the environment, in which the possum is
seen one of the things that devastates it. With this, the consideration of not eliminating possums, is very
much in contrast as how many people define and enact their stewardship role. Moreover, questioning the
harmful effects of possums can be seen as insignificant or trivial as it has the potential to threaten personal
and/or national goals. Being critical towards nature policy is as well described as a sensitive subject by Buijs
& Boonstra (2020). They present how discussions regarding legitimacy in nature policy are being avoided in
nature conservation as to question legitimacy of nature policy is generally perceived as risky. It is felt that
nature policy serves a higher universal interest.
The full elimination of the possum is juridically and politically supported by the government. Asking
questions about the presence of possums, is value laden in definition, as it goes against the very notion of
what is presented as legitimate in society: eliminating them.
It is important to acknowledge that particular perspectives with regards to possums (and/or its
management) might actually threaten or foster particular livelihoods (sometimes of the participants
themselves).
Certain measures (especially aerial 1080 dropping) being used with regards to the elimination of possums
have led to conflict in society.
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Being aware of this sensitivity, names of the participants were omitted and vague constructs when it comes to
job titles were included to describe the participants (Appendix I), to impede tracing participants in hind fall.
Whereas the topic was politically value laden, I received open-minded responses of the participants, people
willing to take their time and think more closely about the topic. I emphasized that I was a student from the
Netherlands and this study was an exploration of the different views with the goal to facilitate understanding
and insight, not to position myself at one side of the debates or to inform policy makers. Nonetheless, I was clear
about the final report would become open for the public and presented on the university website. I also asked
interviewees whether they had any questions at the final stage of the interview.
All participants were asked for their consent for taking notes or audio recording. I assured the participants
anonymity and confidentiality. I disclosed my own role in this study (being an independent researcher). In quite
a number of cases participants addressed that they might not be the ‘best’ person to talk to. Therewith, I assured
them that their participation is crucial and why I thought their opinions mattered. The distinct situations in which
interviews were taking place, caused trade-offs for the use of a recording device. In some situations, I made
(deliberately) the decision not to use a device in case I found it inappropriate (in stores where there were other
people present for example) or when I thought it would impede access to data.
Roberts, Norman, Minhinnick, Wihongi and Kirkwood (1995) address that one needs to be cautious translating
concepts from one language to another. Especially when these are part of different world views and value
systems “without having first served an appropriate apprenticeship in learning about the culture, its history,
cosmogony, customs and language” (1995, p9). In this study three Māori were ardent to teach me about their
world. In which I became very much aware that the introduction of the possum occurred in the midst of complex
times in human history of New Zealand. Where colonization impacted the Māori communities by heart, the
animal becomes entangled into a story as it is being introduced by the colonists. Myself being a foreigner, that
could only acquire a very limited understanding of Māori culture, I should be cautious in assessing what is
important and how I use their wordings. To honour as their perspective in this research, I use foremost Māori
conceptualizations and underpinnings. Moreover, I should be aware that it would be a fallacy to speak about a
Māori perspective, rendering Māori as one entity. As “Māori are in fact composed of discrete groups, each group
(iwi or tribe) having its own distinctive, although recognisably similar, perspective” (Roberts et al., 1995, p9).
In this study observations have also been made: photographs were taken in the field and social media was
explored. Only those observations and online media sources were included that can be openly accessed by the
general public.

3.4. Positionality researcher
It is inescapable a political act in itself to explore discourses regarding an animal that is targeted for elimination
by the national government. What was my drive to actually study discursive practices with regards to this animal?
Positioning myself as an interpretative researcher and including a theoretical approach in which I consider there
is not one truth, I consider it important to be reflexive of my own position and background.
“If the process of analysis is always interpretative, always contingent, always a version or a reading from
some theoretical, epistemological or ethical standpoint, if that is the way things are, then why not be as
explicit as possible about one’s background values?... Postmodern scepticism encourages critique and the
subversion of authority through reflexivity and deconstruction” (Wetherell, 2001, p384-385).
I am a woman, born and raised in the Netherlands and followed my bachelor in applied animal sciences based
upon a more positivistic grounding. My ambition is to contribute to a world in which there is space for both
human and non-human animals. After working in an animal hospital for several years and volunteered and
worked in various wildlife rescue centres, the decision to start this study was based upon my interest to gain
greater understanding of how humans relate to non-human animals. After taking up a vegetarian lifestyle, I
wondered more often about the distinction’s humans make between different species. For example, I
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questioned: why it is that eating dogs in some cultures is seen as appropriate while in others not? The case of
the possum sparked my interest after reading about its negative depictions in New Zealand society. As an
outsider I was intrigued after reading that the animal was actually brought into the country by humans
themselves. Analysing different discourses in society with regards to this animal, gave me the opportunity to
learn about the complexity of human – wildlife interactions. My background has been an integral part in the
decision to explore this topic. By choosing to explore different discourses that are present my aim was to let all
voices to be heard. Therefore, it is futile to suggest that I did not have any motives while carrying out this
research. But again, my interest to study language with regards to possums was not to take any position in
debates to how humans look at or deal with the animal. My interest was to gain more insight into the ways in
which humans make sense of certain images or labels. Exploring this topic allows me as a researcher and
hopefully you as a reader to rethink our position as humans in relation to nature. What role do we actually have
and take? My position should not be confounded with bias, yet it is important to reflect upon my personal
interest during the research process and to be diligent in the interpretation of data accessed (further reading
8.2).

3.5. Data trustworthiness
In order to build a trustworthy scientific narrative in this study, I have used triangulation: included different sorts
of data (quantitative, qualitative, primary and secondary) as well as different types of methods (analysing
interviews, document analysis and participant observation). Data that might always seem to be linked to the
topic in the first instance, contributed to apprehend the details about the context in which the story was told or
about the contestations that are part of the discourses and how certain ways of talking cohere and support one
another. Moreover, it contributed to create greater understanding of the historical, cultural and political context
of the practices. Thus, I have tried to support my narrative with various data generated over time, in order to
make it assessable for you as a reader. Therewith I have used people’s own articulations, to keep their story as
intact as possible.
There were as well several methodological challenges while writing this narrative. One aspect with regards to
generating interview data is that interviewees might select data according to how they should perceive the
situation, in order to conform their job description for example.
“It is well-known that participants in successful movements often erase difficulties and complexities in
the name of seamless, teleological narratives that culminate in the realization of clearly defined goals,
while activists in failed campaigns and movements are prone to stories of ‘heroic failure’ or ‘leadership
betrayal’” (Howarth, 2005, p338).
Howarth warns that what is being told by the participants might have been over-exaggerated. Moreover, that it
is important to keep the context of the interview in mind: “hyperbolic representation of events and processes,
in which the past or present is depicted too glowingly or too pessimistically, and where the role and contribution
of the interviewee is often over-exaggerated or underplayed depending on the prevalent circumstances of the
interview” (Howarth, 2005, p338). Therefore, I have presented in Appendix I the situation of the interview (place
and whether there were other people present). I have interviewed a considerable number of people on the job,
which might have impeded them to render the complexity of the societal debate. Although, I do not consider
this data less valid. Using poststructuralist discourse theory terms validity and reliability are not appropriate to
assess the value of the data. In this study it is not about why people tell me things, but what is being told.
Moreover, I would like to argue that over-exaggeration in talk contributed to actually explore the discursive
cement of story-lines: to gain insight in what elements are being brought forward to make sense of the
elimination scheme towards possums. Moreover, in poststructuralist discourse perspective all elements are part
of the meaning making and even the smallest utterances might demonstrate their function.
“Material which is shown to be false, distorted, or partial can and ought to be analyses precisely because
of their inaccuracies and concealments. In other words, rather than being discarded or discounted they may
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themselves constitute important window into actors’ understandings and interpretations of events”
(Howarth, 2005, p338).
I choose to take an iterative and an abductive form of analysis, as it would be inappropriate to make a priori
assumptions. The concept of validity in discourse analysis research is therefore complex according to Taylor,
2001: “But it includes aspects such as logical coherence, the generation of novel perspectives and findings,
plausibility, the grounding in previous research, and so on” (Wetherell, 2001, p395). Therefore, I did not aim to
provide universal valid explanations or causal relations, which means that the results cannot be used to predict
how New Zealanders might for example give meaning towards other introduced animals in New Zealand. It is an
interpretive analysis and therefore not representative for other cases or any statistical generalisation. This study
provides theoretical generalization in so far that it assesses the effects of language.
Another concept that is not appropriate to use with regards to the outcome of this study is replicability. Similar
results cannot be expected, first and foremost because storytelling is never ending. Discourses are not static but
are continuingly being contested and therefore transformations can take place. Second, the data obtained and
presented in this report is a process of selection and decision making. Moreover, this study is my interpretation
of the data that I have accessed. In this study I therefore not talk about data that is being found, but data being
accessed and subsequently generated and interpreted. The ‘primary’ or ‘raw’ data itself always stays where it is
articulated (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2014). In the selection of data (making photographs, transcribing the texts)
I already made a first interpretation of data.
“Data in this approach are not things given… but things encountered, often by surprise, observed and
made sense of, interpreted. What is accessed are sources of data; the data themselves are generated,
whether by the researcher interacting with visual/tactile/spatial sources or coproduced in conversational
and/or participatory interactions” (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea, 2014, p xxi).
Another methodological challenge was to decide upon what elements are being included and excluded in the
narrative: “A recurring discussion among discourse analysts is the question of what detail of analysis one needs”
(Hajer, 2005, p307). Moreover, with discursive practices not only being present in talk, nuances and
interpretations of the environment insurmountable got lost in making non-verbatim transcriptions. It is
impossible to capture the complete setting and context in which the conversation has taken place. Writing
transcription and fieldnotes therefore is already a moment of interpretation: “a transcript as a form of language
cannot neutrally reflect the talk or interaction which it purports to record. It is itself a construction” (Taylor, 2001,
p37). In my transcriptions I first started with a description of the situation in which the interview took place.
Sometimes I made photographs of the environment I found myself in. After the interview I reflected upon the
things that were notable, intrigued me or made this interview special. How did I analyse the (digital) transcribed
interviews? Coding and making memos were important procedures that have led to interpretations made. This
was done manually and iteratively, until hypotheses and concepts were derived. For example, during phase 1
(figure 1) analysing the discursive patterns I focussed on the, ideas, categories and concepts used and how these
contribute to the production of a certain image (reality). Therefore, I have also searched for recurrent claims that
people uttered in order to build that image and started to connect the elements together.
It was also important to be aware that administering semi-structured interviews opened up space to create
verbal or non-verbal distortions in asking interview questions:
“that is, the temptation to impose our own views on the interviewee in the form of leading questions
designed to confirm our intuitions and hypotheses, assumptions that lead to infelicitous questions, or
categories that result in the misinterpretation of the information gleaned” (Howarth (2005, p339).
The problem of pre-existing paradigms might have (unintentionally) created certain representations by the
interviewee in which people might kept certain data hidden, for example: not uttering more controversial jokes.
By making non-verbatim transcriptions allowed me to reflect and therewith improve my questioning for
following interviews.
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In sum, my analysis should be taken into account as a reflection of my understandings of the situation: “the
process of analysis is always interpretive, always contingent, always a version or a reading from some theoretical,
epistemological or ethical standpoint” (Wetherell, 2001, p384). To support transparency in this study, I have
explicated the decisions made in selection of data sources and methodology used as well as to reflect upon my
position as a researcher in this study.
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Identification of discourses
Chapter 4
This chapter presents three different discourses (and discursive patterns) that have been defined in this study
with regards to the presence of possums in New Zealand (figure 2). In the different sections attention will be paid
to linguistic and material practices, the different statements being uttered in order to build a particular image of
the possum present in New Zealand, as well to the ideas, concepts and categories that cohere to this. The image
that is most prominent in society according to the literature is the representation of the possum being
problematic. In this study this image is being presented in the first section (4.1): the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse.
Subsequently the ‘possum as a resource’ discourse (section 4.2) and the ‘possum as a possum’ discourse (section
4.3) are being presented.

Possum as a
resource

Participant
Possum as a
pest

Possum as a
possum
Figure 2: Three discourses (and their
discursive patterns) delineated with regards
to Brushtail possums in New Zealand.

In figure 2 the participant is being presented in the middle, in order to demonstrate that a person might utter
elements of different discourses in one and the same conversation.

4.1 ‘Possum as a pest’ discourse
Contrary to what the name of ‘possum as a pest’ discourse might suggest, the concept of ‘pest’ is not static, but
context specific and used in different ways. A variety of labels are being used to describe the problematic nature
of the possum in New Zealand. Yet, the term pest is chosen to delineate this discourse, because of its leading use
to describe the possum in New Zealand society, that refers to a particular way of understanding the presence of
the animal in relation to particular lives that are challenged (section 4.1.2 & 4.1.3) as well as referring to the need
to manage the animal (section 4.1.4). While there were various participants presented the possum as annoying
or scary during the night as they produce lots of noise, there were as well participants that referred to them
being cute. These terms can be used in parallel with terms in the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse. What is most
prominent in this discourse is that, rather than to draw upon the value of the animal as an intrinsic being, the
destructive behaviour of the animal is being highlighted to render the presence of the animal incompatible with
particular objectives in New Zealand. The animal has the potential to ‘damage’ (*I19,31, 33,36), ‘destroy’(*i30,35),
‘devastate’ (*i24,37,46) and ‘destruct’ (*I33,45).
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“An introduced species like possums, wreaks havock on our country. Utterly destructive, unbelievably
destructive. Massively destructive hey... You can not underestimate the trouble that possums cause.” *i45
The following sections 4.1.1 – 4.1.4 have been defined as being part of the discursive pattern of the ‘possum as
a pest’ discourse.

4.1.1 The Australian possum in New Zealand out of control
The environment of New Zealand has been presented as compatible to possums as such, that it nourishes
possums (populations). But the natural occurring interrelations between predators and possums is missing in
New Zealand, contrary to the country of Australia. One of the things presented is that the possum in New Zealand
has no predators to keep them in control (*i10,12,23,29,35,45) or the climate / conditions are more suitable for them
(*i17,40)
in comparison to Australia.
“It is really interesting even looking at a picture of possum in Australia, then a picture of a possum in New
Zealand. They even look different; the ones are over here are fat and big and you know? Quite brown, the
ones over there are a lot more skinny […] it is like the eucalyptus and a lot of other vegetation that kind of
keeps it within its environment into its numbers. But here, we don't have that. There is nothing poisonous to
them, except from 1080, hunters, people and gin traps.” *i24
What is interesting in this quote is that humans are excluded as a natural predator: as there are no natural
predators that are killing them, except human beings with their tools. Moreover, the environment of New
Zealand gives courtesy to the lives of possums, the animal is considered natural in Australia as its life is challenged
through the presence of other non-human species. Interestingly, this participant makes a distinction between
those possums living in Australia and those that are in New Zealand. Moreover, the following person talks about
‘our’ possums as well, as being different than those from Australia.
“I think our possums are a little bit different than the Australian ones? (Male responded): In Australia they don’t
survive as well as what our ones do. And our ones, it is just the right climate for them. So, they can just, breed
and breed and breed and in Australia they don’t” *i17
Eventually, a population of possums can only be considered problematic, if one defines it as such. Several claims
are being made, to orient to the particular conditions that result from possum presence in New Zealand:
decreasing the pastoral (livestock and crop) production and decreasing number of certain species (therewith
affecting other conditions). These will be explored in the following sections. What will become clear is that
constructs like ‘pest’ a ‘predator’ are often included.

4.1.2 Possums negatively affecting ecological objectives
The problematic image of the possum is built upon the evaluation of how it challenges environment of New
Zealand. The possum is considered troublesome with regards to (some) birds (*12,18,31,45,46), trees (*i6,14,19,45),
vegetation (*i14, 17,24,31), canopies of forest (*i35) and habitat of the native species (*i30,39). But their impact is also
been stated with regards to threatened/endangered species (*i33), species that are native (*i3, 17,30,33,42,50) or
particular species like; pohutukawa (*i14), rata (*i14, 31, 35,38) and mistletoes (*i35).
“Here in New Zealand I think it’s very much an animal that… that is contrary to our natural environment. An
animal that is invasive, is going to damage what we have left of our original balance and the native fauna and
flora” *i31
There is a range of species are presented as fragile and not being able to cope with possum’s presence:
“there is no question in my mind that this cluster of introduced things are gonna kill this country, (-) because
they eat the eggs of uhm... the little birds that have never evolved to be with a predator. Never! So, these
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stupid things they put their... literally, we have got these little sandpipers who nest on the beach. (-) How
dumb is that right?” *i45
Thus, while on the one hand there is the possum, that is eating the eggs (*i16,17,18,41,48) and chicks *i11,16,18,41), on the
other hand there are the characteristics of the other species that did not adapt to the presence of the possums;
ground dwelling birds (not being able to fly) (*i17, 36) or those ‘dumb’ sandpipers laying their nests on the beach.
The time frame is an important factor to stress the fragility of New Zealand’s nature, the natural environment in
itself is described as not being very strong (*i12, 35) in relation to the possum. The time frame from human
settlement in which animals like possums are being introduced until now, is being considered too short in order
for those species that were historically present to adapt:
“I guess the problem with a lot of our species compared to maybe some other areas so other countries... is for
hundreds and hundreds of years our trees and our animals evolved to not having any predation. So, in the
evolutionary change it is quite slow and quite slow adapting to that and I think that I feel like in some of our
major problem has been that they have been hurt by these predators that found these really really easy prey”
*i12

Thus, vulnerability of these historical species is being underlined by the argument of the lack of time to adapt to
the characteristics of the new introduced species. One participant has presented the distinction between a
‘predator’ and a ‘natural predator’, in which the latter includes those species “which there are things that have
always eaten them” (*i35). It suggests that what is done by humans (the introduction of the possum) is considered
as an unnatural event. It relies upon a dichotomy in which humans and nature are considered as two separate
entities in which the human is being able to ‘denaturalize’ nature. Parallels are being described in talk amongst
biologists: Helmreich (2005) presents the distinction in which ‘native’ is construed as part of ‘nature’, whereas
‘introduced’ is considered ‘culture’.
The binding element of the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse is that the possum as an animal is considered distinctive
of the native because it has been introduced by humans: the human-nature dichotomy. As to what is touched by
humans is considered less natural in the New Zealand environment. Interestingly, several times is the
introduction of possums is being presented as a mistake (*i9,12,20) of humans in general, or a decision made in
particular by the Englishman (*i23) or the acclimatisation society (*i13,41,45,49). Pointing to a particular time frame of
the second migration wave of humans into the country. The time frame of what is considered appropriate to be
touched by humans in nature seems to lie on a continuum and might include particular social arrangements (the
in- or exclusion of the first wave of human migration). Suggesting that there might be species considered ‘in
place’ in New Zealand in case they are introduced by the Māori people which would be interesting to explore in
another study (further reading 8.1).
Either way, in the case of the possum, it is clear that in this discourse, their introduction status makes them
different than natives, which allows to understand these species as being able to harm ‘nature’. Moreover, it is
the subsequent assessment of harm that gives voice to labelling of constructs as ‘pest’ or ‘predator’. In which
their characteristics (like food preferences) result in a degraded state of the environment: the dead branches or
stripping trees.
One of the troublesome characteristics of the pest or predator species (*i16,45) is their prolific reproduction rate
compared to other species. Inequitable reproduction rates, is presented as an impediment to reach a ‘natural
balance’ between the species, as the ‘pest’ will always outcompete other species in population numbers. In this
case the ‘birds’:
“It will destroy, because these animals just got no natural defences against them. Yeah... possums are warm
blooded, they are fast. They cover big distances; you know the little birds just don't stand a chance” (*i45).
The presence of the possums herewith does not only harm, but as well possibly results in a status in which birds
will be outnumbered and with that outcompeted. One of the participants mentioned that to him a pest is an
animal in which its abundance results in a likelihood to damage the existence of other species (*i37). The presence
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of a pest species to him would lead to “basically a monoculture. If it decreased biodiversity” (*i37). He is stating a
particular objective of protecting biodiversity in the country. A conservation goal (chapter 7.1) that according to
Holm (2012, p61) “might imply a desire to maximize difference in the natural world, in practice it tends to focus
on the preservation of difference as it currently exists”. The presence of the possum is being related to the
decrease of biodiversity in New Zealand, because of its characteristics: high reproduction rates and therewith
outnumbering flora and fauna species. Moreover, biodiversity is challenged by the possum because of possum’s
ability to deform the natural balance of the ecosystem (*i31,35,45). The following participant describes, that there
are particular roles that are appointed to particular species. They benefit each other for survival and therewith
maintain an environment (ecosystem). In this view elements are connected, interrelated and depend upon each
other and these roles have grown through evolution. The presence of the possum is a threat as they are taking
up the roles of these other species:
“if we lose our bush, we lose our birds, if we lose our birds, we lose our... you know they are all interconnected.
(-) The woodpigeons are a really good example of that (-) He is the only one that is gonna eat the whole of the
karakaberry. Every other bird will only eat the outside. But he, mister fatty, gobbles the whole thing up and he
then poos over there and then it becomes a little karakatree. (-) And then hey how you fit possums into that
whole cycle? Is the possum will come and eat that. I guess, so than we have lost bird and bush.” *i24
The presence of the possum is described as causing a negative cascade effect: the loss of one species, would
result into the loss of others. The possum as a new-coming species in this complex ecosystem is disrupting a
balance.
While the possum as a problematic species is being drawn upon the ways in which possums affect the natural
state of nature or native species, we might be inclined to suggest this argumentation is brought forward upon
less human interested claims. Yet, the possums affecting biodiversity, implies that possums are being elevated
to the extent that they are being able to indirectly affect human life (health).
“if we are restoring biodiversity, we are restoring climate. You know, if we are not losing our forest. We
reforesting what we have got with native trees, you know we actually setting ourselves up for a long-term
strategy to mitigate for climate […] Our key thing is climate and water quality, and both are mitigated by just
improving biodiversity you know?” *i47
Indirectly, the presence of the possum is very much related to impede certain physical elements in nature that
are considered crucial to human life. These might not only be related to the instrumental values that certain
species have to humans. Rather it has become clear that these can either be elements that are considered as
having cultural value to.

4.1.3 Possums negatively affecting economic objectives
Possums are said to challenge human lives in another way as well: affecting primary production and therewith
economic objectives. A woman on a local farmers market selling fruit and vegetables, told me after I mentioned
that I was looking into different perspectives towards possums that: “As far as I am concerned, the possums eat
my plums” (*Q1). A hunter told me; “Possums are a pest. If you have fruit trees you know what nuisance they are.”
(*i8)

Possums are not only presented in relation to harming crops (*i33), the possum is presented as compromising the
lives of cattle: the possum spreads diseases (*i3,14, 33) or more specifically, carries bovine Tuberculosis (bTB) to
livestock (*i3,14, 28, 34,45,50);
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4.1.4 Control, elimination and/or eradication
The problematic behaviour of the possums and its consequences have been brought forward in order to describe
why certain measures are necessary.
“But we have to try and get on top of them. Obviously, they otherwise just going to eat New Zealand” *i19
It is the possum that is claimed to be a threat, yet, this doesn’t mean that the animal in itself is always presented
as intrinsically evil or blamed in this discourse.
“pests in general, including possums they are not the bad guys, they are not demonized or the devil or anything
like that. It is just… they do what they do, but it is negatively affecting the native wildlife” *i15
With the aim to protect the valued species humans have become the steward of nature, the manager of the
environment, in which all species are subjugated, including the native, threatened or particular valued species.
Humans have placed themselves as supreme in relation to all other species and with this a human constructed
species hierarchy has evolved. Because possums are threatening other species, the animal is considered
paradoxical and therefore trade-offs need to be made by humans. Eventually in this discourse, the possums
interfering with conservation and primary production objectives, are stretched as morally accepted arguments
to interfere upon possums’ lives.
“I don’t want any harm to come to any animal. So that’s really hard when, hard with a predator that is not a
native to New Zealand. And our native species being harmed by an animal who is here through no fault of its
own you know?” *39
In possum management, the goals are being delineated in order to maximize the benefits of it. Which means
that possum numbers need to be reduced to a level in which it won’t be possible for them to transfer bTB or to
affect those elements that are valued in the environment (for example bird numbers). While there might be
diversity amongst people to what is considered the appropriate level of possum numbers and methods being
used, the binding element in this discourse is the utilitarian view in which humans are the ones that manage
nature, in order to increase its benefits of its resources (economically, aesthetically, emotionally or culturally).
These interventions upon possums’ lives, are being placed under constructs of ‘control’, ‘elimination’ and
‘eradication’:
“Possums have big eyes; they are very cute. Okay, they need to be controlled in some way, but I do not agree
in the way that it is been done. In Australia for example if the possums break into your house, you can call and
then workers will rehome the possum” *i10
This quote demonstrates again that the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse does not only include full elimination or
eradication measures of killing animals. A variety of considerations of what can be conceived as the appropriate
interventions with regards to possums is present in this discourse. Nonetheless, it is humans that have granted
the right to place themselves at the centre position to decide whether possums are allowed to be present in the
country.
Still, there is a diversity to what is considered the appropriate method of control, elimination or eradication. In
order to safeguard the set conservation and primary production objectives, a do-nothing scenario is ill
considered, as the animal that is not being able to behave properly in New Zealand. An analogy has been made
to describe the inability to change its own characteristics:
“Like the stoats, they will be always keep doing that. It would be the same if you let an alcoholic working in a
pub, or lay heroin on a table where there is a heroin addict. It is asking for trouble” *i36
Thus, humans need to intervene in order to make sure the objectives are being met. The tools to arrive at the
reduction of possums are diverse, for example: gene drives, trapping, shooting, poisoning, sterilisation,
capturing. Trade-offs are being made by humans, that include a variety of factors. A predator control worker
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mentioned that this decision of tools as well very much depends on the local conditions: “And then the preferred
method or number of methods that are going to deliver the result that you want in the most cost-effective, safe
and humane way” (*i16) Even though, several factors play a role to decide upon the intervention method, it is
always with the particular human set objective in mind. In all of these cases, it leads to a reality in which possums
need to leave in case they threaten lives of those species that are of value (domesticated or wild), native or
threatened.

4.2 ‘Possums as a resource’ discourse
This section will provide an overview of the ideas, categories and concepts used to build an image of an animal
that serves human life. The possum is a resource, that has unique characteristics that contribute to aspects of
human life. This discourse is notable for its utilitarian view in which humans are superior to the extent that the
act of killing as a material practice is accepted as long useful products are being acquired.

4.2.1 Possums are a resource and therefore have (cultural/economic) value
The possum is first and foremost an animal that has cultural value to certain people. Even though this
contribution is not directly linked to people living in New Zealand, it would be faulty to suggest that the New
Zealand possum would be incompetent to contribute to human life in general. Its value to certain cultures and
therefore should be respected and cherished.
“That is how they consider them, that is the word they use; "possums are a pest". But possums are a creature,
that were created not by us, for a different space. They are just in the wrong place. And in another place, they
are treasured. You know in Australia the aboriginal people… “ *i48
Two participants mentioned the significance of the possums for the execution of ceremonies of the indigenous
aboriginals in Australia. Skins are being used to make blankets, as well as to make items for cultural purposes; “I
had the privilege to make two cultural cloaks for aboriginal elders” (*i18). Moreover, aboriginals are now withheld
to engage in their traditional practices because of the protection status of possums in Australia. One participant
expresses her desire to further tighten cooperation with the aboriginal people to make sure that humans can
make the lives of possums in New Zealand ‘worthwhile’.
Possum fur is a useful (*i6), beautiful product (*10,18), biodegradable and natural (*i18) product, it is lightweight (*4)
and has hollow fibres which makes it a great insulator (*4,26, 29). Various products are being made from the fur that
has been extracted for example jerseys, socks and scarfs.
“I mean wool is warm, but nothing like the possum and wool” (*i29)
“and it is biodegradable, it is natural. You can't get it better than natural.” (*i18)
Possum fur products can have physical health benefits. Specific bandages can help people with arthritis or to
relieve people from headaches (*i29). A former possum hunter demonstrated one of these bandages that he wears
around his waist.
“Any time, I had this one, when taking out skins, I am standing like this, and sometimes it gets a bit, on my old
age you know. So, you put on and that will stop it” *i29
Moreover, possums can be used as a food source for humans and/or non-humans (*i20,24,26,28,29,47,48). Another
aspect is that the presence of possums in New Zealand generates income to New Zealanders: for some it is a bit
of pocket money, for others it is their fulltime job (*i12). Some have made good money out of it in the past
(*i12,22,29,40)
but now quit. The job of a possum hunter is hard especially in rugged terrain (*i12,40) and in some area’s
possum numbers dropped (*i12,29, 40) which makes it difficult to keep making a living or finding those that will keep
doing possum hunting (*i12)
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“you got to make reasonable rates to make it worthwhile. Otherwise, you think, I am not going to do it for this.
[…] I mean you have to like the lifestyle which there is a very few of them left, they have gone” *i40
Restrictions have been set, that impedes young people to start hunting (*i29). Yet, there are still people that do
make a living out of it and can make good money out of it (*i8,28); “I can capture like 200-300 possums a week if I
want to. When I will retire, I will go back to it. You can make like 18 dollars a skin” (*i36).

4.2.2 Killing the animal and utilize its parts
The presence of the possum provides the opportunity for people in New Zealand to draw income or eat the
animal. It is a utilitarian view: it is acceptable to kill the animal for human benefit. Moreover, the animal is
honoured by using it:
“Even possum trappers for fur, they are honouring them. Yes, they are taking them, yes there is abundance, but
they are honouring them. They are creating clothing as beautiful. And it is a good thing for our… for our humans.
(-) We have moved into a resourceful country with regards to what we consider a pest. But again, it is showing
that, you don't have to just kill and destroy. You can kill and love. Kill and do something with it, and honour
their death.” *i46
Thus, in order to show respect towards the animal, it is important that humans make use of them, preferably all
of its parts.
“I think if something has to be killed, it needs to be instant, painless and they should be used. Every part of
that animal should be used” *i26
A former possum hunter describes in his poem (Appendix VI) how his father had prepared a possum for their
breakfast, which was according to him ‘terrible’ to eat. Yet, all the meat was eaten, because none of the animal
‘should go to waste’. Likewise, this poem describes as well the positive contribution the hunting of possums can
have on financial livelihoods of people. “The farm was struggling and we had to make it pay, so off to catch
possums” and efforts were made, to yield the best product.
The remnants being used by humans at this moment are fur, skin and/or meat. Each element comes with
particular demands in the use of tools. The gathering of fur, skin and meat are different practices, that require
different processes (machinery), timing of killing. These practices are sometimes bound by law and regulations.
For example, procuring meat excludes the use of certain types of poison. Eventually, in this discourse it is the
objective of humans to acquire a certain end product (for example to acquire an end product that are most easy
to sell, those that contribute to human health, those that can be used in food systems or those that are
considered culturally valuable). The objective will determine what methods are being used in order to kill the
possum or process its remnants. Implying that there is a variety of factors that are infused in the decision making
of the tools: personal values, consumer preferences and economic incentives for example. Yet, all leading
towards killing the animal.

4.3 ‘Possum as a possum’ discourse
What is most prominent in the ‘possum as a possum’ discourse is that the possum is considered not any different
than any other animal, therefore it is questioned whether it is the role of humans to actually manage the
environment (and possums). Using labels to distinguish possums from other animals like ‘pest’ or ‘non-native’ is
considered inappropriate, because the possum cannot be considered as an animal that is causing damage. It is
recognized that nature is a social construction, a concept which meaning is constantly being revisited by humans.
Particular material practices have not been identified in relation to this discourse, this remains rather unclear as
the role of humans becomes questioned.
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4.3.1 New Zealand ‘nature’ includes humans and possums
The ‘possum as a possum’ discourse distinguishes itself that the possum is not being able to harm the
environment as the animal is just as much part of nature of New Zealand as others. Indirectly this means that
there is no need of using labels as native or introduced (omitting the human – nature dichotomy).
“But we have this obsession with planting native trees. And we think that oh it is not native, don't plant it... but
that is just faulty thinking you know. Why are we so obsessed with native? It is like racism; it is like tree and
species racism. […] I care about native birds and native trees as well. But there is nothing wrong with possums
and fruit trees” *i43
The rejection of the use of nature-human dichotomy is further explained in an online radio interview with J.
Steer:
“I don't think that things have a place where they inherently belong. I think that it is a very Victorian way
of framing it. It seems to fit in to me to the same category of woman having their place, or certain races
or ethnicities having their place in the world. But that sort of notion, that every specie has its place in the
world, is very common way of framing things in New Zealand, to me it is almost an embarrassment,
species do move around. Humans transport species around. It is a very important part, well documented
way we have moved ourselves around the world” (Hill, 2016).
One of the things happening in this interview is that he recognizes how humans make categories and discern
places for species. In this discourse it would be inappropriate to talk about these categories in which some species
belong or don’t belong, as the movement of species across the world is just another natural event. With this view
possums lose their status of being a threat to ‘native’ species. Jamie Steer does not deny that possums are
‘changing’ the forest. Yet, we should interpret this term not as similar to destruction; “our forests are changing
and they are going to keep on changing. And possums are part of that change. I think we can learn to accept a
broader range of species” (Hill, 2016).
While the untouched nature in the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse is presented as something that is superior and
valued, in this discourse it is possible to appreciate nature which is touched by humans (and possums). Change
in this discourse is therewith just part of the natural process:
“I would like to see Nature’s creativity encouraged, with evolution and change being recognized not as
something to be fought against, but as processes to be understood and appreciated. I would like to see
all plants and animals, not just indigenous ones, valued and understood for the roles they fill in creating
and sustaining an ecosystem” (Thrasher, 2019).
He is as well not using the term ‘threatened ecosystem’ but there is an ecosystem that has been ‘modified’ and
where there are ‘losses’ and ‘gains’. Moreover, that we humans should accept a certain level of extinction and
that ecosystems have changed. “A lot of these changes are gonna be necessary in the sense that our climate is
changing” (Steer, 2016). With this he is taking into account possible future threats and questions contemporary
focus in conservation management towards preserving the historical (existent) species. But actually, argues
towards including new species as well, which ‘enrich’ the environment .
“Just because species were well adapted for those environments 800 years ago that doesn't mean that
they are well adapted for the modern environment. I think we come to accept that changes occur and
there is a lot of new kinds of diversity and richness out there as well. It is not an either- or thing. It is not
just native or introduced, it is actually both on another level” (Hill, 2016).
While rather than talking about the degradation of nature, in this ‘possum as a possum’ discourse the natural
environment is presented as resilient and possums being present in the country is just another transformation
that is part of evolution.
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4.3.2 Questioning the role of humans in managing possums (nature)
In line with this discourse, the material practices that follow from it are still open to question the coherence is
found in the openness of the human role. One participant mentioned:
A way of taking responsibility could also imply planting edible fruit trees, to prevent possums eating bird eggs
*i43

The role of humans in nature management is being questioned. This can be caused by the acknowledgement of
humans still living in New Zealand whereas they themselves were historically absent in New Zealand just like
possums. Moreover, humans themselves are harming the environment (*i20). Thus, if humans would use the
assessment of harm in order to label the animal as a pest and to manage the animal to reduce the harm, this line
of reasoning is flawed because human populations themselves are not being reduced.
“I think it would be a shift in our societal view of you know... of not kind to recreate this pure pre-european
idea of New Zealand full of native birds and bush and no predators. I think it is unrealistic. We have to take
ourselves out of the equation to then really. (-) To what extend do we decide that it is okay for us to be a
problem, but no other species are allowed to be a problem. You know, we are very anthropomorphic everything
is about what we want. (-) You know the massive, huge majority of our land was deforested not by possums,
but by us” *i13
This critique upon the use of the nature-human dichotomy, started to question participants whether they should
stop blaming possums as they are the problem. Rather started to allude to the fact that humans might need to
hold a more egalitarian view.
“you know it is also quite ironic that you know that humans are the ones that measure them as fake and us
bringing the animals in, in the first place. We are the ones the ones now running around as idiots, buckling it all
up […] A lot of literature around human wildlife conflict... human-wildlife conflict is not really human wildlife
conflict. More often it is actually human-human conflict. And a conflict of how to manage both sets of wildlife.
That is kind of humbling to think about it that way like, maybe these possums aren't the problem, maybe we
are the problem” *i20
This discourse starts a philosophical debate of what is an appropriate frame to use to determine the nature policy
agenda?
“Why have we decided that this bird that requires all of this input should survive, but we kill possums? So, I
guess at the end of the day we have made the judgement call here, that these are the species we value…” *i25
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Development and institutionalization of the
dominant ‘possum as a pest’ discourse
Chapter 5
The second objective in this study was to determine how the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse became dominant in
New Zealand society and to identify the conditions of discourse structuration and institutionalization nowadays.
In order to gain greater insight in how the possum as pest discourse became dominant over time, this chapter
starts with a brief historical overview with regards to possum management in New Zealand (section 5.1.1). With
subsequently a reflection of this data with regards to the development and transformation of possum discourses
(and knowledges used) (section 5.1.2). In order to explore discourse structuration and institutionalization section
5.2 will first pay attention to contemporary use of categorizations with regards to species in nature conservation
policies and national law. Special attention is paid to the operational procedure of labelling an animal as a pest
species and subsequently the objectives and programmes that follow from it. The final section 5.2.5 will reflect
upon these data and further explore the presence of conditions of structuration and institutionalization
nowadays.

5.1

Presence of possum discourses over time

5.1.1 Historical review of possum management
As presented in the introduction, the first Brushtail possum from Australia was introduced in 1840.
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Figure 3. Key events in possum management strategies/policies in New Zealand (based on data of Allan & Lee
2006, Clout & Barlow 1982, Milton 2013, Pracy 1962, Towns et al. 2019).
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Between 1890 and 1898 acclimatisation societies played an important role in the introductions of possums: “We
shall be doing a great service to the country in stocking these large areas (of rough bush hills) with this valuable
and harmless animal” (Acc. Soc. 1916-1917 in Pracy, 1962, p6). The government was highly operative with
introducing possums between 1895-1906, this was followed by the private individuals and organised bodies
between 1915-1940 (Pracy, 1962). While there seemed to be a widespread support for acclimatisation, opposing
claims were also present. The British scientific journal Nature (1872) provided a different view towards these
liberations:
“so warmly fostered by many well-meaning through ill-advised persons, and nowhere more so than in
New Zealand. In a reckless way animal of extremely doubtful advantage have been transported to the
Antipodes, and, unaccompanied by any of those checks which keep natural fauna balanced, the
importations will inevitably become the greatest of nuisances” (Pracy, 1962, p6).
Whereas in New Zealand, people have started to hunt possums to generate income, others (generally farmers)
started to allude to the fact that possums were damaging crops. A tug of war started in 1908 which the
acclimatisation societies started to put pressure on the government in order to give the possum a status of
protection. They managed to retrieve this for particular areas (in 1912), yet in aftermath an investigation was
granted by the government to explore possible forest damages by the possum. Professor H.B. Kirk in 1919
concluded:
“The damage to New Zealand forest is negligible and is far outweighed by the advantage that already
accrues to the community… (-) Opossums may, in my opinion, with advantage be liberated in all forest
districts except where the forest is fringed by orchards or has plantations of imported trees in the
neighbourhood” (Pracy, 1962, p9).
Moreover, he proposed a trapping season and therewith underlined the revenue that could be gained from the
hunting and fur trade.
While some acclimatisation societies starting to change their views, arguing towards the removal of protection
status. Other acclimatisation societies kept making requests to government towards possum introductions
(Pracy, 1962). An important actor in the debate was Dr. L. Cockayne, supporting possum release;
“These tree dwellers stand, economically, in a class by themselves. At any rate, if it is proved eventually –
which is most unlikely – that opossums are a menace to forests, their skins are so valuable that at any
time the animals can be reduced in numbers to the extent desired without cost” (Pracy, 1962, p10-11).
In 1928 a parliamentary debate actually questioned the presence of possums in society and how they should be
constructed: a ‘blessing’ or a ‘curse’ (figure 3). Pracy (1962) describes a support for the release from the fur
industry, but there were as well protests from the Forest and Bird protection society, N.Z. fruit growers
Federation Ltd., local bodies, Auckland Zoological Society, N.Z. Horticultural Society, N.Z. Forestry League and
Royal Society of N.Z. “The volume of protests was in balance with the proposals for further liberations, but the
increasing evidence of damage to orchards and exotic-tree species, together with the probably competition with
native birds for food, had considerable influence on Government policy” (Pracy, 1962, p12). The release of
possums became restricted and destined as an illegal practice in 1922, possums still kept their status of
protection. (Pracy, 1962). Moreover, many of New Zealand bred possums were illegally released into the ‘wild’
between 1922 and 1940, by private individuals, trappers and acclimatisation societies.
“Increasing concern over possum damage to crops, plantations and native forest led to the eventual declaration,
in 1947, of the possum as a ‘noxious animal’ and the removal of all protection” (Clout & Barlow, 1982, p29). The
first programmes were established by the governmental Department of Internal affairs, to gather knowledge
about the animal (distribution and impact towards environment) as well as the ways in which it could be
controlled (Pracy 1962). Research projects pronounced the effects of the possums on (native) forest, which
eventually led towards the legitimization of application of poison for possum control in 1947 (Clout, 2006 in Allan
& Lee, 2006).
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Figure 4: Extract from a debate in the House of Representatives 1928 (Pracy, 1962, p11-12)
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Even though the governmental department presented themselves as the ones that would find a resolution to
the possum situation, they noticed they needed to cooperate with local people (Pracy, 1962). “From 1951 to
1961 bounties were offered for possum skins to encourage their control” (Milton, 2013, p72). Nonetheless this
measure has been described as ‘failed’ because of the lack of impact to the possum population (Milton, 2013)
and the prolonged (illegal) releases at that point in time (Milton, 2013, Pracy, 1962).
In 1953 the Wildlife Act 1953 was put into use in order to support the protection and management of native
species by the New Zealand Wildlife Service (Towns et al., 2019). Apart from increasing governmental awareness
and interference, there were individuals committed to safeguard native species. Towns et al. describes the
following period as a conservation revolution, pointing towards the transformation in conservation
management, which started with the increasing environmental activism and protests, upon which the
government starting to change their strategies. “In particular, the Save Manapouri campaign demonstrated the
effectiveness of the Royal Forest and Bird Protection Society (Forest and Bird) as an environmental lobby, led to
reviews of environmental legislation” (Towns et al., 2019, p245). The Department of Conservation was
established and gained the following mandate in 1987: advocate for indigenous biodiversity. Moreover, this
department became responsible to manage conservation land. Pott’s points to this moment in time (1960) as an
intensification of the anti-possum rhetoric. Due to the environmentalist movement, there was a “greater
awareness and concern of the native wildlife and habitats; and partly because of the threat possums potentially
pose to the country’s economy” (Potts, 2009, p2). In line with the latter, the possums (and ferrets) were targeted
in 1970 in the single largest mammalian pest management programme in New Zealand in order to eliminate
bovine TB (Parkes et al., 2017). “By 1980 it became clear that their objective was not attainable, thus their policy
changed to that of cost-effective control (Batcheler & Cowan, 1988 in Lock, 1992).
Throughout these times the killing of possums continued by individuals. The export trade for possum skins
fluctuated and was considerably small (Clout & Barlow, 1982). But, in 1975 skin prices improved, with this the
term ‘noxious animal’ got removed in the Wild Animal Control Act 1977 and attempts were actually made to
breed possums in captivity, but remained unsuccessful (Clout & Barlow, 1982). The peak year was in 1979/1980
in which 3.1 million skins were exported, (95% of the total market), 80 exports in that time were worth $23
million but dropped again after this year. The possum fur industry contributed to local employment in which the
harvesting was done primarily amongst part-timers (Clout & Barlow, 1982). Parkes, Nugent, Forsyth, Byrom, Pech
et al, 2017 (p154) describe that pest management programme was paused during the 1980s, but it has taken up
again shortly after. Whether this was because of the fluctuation in prices would be interesting question for
further research as it could not be obtained from the literature. Nonetheless, there was still doubt amongst
scientists with regards to the impacts of possums towards flora:
“some scientist began to question if the possum was the primary culprit for the widespread death of
forests. Due to these doubts and the increasing hunter pressure on numbers, a steady decline in the
amount of aerial poisoning on state-owned and administered lands occurred” (Lock, 1992, p14).
There was a greater attention in national nature conservation policy to include Māori views as approaches to
governance started to change: the Conservation Act was installed in 1987 upon which the department gained
‘new responsibilities to facilitate guardianship by Māori’. The department had to “give effect to the principles of
the Treaty of Waitangi […] recognise the fundamental roles of Māori in management of natural resources”
(Towns et al., 2019, p247). In addition, there was increasing attention to let communities participate in
conservation activities as well as to include them in decision making over conservation policies. Due to the
restrictions in budget of the DOC, another effect was increase cooperation with NGO’s like WWF and Forest &
Bird (Towns et al., 2019). The role of the government in nature conservation seemingly started to change, in
which of the DOC would from now on “encouraging communities to take up their own conservation initiatives
on DOC land and seeking corporate sponsorship for high profile threatened species” (Young, 2004, Anon 2002,
in Towns et al., 2019).
The first elimination programmes of pest species emerged. National targets were set with regards to the
elimination of pest species in various areas, especially removal on small islands. These projects were done
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primarily within the boundaries of public land with threatened and charismatic species (iconic birds like the
kakapo or the kiwi) at the centre of attention (Towns et al., 2019).
In 1990 there was a high prevalence of TB in the country and a bovine TB eradication programme was introduced
as part of the New Zealand Biosecurity Act (1993) (Porphyre, Stevenson & McKenzie, 2008). The Biosecurity Order
1998 (NZD) aims to eradicate the (pest) organism Mycobacterium bovis (Bovine Tuberculosis) in cattle and deer
by 2026 and in possums by 2040. Herewith the possum population is targeted to a threshold, in which the animal
would not be able to spread the disease.
The Resource Management Act was laid out in 1991. Towns et al. (2019) describe how this legislation was
complementary to the Conservation Act in the development of the New Zealand Biodiversity Strategy (NZBS).
The NZBS is in compliance with the international Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), of which New Zealand
became member in 1993. “Under the Convention, New Zealand is required to produce a national strategy, plan
or programme for the conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity” (New Zealand Government, 2019,
p24). Not only the CBD but as well other international agreements started to give direction to national policies
regarding the management of flora and fauna in its territory, for example the International Convention on Trade
in Endangered Species (CITES) and the Convention on Wetlands (Ramsar convention). These three agreements
not only address the ways in which New Zealand should protect flora and fauna, it also addresses the
management of invasive species (further explored in the chapter 5.2).
In order to reach the set goals of the NZBS, the government emphasized research activities with regards to
biodiversity conservation within Crown Research Institutes (collaborating with other universities). This also
included research activities to diminish populations of considered invasive species: “multi-institutional teams
were funded for the development of novel and more humane toxins for use against invasive mammals” (Murphy
et al., 2007 in Towns et al., 2019, p250).
Biodiversity conservation projects emerged: “With encouragement of the DOC and later by the Regional Councils
through the NZBS, community groups of varying sizes have developed their own projects for biodiversity
conservation” (Towns et al., 2019, p251). Each and every council and group set their own targets and strategies
for conservation. In 1995, privately run and community led mainland ‘reserves’ started to increase in numbers.
Moreover, the first fenced sanctuary was built in 1999 (Towns et al., 2019). Community projects not only
occurred in rural but were as well were created in urban areas (Towns et al., 2019).
“Urban restoration is undertaken in New Zealand for a wide range of reasons but mainly to ensure the
survival of remnants or patches of indigenous dominated vegetation or habitat and the flora and fauna
they support […] Pest control, weed control, replanting and restoring populations of native birds are a
common feature of almost all projects. Although birds are strongly values in their own right, they are often
viewed as umbrella or focal species for restoration” (Clarkson & Kirby, 2016, p181).
Protecting biodiversity as a conservation goal coincides with possum management in these projects. While
community involvement for pest control increased, attempts were made by DOC to build relations with
companies that might provide financial aid. This is presented as especially successful for projects focussing on
preserving iconic species. Yet, market-oriented businesses were not the only ones supporting nature
conservation (restoration) projects:
“A new generation of wealthy and financially well-connected visionaries has urged more audacious
understandings including conservation on landscape scales, the development of new technologies, and
heavy investment in education and social engagement so that such projects are more likely to have a
financially and socially sustainable future” (Towns, et al., 2019, p253).
Large projects and foundations have emerged, in cooperation with institutional, corporate and private bodies.
“Some of the figures are extraordinary. For example, the NEXT foundation has pledged $NZ 100 million over 10
years for the development and implementation of conservation initiatives” (Towns, et al., 2019, p253). Possum
free areas have grown over the years. The idea of becoming completely predator free has gained attention in
2012: “Sir Paul Callaghan, challenged New Zealanders to get serious about conservation of their natural heritage
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by removing invasive mammals at the scale of 100.000 of hectares” (Towns, et al., 2019, p253). Responding to
followed criticism he argued that this could be ‘New Zealand’s Apollo Mission’. Not long after, he passed away.
“His legacy in a philanthropic, institutional, government and public conservation movement that has embraced
his national ‘Apollo Project’” (Priestly, 2012, in Towns et al., 2019). In 2016 eventually the government endorsed
the PF2050 as a national programme (further reading chapter 5.2).
Contemporary, different stakeholders at different levels in society support nature conservation goals. Some
focus to the preservation of iconic species while others invest their time or money in restoration of historical
ecosystems. Yet they have one thing in common: reduce the numbers of considered pest or predator species
that threaten set conservation goals. Figure 5 demonstrates how the preservation of biodiversity is being
integrated at all different levels in society.

Figure 5: Examples of biodiversity action at different scales (New Zealand Government, 2019, p23).
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5.1.2 Genealogical analysis
In the early days’ possums were being introduced by influential groups (the acclimatisation societies) arguing
that the animal would be an economic opportunity for New Zealanders. The possum was described as being
valuable to humans, demonstrating parallels with the ‘possum as a resource’ discourse (section 4.2). There were
individuals arguing of the (possible) negative effects of possums. Seemingly this didn’t cause any shift in policy
discourse. But in 1919 a request was made by the government for evidence with regards to the impact of
possums. This request demonstrates that in politics, science is understood as a value free ideology that could be
utilized to ultimately decide what to do with possums.
The parliamentary debate in 1928 (figure 3) demonstrates the presence of the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse: the
animal is being labelled by some as noxious, a menace or inimical to bird life. This event as well demonstrates
the polarized nature of the debate in which two discourses (‘possum as a pest’ and ‘possum as a resource’) are
interacting. Different knowledge claims are being presented at both sides of the debate. The argument of ‘the
means to make a livelihood’ (the ‘possum as a resource’ discourse) is being coined with claims for the animal
being a ‘menace’ and a ‘danger’ to both wildlife and primary production (crops). In addition, there were actors
fighting over the trustworthiness of evidence or presented that evidence was absent. Again, echoing the belief
that scientific knowledge production is able to provide the objective data in order to assess the damage of
possums. Implying that trustworthy data would be able to determine whether the animal is a ‘curse’ or a
‘blessing’. Taking a Foucauldian discourse analysis approach, this text reveals the operations of power. As to
Foucault “power is constituted through discourses. Thus, power is important in the construction of knowledge
and what counts as knowledge” (Carabine, 2001, p275). Evidence is sought with regards to the impact of possums
have in New Zealand environment. Contemporary, the Environmental Reporting Act is enacted to make sure that
on an interval basis reports should be provided about New Zealand Environment, and requires it to be ‘regular,
fair and accurate’: “New Zealanders now have access to independent, accurate and credible data to help assess
and address questions about the natural and urban environments, including New Zealand’s indigenous
biodiversity” (New Zealand Government, 2016, p15). With this, knowledge is still considered utilitarian for
regulating and solving the environmental problems, including the status of biodiversity and the ‘indigenous’ and
‘threatened’ species as well as its ecosystems in the country.
Various literature suggest that particular knowledges are being compelled: in the name of ‘strategic science’ the
government aims to “protect and manage native biodiversity, improve biosecurity, and enhance resilience to
harmful organisms” (New Zealand Government, 2016, p42). With this, the government grants resources for
scientific research in order to ‘improve’ biosecurity and enhance protection of ‘native’ biodiversity (DOC, 2017).
“Because we don’t yet have all the approaches needed to halt biodiversity decline, this part of the PF2050
strategic plan is about developing the tools and methodologies needed to get us there” (DOC, nd, p9). Moreover:
“The ecology, impacts and control of invasive non-native species has been a dominant research focus for over a
century in New Zealand” (Allan & Lee, 2006, p11). It appears that the boundaries between policies and science
have become blurred and research has become an extension of the policy process: “2020, new tools or
techniques, including a scientific breakthrough aimed at eradicating a mammalian predator, are being developed
or are available to control the key pests and diseases that threaten biodiversity” (New Zealand Government,
2016, p45). Just as Buizer & Kurz (2016, p52) address in their analysis of the Ecological Modernization discourse
with regards to fire management debates, is that “the role of science thus changed from being focused only on
predicting and assessing the effects of developments to one of contributing directly to decision-making about
the different solutions to environmental problems”.
Not only scientific knowledge is deployed, but it is presented that there is attention to include indigenous
knowledges in addressing environmental challenges: “By 2020, research that incorporates Māori knowledge,
values and aspiration is delivering new information on ways to protect and manage our native biodiversity” (New
Zealand Government, 2016, p43). To what extend this includes participation in nature conservation policy
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processes and therewith opportunity for dialogue with regards to possum discourses would be an interesting
topic for future research (section 8.3).
The introduction and the historical overview, and this parliamentary debate in specific as well highlight a
transformation of discourses in how to manage the natural environment. It appears that there is a change in
what is considered important elements in the environment in nature management. While during times of
introducing possums, colonists aimed to include elements in nature that were familiar to them or would
contribute to their livelihoods. Over time these goals changed. Managing the natural environment included ideas
of preservation of historical native species, ecosystems and its diversity. This transformation of nature
conservation discourses on a broader level is not explicitly being termed in discourses within this study but are
part of the discursive pattern of the possum discourses delineated (further reading section 8.1). What can be
analysed from the historical overview is that changing views in nature conservation started to coincide with the
conceptualizations of nature described in the possum as pest discourse: nature being fragile in need of
conservation and protection. Moreover, the increase in bTB in the country has augmented management
programmes to reduce possum populations. Nonetheless, even though the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse started
to be reproduced in policies and legal structures, there was still competition between the two discourses, as in
1980 the construct of the possum being a noxious animal was removed. Yet, literature suggests that the possum
being problematic is a picture that has become more prominent in nature conservation at different levels in
society and various actors have become involved in the material practices that align with this discourse. While
struggles between ‘possum as a pest’ and ‘possum as a resource’ discourse have become apparent in this
historical overview, conceptualizations from the possum as just a possum discourse have not come forward
(further reading section 8.1).

5.2

Possum discourses in contemporary policies and legislation

5.2.1 Use of the dichotomy: indigenous versus non-indigenous flora and fauna
Categorizations of animals are being used in law and regulations, in order to describe the relation of humans
towards (a particular) species: “While biologists use taxonomies to understand and capture life’s diversity in a
comprehensive manner, government officials aim to create a practical and legal system that determines citizen’s
position in relation to other entities” (Snijders, 2015, p200). In order to prevent ambiguity, these categories need
to be clear and ‘carry a basic level of pragmatism’ (Snijders, 2015). For example, in order to actually allow the
killing of possums is something that is being dealt with in the Wildlife Act 1953 (NZD). In this legislation animals
are being categorized upon their status of protection: wildlife to be protected, wildlife declared as game, wild
animals or wildlife not protected. The DoC mentions that “most native bird, bat, reptile and frog species are
absolutely protected, and many common introduced bird and animal species are not protected” (DoC, n.d. a.).
Possums are considered ‘wildlife not protected’ (Wildlife Act 1953 (NZD) s. 5) which means that land occupiers
may hunt or kill them or give permission to others to do so. Yet, it is an offence to kill “in such a manner that the
animal suffers unreasonable or unnecessary pain or distress” (Animal Welfare Act 1999, 12 (c)). Therefore, the
Act sets restrictions on certain types of traps, as well as there are restrictions in checking period (12/24h). In
other words, humans have the authority to determine what measure is considered reasonable to kill these
creatures. A superior position of humans with regards to the natural world.
The division between indigenous and non-indigenous flora and fauna species is as well present in New Zealand
law and regulations: the objective to safeguard indigenous biodiversity and ecosystems is enacted in the
Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA). It states that regional councils are being responsible to manage the
natural and physical resources in which they provide for “the protection of areas of significant indigenous
vegetation and significant habitats of indigenous fauna” (Resource Management Act, 1991, 6(c)). Moreover, the
regional council is granted the task of “the establishment, implementation, and review of objectives, policies,
and methods for maintaining indigenous biological diversity” (Resource Management Act 1991 (NZD), s. 30(1ga)).

46

The Conservation Act 1987 (NZD), s. (interpretation) defines nature conservation as “the preservation and
protection of the natural resources of New Zealand, having regard to their intrinsic values and having special
regard to indigenous flora and fauna, natural ecosystems, and landscape”. The construct of indigenous comes to
fore, upon which the Department of Conservation is charged to ‘maintain’, ‘preserve’ and ‘protect’. The
interpretation of the term indigenous is not provided by the different acts, the discussion document of the NZBS
(draft) mentions that indigenous species can be perceived as: “a plant or animal species which occurs naturally
in New Zealand” (New Zealand Government, nd). In this document it has been used in order to include those
‘indigenous’ species (only found in New Zealand), or a native’ species (self-introduced and therefore also found
somewhere else) (New Zealand Government, 2019, p64). Non-indigenous is defined as a species which is
introduced by humans. It is the human introduction criterion causing a distinction between those that can be
considered indigenous or non-indigenous.
The Convention of Biological Diversity (CBD) defines invasive alien species as “species whose introduction and/or
spread outside their natural past or present distribution threatens biological diversity” (SCBD, 2010, np). A
distinction has been made, between those species that can be considered in place in an environment whereas
others do not. Moreover, the latter can cause harm. The CBD addresses invasive alien species as a global issue
and therefore should not only be considered as a regional or national problem, extra territorial cooperation is
warranted to combat the issue (SCBD, 2008, np). Countries subscribed to the CBD (including New Zealand)
committed themselves to article 8(h): “prevent the introduction of, control or eradicate those alien species which
threaten ecosystems, habitats or species” (SCBD, 2008, np). With this New Zealand is obliged to establish
management strategies and action plans to counter alien invasive species.
Nonetheless, the CBD recognizes that not all species that are new in the environment have to become invasive:
“for a species to become invasive, it must successfully out-compete native organisms, spread through its new
environment, increase in population density and harm ecosystems in its introduced range” (SCBD, 2010, np). Yet,
those species that become invasive cause considerable harm to biodiversity: “alien species that become invasive
are considered to be the main direct drivers of biodiversity loss across the globe” (SCBD, 2020, np).
A discussion document of the newly proposed NZBS as well addresses that introduced species can be of value to
New Zealand:
“non-indigenous species have become the basis of our economy through agriculture and forestry; others are
valued for their contributions to social and cultural wellbeing, such as recreation and amenity.
Nonindigenous species can sometimes play a positive role in creating ecosystems that support indigenous
species […] Other non-indigenous species are considered pests. They threaten indigenous species and
ecosystems, through predation, browsing, disease and competition, and cause nuisance to people. Nonindigenous biodiversity is neither ‘all good’ nor ‘all bad’. […] We need to reach a balance that accepts the
place of those non-indigenous species which we value and which sustain our livelihoods. This will involve
developing approaches that provide for the multiple values people hold for species, both indigenous and
nonindigenous. It is proposed that the new biodiversity strategy will recognise and prioritise the special
responsibility we have towards our indigenous biodiversity.” (New Zealand Government, 2019, p11-12)
This document is making a distinction between non-indigenous and indigenous species and describes that in case
non-indigenous species are in line with human constructed (conservation) objectives, New Zealand is tolerant to
their presence. Nonetheless, there is a special responsibility for New Zealanders to take care of the indigenous
biodiversity which must not get lost out of sight. Implying that introduced animals are placed in another category
of species upon which New Zealanders another form type of obligation. What form of obligation this is, depends
upon their ability to contribute to human well-being, indigenous species well-being or to safeguard genetic
resources in order to address future climate change (DOC & MFE, 2019). Moreover, it is being acknowledged that
a distinction is made between species in nature conservation programmes: “priority should be given to
conserving indigenous species over non-indigenous species when making management decisions” (New Zealand
Government, 2019, p29).
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In an interview it became apparent as well that a distinction is made in obligation of humans towards those that
are considered native or non-native:
“There is relatively little interest in, I mean years would go by, before you talk, hear anyone talking about
protecting non-native. I mean it is not to say it is not important, but it is probably more the particular kind of
context where you know it might be some agricultural desire to have you know immensive, beneficial species
around the field that maximize production for example” *i41
In sum: New Zealand legislation demonstrates a focus on the guardianship of the indigenous species, in policies
this is being translated in those species that were present before human’s settlement. Obviously, the possum
will not be one of them.

5.2.2 Categorizing possums as a pest
In New Zealand national legislation, the possum has no over-arching status as a pest. It is the Biosecurity Act
1993 that gives authority to the Regional Councils to list animals as a pest species and states that a pest is “an
organism specified as a pest in a Regional Pest Management Plan” (RPMP) (Biosecurity Act 1993 (NZD), s. 2(1)).
The regional council herewith has the provisions to decide what is considered a pest and simultaneously has the
organisational power to ‘manage’ these assigned pest species. In the establishment of the Regional Pest
Management Plans (RPMP’s) the council recognizes and appoint to the animal in which it is (Biosecurity Act 1993
(NZD), s. 71(d)) “capable of causing at some time adverse effect on 1 or more of the following in New Zealand:
(i)
economic wellbeing:
(ii)
the viability of threatened species of organisms:
(iii)
the survival and distribution of indigenous plants or animals:
(iv)
the sustainability of natural and developed ecosystems, ecological processes, and biological
diversity:
(v)
soil resources:
(vi)
water quality:
(vii)
human health:
(viii)
social and cultural wellbeing:
(ix)
the enjoyment of the recreational value of the natural environment:
(x)
the relationship between Māori, their culture, and their traditions and their ancestral lands, waters,
sites, wāhi tapu, and taonga:
(xi)
animal welfare”
Regional Councils are being charged with the task to establish management plans for their territory with regards
to those species that are causing adverse effects. This makes Regional Councils an important actor as it has
jurisdiction to draw regulations that have legal binding effects for people living in these territories.
What becomes clear is that the labelling of pest species does not only include the assessment of damage to
indigenous plants and animals, but as well their ability to negatively affect the human environment, economy
and social and cultural well-being (Māori culture in particular). Herewith New Zealand law recognizes the cultural
diversity in society and aims to enhance the enjoyment of the natural environment (for all citizens), but at the
same time gives special consideration to the indigenous people, their lands and their expression of traditional
practices. An animal that would threaten these, might potentially be listed as a pest species.
When it comes to possums, this animal species has been ascribed as a pest species in all regional pest
management plans at the North Island. Some Regional Councils highlight certain effects that are presented in
Biosecurity Act 1993 (NZD), s. 71(d), other Regional Councils point to all of them when it comes to possums. A
variety of constructs have been used with regards to possums in these RPMP’s, for example: production pests,
environmental pests, social / amenity pests, silvicultural/horticultural pests, agricultural pest and legacy pest.
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Moreover, possums have been described as one of the ‘worst’ pest species “due to the extent and severity of
damage they cause to both production and biodiversity values and as a vector for Tb” (CBA 7).

5.2.3 The ‘pest’ examination
In order to ascribe a species as a pest the Regional Council must determine that “for each subject, the benefits
of the plan would outweigh the costs, after taking into account of the likely consequences of inaction or other
courses of action” (Biosecurity Act 1993 (NZD) s. 71(e)). Thus, in order to define them as a ‘pest’ in the pest
management plans, a cost benefit analysis is warranted, which needs to result in a positive outcome. In the NPD
is stated that (MPI, 2015, p7-8):
“6 (1) When determining the appropriate level of analysis of the benefits and costs of the plan for each
subject for the purposes of a proposal for a pest management plan or pathway management plan, a proposer
must consider:
(a) the level of uncertainty of the impacts of the subject, or an organism being spread by the subject,
and of the effectiveness of measures; and
(b) the likely significance of the subject, or an organism being spread by the subject, or of the proposed
measures, in terms of stakeholder interest and contention, and total costs of the proposed plan; and
(c) the likely costs of the programme relative to the likely benefits; and (d) the level of certainty and the
quality of the available data
(d) the level of certainty and the quality of the available data”
Exploring (proposed) Cost Benefit Analysis (CBA) of the RPMP’s (Appendix II), it appears that these have been
performed in different ways. Regional Councils (CBA 7) outlined a qualitative impact assessment of the possum
in their report in which the impact of possums was outlined for all factors presented in section 71(d) of the
Biosecurity Act 1993 (NZD). CBA 6,7 mentions that according to the NPD considerations (section 6(1)) “a lowlevel analysis was deemed appropriate for possums”. Meaning that a high level of analysis is solely obligatory in
case “the pest/proposed measures are: highly significant to stakeholders, programme costs are high, if the
benefits are likely to be similar to the costs, and if the impacts of the pest and/or effectiveness of the measures
are highly uncertain” (CBA7, p11). CBA 6 using both qualitative and quantitative assessment describes that the
“the potential effects of these pests are well documented and management is effective”. CBA 7 declares that:
“Under ‘do nothing’ possum numbers may increase and cause further environmental and production
impacts. Politically, a no regional intervention position would be high risk for Council […] the impacts and
behavioural characteristics of Brush-tailed possums have seen the longest and most intense level of pest
control research carried out of any introduced pest to New Zealand […] many residents of Northland
would regard possums as the number one pest in the region and other than a minority who are opposed
to poisoning, possum control overall is not considered contentious“ (CBA7, p586).
All of this suggests that there would be considerable documentation of the adverse effects of possums,
legitimizing the absence of a quantitative assessment, as there would be enough data present to consider
possum control beneficial. Moreover, a do-nothing scenario is out of question, and is considered as a threat
towards the Council politically (sign of discourse structuration, section 5.2.5).
Others Regional Councils use both a qualitative and quantitative impact assessment (CBA 5,6). For example, the
CBA 5 presents a quantitative impact assessment, based upon calculations: Economic value per land use/habitat
type x impact level. Analysis determines that a 10-year management programme eventually would result in a net
benefit of $2.264.661 dollars (including economic benefit of 5 dollar per hectare of selling possum products).
Concluding that “The benefits of the regional intervention, focused on sustainably controlling possums as part of
a possum control area programme, outweigh the cost of the programme” (CBA 5, p163)
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Whilst the Regional Councils need to comply with the NPD requirements, the difficulty of quantification of all
factors is recognized;
“intangible costs and benefits are not easily quantifiable in monetary terms. Intangible benefits and costs
can be significant, and a major influence on the final decision. If the intangibles are significant, they should
be clearly highlighted and explained in the analysis so that decision-makers are aware of the value
judgements they are making in pursuing a particular option. This explanation can be some combination
of quantitative, qualitative, or descriptive” (Ministry for Primary Industries, 2015, p21-22).
Moreover, Regional Councils address the subjective nature of impact assessments themselves. “They are an
instrument that is very subjective, rather than objective” (*i43). RPMP 9 (p34) mentions that:
“any decision to declare a particular harmful animal a ‘pest’ involves a degree of subjectivity when ranking,
weighting and assessing the regional impacts of particular harmful animals, and necessarily requires an
element of political judgement. In making that decision, Waikato Regional Council has had regard to what
it can most effectively and efficiently achieve given finite resources.”
Implying that even though a CBA would result in a positive outcome, other factors for example: the lack of
resources, impact management strategies (and programmes).
Participatory approaches are reflected in the allocation of programmes towards pests. Previously it has been
described that the high level of analysis is deemed important in case there would be strong opposing viewpoints
within communities to label the animal in the RPMP. Moreover, citizens are able to submit their views, with
regards to proposed RPMP’s (this is seen in Regional Councils 3,4,9). After public submissions RPMP 4 has
included the feral deer and wildling conifers for example. RPMP 9, addresses how it deliberately excluded deer
and pigs from the RPMP because of the opposition of stakeholders, whereas these animals otherwise would have
been labelled as a pest. Therewith the input of New Zealand citizens can actually shape the strategies within the
RPMP’s, or what I suggest a ‘faulty’ measuring of the cultural effects within the CBA. As some effects might be
considered more positive or more negative than quantified. To what extend these submissions of New Zealand
actually shape the RPMP’s and influence decision making processes will not be part of this study. Nonetheless, it
demonstrates that even though Regional Councils putting all their efforts in order to deliver ‘credible’ data in
order to validate the labelling of species followed by management strategies, this process of selection is very
much subject to human value systems. Eventually, there are multiple external factors, that influence the outcome
of what animal is being labelled as a pest, and how and where which strategies are being implemented.

5.2.4 Implementation and evaluation of possum management strategies by regional councils
Management strategies for each pest species is presented in the RPMP and can be directed in a species led or
site-led pest management programme. In species led programmes, each RPMP determines the particular
outcome of the management programme. This could be for example exclusion, eradication, progressive
containment or sustained control. The site-led programme aims to reduce the number of animals to the extent
that it cannot harm places of value; “aesthetic, biological, cultural, ecological, economic, environmental, historic,
recreational, or social values that are of significance to the general public or specific communities. The place is
specific, such as a farm, a historic structure, or a reserve” (MPI, 2015, p8).
One of the participants in this study mentioned that a lack of resources and expertise (*i50) are constraining factors
to allocate pests in regional pest management plans. Documents as well bring forward that financial budget
influences decision making of what is considered the appropriate level of control: CBA7 (p586) describes that
“eradication and progressive containment programmes are entirely unrealistic due to the very widespread
distribution of possums in the region. Overall, these scenarios would be well beyond the ability of NRC (Northland
Regional Council) to resource and implement, as the costs of control that would be imposed on landowners and
council would exceed the benefits and be unsustainable”.
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With this in mind, collaborations with other parties (public or private) can provide a supplementation of
resources and therewith augment the goals in pest management. Sometimes inputs are direct or indirect. The
dairy industry for example funds the TBfree programme, managed by OSPRI:
“So OSPRI is doing it for disease control, bovine tuberculosis. And they need to pretty much get it down to what
we call 2 percent residual trap catch index. Which is an index rather than a population measure. And if they
can get it down to that level and keep it there for about 5 years, they know they can break the cycle of infection
from feral wildlife that are infected to farm animals that may pick it up. So, they do it for a different reason,
that we do it for. But they are slowly winning that battle, and as they do when an area has become free from
disease, their mandate extinguishes. So, they pull out... so we are taking up” *i42
To assess the effects of possum management programmes, indicators are being used. For example, the National
Trap Catch Protocol is based upon a calculation (the Residual Trap Catch (RTC)) and “counts the number of
possums caught per 100 trap nights and expresses this as a percentage catch” (RPMP4, p70). This equation
eventually determines whether a possum control programme has been successful or requires attention (Greater
Wellington Regional Council, 2016). Other monitoring systems are counting the number of requests for pest
control services, assessing crop damage, or determining the use of wax tags by possums (resulting in a number
that is called bite mark indexes (BMI)) (RPMP 3). Different organisational bodies can have different ideas about
what outcome is preferred. In the previous quote it appears that OSPRI is aiming to reduce possum numbers as
it is a vector, the Regional Council will take over in order to get these possum numbers to their set RTC for
conservation measures. Thus, indicators are being correlated with possible effects of the presence of possums.
Regional Council Taranaki (RPMP8, p25) installed a Self-help Possum Control Programme:
“The level of control achieved is an average 6.13% residual trap catch - a figure well below the 10% target
considered necessary to protect pastoral production and the vegetative canopy of remnant forests and
wetlands. It has also contributed to increased bird life”.
Gisborne District Council on the other hand alludes to the 5% RTCI as it is “a nationally acknowledged level of
control which allows biodiversity values to be protected” (RPMP 3, p53).
Even though the establishment of pest management plans is not obligatory according to national law, it is the
Council’s duty to (Biosecurity Act 1993 (NZD) s. 12(b)) to promote “public support for pest management”.
Moreover, it states that Regional Councils “provides leadership in activities that prevent, reduce, or eliminate
adverse effect from harmful organisms that are present in New Zealand (pest management) in its region”.
Herewith the task is not merely the execution of pest management by its own workers, it is their obligation to
foster societal support for pest management. Various Regions Councils have provided trapping material (control
tools) and education, for example: one of them mentions to “provide information and advice on pest animal
identification, impacts and control” (RPMP 1, p230), another “will support land occupiers’ predator control
maintenance through an advisory, inspectorial and enforcement service and the provision of control products,
materials and equipment at cost” (RPMP8, p34). Indicating that civic engagement is supported within the
boundaries of the governmental framework based upon the premise that people are the managers of nature and
are allowed to intervene with certain measures.
To support possum management programmes, Regional Councils also make use of their jurisdiction to draw
regulations that are restrictive in such a sense that certain practices are being fostered (the killing) and others
are being prohibited: people not being able to keep possums as a pet at home for example (RPMP1 & 8). Another
tool that might have obligatory effects for New Zealand citizens is the good neighbour rule mentioned in the
Biosecurity Act. It can bind land owners to manage pest species in accordance to the goals set by the Regional
Council in case their land is appointed. Once it is determined that distribution of pests would create
‘unreasonable costs to occupiers of adjacent land’ the good neighbour rule could ‘request’ compliance (RPMP
9).
In sum, it seems that the public administration on a regional level is an actor that has a central role to document
the ‘possum as a pest’ species in the different districts and how it should be dealt with. Rather, discourse analysis
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from a Foucauldian perspective would reject the idea of the Regional Council having solitary power. This means
that Regional Councils are one of the actors to reproduce a particular image and reality of the possum in society:
the possum as an animal that should be or is considered a pest and therefore management is warranted.

5.2.5 Presence of discourse structuration and institutionalization
Discourse institutionalization, means that the conceptualization of the possum being a pest and the discursive
pattern is ‘solidified into institutions and organizational practices’ (Hajer, 2005, p303). The historical overview
demonstrated a transformation and struggle of possum discourses over time in New Zealand. While possums
were first being killed for fur and economic gain, after increasing knowledge production the act of killing became
also adopted as an element of biosecurity. Issues of biodiversity decline and preservation of iconic species gained
more attention. Moreover, protection of livestock against bTB gained more attention and claims were made of
possum being a vector. In other words, while the act of killing was already practiced and adopted as ethically
justifiable by different stakeholders in society, the institutionalization of the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse
solidified over the years.
Contemporary policy documents and legislation demonstrated to make a distinction between non-indigenous
and indigenous species. This categorization is present in international nature conservation language as well. Even
though it is presented that non-indigenous animals can be of value, New Zealand law and regulation set their
priorities to conserve those species that are considered indigenous. The presence of this nature-human
dichotomy allows the existence and emergence of the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse. Regional Councils play an
important role in listing possums as pest species and determining the rules and regulations in how they should
be managed. While Foucault does not present power as a sovereign oppressive force, but as productive. In this
case the regulations are brought into being to support the pest management strategies. These strategies are in
the first instance an integral part of how a dominant discourse has constructed the reality in which the ‘possum
as a pest’. The presence of these regulations can be seen as an outcome of performativity (the reality effects) of
the discourse. This means that Regional Councils can be considered as one of the actors taking part in the
reproduction of this discourse as well as other stakeholders. The historical overview demonstrated how nature
conservation policies came about in collaboration with a network of other stakeholders: philanthropists and
businesses and possum management became part of nature conservation efforts in private and public projects.
The proposal for a predator free New Zealand by Sir Paul Callaghan was adopted by Forest and Bird and the
Predator Free Trust emerged:
“In 2015, the Government recognised this growing momentum, and public appetite, for more action to
protect native biodiversity. That July, then-Prime Minister John Key announced the creation of Predator
Free 2050 Ltd, a charity to direct Crown investment into an overarching goal – forests rid of the devastating
impacts of stoats, rats and possums by 2050” (DOC, nd, p5).
The introduction of the PF2050 centres the construct of predator and therewith primarily focusses upon the
context of the animal being in opposition with indigenous species, - biodiversity or - ecosystems. Herewith the
construct of predator starts to dominate the discursive field. While the RPMP’s of the Regional Councils set their
goals for example to reduce possums to a certain TRC of BMI based upon scientific ecological knowledge claims.
The installation of the PF2050 started a national overarching goal to eliminate possums 100%: “There is only one
number we are interested in (in predator control), and that is zero” (Bramley, in DOC, 2019, p7).
I consider the installation of the PF2050 as an important moment in solidifying the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse
in society and further institutionalization of it, as emphasis is put to collaborate with different actors working
towards the national objective: “By collaborating on the various PF2050 work strands, government agencies,
councils, science providers, educators, innovators, businesses, NGO’s, iwi, communities and individuals are
better able to meet the goals before them” (DOC, nd, p3). Support of the programme is received out of different
directions, for example the global institution as World Wildlife Fund: “supportive of the New Zealand
Government’s ambitious vision of eradicating the most damaging introduced predators” as well the application
of 1080 in New Zealand ("WWF-New Zealand position on the use of 1080 for pest control in New Zealand", n.d.).
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Moreover, there are as well industries that have become part of the reproduction of the ‘possum as a pest’
discourse. For example, companies that provide control tools for possum elimination. One of those companies
is ‘Orillion’: a state-owned manufacturer of various pest control tools, including the 1080 pellets. Not only income
is made, revenues are being used to support the PF2050 goal: the company states that it “invests $300.000 per
annum in research & development to achieve this” (Animal Control Products LTD, nd, np). Thus, not only their
existence depends upon the presence of the pest discourse, it reproduces it at the same time, as they are putting
efforts to support scientific research contributing to the elimination of these assigned pest species. It is a
mechanism, in which various actors have become part to produce and reproduce the ‘possum as a pest’
discourse, both in public and private organisations and at local, regional, national and international level. All
contributing to the creating a reality that affect the lives of possums in New Zealand; the animal being a threat
that needs to be eliminated.
To explore discourse structuration, I have looked for the ways in which actors (try to) maintain their credibility
nowadays:
“the dynamics of this argumentative game is determined by three factors: credibility, acceptability, and
trust. Credibility is required to make actors believe in the subject-positioning that a given discourse implies
for them and to live by the structure positionings it implies; acceptability requires that position to appear
attractive or necessary; trust refers to the fact that doubt might be suppressed and inherent uncertainties
might be taken for granted if actors manage to secure confidence either in the author (whether this is an
institute or a person)” (Hajer, 1995, p59).
In the previous sections it became clear that the possum is listed as a pest in all the RPMP’s of the North Island.
Even though economic benefits are being included in equations for the CBA, in all cases possums were assigned
as a pest. Detailed analysis of the adverse effects is presented as a low concern in order to assign possums as a
pest species. One of the documents stated that it would be a risk politically to do nothing. A Council officer
mentioned that there were difficulties with establishing a CBA and that even though it would be difficult to show
a benefit with another cost/benefit model: “everyone believes that getting rid of possums benefits” (*i42).
Suggesting that rather the procedure is being questioned, than challenging whether the label of pest with regards
to possums is correct. In sum, different data bring forward that potential insecurities with regards to the
assessment are being overshadowed as the position of the ‘possum as a pest’ is solid and secured. This
illuminates the presence of discourse structuration, as the use of the construct pest and is warranted in order to
maintain credibility for policy actors and sustain its produced reality.
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Struggles over the possum ‘problem’
Chapter 6
The third objective of this study was to explore the discursive struggle of discourses with regards to considering
possums in New Zealand through identifying story-lines of the ‘no to possums’ and ‘consider possums’ coalitions.
Sections 6.1 and 6.2 will describe the two different story-lines and illuminate the statements, metaphors,
analogies, historical references, cliches, appeals, collective fears and senses of guilt used. These linguistic
regularities that are interpreted as the discursive cement of the story-line are presented in bold in the text.
Section 6.3 will explore how possum discourses were represented in the story-lines and how these struggle with
each other and contest the statements made in the debate over what is actually considered problematic.

6.1

The ‘no to possums’ story-line

In 2016, the prime minister held a speech with regards to the PF2050 programme (Appendix VII). The discursive
purview of it can be described as to triumph the uniqueness of New Zealand. The native species are presented
as the ones that New Zealanders can be proud of. The prime minister of Conservation underlines this with
bringing forward a text of Don Merton:
“They are our national monuments. They are our Tower of London, our Arc de Triomphe, our pyramids. We
don’t have this ancient architecture that we can be proud of and swoon over in wonder, but what we do
have is something that is far, far older than that. No one else has kiwi, no one else has kākāpō. They have
been around for millions of years, if not thousands of millions of years. And once they are gone, they are
gone forever. And it’s up to us to make sure they never die out” (DOC, 2017, np).
The minister refers to a responsibility and obligation that New Zealanders have to protect what is theirs and is
using possessive pronouns as us and ours with regards these unique species: “New Zealand’s unique plants, birds,
reptiles and other animal species help us to define who we are as a nation” (DOC, 2017, np). Human responsibility
perpetuates in rhetoric of the speech act and has as well been found in other documents and media. The
threatened species draft presents certain species as those species that are ‘entrusted to our care’. Or an
educational sign at a nature restoration programme: “Most of New Zealand’s native species are still paying the
price of centuries of habitat loss and introduced pests. Today many plants, frogs, bats, insects, reptiles – and
nearly three-quarters of all land birds – are threatened. Their survival depends on us” (*s1)
Responsibility is considered an indispensable ingredient of the cement of the story-line to make sure the species
that are unique to New Zealand will be saved. At the same time these native species are presented as extremely
vulnerable and the unique environment of New Zealand is in jeopardy. A collective fear is presented and has
become an important element of the story-line.
What is included in this story, is that there are introduced predators that are threatening these valued species.
Fear is not only presented as the effects they might have to nature and the valued species, but as well to the
economy and primary sector:
“In the past we have seen some of our native species forced into extinction. And while there was once a
time when the greatest threat was deforestation and poaching, today it is those introduced predators. Their
impact cannot be overstated – rats, stoats and possums kill around 25 million of our native birds every year.
And they threaten our economy and our primary sector, with their total economic cost estimated at around
$3.3 billion a year. It is our collective responsibility to do more to address this. As we know New Zealanders
take our responsibility as stewards of our environment seriously” (Key, 2016)
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In the story the native environment and species are presented as the victims and humans have become the
problem solvers. But looking more closely, humans have as well become the perpetrators as they were the ones
bringing possums into the country. Therefore, they are held responsible to ‘fix’ the situation;
“we are working together very nicely to sort of right the wrong” *i15
Moreover, sometimes the perpetrators are being presented not only as humans in general, but as the colonists,
the acclimatisation societies or the Englishman. Therefore, it is up to them to make sure the native environment
will be saved:
“This country wasn't ours when we came, these pests weren't there and we brought them, we owe it to them
to straighten it up” *i45
In sum: in this story-line animals and humans receive particular roles that visualizes a particular moral order:
“Story-lines, in other words, not only help to construct a problem, they also play an important role in the
creation of a social and moral order in a given domain. Story-lines are devices through which actors are
positioned, and through which specific ideas of 'blame' and 'responsibility', and of 'urgency' and
'responsible behaviour' are attributed. Through story-lines actors can be positioned as victims of pollution,
as problem solvers, as perpetrators, as top scientists, or as scaremongers“ (Hajer, 1993, p64-65).
What is notable in the ‘no to possums’ story-line, is the positive attitude with regards to the elimination of
possums, presenting this challenge as something that can be achieved. Even though the tools are not yet present
to realize a predator free country in 2050, this uncertainty is something that New Zealanders can overcome as
long as they keep investing in breakthrough science solutions (Key, 2016) and take action:
“PF2050 is a huge, bold ambition. It’s a first in global conservation, which means there’s no precedent, or
no manual, to follow. Therefore, PF2050 will be an exercise in adaptive management; an iterative process
of decision making in the face of uncertainty. By constantly testing the effectiveness of decisions and
actions, and improving them as we go, we can reduce and manage that uncertainty” (Department of
Conservation, nd, p3).
The PF2050 itself has become a tool in order to reach a possum free country (*i14, 16, 20):
“ I think can we do it now with the tools we have? No, we can't. In my opinion. But I believe that uhm... one of
the most important things about the predator free movement is that it is changing the culture around pest
control and biodiversity in conservation. So, you actually need to deal with the cultural and social acceptance
of this sort of thing before you come in with the tools” *i16
One of the references that is made in order to keep optimistic about the feasibility of the programme is the cliché
and analogy of Sir Paul Callaghan’s New Zealand’s moon-shot:
“show the world what sort of conservation gains are possible when there is the will and the way to make it
happen […] but we believe if we all work together as a country we can achieve it […] It won’t be easy –
there’s a reason Sir Paul described it as “New Zealand’s Apollo project” – but it can be done” (Key, 2016)
It is a historical reference to a dream that can become real as long as humans keep faith. The dream in this case
is to eliminate possums and therewith to bring back the birdsong into the forest. Another optimistic analogy and
historical reference is to render the accomplishments of the past when it comes to previous nature conservation
programmes: predator free islands and fenced areas. These programmes in which predators have been removed
are presented as New Zealand nature. Participants have referred to these as what can actually be created
(*i24,31,45,47)
.
“For many years, however, resource managers and policymakers usually viewed the concept of
eradication as a pipedream, impractical for logistic reasons and potentially drawing resources from
realistic maintenance management approaches such as biological control. A series of successful high-
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profile eradications of invasive mammals on ever-larger islands has radically shifted this perspective”.
(Simberloff, 2012, p496)
The dream in this case is to bring back the chorus. Various participants (*i12,15) have uttered this cliche about the
predator control in relation to the return of the birdsongs in the area:
“the birds are all we’ve got and we have got to protect them. Return the birdsong to the forest” *i15
“The work being carried out () and other sanctuary islands is being undertaken with the belief that one day
our forests will again resound to the dawn chorus. Your enjoyment of (-) and your support for the work
undertaken by the Department of Conservation, numerous societies and volunteers can make that dream
achievable” (*s2).
The elimination of possums is as win-win solution, as both the environment and economy will benefit from it: “A
predator-free one estimated NZ $3.3 billion (1.96% of GDP), and leave an impressive conservation legacy for
future generations” (New Zealand Government, 2016, p7). “
A win-win situation which would as well will contribute to New Zealand’s reputation:
“And to show the world what is possible and reinforce New Zealand’s reputation as a worldwide leader in
conservation” (Key, 2016)
The killing of possums is a common measure in order to eliminate possums in New Zealand:
“Cause it seems to me that all of New Zealand conservation like... you know that when I ever got a job or
something in the Department of Conservation, I probably need to be a possum killing expert” *i20
Yet, as long as there is no scientific breakthrough, the use of controversial 1080 is one the necessities to
accomplish the dream:
“Until radical new techniques arrive, birds like kiwi, whio and mohua will disappear from mainland New
Zealand unless aerial 1080 is used to control possums, rats and stoats” (OSPRI, 2016, p1).
Thus, the use of 1080 is presented as something that could bring back the bird songs into the forest:
“periods of silence (no bird song) decreased after a 1080 operation” (OSPRI, 2016, p2).
Participants as well mentioned 1080 as the only opportunity (at this particular moment) to control the animal (in
remote areas that are difficult to access by humans) (*i9,11,12,14,16,20,24 28,40,49). Of course, this doesn’t necessarily
mean that participants are convinced this is the best solution to reach a predator free 2050.
“The poison is awful, it makes them bleed internally essentially is what the poison does. It is awful. But there
is not really any other options you know? And that is the really hard thing. It is until we come up with more
viable options for long-term what are you going to do?” *i12
One of the participants mentioned the difficulty in the assessment of where to stand in the 1080 debate, as 1080
might carry a level of risk. A question is presented by a participant, demonstrating the decision that has to be
made with regards to what is perceived the greatest threat:
“So, it is like oh… what would you prefer? Like saving some of our birds and the risk of everything else what
will happen to our ecosystem after that, or saving nothing because the possums ate them all?” *i20
Absence of alternative tools, are being presented as the reason to include 1080 as a tool. Indirectly it is the
urgency to act now that is behind it: it is the only way in which possums can be targeted at this moment and
therefore it has to be put into use before they will devastate the country.
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6.2

‘Consider possums’ story-line

While the previous section demonstrated many different linguistic regularities: analogies, historical references,
cliches, appeals, collective fears and senses of guilt. In this story-line, the coherence is found in that there is
another valuation of the ‘problem’. This might because in the story the problem has been attributed to someone
else (humans, other animals for example) or the problem does not justify the actions taken or the credibility of
possum being a problem. Therefore, it leads to different evaluations of whom is responsible and which roles
need to be played by humans. It will become clear how the ‘no to possums’ story-line is contested from many
different angles. Just as Hajer describes:
“understanding the acid rain problem not only involves the understanding of the ecological phenomenon
(which in itself requires the combination of pockets of knowledge from many different disciplines), but
involves questions of costs, abatement techniques, analysis of social and economic repercussions of the
different remedial strategies, and ethical questions concerning fairness or the attribution of blame and
responsibility” (Hajer, 1995, p45).
Many different elements can be included in order to deviate from the valuation of the ‘problem’.

6.2.1 Possums are a resource
One of the participants highlights that in his/her opinion the image that has been created with regards to the
presence of possums as a problematic species, doesn’t reflect the way that he/she sees it.
“Very often… these questions you know; how do you deal with the possum problem? Well, is it a problem? Or is
it a resource?” *i27
The animal is not being considered as a problem but as having value to humans. This quote has strong resonance
with the discursive pattern of the ‘possum as a resource’ discourse. The killing of possums is a material practice
part of this discourse. Contestations are present with the no to possum’s story-line, in that the possum is not
being valued as a resource: at this particular moment there are still possums that are being killed but their
remnants will not be picked up for human use:
“I mean if they have to kill them, kill them for food or fur, you kill them for a purpose. Not just kill them because
they have to be killed. […] uh... pretty hard to get through DOC, they have a vision of eradicating pests,
predator free, let's get rid of all these things, and just kill them here. Uhm... you know indigenous people always
kill for a purpose; […] food, skin, survival. And unfortunately, our forests are threatened of survival because of
these types of animals that browse. So, we have to look forward to some sort of change. *i48
Change is warranted in order to make sure the animal can be valued as a resource, therewith it contests the
implementation of the elimination programmes into the country. As well as elements of the no to possum storyline. But what does this tell me about whether possums are being considered allowed to be present? Two
participants (*i12,29) mentioned that to them the presence of the possum in the country is merely viewed from a
standpoint that they contributed to their lives:
Well, possums helped me a lot, in my life you know. Yeah, I would be lying if I said I want to see none” *i29
Even though this participant mentions that the presence of possums here is presented as positive. Data in this
study was not sufficient to determine whether possums are tolerated in line with the ‘possum as a resource’
discourse’. Hypothetically, the animal being able to serve human life, might lead to a number of possums in the
country. Nonetheless, the possum is valued once it is being killed, the question then remains what does this do
with considering possums in the country? Nonetheless, this statement does contest the idea of presenting the
possum as problematic as well as how the possum management programmes are being implemented.
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6.2.2 Who is actually the problem?
Conservation policies are drawn upon old-fashioned views that (*i25, 27, (Hill, 2016)) do not fit in contemporary society.
“That is my other thing with the possum is that we are saying that they are a problem yes they are… but as we
are saying that possums are an issue […] we are not actually looking at the fact we are degrading habitat. We
are not building it back up. We are clearing land you know? So, we are going to blame these animals for the
lack of conservation, basically” *i25
The position of humans as problem solvers in the no to possum’s story-line is contested. This statement aligns
with elements of the ‘possum as a possum’ discourse. While the no to possum’s story-line demonstrates that
humans are indirectly presented as perpetrators as well as they were the ones that have introduced them in the
country. This time the story changes, in that humans are perpetrators by degrading the habitat vigorously, one
could question that if possums need to leave the country, then humans at least should to. In other words, the
use of the human-nature dichotomy is false. Therefore, there is a need to review the efforts to save those
particular vulnerable species as well to reassess the position of humans with regards to nature and the elements
that are being valued. This statement opens up a conversation about contemporary conservation strategies.
When humans got rid of the human-nature dichotomy, what is the role of humans is with regards to nature
especially the possum. The question has become to what extend possums are actually the problem or is it
humans or is it none of them?

6.2.3 Killing possums is not okay
Regardless the discourse that participants in this study reproduced, in various cases they mentioned that humans
have the obligation to show animal’s ‘respect’. But how to do that, is eventually an outcome of someone’s own
personal ethical evaluation of norms and values. A regional council officer dealing with predator control mentions
for example the following:
“That means managing these animals, that doesn’t mean that I do not respect them. Some people in order to
do the work they have to demonize, and villainize those animals. Rats and possums and see them as a bad
animal. But I don’t, I value them and just see them what they do what they just do. I want to manage the best
way I can.” *i50
While this person demonstrates for him is ‘respecting’ the animal talking about them in a respectful manner in
which the use of certain constructs in language are considered inappropriate. For others it would entail to
prevent a ‘meaningless’ death (*i39) or that the kill is done in a humane manner.
A statement that contests the no to possum’s story-line, is the rejection of the act of killing possums (*i10,44,45):
“So, I don't want anybody killed, I don't want to kill them myself, I don't want them poisoned and I don't want
to give them any pain or harm. But they can't be here, it's too ecologically fragile” *45
It appears that what is considered as a reasonable argument to cause pain (death) is here at the centre of the
discussion. In this case the threat the possum is posing (the magnitude of the problem), does not do justice to
the act of killing them. Nonetheless, the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse or the full elimination of possums in the
country is not directly contested. For example, in case this method can be substituted by another method in
which the animal can stay alive (for example: sterilisation or gene drives).

6.2.3 Humans have introduced them, we need to learn to live with them
Because humans have introduced possums, it is actually humans that have a particular obligation towards the
possum (*i43,10).
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“Like most people see possums as a pest, but I think we have a responsibility, because we brought them to this
country for their fur […] Now that we brought possums here, it is our fault. We can't just torture them to death.
Because of something we did you know? *i43
Even though it is presented that humans have a particular role in taking care for nature, at the same time this
role has changed from killing and eliminating to find alternative ways in how to live together.
“We could have special parks for them. Special areas for them to live, that would be nice. (-) They eat all of your
fruits and your vegies, but you can work with them. You can put some barriers around the tree, you could make
special things that they cannot climb” *i10
It rejects the ‘no to possums’ story-line, with regards that possum should be considered because humans have
an obligation towards them. Whether or not these animals might damage the natural environment, this does not
do just to killing and eliminating the animal.

6.2.4 The dream of becoming a possum free country is a fairy tale
One of the ways in which the PF2050 is being contested, is rejecting the idea that possums can be eliminated.
Technological and economic feasibility were the main arguments of criticism towards the PF2050 (according to
Peltzer et al., 2019). Several participants in this study questioned the feasibility of becoming a predator free
country. The attempt to create a landscape without possums is never going to happen (*i9,18,28). “The people
behind the predator free 2050 are spreading fairy dust” (*i8), PF2050 is a crock (*i25), eradication is a myth (*i27), it
is spy in the sky stuff really (*i28) and we do not have the tools to even talk about eradication (*i12):
“And they reckon they want to be predator free. So, what are we gonna do? Have a whole lot of people holding
hands and start at the top of the North Island and walk through inch of ground and get rid of every rat, mice,
dream on... it is never gonna happen. They did on kapiti island, but I mean it is not a big island is it, it is not the
size of the North Island. All the crooks, crannies and all the gallies. And I don't know how they are gonna do
it.” *i40
Questioning the feasibility of eliminating all the assigned species in the PF2050 program, does not imply that
people would oppose elimination of them (including possums) (section 6.3.1). But it does contest elements of
the no to possum’s story-line. Moreover, it might give command to consider possums in the country:
“Complete eradication is an impossibility existing only in the deluded minds of ‘predator free 2050’ proponents,
there must be a place for possums in our forest” *i27
The following quote demonstrates the alternation of questioning: first, can we do it, towards should we do it?
“instead of running around with our mechanism and not... And spending all this money into like you know
hundreds of years into the future, to manage the species into perpetuity... basically... because they don't think
we get the last rat or last possum... […] and with all of the uncertainty of what climate change is gonna do […]
They are thinking about creating ways to live with the animals and plants” *i20
Thus, the idea of not being able to eliminate possums, might open up a conversation upon prioritization in
conservation policies as well as finding different ways in which humans and possums potentially can coexist. Just
as this participant argues that the economic expenditure of the government in the war towards the possum,
could be better used to search for alternatives and to invest in other conservation programs. In this case
searching for opportunities to benefit of the presence of introduced species. For another this might include
looking at other interventions towards other species:
“I do think we should look at some of the more common threats to our wildlife, well like people’s domestic cats.
First, it might be an easier place to start, then eradicating possums you know. It is easier to have all cats
microchipped and make people keep them and you know in a closed outside area, then it is to eradicate every
possum.” *i39
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The trade-off between what is actually considered feasible conservation effort and including a critical view of the
impact of other animals present, does contest the no to possum’s story-line. Even though the possum might still
be considered problematic, the dream of becoming possum free needs to be critically reviewed. Is the possum
problem substantial enough, that it is worth the sacrifices?

6.2.5 1080 poison is a bigger issue than the damage of possums
There has been strong controversy regarding the use of 1080 poisoning, especially aerial dropping of 1080
instigates an emotive discussion (*i9,14, 15,22). Opposition towards these drops have resulted in abuse towards
workers (*i24) and stealing helicopters (*i29, 36). Russel (2014) concludes that the use of 1080 receives more support
when it is applied on the ground, as aerial 1080 drops are connected with concerns with regards to indiscriminate
poisoning. The same study presented that there is a considerable concern among the public (77% of respondents)
of by-kill or secondary poisoning of native and game animals.
Contradictory claims towards the use of 1080 are primarily based upon the different notions of what is actually
perceived as improving or degrading the environment:
“Common to all participants were their identification with and passion for their environment […] Where
they disagreed was in their fundamentally differing philosophies of ‘their’ place should be managed. Their
competing views on 1080 and possums had resulted in an ongoing exchange of opposing claims, each one
arguing that they knew what was best for the region and blaming those who disagreed with them for
jeopardising its future” (Bidwell & Thompson, 2015, p87).
Demonstrating that the opposition of 1080 use not automatically includes a move away from the ‘possum as a
pest’ rhetoric. People might hold the same conceptualization of the fragility of nature and value native species
in the environment, only might diverge upon the belief whether 1080 is actually contributing or harming this
environment. Several participants have mentioned the latter, in which 1080 is hurting / polluting the
environment/nature/forest/trees (*i10,18,27,46) of humans (*i26,27) and non-human animals (through by kill or it being
indiscriminate) (*i9,18,26,27,46) for example towards (native) birds (*i18,26,27,29) or invertebrates (*i46).
“The native falcon, kareorea, and the austral-asian harrier hawk, or kahu […] raptors and the top of the food
chain in New Zealand. So, when they poison the rats, the rats are then eaten by these birds. Those populations
will die off, and then your natural control mechanism has gone” *i27
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Figure 6: Discursive practices 1080 demonstration, House of parliament Wellington.
Figure 6 renders the opposition of 1080 use in which the government here is directly confronted with their
continued practices. Again, the concern of the use of 1080 is directly linked to the possible consequences towards
New Zealand’s valued species and humans themselves. In the no to possum’s story-line one of the discursive
elements was that possums are causing silent forests. However, this time the story changes and the cause of this
silence is pointed towards the use of 1080 poisoning (*i8,9,46):
“You get hunters that they are very aware of what they are doing in the bush. Those say the areas that there
has been 1080'd, that it is just silent and that there no bird on them” *i9
The change of narrative is presented in literature as well: “opponents talked about silent forests and the
disappearance of native birds” (Bidwell & Thompson, 2015, p85). It appears that the story has changed of who is
playing the role of the invader: “Those who opposed 1080 saw the chemical (and those who authorised its use)
as the invader, referring to aerial bait drop operations as ‘saturation bombing’ and the ‘collateral damage’ of
non-target wildlife” (Bidwell & Thompson, 2015, p84). Thus, while at in the no to possum’s was the problem of
damaging the environment, this role is substituted by those that authorize the 1080 poisoning and/or the 1080
poison itself:
“we have a chance to stop that toxic rained Vietnam style by actually embracing the community more, the
volunteers that we have got” *i46
In line with this story, what needs to be focussed on is to put a halt to the use of 1080 in order to save the
environment (species and/or humans). This poison is presented as a greater concern than possums: “people
identify more strongly with the risks of using toxins than with the ecological consequences of not controlling
pests” (Green & Rohan, 2012, p201). A participant mentioned as well that there are people more concerned
about the side effects, than about possums *i24.
“I say the whole poisoning of native bush is more of an issue then the damage that possums do” *i11.
This statement contests the no to possum’s story-line in its use of tools to eliminate possums. It contests the
story-line by questioning the proportion of sacrifices in relation to the possum problem. In this statement these
are considered no longer aligned.

6.2.6 Possums are not such a problem
There are people that directly confront the notion of the possum being problematic. In their experience possums
do not put too much harm to native wildlife (*i11, 13,27). Participants questioned whether the presence of possums
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compromise the presence of birds (feeding on eggs *26, 41 and chicks *i26). A former hunter / bushman (*i11) notifies
that possum’s will come into his orchard when the fruits are there, but do not cause significant damage to his
property and towards the native trees or birds present.
“me and a lot of other people that are spending time in the bush […] when you spend enough time you see that
they are not actually damaging much” *i11
As well there were various participants that have argued that there were other animals (for example stoats and
feral cats) causing more harm to the environment or species or pointed towards rats that are spreading diseases.
“Rats cause more damage than possums, I think anyway” *i40
Several participants questioned the contribution of the possum towards the spread of bTB in the country
(*i10,11,12,26,29)
a former hunter (*i40) mentions processing many possums in his/her life and have never seen bTB in
possums.
All of these statements contest the magnitude of the possum problem. Based upon their knowledge. While
scientific institutions have been granted to define the truth of what number of possums are considered
problematic in New Zealand. The solution to the problem is actually defined in the no to possum’s story-line, that
construct a truth in which each single possum is considered problematic. The number of zero is contested in the
consider possum story-line, in which people draw upon their own knowledge. This does not mean that people
reject the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse per se. As these actors still assess the damage to the environment in
relation to the presence of possums.
There is also a distrust in the institutions whether the problem is sufficiently defined:
“it is never been established how many possums an acre or a hectare of New Zealand bush can actually tolerate
without any adverse effect? And I am sorry, I am not a purist, I don't believe that the answer is zero. You know,
I suggest that a hectare of native bush could happily support a couple of possums. Possibly even four possibly
six. (-) One would have thought that that was the starting point, for this whole equation. Determining the
possum population number on which point they become a problem that we need to be concerned with. This may
only seem a small thing, but to me it is a vital thing. We are being asked to sit down to a problem. That has not
even been defined.” *i27
At the one hand this person rejects the idea that the country can only consider zero possums, simultaneously
does not reject the idea that scientific knowledge is the cornerstone to ultimately decide upon what is actually
considered problematic. Another participant (*i8) argued that there is plenty of birdlife in places where there are
also pests present. In which it is believed that they together could eventually stabilize themselves. While the
previous arguments illustrate use elements of the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse, in this case this participant
directly contradicts the idea that humans should intervene within nature, as nature will eventually balance itself.

6.3 Struggles over what is considered the problem
6.3.1 Struggles between the story-lines
The delineation of the no to possum’s story-line includes various conceptualizations brought forward in the
‘possum as a pest’ discourse: the possum is presented as an animal that causes harm to the environment and
the economy. Valued species are presented as vulnerable and the unique environment of New Zealand is in
jeopardy. In other words, the constructs used in this story-line do not come out of nowhere: “They emerge in
the context of historical discourses which contain knowledge of how similar phenomena were dealt with in the
past” (Hajer, 1993, p45).
The presence of the animal is of such concern that the best solution to the possum problem is to eliminate them.
A narrative is presented that once all the problematic predators are removed, the dawn chorus will be back in
the forests and those valued species will stand the chance. A positive attitude is taken with regards to the
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feasibility of the elimination. Technological innovation and science will be able to eventually create a win-win
situation as it will contribute to both the environment and the economy. Until science hasn’t come up with
alternative tools, measures must be taken even if they might be controversial in society.
The consider possum’s story-line demonstrates various statements being uttered that I have interpreted as
meaningful to consider alternative views when it comes to the ‘no to possums’ story-line. These statements do
not all contest the same elements of the no to possum story-line or the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse. Actors
might use discursive elements of one story-line, but might share opposing statements in another.
“The fact that actors utter contradictory statements implies that their activity may help sustain different
coalitions. Taking over the new story-lines of a rival coalition (even if this is only to criticize that position)
acknowledges the existence of the alternative perspective and may thereby facilitate the reproduction of
that coalition” (Hajer, 1995, p70).
Statements that contest contemporary implementation of possum elimination programmes, do not necessarily
reject the elimination itself: killing possums is not okay, the dream of becoming possum free is a fairy tale or
1080 poison is a bigger issue than the damage of possums. What these three statements have in common is that
the defined solution presented in the no possum story-line is not considered in line with the sacrifices that need
to be made. This means, that in case solutions are being brought forward that demand different sacrifices, the
solution of elimination will not be contested anymore.
Actors that bring forward the statement of possums not being such a problem, do not necessarily reject the idea
of humans being superior and being granted with the task to assess the impact of animals and use this in decision
making of what interactions are considered legit. Yet, it does directly contest scientific knowledge production. In
this case drawing upon their own local knowledge in order to bolster the magnitude of the possum problem.

6.3.2 Struggles between ‘possum as a pest’ and ‘possum as a resource’ discourse
The ‘possum as a pest’ and ‘possum as a resource’ discourse both include the killing of possums as material
practices in the discourse. There are opportunities to align these discourses. For example, when collecting
products of possums are being included in nature conservation programmes that include possum management
(*i47)
.
The contention revolves around the notion of what is considered problematic. In the no to possum story-line the
solution is defined to get possum numbers in the country to zero in order to make sure that it cannot cause harm:
“often the thing is when you hunting possums commercially, uhm. you get down to numbers that it is no
longer commercially viable to keep going in that area. But from a biodiversity perspective, in protecting
threatened species you need to get them down lower than that” *i16
It is presented here that this number would not be attainable with hunting possums commercially. The only
number that is the solution to the problem is zero and therefore alternative tools are considered justifiable. As
long as the animal will leave the country. The struggle between the discourses can be found whether or not the
animal is being valued. The ‘possum as a resource’ discourse values the animal because it can contribute to
human life. The goal of the killing of possums has changed, which means that there is a difference in what tools
are desired: poison for example might be chosen in the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse in line with the idea that
possums need to be killed because they are a threat. Rather this impede the use for possums to use them for
meat or fur, which is the goal of the ‘possum as a resource’ discourse: to honour the animal, by making sure that
the elements are not going to ‘waste’.
“I mean hey, you gotta kill them off, you most well use the product to make a beautiful thing and it is natural”
* i18
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Thus, the competition between the discourses comes to fore when one starts to include the ways in which the
animal is being eliminated in the country, in which the potential of the animal being a resource to humans is not
fully being recognized by institutions (*i11,18,26,27,29,46)
“And what is ironic, that is that the very people who want to keep continue to do what they have brought it in
for, are stopped from it. Discouraged, looked upon as some... cross to star against them, we want 1080 and
chemicals” * i46
The use of 1080 is a denial of economic opportunity (*i27) . Moreover, participants have mentioned that there
should be more attention paid to the opportunity to use them as a resource (*i7,24) getting a tariff (tail bounty)
back on them (*i11, 24). As well to the economic benefits for trappers themselves (*i7,9,18,46). That is eventually what
they have been brought in for (*i24).

6.3.3 Struggles between ‘possum as a pest’ and ‘possum as a possum’ discourse
In relation to the question who is actually the problem, parallels can be drawn with the ‘possum as a possum’
discourse. The use of the human-nature dichotomy is considered false. Therefore, there is a need to review the
efforts to save those particular vulnerable species as well to reassess the position of humans with regards to
nature and the elements that are being valued. The ‘possum as a possum’ discourse demonstrates similarities
with the ideas of ‘new ecology’. In which it is argued that “when people do make large-scale changes to the
natural communities of plants, animals and insects they are not necessarily disrupting an evolutionary harmony
[…] In terms of managing how people use local and non-local environments, the new ecology [thus] challenges
the long-standing beliefs that the human alteration of an apparently stable eco-system is ‘bad’ and thus
conservation must proceed by way of little or no human interference” (Castree, 235 in Holm 2012, p68). The
question becomes what is actually considered problematic? Unfortunately, this study could not access data to
provide a clear view on the material practices of the ‘possum as a possum’ discourse. Except for the role of
humans being questioned and there is openness to other views with regards to the possum. But the question
here remains what kinds of interactions are appropriate if humans adopt a changing view towards nature (in
which possums can be seen as equal to native and human species).
Hypothetically, with the absence of the species hierarchy, it would be tempting to suggest that New Zealand
would be tolerant with regards to the presence of possums, as both humans and possums will share the
environment. But this is not necessarily the case, because if humans take themselves out of its stewardship
position, the obligation to manage nature expires as well. Moreover, if change (caused by humans and possums)
is considered as a natural event, we could start to question whether there are changes that can be wrong? For
example, are then humans allowed to touch nature to the extent that all species (native and non-native) are
being eliminated? Because of the disappearing perspective in which nature cannot be harmed by humans, what
then are the boundaries for humans to touch nature? According to Holms the rejection of static nature does not
necessarily have to cause rejection of any other type of conservation. Moreover, “although new ecology has shed
the assumption that preserving the health of nature necessarily means preventing change, or indeed wholly
preventing human interaction, it retains a strong sense that certain environmental arrangements are better and
preferable than others” (cf. Zimmerer and Young in Holms, 2012, p70).
Even though all species are equal and present: possums, humans, natives or threatened species. The reality that
will be created for the possum, still will depend upon the believes and perspectives of humans. As to what
interactions are considered appropriate to other beings (depending upon ethical and moral decision evaluations
and decision making) and what environmental images are preferred. This means that this discourse is open to a
variety of ideas with regards to the animal, that might result in ways in which humans and possums in New
Zealand can coexist.
Implying, that if humans have left their job as stewards or managers of nature, it would subsequently lead to a
new political endeavour of what interactions between humans and possums are deemed ethical and morally
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legit. In the case of interactions with possums could result in live (preservation) or die (utilization). As it depends
upon one’s personal believes and trade-offs. Thus, while in the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse the outcome would
be the reduction of the possum population to the extent that it won’t damage human objectives, this does not
mean that these human set objectives won’t sustain if the ‘possum as a possum’ discourse becomes dominant.
Maybe they can and maybe not. All-in all, what can be considered problematic in the ‘possum as a possum’
discourse is open for debate.
In sum, it cannot be attained from the data whether there is a struggle over getting numbers of possums to zero.
Yet, the ‘possum as a possum’ discourse is distinctive of the others in its pedestal to reject the notion of the
human-nature dichotomy. Therewith it contests and struggles with the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse and the no
to possum’s story-line.

6.3.4 What do these struggles mean (for the future)?
The ‘no to possums’ story-line is being contested on various grounds and struggles between discourses are to a
certain degree present. The analysis of the story-lines demonstrated how the institutionalization of the ‘possum
as a pest’ discourse’ and the knowledge claims upon which these discursive practices have been built determine
the definition of the problem and partly its solution. With this, the dominance of the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse’
reinforces particular ideas of the relation between humans and nature in society:
“discourses frame certain problems; that is to say, they distinguish some aspects of a situation rather than
others. […] As such, discourse provides the tools with which problems are constructed. Discourses at the
same time form the context in which phenomena are understood. And, thus predetermines the definition
of the problem” (Hajer, 1993, p45-46).
Even though the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse has a dominant position, the presence of contesting statements
within the ‘consider possums’ story-line are important as they have the potential to cause change: “language has
the capacity to make politics, to create signs and symbols that can shift power-balances and impact on
institutions and policy-making” (Hajer, 2005, p300). Thus, change might occur through discursive practices,
where discourses and story-lines are being produced in interaction with other people:
“The politics of discourse is best seen as a continuous process of giving meaning to the vague and ambiguous
social world by means of story lines and the subsequent structuration of experience through the various
social practices that can be found in a given field” (Hajer, 1993, p48).
What can be said about the potential of the two marginalized discourses to gain a more prominent position in
society? ‘Possum as a resource’ discourse does not necessarily conflict with the idea of killing possums. Yet,
contemporary management practices, in particular the longstanding use of tools like 1080 has demonstrated the
marginalized position the ‘possum as a resource’ discourse is in. Even though the elimination of possums is
founded upon different goals and therefore demands different tools, there is still an opportunity for the
discourse to align with the elimination of possums in the country. For example, in case innovations lead to
elimination of possums upon which none of the bodies will go to waste. The government investing in scientific
innovations at this moment, opens up an opportunity for the ‘possum as a resource’ discourse to gain
momentum again.
The opportunity for the ‘possum as a possum’ discourse to gain momentum I consider meagre. The main
challenge is the different conceptualization (epistemologies) of what can be considered nature. The ‘possum as
a possum’ discourse considers humans part of nature, while the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse is built upon the
nature-human dichotomy. This dichotomy is not only used in policies and law in New Zealand, but as well by
international nature conservation organisations. The ‘possum as a possum’ discourse means that it would reject
the idea of humans being able to harm nature as they are themselves part of it. This is in direct opposition with
the ideas presented in the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse in which nature is considered fragile and humans a role
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to save the native species, biodiversity and ecosystems. Decision making is built upon biological and ecological
scientific knowledge regimes, in order to assess how fragile nature can be conserved. This idea is as well part of
greater environmental discourses: “a disproportionate share of this ecological science is, to date, still devoted to
nature protection per se, as well as to nonhuman biota and the assumption of environmental conditions as either
purely pristine or dauntingly disturbed” (Zimmerer 2000, 360 in Holm 2012, p68). This means, that if humans
would adopt different ways of looking at nature, for example the idea of new ecology, another challenge appears:
“what is exactly is being preserved and protected is not always made clear or grounded in explicit criteria or
relative worth” (Holm, 2012, p70). Holm (2012) mentions that at this moment new ecology is not able to confront
these questions. Without providing any alternative or boundaries to how humans could operate in case the
human-nature dichotomy is being withdrawn, I consider it unlikely to destabilize the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse:
“The regulation of a problem first and foremost requires forms of discursive closure: the problem needs a
definition that gives policy-making a proper target” (Hajer, 1995, p23).
Yet, changing the narrative of nature (and its management) should not be considered impossible. An opportunity
lies ahead, as there is an emphasis to enhance inclusive approaches in conservation policy making in New
Zealand:
“By 2020, the traditional knowledge, innovations and practices of indigenous and local communities
relevant for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity, and their customary use of biological
resources, are respected, subject to national legislation and relevant international obligations, and fully
integrated and reflected in the implementation of the Convention with the full and effective participation
of indigenous and local communities, at all relevant levels” (New Zealand Government, 2016, p54).
Not only is an attempt made to encourage collaboration and social cohesion between different groups in society,
but also to include indigenous knowledges with scientific based approaches in conservation (management). I
consider this as a window of opportunity to talk about different management strategies or potential narratives
regarding nature. Which might include a more open attitude to other human-nature relationships in nature
conservation management. Whether this actually means changes in ontologies (humans being part of nature)
and different perspectives regarding management strategies of possums in New Zealand is a question for future
research (further reading section 8.3).
Even if ‘possum as a resource’ and ‘possum as a possum’ discourses gain momentum, I question what this means
for possum numbers in the country. What is considered an appropriate value in relation to the meaning people
hold to the possum needs to be defined. This ignorance might be a sign of discourse marginalization and one of
the reasons that these discourses do not destabilize the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse in the country. At the same
time this ignorance needs to be reflected upon in the discussion of this research as this might be related to the
methodology used. Yet, I consider dominance of the ‘possum as a possum’ discourse as the solution to gain an
equal status of care between non-indigenous and indigenous species.
There have also been various statements made that do not necessarily challenge the idea of the elimination
programme itself or the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse, rather question the magnitude of the problem in relation
to sacrifices that need to be made or the governmental agenda and its relation to the scientific knowledge
regimes. Therefore, they should be included as having potential to create room for change in discursive practices
as they constant negotiate to what is considered the definition of the problem in relation to values and norms:
“We need to envisage a continual, if uneven, and contradictory process, whereby we as individuals are in
the constant process of reassessing, establishing and negotiating our position in relation to the norm.
Normalization is a means through which power is deployed. It is a dynamic of knowledge, practiced and
learned, dispersed around various centres of practice and expertise” (Carabine, 2001, p278).
Thus, there is a diversity of discursive practices present in society and the dominant position of the ‘possum as a
pest’ discourse and no to possum story-line is being contested.
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Disciplining techniques
Chapter 7
To Foucault, the exercise of power is the presence of disciplining techniques upon which modern society is
controlled (which should not be confused with judicial punishments). Control (power) is achieved though
hierarchical observations and with imposing detailed norms (normalization) upon which people start to correct
their deviant behaviours. These two are combined in the examination. In this chapter these three disciplining
techniques will be used as a line of thought in order to grasp the different ways in which actors are being bound
to reproduce particular discursive practices with regards to possums and how it is managed. This can be
considered as the ultimate aim in discourse analysis within a Foucauldian framework: “the task is to determine,
in all the possible enunciations that could be made on a particular subject, why it is that certain statements
emerged to the exclusion of all others and what function do they serve” (Graham, 2011, p667). This chapter will
pay close attention to the purview in discursive practices (with regards to the possum) and the enunciative
functions of statements made.

7.1

The human – nature dichotomy

The use of the construct introduced / pest / predator with regards to possums is present at different levels in
society: international frameworks, national law and legislation, policy documents etc. These terms are built upon
the idea that humans (culture) and nature are separate: the human-nature dichotomy. Human intervention (the
introduction of the possum by humans) has become the ultimate pillar to consider possums not in place and the
animal is accepted to be considered different to those that are considered in place. In other words, species that
enter the country on their own volition might be considered native:
“the harrier hawk which is actually self-introduced, so therefore technically a native, but that can have a real
impact on native wildlife in places as well” *i16
In the following section (7.2) it becomes clear that this duality is the footing of polarization, as people are being
forced to choose sides in the war. The danger in the (re)production of this dichotomy in science, conservation
and policies, is that it paves the way to consider the possum in opposition with nature of New Zealand and
forestalls a conversation in which these animals can be considered as equal or being able to contribute to the
native ecosystem. Therewith, the reproduction of the conceptualization of the human-nature dichotomy might
not only obscure the fact that nature is a human construct itself, it potentially excludes other human beliefs
about what nature is and what can be considered a natural process.

7.2

War language

The possum is presented as an enemy attacking species that belong to New Zealand (Potts, 2009). Military
terminology is used in state-official discourses with regards to possums and being reproduced in popular
discourse (Holm, 2015). “In the years since, the general use of war metaphors to describe human relations with
introduced species in New Zealand has not diminished. Indeed, if anything a resurgence in their use may have
actually occurred since 1980s” (Steer, 2015, p251). In this study, the use of military language has shown its
persistence. As Minister M. Barry actually states: “We are deliberately using the language of war because we are
up against invasive enemies that are hard to defeat. If we are to save the creatures we love, we have to eradicate
the predator’s intent on eating them to extinction”. Followed by Director-General Lou Sanson; “Like Conservation
Minister Maggie Barry, I make no apology for using fighting words. We need to strike now if we are to win the
war against invaders and restore our precious native species to health” (New Zealand Government, 2016). The
military words inflate the danger that the animal is posing and a discursive war is employed between the
introduced species on one side and native/indigenous species on the other.
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It becomes apparent in the appellation of certain national conservation programmes, for example ‘War on
Weeds’ and ‘Battle for our Birds’. All of them contributing to “turning the tide of our biodiversity decline” (New
Zealand Government, 2016, p3). Suggesting that the government is instigating a warfare against the weeds and
at the same time encourages humans to take up their military duty to combat what is threatening the birds of
New Zealand. “The strategic use of military metaphors facilitates a sense of threat and a desire to defend against
attack: in this case, against attack of those forests and native birds—and
farm culture—that symbolize New Zealandness” (Potts, 2009, p4). At the
same time people are being presented as conservation heroes in case
they are for example involved in the establishment of the nature
conservation areas or made an effort of protecting native species (*s3).
There are fenced sanctuaries in the country, in which mammalian
predators are kept outside. One of those sanctuaries informs the public
about those species that are threatening the native wildlife (figure 7). The
fence is being entitled as the ‘famous star of the show’. The pests on the
other hand are referred to as the ‘Invaders of the Ark’. It is in line with
the image of the possum being a threat that is invading the natural
environment: “one of the key ways in which possums are represented in
New Zealand is associated with notions of invasion and military tropes
related to defence and attack” (Potts, 2009, p4). The depiction of the
war between the ‘predators’ and the ‘native’ species, is not only
Figure 7: Predator free fence,
expressed in text, but as well with images, for example photographs, or
Ecosanctuary Zealandia,
wildlife dioramas employed with taxidermies figure 8. The fence can be
Wellington
interpreted as a metaphor with regards to the contemporary battle: two
types of natures are being split by a defence mechanism. With on one side there is nature with valued species,
whereas the other it is an environment that is less natural and being touched by pests (humans).

Figure 8: Representation of predators. Left: educational sign, picturing the possum eating a kererũ egg, Museum
of New Zealand, Wellington – middle: educational sign picturing possum eating mistletoe, Nga Manu Nature
reserve, Waikanae – right: taxidermied stoat eating an egg, Kiwi Conservation Centre at Te puia, Rotorua.
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Figure 9 represents advertisement depicting a native bird in armour.
Scientists can applicate for a job in order to help eradicate rats, stoats
and possums. The words ‘your country needs you’ have strong
patriotic resonance, as fighting against the possum is presented as
way in which a person can support the country. This way of depicting
the battle between natives and possums is as well present in news
articles: “frames of patriotism, heroism and a focus on battle
strategies and weapons arsenal when representing the war on
possums” (McCrow-Young et al., 2015, p34)
Larson (2005) argues that terminology of militaristic language in
society (including scientific bodies) has a strong rhetorical power to
indulge action. There have been several concerns mentioned for the
long run, relating to the use of the war language for example:
“militaristic metaphors harbour inaccuracies that contribute to public
misunderstanding of invasive species” (Larson, 2005, p496).
Moreover, the language might have xenophobic resonance:
“Objections have been raised to language used in discussions
about the control or elimination of exotic species. Critics
express concern about employing a nativist discourse that
Figure 9: Advertisement depicting war
vocalizes discrimination, derision, and exclusion regarding
(Predator Free 2050 Limited, 2021)
foreign plants and animals, pointing to its similarities to antiforeigner nativist sentiment aimed at human populations”
(O’Brien, 2006, p64-65).
The use of this xenophobic language eventually might have an opposite effect (to what politicians wanted to
achieve in the first place), as it might be perceived as offensive and provoke anger by the recipients. “There are
numerous stories about indigenous people who take offense at the way language about invasive species shifts
attention from the invasive people who have brought about the greatest ecological impacts on their lands”
(Larson, 2005, p497).
Concern of inducing polarization are as well ascribed to the use of war language:
“militaristic language also contributes to ‘literal’ war against invasive species. The language of war derives
from a strong moral commitment that tends to polarize not only villain and victim but also those who
oppose the war and those who support it” (Larson, 2005, p498).
There are signs of polarization when it comes to the war with possums as well, for example: a person that posed
critique on the use of poison got incriminated of not assigning enough value towards native birds (Stuff, 2018):
First person: They're being poisoned everyday but a guy punches one and he's a monster?
Second person: yeah he is. And I don't agree with the poisoning either
Third person: so you would rather see our native birds suffer from these pest.
A polarization becomes evident between those that respect and save the natives (birds) and those that might
contest to contemporary management practices towards possum. The second person in the text is presented as
a person that is choosing the side of pests. What is also situated in the response of this third person, is that there
are sacrifices to be made in order to win the battle. In this case the person is inquired to bear the consequences,
even though there might be concerns over the use of this measure. Revealing that this duality is used in order to
condemn someone not having his or her priorities straight: thwarting the goals of saving the lives of those species
that are valued. Thus, to those that dare to question these sacrifices, become presented as not being at the right
side of the war scenario. The presence of the war language advocates to take immediate action in which sacrifices
need to be made. It draws the attention away and unconsciously obscures what is actually needed to accomplish
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the war, for example: financial investment, the use of 1080 poisoning and the death of possums. In other words:
“some of the consequences of this enduring rhetoric of responsibility, showing and contesting ways in which the
current sense of duty to native populations obscures the ‘necessary’ death of countless introduced individuals”
(Steer, 2015, p230). Moreover, an opportunity for dialogue with regards to contemporary tools in possum
management is presented as difficult as well:
“The funniest thing with the 1080 issue […] you are going into a conversation with people and people are like,
you? Anti or are you? Like where do you sit on the fence? It is not simply, we can’t even, we can’t even have
this conversation on a really simple level where you go, where can we use it that is really effective, or where
has it worked really well?” *i37
In sum, the danger of military language is that the declaration of war strengthens the nature-human dichotomy
in society. Black and white thinking reduces a conversation in ‘grey’ and to create openness for debate about the
different interventions used towards possums. War language impedes dialogue amongst different actors in
society that might use different discourses with regards to the possum. With as a consequence that opportunities
for dialogue between different discourse coalitions are impeded.

7.3

Do you run over a possum?

In order to understand the delicacy of the question ‘Do you run over a possum’, I will first redirect to explore the
enunciative function of the following statement: ‘A dead possum is a good possum’. It is a ‘saying’ in New Zealand
(Mc-Crow-Young et al., 2015) and draws upon a particular perception of the phenomena: a possum being a bad
animal (a pest). The statement relies upon a particular truth (knowledge) and therefore sustains this field of
knowledge in which it is originated. The death of the possum is presented as a virtue, as the animal will not be
able to do harm:
“because dogs are kept as pets and don’t roam around killing native birds and trashing native plants. If dogs
were wild and out of control like possums, it might be a different story. A dead possum is a good possum”
(Stuff Limited, 2018).
Moreover, the term pest has become a signifier for an animal that is causing considerable harm, that killing the
animal has become a logical consequence (normalization):
“... I’ve never killed or hurt any animal... but this is a possum. It’s a pest. The government kill thousands every
day yet some people are making a big deal over this article...” (Stuff, 2018)
The statement a dead possum is a good possum demonstrates the constitutive effects of language. Not only has
the killing of possums become ‘normal’, the death of the animal has become a virtue. This enables to sell possum
products nowadays as eco-products, moreover to encourage people to buy possum products. “By utilising
Brushtail possum fibre, Untouched World™ is contributing to a reduction in the use of broadcast poisons; and to
the effort to protect our native forest and birds” (Untouched World, nd). While historically the possum was being
introduced for the fur industry and the ‘possum as a resource’ discourse was prevalent, the same industry now
makes use of a statement in which the animal is a threat in order to present their products as a solution to the
problem. Demonstrating that the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse has taken precedence over time. Thus, while the
possum product was the ultimate aim to have possums in New Zealand, in this study participants involved in
possum fur industry mentioned how they recognize possum fur products now as a “by product” (*i4,19) of a
national culling scheme.
“because killing introduced species to save native species has been such a central feature of conservation
in New Zealand since the late 19th century, killing is now recognised as being almost synonymous with
conservation, and even with New Zealand cultural life in general” (Steer, 2015, p231).
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‘Roadkill’ has become part of slang in New Zealand: “Road kill possum is known colloquially as ‘roadpizza’”
(Gruffudd, 2011, p119). One of the participants in this study emphasizes that you will “get points if you run over
them” (*i44). Figure 10 presents candy packages being sold at the international airport of New Zealand. This
humour with regards to roadkill is not only present in marketing products, but as well in television
advertisements for cars, songs (*i5) and daily conversations: after biking along the highway, a woman told me; “I
will drive you; I don’t want you to end up flat on the road like a possum” (*q3). The possum becoming part of
humour, is described by one of the participants as a way in which the possum has become part of the New
Zealanders culture, in a certain sense they do like them, it becomes like an icon (*i5). The presence of these
packages at the international airport again, demonstrate how possum death is normalized in New Zealand and
is something that can be joked about.

Figure 10: Humoristic depictions of possum death, giftshop international airport, Wellington.

Deliberately steering towards possums is presented as doing a gesture to the country: “international tourists are
even advised to swerve while driving on the country’s roads in order to hit and kill these animals” (McCrow et
al., 2015, p29). An interview with J. Steer, demonstrates the claim that running over possums is contributing to
New Zealand, as it will reduce the number of possums in the country:
Host: When you are driving along, do you run over a possum? Steer, J.: No absolutely not! Interviewer: You
do not. Steer: Uh... I mean the idea that if you are driving along and you run over a possum and that is
gonna help New Zealand is not accurate at all. Because that won't have any effect whatsoever on the
population level. Host: Well it will, it will reduce it by one. Steer, J: Yeahh.. it is not really how it works, you
have to be much more strategic if you wanna actually reduce possums down. […] Host: I wasn't suggesting
that you should necessarily over the possum, I was just trying to… to gain from you what status you think
possums deserve... Steer, J.: I think possums need to be treated with respect (Hill, 2016).
During this interview with J. Steer the interviewer questions whether he runs over a possum. Therewith the
interviewer mentions that she wants to ‘gain’ understanding of what status he thinks the possum deserves. The
interviewer appoints that people that do not run over possums might assign the animal a different status than
what is generally accepted in New Zealand: the animal being of higher value dead rather than alive. The
disciplining technique here is an examination whether he acts according to the norm: if you end up with a possum
in front of your car, killing is the rightful thing to do.
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This normalization of possum death is present as well in other discursive material practices: children are being
involved in possum hunting as well as their death bodies have been used in fund raising events at elementary
schools. According to a participant this is quite common for rural schools:
“It creates a little bit of controversy whereas a huge… it is quite a good fundraise and it is all about everybody
get thousands of possums and then make thousands of dollars for the schools as a fundraiser. Plus, you kill a
whole lot of possums.” *i22
Another way of exploring this disciplining technique, is to pay attention to what discursive practices are absent.
There are a few online social media groups indicating to promote and foster possum lives in New Zealand. But
opposing signs have been presented by participants in this study as well: “there are a few people that do rescue
possums, but this is under the radar” (*i3).
“if there are any possum rescue groups they keep it quiet... because the factors that people consider possums
such a an enemy, that anybody who is keeping a possum they are probably are gonna be, having a hard
time...” *i13
Moreover, campaigning against the killing of the animal is something that would not hold ground in New Zealand:
“We haven't done a specific campaign on possums.. uhm... the attitude towards possums in New Zealand is
that what you are probably well aware is very very strong that they are pests that need to be gotten rid of no
matter what. They have almost demonized to the point that they are an enemy that we are weighting war
against and uhm... and it would be very uh... strategically difficult to win a campaign on this issue.” *i13
Another animal rights advocacy group (*i44) mentioned that it would be difficult to argue against the trade of
possum fur/skin products, as these products are being marketed as ecofur. It is being presented that people are
actually contributing to wildlife of New Zealand by buying these. Indicating once more that the ecological claim
on the basis of natural sciences is decisive.
In sum, it seems that this disciplining technique has been very effective in constraining those that would consider
to foster possum lives.
“The necessity of death, integral to biopolitical governance, is thus shrouded in a rhetoric of ongoing
‘crisis’ that demands immediate removal of the ‘guilty’ and the ‘inferior’ and the obfuscation of other
interpretations of those species tasked with bearing the brunt of this biosecurity mantra” (Steer, 2015,
p231).
Any suggestions of ideas in which possum lives might be considered of value are being discouraged. For example,
while I introduced myself as a researcher looking into possum perspectives in New Zealand a woman responded
in a sarcastic manner: “you are not gonna tell me that you are going to safe them right?” (*q2) Stressing that
possums are being valued as long as they are dead and it would be inappropriate to suggest otherwise. Moreover,
another participant actually advised me not to tell people that I might like possums, because I would risk the
opportunity of people not answering my questions (*i5). All of this has become a great example in that “discourses
are historically variable ways of speaking, writing and talking about, as well as practices around, an issue. They
have outcomes/identifiable effects which specify what is morally, socially and legally un/acceptable at any given
moment in culture” (Carabine, 2001, p274).

7.4

The collective versus the individual

When humans start to talk about the fragility of nature and biodiversity and trying to make it better, they start to
talk about animals as a species, at genetic level or at ecosystem level (Biermann & Anderson, 2017):
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“at its heart, species-based conservation is a ‘massifying’ form of power that takes a population rather than
individual organisms as its target. Individuals within a population are treated as roughly ecologically
equivalent: their value is based on the species of which they are part” (Biermann & Anderson, 2017, p4).
The human constructed taxonomic classification of animals enables humans to order life, in which the lives of
animals become calculable and governable. An exercise in ‘biopower’ is the term being addressed by Foucault.
Meaning that in order to formulate conservation goals, decisions are being made by humans about whose lives
should be fostered and whose lives are allowed to let die. In other words, certain species are being defined as
having greater value than others and the moment that humans start to manage nature, individual lives of animals
become politicized.
The exercise of biopower is not only present with regards to managing the indigenous species, but as well with
how individual lives of possums are being valued based upon the ‘species of which they are part’. In the previous
section is presented the discouragement to foster possum lives. While possums are described as a pest in relation
to the harm they cause to ecological and primary production objectives. The term pest is extended to all Brushtail
possums. Even though these might not pose a threat in the first instance. Several regional councils mention that
it is an offence to breed or release possums, others do not allow people to keep them “no person shall possess
any live possum in captivity or as a pet in Northland” (RPMP7, p73). Even though one could argue that possums
cannot pose a threat to native wildlife or livestock once they live in enclosed space, keeping them is considered
illegal by some councils. In this study several participants have mentioned to know someone or had themselves
possums as their pet. Yet, treating them for illnesses is not always possible because the animal is still considered
a ‘pest’ as it is a ‘Brushtail possum’. A veterinary nurse (*i25) referred to a client asking care taking advice regarding
a young possum. She mentions that she is obliged by law to communicate that she couldn’t provide her any advice,
because this animal is assigned as a pest animal. Therefore, she told the owner that she could actually do two
things, leave the animal and it would be euthanised or take the animal home and search on the internet for the
right information about caretaking. A communication officer of a local council (*i30) stated that you can bring a
possum to a veterinarian, but it will get a bit of ‘blue juice’ (referring to the animal that will be put asleep). He
mentions that if you don’t want that to happen, then you just shouldn’t bring it in. Thus, the construction of the
animal being a pest species, does something in socio-material sense for possums, even though these might live in
enclosed spaces.
In sum: Even though there might be possums in New Zealand that do not pose a threat directly to economic or
ecological objectives, ascribing possums as a collective entity affect individual lives.

7.5

Creating environmentally aware subjects

One of the guiding principles in the PF2050 is to enhance civic engagement; “1. Local action, led by communities,
3. Ownership by all, including future generations, 5. Manakitanga: inclusiveness that welcomes all contributions”
(Department of Conservation, nd, p6). The PF2050 is being installed despite uncertainties about how it can be
accomplished. The Department of Conservation (nd, p10) describes that “one task of PF2050 is to inspire the
national passion it will take to achieve it”. Indicating that the PF2050 has become a means to an end, in which
the aim is to create civic engagement and increase environmental awareness to eventually get rid of these
species (including possums). With this, the PF2050 can be understood as a tool to govern behaviour, in which
more and more people (subjects) will become environmentally aware:
“Widespread involvement in specific regulatory practices is tightly linked to the emergence of a greater
concern for the environment and the creation of environmental subjects. I use the term environmental
subjects to nominate those who thus care about the environment” (Agrawal, 2005, p164).
Approaching this phenomenon with Foucault’s conception about the ways in which society can be governed, this
process of internalizing environmental awareness by citizens (actors) can be described as a disciplinary
environmentality. The term environmentality finds it origin in his concept of governmentality (Fletcher, 2010)
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addressing distinct ways to governing people’s behaviour. An example of governing behaviour through
internalizing norms and values is education. One of the goals in the NZBS demonstrates the presence of the
disciplinary environmentality in New Zealand: “By 2020, New Zealand will have involved 230,000 children in
programmes connecting them with New Zealand’s natural environment and inspiring them to take action for
nature in their backyards and communities” (New Zealand Government, 2016, p42). Not only governmental
bodies instigating conservation programme initiatives. In 2017 a social enterprise has started to build an
environmental education platform, in which schools can attend and children are being educated regarding topics
as PF2050, climate change and kaitiakitanga. “We take primary school students on free environmental
adventures that help them understand and fall in love with nature – because we look after the things we love”
(Squawk Squad, n.d. a.). The impact of this platform is being presented in the accomplishments: “83.0 introduced
predators were caught by 35 classrooms” (Squawk Squad, n.d. b.).
Thus, disciplinary environmentality is not a top-down sovereign power in which people have to accord to a
certain rule. It is a continuously present regulatory rule as people participate in the different stages of the
regulation: “members of a community are aware of the nature of sanctions and the quality of monitoring because
they themselves participate in creating and enforcing them” (Agrawal, 2005, p162). With this, the effort to
include civic engagement to reach the PF2050 goals, can therefore be perceived as a way to support the making
of environmental subjects:
“Those who take part in allocating resources, monitoring actions in forests, and implementing sanctions are
more likely to come to appreciate the fragility of the environment resources they are trying to conserve.
Those who see the environment as requiring protection are more likely to put greater effort in their
protectionist practices. Involvement in the practices of rule-making and the conduct of rule enforcement
becomes effective not just because of the presence of mechanisms of visibility and lines of observation.
Involvement generates awareness and knowledge by confronting subjects with the effects of their actions
as they undertake them” (Agrawal, 2005, p163).
Participating in nature conservation efforts, will start to increase environmental aware subjects and their
knowledge for the protection of what is trying to be conserved. In this case, it subsequently leads to a growing
support for elimination of those species that are negatively impacting these conservation efforts. As with
participating in biosecurity practices, people will further own the regulative rule and internalizing what can be
perceived as ethical: protecting the valued native/indigenous species. Yet, capturing possums is being included
as one of the positive contributions towards nature conservation and in many cases are an element of nature
conservation efforts. Trapping of pest species like the possum has become ‘normalized’ for children as well. In
the national Museum of New Zealand, there is a grand exhibition of various elements of New Zealand’s natural
environment, for example species of birds: kiwi and moa. But what is presented in contrast of those are the
mammalian pests:
“What is wiping out our native wildlife?
Masses of exotic animals are destroying our
plants and animals. Hundreds of native
species are almost extinct. Thousands more
are in big trouble. Wi, that’s scary! But
there’s hope – if you think they’re worth
saving” (*s5).

Figure 11: Educational video regarding possum trapping,
Museum of New Zealand, Wellington.
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In this exhibition the trapping of ‘pest’ animals is presented as a positive and fun thing to do (figure 11). And in
case a child would have any contradicting feelings with regards to killing possums, the video mentions: “you don’t
have to be put off”. In line what is explored in chapter 7.3 this video demonstrates that the killing of possums is
being normalized. In the same exhibition a new trapping system is presented as happy trapping ‘a quick and
humane way to bring back the birds’. Trapping as a practice has become a ‘normal’ element in order to save the
natural environment, as children are being stimulated to innovate new kinds of traps
for rats in the future (figure 12). Thus, it is the regulatory rule which makes subjects
to become environmentally aware and at the same time it normalizes to take certain
measures in order to save the environment: therewith to kill possums and rats.
Another element that is connected to the disciplinary environmentality is the
presence of the online app called Trap.Nz, which stimulates the engagement of
predator control by New Zealand citizens. It enables citizens to get in touch with
existing community trapping projects, or to communicate their own data of number
animals trapped. Through maps, people can assess the number of animals being
trapped across the country. Moreover, it can be considered as part of the disciplining
technique examination. First people are being observed whether they confine to
what is being established as the norm: the elimination of possums. The examination
is the representation of predator control activity in the app: it illuminates whether
Figure 12: Educational space
people are being active in relation to the goals that have been set. By doing this, the
for children to design rat
knowledge that is being generated within this app, is described as assisting trappers
traps, Museum of New
to see which traps are most effective as well it supports mapping of activities which
Zealand, Wellington.
can be used to solicit for project funding (GroundTruth, n.d.). Thus, the use of this
app is based upon the predefined correct practices: the killing of the possum. With
this it is built upon the predefined solution: elimination of the possum. Again, it is the panopticon model at work,
as people have internalized the constructs of pest and predator as they start to act upon it: eliminating the animal
in name of conservation. It is the continuous reproduction of the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse, in which not only
the lives of the possum, but also the lives of humans and the relationship between them become politicized.
“Policies and discourses around invasive and non-native species not only affect non-human targets but also
produce new social identities, communities of practice, and forms of citizenship” (Bierman & Anderson, 2017,
p3)

7.6

Manageability of nature and the urgency to act now

Starting the project to eliminate possums on mainland, requires an opportunistic attitude. Gobster (2005)
highlights that language used in ecological restoration challenges has been generally positive in order to make
people aware of their aspirations. “This language embodies metaphors, values and motivations relating to
restoration” (Gobster, 2005, p266). With regards to the elimination scheme towards possums this language is
present as well. Section 6.1 demonstrated how the representation of a dream of a predator free New Zealand
that can become true is part of the discursive cement of the ‘no to possums’ story-line. There is a belief presented
that the possum problem can be bolstered through technological innovation, scientific progress and support of
local elimination programmes in New Zealand. Buizer & Kurtz (2016) mention how optimism in language might
affect expressions of critique in relation to their research topic: “In such a context of optimism, concerns around
what is potentially vulnerable as a consequence of intensive prescribed burning, or the conflicting values and
trade-offs involved, become less manifested topics (Buizer & Kurtz, 2016, p49)
An educational signpost of a restoration project renders (*s4): “We are the cause… but also the solution! (-)
Although species already extinct cannot be revived, we can act now to ensure that no more species become
extinct, forever”. Insinuating that nature can be managed up until a certain threshold: if we cross a certain line,
human interventions will not be sufficient to restore the system and species will go extinct. This quote as well
demonstrates the language of the urgency to act now. If humans do not act, species will become extinct and this
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will be the fault of humans. This statement has an enunciative function as it might forestall a conversation of the
set goals and how these are being acquired, because there is a lack of time. Now the full-scale pest control
operation has been installed, anyone is being warranted to pick sides and join the war against the possums. The
postulation of manageability of nature gives appeal to take measures, subsequently to ignore possible
contestations:
“Discourses of ‘environmental crisis’ invoke one familiar manifestation of this emergency frame.
Proposing that the environment is in a state of emergency or crisis effectively legitimises the use of
measures not considered appropriate during ‘normal’ conditions. These include the use of vast
technological and military ‘fixes’ and the justification of state violence to enact them. For example, in New
Zealand the widespread use of the poison ‘1080’ (sodium fluoroacetate) to kill certain introduced species
is justified by scientists who warn that if such actions are not taken ‘our forests [will] die’“ (Steer, 2015,
p39 based on work of Smith 2009 and Wright 2011).
In other words, the danger of this rhetoric is that contestations towards the ‘no to possums’ story-line will be
dismissed on the ground of time consuming and an impediment to acquire the set goals. The use of this rhetoric
discourages open debates about the goals of the PF2050 and the ways it can be reached.

7.7

Effects of disciplining techniques

This chapter demonstrated how disciplining techniques maintain a particular truth and simultaneously determine
what is allowed to be said in society. Normalization of enunciative statements like the ‘a good possum is a dead
possum’ is restricting conversational floor for those that might consider that lives of possums should be fostered.
Moreover, language of war further stabilizes the nature – human dichotomy and at the same time induces
polarization between human groups in society. Together with language of urgency it reduces opportunities for
dialogue with regards to possums and how they should be managed.
I consider it important not to underestimate the effects of these disciplining techniques:
“That is why discipline fixes; it arrests or regulates movements; it clears up confusion; it dissipates
compact groupings of individuals wandering about the country in unpredictable ways; it establishes
calculated distributions. It must also master all the forces that are formed form the very constitution of
an organized multiplicity; it must neutralize the effects of counter-power that spring from them and which
form a resistance to the power that wishes to dominate it: agitations, revolts, spontaneous organizations,
coalitions – anything that may establish horizontal conjunctions” (Foucault, 1995, p219).
In my understanding Foucault explains here that disciplining make subjects and organizes the multiplicity of
humans: re-orders humans to the extent that individual wanderers are being attracted to join the multiplicity.
The techniques are efficient, even though they do not have to exercise power as an oppressive force, but people
themselves are part of the processes (it regulates bodies) and therefore are being ‘neutralized’ to contest what
is presented as truth. The truth is being withheld and power is deployed.
Nonetheless, this study came across utterings of individuals that dare to question the norm of a dead possum is
a good possum. As well there were participants that questioned the agenda of those that reproduce the negative
image of the possum. The distrust is emphasised in the conviction that governmental institutions use the image
of a dangerous possum deliberately in order to make sense of the policies. A picture of possums eating eggs is
presented as a fallacy and fake that has been put out by the government deliberately (*i26, 27). Moreover, one
participant describes the message of ‘possums going after kiwi’s’ as part of propaganda (*i11):
“It is an indoctrination, it is from a young age in New Zealand you are taught like they are pest they are vermin,
and you are giving really weak stories as to why they are and the damage that they do but there aren't actually
produce any physical evidence as to this damage that they do” […] “felt very well qualified to make that opinion
as I spent a lot of time in the bush and it can be different in other parts of New Zealand” *i11

76

“I do not think that they have TB, but I think it is a story to get people scared of them” *i10
An image that is as well believed to be used deliberately by governments in order to legitimize the use of 1080
(*i11, 26,27)
: Green & Rohan (2012) mention as well that amongst the respondents 10% renders their concern in the
interest of the government in the approval of 1080. Just as other people described by Bidwell & Thompson (2015,
p85) “while sympathetic to farming interests, maintained that risk from possums was ‘blown out of proportion
– definitely’ (Hunter) and that the 1080 programme had become an end in itself”. A participant mentioned that
there is a lot of censorship with regards to 1080 in New Zealand (*i26).
“See the possum is just a hyped up demonized just to keep a 100 million dollar a year pest management industry
running. So, they have to keep the fears of possum lives, the fear of mammalian browse” (B. Benfield in
TheGrafBoys, 2013)
“I think possums are stigmatized as vermin in order to utilize 1080” *i11
“the argument that I always there, that is the possum when they haven’t got enough food they attack the
native birds and eggs and chicks. Whether that is true? Cause there is been a quite divided opinion on that as
well. There are a lot of problems used as a tool to sway people’s emotion to get this all to poison them” *i9
Distrust is here presented with regards to the pronounced discursive practices that people perceive as
oppressive. Implying that if policy makers aim to work towards an inclusive approach, it is important to be critical
in the discursive practices used: “After all, if you define a problem, you already partly define its solutions, while
you do not immediately run the risk of being accused of using a problem to further your own goals” (Hajer, 1995,
p83). The underlying question is to what extend are these policies inclusive? This study demonstrated that there
is a variety in discursive practices that are being marginalized. Moreover, there were people that rejected the
(valuation of) the definition of the problem and some in relation to the sacrifices made. Governmental policies
are also not trusted as people consider that their own knowledge is being rejected by the dominant scientific
knowledge regimes that determine the definition of the possum problem and solution:
“Those people sense like a dog or a cat can. Those people know through the knowledge where they are. They
can tell you the season, the month, they can look at the sky and look at the weather and tell you where they
are going to be now. Whereas tomorrow they will be up there. hey... They really can tell you which season the
possum are live up in the trees and the rats. Rather than on the ground where the traps are. yeah yeah yeah…
They are skilled, they are specialists, they are experts, and we have ignored them… Interviewer: This is then
also maybe the connection with science? That's right, science again is one of those leading priests of truth we
can do anything” *i46
It is not only the scientific institutions, but as well the governmental bodies that have dismissed their views:
“If they had been listening to what we have been trying to say for decades. Rural people… Māori... we would
not have had this problem. There was an arrogance in the government and the crown and there still is, that
they know how to manage the areas that they have colonized.” *i46
The inclusiveness of deciding upon the solution is in literature being critiqued: the PF2050 has already been
introduced and people therefore are constrained to talk and act within the boundaries of what is considered
normal (MacDonald, Edwards, Greenaway, Topkins et al., 2017 in Linklater & Steer, 2018, p3):
“Predator Free 2050 is just such a policy, having been designed without formal consultation or participatory
research and development with the wider public. The social science it has supported, while well
intentioned, was instigated after the policy was announced and implemented”.
In sum: while government argues to include participatory approaches nowadays, this still has been built upon a
dominant discourse, that has defined the problem and partly the solution. In other words, the reality has been
created in systems of power and therefore has become unattainable. This study did not question the
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inclusiveness of the programme, but suggestions for future studies can be made that the use of 1080 is still
drawing upon particular scientific knowledge regimes ignoring local community knowledges and economic
opportunity is being drawn towards the eliminating programme rather than the opportunity for hunters
themselves. What this chapter has demonstrated is the power in disciplining techniques to uphold the dominant
condition of the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse and a particular view to how humans should interact with them,
while at the same time it dismisses others. Foucault mentions the power of the disciplining techniques in which
the individual has become a subject. There have been participants that do seem to ‘walk out of line’ of what is
considered the norm and considers contemporary implementation of possum management programmes and
language as indoctrination. Just as described can the language of war cause opposite effects, which appears to
be the case. Not providing dialogue for marginalized discourses and statements presented in the ‘consider
possums’ story-line, has become counterproductive to build an inclusive approach.
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Discussion
Chapter 8
This chapter discusses the implications of the research questions asked and the theoretical and methodological
decisions made (section 8.1). Subsequently I will reflect upon the process more generally (section 8.2). In final
suggestions for future studies are being presented in order to build a more inclusive approach in possum
management in New Zealand.

8.1 Strengths and limitations of this study
Theoretical and methodological decisions made by me as a researcher influenced what story was being told in
this report and what was highlighted. In this section I will reflect upon the different objectives of this study in
relation to the interpretations made. I will demonstrate how certain elements have left unexposed while they
might have played a role in how people make sense of the possum or possum management programmes.

8.1.1 Identify different discourses in New Zealand regarding Brushtail possum
In this study I have looked for discursive patterns with regards to possums. While there was considerable data
available to delineate the ‘possum as a pest’ and the ‘possum as a resource’ discourse, it was a challenge to
delineate the discursive pattern of the ‘possum as a possum’ discourse. While various participants have used
elements of this discourse in their talk, the replication of elements that were found in the other two discourses
were not that pronounced in the data accessed in this discourse. Material practices with regards to this image
were not pronounced as well. There can be various reasons for this, such as insufficient selection of data sources
and interviewing techniques to generate data, as well as the condition in which this discourse is present in
society. The marginalization of the discourse makes it hard to access data, as well for this discourse to develop a
particular way of talking and thinking about alternative practices.
Possums are not the only mammal species in New Zealand that have crossed the geographical barrier. In total
54 mammals have been introduced (yet not all established), versus 12 species are labelled as native (King, 2005).
Seven species have been targeted for elimination in the Predator Free 2050 programme, more species are being
labelled as pests in RPMP’s. I chose to take the possum as departure in this study because of it being presented
being the number one pest. Focussing on possums I tried to gain insight in the complexity of what elements can
be concluded in sense-making with regards to one particular animal species. This study has shown all different
kinds of elements that were brought into connection with the image that was portrayed. Moreover, the possum
was deliberately introduced and therefore it allowed me to gain insight into a potential transformation of
discourses. From a practical point of view, the animal being notorious, allowed me to access different data
sources in a limited amount of time that could provide me data to explore and illuminate language use (and
disciplining techniques).
Each animal species has its own distinct characteristics that might be connected to particular values of people.
Therefore, I expect divergent outcomes when it comes to the delineation of discourses with regards to other
introduced species. Moreover, it would presumably result in different discourses and different outcomes in
management programmes. Therefore, I considered it appropriate to pick one species that ‘stands out’. Even
though the results in this study cannot be generalised to other introduced species in the country I assume that
elements of the discursive patterns can be traced in discursive practices with regards to other introduced species
in New Zealand. Therefore, this study can contribute to critically reflect upon contemporary language use and
possum elimination programmes as it has shown that different constructs are used with regards to possums.
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Even though it is being presented that there is a shared view with regards to the possum and the elimination
programme (*i5, 9, 38, 39).
“I don't think there is... I don't believe personally that uh... anyone would be upset if the possum disappeared.
It is just how it is done, that what's get people emotive. I would think that uhm... if someone says the last
possum is gone... that there is a huge cheer” *i9
The contribution of this phase of the analysis is that there is a variety of discursive practices delineated with
regards to the animal present in society. In talk, participants have used conceptualizations of different possum
discourses in one and the same conversation. Moreover, there have been participants that did not mention the
construct of pest or debunked the use of this word:
“Why is it classed as a pest? Because why? Because it eats trees? There are a lot of bugs that eat trees and
caterpillars and stuff, don't they? A pest I suppose because presumably carries TB, from one animal to
another. But cattle carry TB from one animal to another, so they are pests? I mean... I don't know. Depends
what you class as a pest, wouldn't it?” *i40
This does not mean that this person would not agree with killing or eliminating the animal, but it is a first step to
acknowledge the presence of different ways of talking. The second step would be for policy makers and New
Zealanders in general to open up a conversation about the presence of this animal.

8.1.2 Determine how the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse became dominant in New Zealand
society and identify conditions of discourse structuration and institutionalization in
policy processes nowadays.
Various conceptualizations were presented in the discursive patterns of possum discourses. Such as nature being
fragile as well as images of what is considered of value in New Zealand environment: historical species, those
important to the Māori, those that contribute to the economy. The image of the possum is related to people’s
relationship with the environment and how they consider their roles. In this study I deliberately chose to focus
on delineating discursive practices with regards to possums specifically to render the complexity, nonetheless,
this has consequences in further highlighting the different discourses in broader debates with regards to nature
conservation or biosecurity for example. Broader discourses being present might for example be ecological
restoration discourse or ecological modernisation discourse. In relation to explore the construction of reality,
broader discourses could have contributed for example to understand the changes in nature conservation
policies and therefore the adoption of possum management. Therefore, the power/knowledge networks might
have been presented more extensively. Although I consider this not as too problematic in relation to this
objective as literature could be found with regards to possums in particular and transformations were explored.
Moreover, different views with regards to nature are implicitly embedded in the discursive pattern of the possum
discourses as identified. At the same time, nature conservation discourses are not the only ones present in
possum discourses. Biosecurity in livestock farming for example were as well important to consider in relation to
the image of possum being presented as a pest. Focussing on possums allowed me to keep focus on the
complexity. As it revealed that there are people that might value Māori species, the historical species or particular
species in the environment.
Although, taking the possum as departure might have created tunnel vision with regards to the events that were
important in the emergence of the dominant position of the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse. I should be aware that
other events might have taken place that I have missed (for example with other introduced species in New
Zealand). Insights of language use with regards to other introduced species in New Zealand would as well gain
greater insight to the strength of the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse and how human language shapes a view of a
particular animal. For example, Gruffudd (2011) mentions the presence of a ‘fan club’ (the hunting lobby) with
regards to introduced species like pigs, goats and deer and the absence of it for possums. It would be interesting
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to explore discursive practices regards deer in order to understand the difference in how the problem and
solution is defined while their impact is as well addressed in science:
“To put the impacts of deer into perspective, we can compare them with those of brushtail possums […]
so their long-term effect on biodiversity may be just as or even more severe than that of possums”
(Nugent & Fraser, p363). “However, virtually nothing is spent on deer control at present, while millions of
dollars are spent on controlling possums for conservation purposes” (Nugent & Fraser, 1993, p364).
More recent literature as well address that red deer threaten native plant species on the long term (King, 2005).
The case of the deer is interesting to gain insight in the struggle of discourses as the control tools (1080 poisoning)
used to kill Brushtail possums in certain areas, are specifically being manufactured with deer repellent to prevent
deer from being killed, which include considerable extra costs in the process (Driver, 2019).
Another remark that I need to make is that elements of the ‘possum as a possum’ discourse were not reflected
in policy documents and literature that I accessed. Again, this might be due to the methodology used (insufficient
selection of data) or the marginalized position of the discourses. Meetings between governmental actors (for
example, meetings with regards to the establishment of the NZBS or the RPMP’s) could be profound sources to
determine presence and struggles in nature conservation political debates at international, national or regional
levels. The absence of the analysis of these meetings in this study, means as well the absence of data that reveal
struggles in discourses. Moreover, it impedes to make interpretations of how certain discourses are being
marginalized nowadays in policy debates. Even though I have accessed data that demonstrated the decisionmaking process when it comes to possum management. I consider the absence of data in which contemporary
debates in possum management take place unfortunate as they might have contributed to gain greater insight
in the presence and positioning of the three discourses nowadays.
Taking the possum as departure rather than studying discourses with regards to introduced species in general,
have left me to present the indigenous versus non-indigenous dichotomy used in nature conservation policies
with regards to the animal as rigid. In other words, the human introduction criterion is presented as the ultimate
pilar in this study to have different obligations towards possums than to other animals. While this might be the
case for possums, this cannot be extended to other introduced animals in New Zealand. Helmreich (2005)
demonstrated in his research that what is considered ‘native’ might not be as rigid as it might look like; “Far from
being a straightforward matter of biological definition, such classification presents taxing taxonomic and political
questions, especially in Hawaii, where the word native resonates with descriptors used by and for the indigenous
people of Hawaii” (Helmreich, 2005, p107). He describes that for some scientists ‘the introduced by ancient
Polynesians’ or those ‘developed over history of Hawaiian people’ are allied with nature and therewith
considered native. Species “are sometimes tightly associated, even identified, with the people who introduced
them, frequently designated by their descendants and others as ‘native’. This suggests that not all human agency
is to be treated identically” (Helmreich, 2005, p114). In order to gain greater understanding in the labelling of
species in New Zealand, the introduction of the kiore rat by the first settlers would be a very interesting case to
explore. As there are different views ascribed towards the kiore rat: “the European perception of the kiore is the
juxtaposition of the Ngatiwai view. The view that the kiore is a disease-ridden omnivorous scavenger requiring
eradication” (Kapa, 2003, p1334). Yet, it seems that the cultural significance of the kiore might cause debate
whether or not the animal can be considered native (King, 2005). “Some boundaries around the ‘native’ are more
porous than they at first appear. The rats who stowed away in the giant canoes have special status, having arrived
with the first settlers” (Gruffudd, 2011, p223-224).
The strength of this analysis is the illumination of the transformation of discourses in the past. Acknowledging
that the reality of today should not be taken for granted. This study has revealed how particular knowledge
networks have come about and what this means nowadays in the act of labelling and to decide upon possum
management programmes. Illuminating this is an important step in order to be more critical and reflexive to
acknowledge that these assessments are merely social constructions rather than holding this idea of it being
produced by objective knowledge.
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8.1.3 Explore the discursive struggle of discourses with regards to what is considered the
problem with regards to possums in New Zealand through identifying story-lines of the
‘no to possums’ and ‘consider possums’ coalitions.
In this study I have chosen the titles ‘no to possums’ story-line and ‘consider possums’ story-line. The iterative
process of interviewing and transcribing have let me to determine these titles as well as the reasons as explained
in section 2.3. The strength in story-lines according to Hajer is that a line can refer to a complete story, therewith
story-lines have the potential to reduce the complexity. The difficulty for me as a researcher is then to decide
upon how to delineate a story-line, in which I do justice to the statements and arguments made by participants
and at the same time to keep an eye on the cement of the story-line. While there were various data sources that
reproduce statements and elements that refer to particular management agenda to overcome the threat the
possum poses in New Zealand (the ‘no to possums’ story-line). The story-line ‘consider possums’ consist of
statements that might not seem related in the first instance. This is partly due because some statements do not
necessarily confront the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse, but deviate when it comes to the implementation of the
elimination scheme. Even though this is the case, I consider these statements important as debates with regards
to the management of possums contest the image of the possum being problematic. Moreover, it leads to
different outcomes in possum management. Why did I not choose the titles ‘no to possums’ and yes to possums?
The focus in talk in the ‘consider possum’ story-line is mainly to oppose the dominant image. Even though there
were statements made in which it is being argued that humans should learn to live with them or that possums
are not such a big problem. These statements focus on why humans have to change their ideas with regards to
possums. The coherence between all the statements can be found in different valuation of what is problematic
in relation to the possum problem. Therefore, I believe it appropriate to describe them in one and the same
story-line as to ‘consider’ possums, because not all statements reject the elimination program or possum control
programmes per se. More data is needed to be accessed in order to enable a possible split and include all ‘no to
possum’, ‘consider possum’ and ‘yes to possum’ story-lines.
This study revealed at different times that the definition of the possum problem is being connected to the values
that people describe to other species present in the country. These could be either the indigenous species or
livestock for example. Whether or not the possums are allowed to be present in the country, is as well related to
how people value the environment in which they live. Debates to consider possums in the country yes or no,
need to be understood in how people relate to their environment. This study mentioned that references were
made of the animal coming from Australia, or that values are being ascribed to those species that are considered
of value to the Māori. It also presented that in nature conservation policies it appears that indigenous species
receive priority. Yet, this study did not present any claims to eliminate possums in the country based upon the
fact that the animal was introduced.
Literature on the other hand describes (Potts, 2013 and Durr 2007 in Ram 2019, p16-17) ‘that national identity
is linked to the eradication of unwanted animals like possums because to achieve a ‘pure island refuge status’,
all non-pure or non-native animals must be removed”. In an attempt to become predator free, the restoration
of the landscape is part of the ‘nation-building exercise’. Restoration practices (biosecurity, such as the
elimination of possums) might be linked to ‘nativism’ or ‘xenophobia’ (Ram, 2019). Thus, while other researchers
have touched upon the cultural and historical context and how this has led to particular views with regards to
introduced species or possums, identity building hasn’t come forward as a statement in this study as people did
not literally argue against the presence of possums because they came from Australia. Actually, the idea of
getting rid of possums, because they are outsiders is being disputed in a conversation between two people that
voluntarily control possums:
M: “Yeah, well, they don't suppose to be here in the first place, so that is why... yeah... W: but well yeah, you
can't be to racist. You cannot say there shouldn't be Chinese or Dutch people in New Zealand. You know, they
are not native. I am struggling with that a little bit. M: But the Dutch are not killing of all our kiwi's. You cannot
compare it with that.” *i17
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The argument is present that possums are being targeted with regards to their behavioural characteristics that
threaten species like Kiwi. Other scholars mention the connection of New Zealanders with the kiwi: “New
Zealanders’ national identity is intrinsically linked with the living kiwi birds, and therefore any incident where
kiwis are harmed is coloured in an anthropomorphic manner, whereby the humans are just as much victims:
after all, it is ‘kiwi’ identity being threatened” (McCrow-Young et al., 2015, p43-44). As well in this study a
participant mentioned what native species mean to him/her:
“They are part of our whakapapa; they belong with us and we belong with them. They are identifiers of our
heritage. These species now at Aotearoa. So, damaging them, is damaging us”.
Another element that did come forward in this study, but was not presented as a statement in the ‘possum as a
pest’ discourse of ‘no to possums’ story-line, was that some participants pointed towards the dominant ethic
group in society in order to address the fault they have made in bringing the animal into the country. People
mentioned having a responsibility to ‘save’ the natural environment, but as well to build towards an inclusive
society in which both cultures are being represented. In order to embrace and respect the Māori culture, a
participant mentioned that the next generation of settlers do have a responsibility to take care of the species
historically present and valued by the Māori (*i45). I consider it inappropriate to interpreter this as a claim to target
possums. Nonetheless, connections are made between human responsibilities with regards to certain species
being valued by Māori people. Therefore, this is something that should be considered in future research.
Especially, links between the settler state and possum views are being presented in literature:
“possum-hatred acts to resolve the contradiction between the vision of a pristine natural environment
that informs Aotearoa-New Zealand’s wide range of conservation practices, from species restoration to
border security, and the continued existence of the settler state […] assessments of the ecological impacts
of possums become entangled with postcolonial anxieties regarding the natural world and thereby
frequently overflow what might be considered the legitimate grounds for controlling possum
populations” (Holm, 2015, p33).
Thus, while other scholars mention a role towards political identity building in relation to the elimination
programme towards possums in the country, this study has presented the valuation of other species more
generally in relation to the possum. Which means that in this study the presence of possums is presented as
equal over every geographical living space, whereas struggles over presence of possums, might include struggles
over place: a person’s identity. For future study the concept of place-making would provide greater insight in
how meanings are being negotiated between different stakeholders. In the article of Gruffudd (2011) it becomes
clear that meaning making can be highly involved with ecological values: “Paying a bounty assumes every dead
possum is worth the same – which isn’t so. The possum about to eat a kokako chick deep in a native forest is a
much bigger problem than the possum nibbling on willow leaves in a suburban park. The possum in the depths
of the forest might also cost a lot more to destroy, but it will be money well spent” (Gruffudd, 2011, p224).
Russel (2014) mentions (on the basis of findings Fitzgerald 2007/2009), that element as demographics and
market segments are related to differences in attitudes towards introduced wildlife. “The situational context of
proposed management likely plays an important role in attitudes to introduced wildlife management methods.
Interest groups also play an important role, and although some interest groups do not agree on the problems,
others can agree on the problem but disagree on the solution” (Fitzgerald et al. 2007 in Russel, 2014, p137).
Nonetheless, in this study, assumptions have been made by participants as well, that particular views with
regards to possums (management) are related to particular socio-political/cultural factors. Participants have
appointed to for example ‘rednecks’, ‘vegans’ or ‘townies’. Whereas this study is not being analysed
quantitatively, the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse is reproduced by people from different backgrounds: people with
a vegan lifestyle, those that hunt, work in ecology, live in urban/rural areas as well people with different genders.
Moreover, participants from various backgrounds have disclosed the use of different discourses within one and
the same conversation. Which suggests that potential competition between the different discourses regarding
possums, would not be necessarily related to the socio-political/cultural background of different stakeholders.
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Yet, I cannot say the same thing when it comes to the struggles in the story-lines that include struggles with
regards to contemporary possum management. This is therefore a recommendation for future research as well.
Nonetheless, I consider the method to delineate different story-lines with regards to the possum in particular
fruitful as it has revealed what elements actually contest contemporary elimination programme. This could be of
interest for actors in nature conservation policy, as more insight is provided in what it is that people oppose to.
And therefore, this element can be used in order to be reflective towards contemporary possum management
strategies (conservation goals).

8.1.4 Explore present disciplining techniques determining what is contemporary allowed to
be discursively practiced with regards to possums in New Zealand society
In this study disciplining techniques have been explored, who’s function should not be underestimated in how
people interact with possums in New Zealand society. It has demonstrated the power to make subjects as well
to reproduce and maintain a particular ‘truth’: the possum being a threat and it be better be dead than alive in
New Zealand. Exploring these techniques gave greater insight the ways in which New Zealand actors are being
restricted to express other discursive practices with regards to possums and their management. For example,
the urgency to act, draws the attention away of the sacrifices that have to be made.
Out of the data that I have accessed, I perceive that the strength of the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse and the ‘no
to possums’ story-line can be conceived from the fierce debate in society regarding the use of 1080, as this tool
is still part of the national possum elimination scheme since 1950 (Parkes et al., 2017) even with the opposition
present. Nonetheless, it is important to be critical in making this inference, as there are other animals being
targeted with this poison as well. Again, taking the possum as departure has positive and negative aspects that
come with it. Discursive practices with regards to other animals present in the country can influence how people
make sense of possums or what they say about it. There are presumably disciplining techniques present in society
that might affect ways of talking about possums, but were not presented in this report.
McCrow-Young et al. (2015) illustrated
three different types of discursive
practices with regards to the possum in
the media, in which one of them is the
enemy versus victim dichotomy: “the
print media also constructs an image of
beautiful and unique native species who
are in need of protection, thus setting up
an opposition to the possum ‘enemy’”
(McCrow-Young et al., 2015, p42). Figure
13 demonstrates the direct opposition of
Figure 13: Road sign at the North Island, New Zealand.
the disciplining technique: ‘Do you run
over a possum’. My interpretation of this road sign in figure 13 is that is referred to both New Zealanders (kiwi’s
that should be careful while driving) and the animal species that is not able to fly and therefore you should hold
your maximum speed while driving. Thus, while in discursive practices regards to possums’ New Zealand actors
are being drawn to run over them as this is considered normal, when it comes to discursive practices with regards
to kiwi’s actors are drawn to not to kill them. Focussing on possums in this study on the one hand allowed me to
describe the complexity of discursive practices regards to possums specifically and at the same time to keep this
study a manageable project, it is important to recognize the impact of discursive practices with regards to other
animals present and their potential for further stabilizing the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse.
In final, in the problem statement it became clear how various scholars describe the concern with regards to the
denial of sentience and compassion towards the possum in the country. A concern is also shared by participants:
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“that fact that we believe that these animals are some kind of evil that they don't deserve humane treatment...
that they are evil they are our enemy and we are at war with them and we can do whatever we want in order
to prevent them from being here” *i13
I cannot deduct from the data whether the use of the construct of ‘pest’ would imply an impairment of welfare.
Nonetheless, the results have shown that the use of war language has polarizing effects and therefore critique
towards contemporary elimination practices is being suppressed. Therefore, I consider it important to
recommend for a future study to investigate divergence in society in killing methods with regards to different
species and simultaneously explore what is considered reasonable impairment of welfare.

8.2

General reflection on the approach

“Attitudes to the possum are seemingly woven into the fabric of everyday life and embodied in the way in which
New Zealanders interact with nature” (Gruffudd, 2011, p220). During my time in the field, I have witnessed how
citizens spending their free time and effort to take care of native species. Spending hours to construct paths into
the dense forest, in order to set traps to make sure that pest species cannot reach bird nests. Moreover, having
a conversation about the presence of possums in New Zealand society is at the forefront of people’s beliefs and
their role towards nature. One of the participants told me:
“So you have that scene where the possum is like getting into the bird nest or something and all the chicks
fly.. So I think that is quite a uhm.. uh.. that is quite a heartbreaking scene for a lot of New Zealanders to
watch, and I like, when I personally watch it.. like I can't even be in the room” *i20
It was important to make sure people knew I was open to their stories with regards to the possum, in that the
questions I wanted to ask would not be taken as a critique to their beliefs and hard work. Many conversations
that started with their ideas upon the presence of possums in the country, soon gravitated into a conversation
about people’s ideas about its management, demonstrating that this was an active debate within society. Making
me well aware that it would be inappropriate to exclude possum management in this study, as it would not allow
me to capture the whole story when it comes to the multiplicity of angles that impact the ways in which people
understand the presence of possums in the country. Even though it sometimes felt I was on delicate ground
because of this topic being sensitive, the attempt to question people’s views about presence of possums and
possum management, eventually has revealed the presence of different discourses (conceptualizations and
ideas).
Using different methods, allowed me to include various discursive practices with regards to the topic. At the
same time, one of the challenges in this methodology is that I needed to be constantly critical upon selection of
data. Did I look exhaustively enough to find discontinuities in data that would challenge my claims, or was I to
much focussed on trying to find those arguments that supported them? Even though I found different constructs
towards possums and various claims-making, it would be erroneous to argue that I could fully capture the beliefs,
values and ideas people might have towards possums. Even though I used a range of sources and tried to engage
in different contexts, it takes time to understand the language and the customs made. Limited time, has been an
important factor in this study that confined the building of rapport with interviewees. It as well impacted the
length of the interviews and therewith to go into depth or touching upon the more sensitive subjects. Especially
as people were on their job at the moment of interview, people might soften their ideas with third parties
present. For future research it would be fruitful to conduct more in-depth interviews in private setting, rather
than smaller ones in public. Moreover, it would be of value to be acquainted with the Māori language or customs,
for greater understanding of statements made.
In this study I have tried to include participants with various backgrounds. Even though it demonstrated useful
to explore different ideas about possums and possum management, the dominant ‘possum as a pest’ discourse
was well-versed while data to explore the possum as just a possum discourse was limited. Unfortunately, I was
not able to come into contact with people rescuing possums, rather it would have been of value to interview
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them as it has potential to give a nuanced interpretation of possum discourses. As well as they might give an
understanding of the enunciative function of the statement ‘a dead possum is a good possum’.
As presented in my methodology, my personal background, my a priori knowledge, myself being a woman,
(unintentionally) contributed in the cultivation of my results as presented in this study. This doesn’t mean that
the analysis is inaccurate or ‘false’, it demonstrates that I as a subject am not being an outsider of the discourse.

8.3

Recommendations for future research

Policy documents presented the aim to build an inclusive approach in conservation policies and therewith
possum management. Critique is present with regards to the inclusiveness of the approach (section 7.7). This
study has included law and policy documents, that provided an exploration of statements used in order to
appoint to particular possum management programmes. Rather, it does not sufficiently explore the
argumentative exchange within policy making. Hajer mentions the exploration of sites of argumentation;
“parliamentary debates, minutes of inquiries (a very rich source), presentation and interpretation of evidence
presented to a particular research commission, and panel discussions at conferences” (Hajer, 2005, p307). It
would be fruitful to gain greater insight in what ways the government tries to establish inclusiveness and to what
extent different discourses are able to reach conversational floor in parliamentary debates nowadays. In order
to gain greater insight in the struggle between discourses, I recommend in future studies to pay attention to
whether actors oppose the idea of getting possum numbers to zero and whether this might cohere to the
‘possum as a resource’ discourse. Another element of attention is to explore what are the alternative ways of
how to act upon nature (and possums) in relation to the ‘possum as a possum’ discourse.
I also recommend an in-depth study with regards to placemaking and how this relates to consider possums in
the environment. Therefore, it is important to include participants with different background (social cultural
factors). As people might ascribe different meanings to place, hold different ontologies or might have a different
interest in possum management.
This study revealed a focus in science to investigate the efficacy of possum management control tools and
approaches, while there has been little effort in social and cultural research into the understanding of having
possums in New Zealand. Therefore, I recommend to critically reflect and explore the inclusion of different
knowledges in drafting conservation goals. Which means to be open to research proposals that diverge from the
‘possum as a pest’ discourse. For example, research into the social and ecological benefits of having possums in
New Zealand. Let this study be an eye opener to consider that possums in New Zealand might have gains and
opportunities for people and for the country.
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Conclusion
The general research question of this study is: How do discursive practices construct and maintain a reality with
regards to Brushtail possums in New Zealand society? Brushtail possums have been deliberately introduced by
humans in 1840 in order to establish a fur industry. The image of possums being problematic in relation to the
environment is strongly anchored in New Zealand society. The discursive practices that cohere to this image are
delineated in this study as the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse. The dominant position of this discourse should not
be taken for granted: genealogical analysis demonstrated a transformation of discourses in the past. On the basis
of concerns regarding its impact towards horticulture and flora and fauna politicians started to give the authority
to scientific experts, to assess the possum problem. Scientific knowledge production started to direct nature
conservation and biosecurity policy, therefore reinforced a particular reality. Eventually, in 1947 the animal was
being declared as a noxious animal and possum control (and local elimination) programmes followed. At different
levels in society actors started to support nature conservation goals which included possum control programmes.
A rhetorical machine was put in motion to understand possum as a problematic pest species.
This study highlighted that international agreements and national law with regards to nature conservation
prioritize indigenous biodiversity. Referring to a nature-human dichotomy that produces a particular relationship
between humans and possums. The dominance of the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse is explored in contemporary
policy documents of Regional Councils at the North Island that demonstrated how institutionalization and
structuration of this discourse is present in assessment of labelling possums and to decide upon management
programmes. Suggestions are made that it would be a risk to do nothing with regards to possums in order to
maintain credibility. Governmental agencies and animal welfare law operate within the understanding that
humans are allowed to value species on the basis to how they can benefit people. Humans are as well the ones
that are allowed to decide what amount of pain is reasonable when it comes to kill possums. All of this
demonstrating that the pest discourse is infused with power/knowledge networks, but at the same time it
produces new ones: scientific knowledge production focuses on the protection of the indigenous species, while
knowledge production with regards to possums focuses on what control tools are effective. The reproduction of
the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse did not only produce the definition of the problem, it simultaneously directed
to what was considered the solution: elimination of possums nationwide (installation of the Predator Free 2050
programme).
Even though the ‘possum as a pest’ discourse prevails in society and the political realm, there are discursive
practices delineated in this study that diverge from this: the ‘possum as a resource’ discourse and the ‘possum
as a possum’ discourse. Moreover, a story-line is explored (‘consider possums’ story-line) that illuminated
presence of statements that critique the dominant conceptualization of the possum or the magnitude of the
defined possum problem (in relation to the corresponding sacrifices). This means that the dominant discourse
interacts with other discourses and is in a state of constant reconstitution and contestation. The presence of
these different discursive practices illuminates a potential for new story-lines to emerge. In other words, there
is room for change.
Nonetheless, disciplining techniques are present in society that do not only obscure sacrifices made in the act of
eliminating possums, but as well hamper further dialogue. For example: normalization of possum death
delegitimizes discursive practices to foster possum (individual) lives. Policy documents render goals to increase
participatory politics and include indigenous Māori voices, values and knowledges into the management of
biodiversity of New Zealand. In order to reach a social just and equitable approach when it comes to how humans
interact with possums in New Zealand, I recommend to start with critically reflecting upon the presence of a
dominant discourse and disciplining techniques. As well to acknowledge the political dynamics in labelling
possum as a pest species and simultaneously recognize the presence of different discursive patterns and
therewith the different values that people ascribe towards the animal. This will foster an essential dialogue
concerning the relationship of humans with regards to possums (and nature in general). In the end: ‘a pest is a
word that has been introduced’.
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Appendix I: Interviews, quotes and signposts fieldwork
Code
Nr participants Participant semi-structured interview
i1
1
Farmer
i2
1
Citizen (Māori)
i3
1
Professional animal advocacy
i4
1
Professional possum fur industry
i5
2
Citizen & relative
i6
1
Farmer
i7
1
Citizen familiar with vegan lifestyle
i8
2
Professional hunter store
i9
1
Professional hunter store
i10
1
Professional nature guide
i11
1
Vegan café owner
i12
3
Professionals in pest control
i13
1
Professional animal advocacy
i14
1
Volunteer restoration project
i15
1
Professional restoration project
i16
1
Professional pest control
i17
2
Volunteers pest control
i18
1
Salesperson possum fur products
i19
1
Salesperson possum fur products
i20
1
Bird ecologist
i21
1
Professional animal rescue
i22
1
Farmer
i23
1
Farmer
i24
1*
Professional nature guide
i25
1*
Zoology student
i26
1*
1080 protester
i27
1
1080 protester
i28
1
Professional possum fur industry
i29
2
Professional possum fur industry & relative
i30
1
Local Council officer
i31
1
Professional caretaker nature reserve
i32
1
Professional pet store
i33
2
Professionals pet store
i34
1
Professional pet store / farmer
i35
1
Salesperson eco products
i36
1
Professional hunter store
i37
1
Professional trapping systems
i38
1
Professional hunter store
i39
1
Salesperson eco products
i40
1
Professional possum fur industry
i41
1
Local Council officer
i42
1
Regional Council officer
i43
1
Volunteer animal advocate
i44
multiple
Group session animal advocates
i45
1
Citizen familiar with vegan lifestyle
i46
1
Environmental advocate (Māori)
i47
1*
Professional restoration project
i48
1*
Environmental spokesperson (Māori)
i49
1
Volunteer pest control
i50
1
Regional Council officer
* Other people present but were excluded from transcription

Situation
Farmers market
Bus drive
Telephone
Office
Livestock market
Farmers market
Vegan restaurant
Store counter
Store counter
Car (tour)
Vegan restaurant kitchen
Walk along, pest control
Videocall
Café and private tour
Café
Telephone
Walk along, pest control
Store counter
Store counter
Telephone
E-mail
Farmers market
Farmers market
Bench in nature
Bench in nature
At the protest
At the protest (+ e-mail)
Walk along
Home office
Farmers market
Bench in the reserve
Store counter
Store counter
Store counter
Store counter
In the store
Office
Store counter
Store & room
Office
Office
Office
Café
Street
Vegan café
Home
Home
Bench outside
Walk along
Telephone
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Quotes
Code
q1
q2
q3

Participant
Fruit vendor
Farmer
Fruit vendor

Situation
Farmers market
Farmers market
Homestay

Signposts
Code
s1
s2
s3
s4
s5

Location
Ecosanctuary Zealandia, Wellington
Kapiti island Nature Reserve, Kapiti Island
Ecosanctuary Zealandia, Wellington
Pῡkaha National Wildlife Centre, Masterton
National Museum of New Zealand, Wellington
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Appendix II Regional Council Documents
RPMP 1:

Auckland Council. (2020). Auckland Regional Pest Management Plan 2020-2030. To be
retrieved from https://www.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz/plans-projects-policies-reportsbylaws/our-plans-strategies/topic-based-plans-strategies/environmental-plansstrategies/docsregionalpestmanagementstrategy/auckland-regional-pest-management-plan2020-2030.pdf

CBA 1:

Auckland Council. (2018). Proposed Regional Pest Management Plan, Cost benefit analyses
Retrieved from https://www.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz/have-your-say/topics-you-can-haveyour-say-on/regional-pest-management-plan/supportingdocuments/cost-benefitanalyses.pdf

RPMP 2:

Bay of Plenty Regional Council. (n.d.). Proposed Regional Pest Management Plan for the Bay
of Plenty region. Retrieved from https://cdn.boprc.govt.nz/media/781531/proposed-regionalpest-management-plan-for-the-bay-of-plenty-region-21-september-2018-pdf.pdf

CBA 2:

Bay of Plenty Regional Council (). The proposed regional pest management plan for the Bay of
Plenty Region: Meeting the Biosecurity Act requirements. Retrieved from
https://cdn.boprc.govt.nz/media/780331/meeting-the-biosecurity-act-requirements-finalpdf.pdf

RPMP 3:

Gisborne District Council. (2017). Regional Pest Management Plan for Gisborne District
Council. Retrieved from https://www.gdc.govt.nz/assets/Files/Conservation/Regional-PestManagement-Plan-2017.pdf

CBA 3:

Gisborne District Council. (2016). Gisborne regional pest management plan Cost – Benefit
Analysis. Retrieved from https://www.gdc.govt.nz/proposed-regional-pest-managementplan-2016-2026/

RPMP 4:

Greater Wellington Regional Council. (2019). Greater Wellington Regional Pest Management
Plan 2019-2039. Retrieved from https://www.gw.govt.nz/assets/Biosecurity/J000391Regional-Pest-Management-Plan-2019-2039-4.2-TE-REO-edit.pdf

CBA 4:

Greater Wellington Regional Council. (n.d.). Impact assessment and cost benefit analysis for
the Greater Wellington Proposed Regional Pest Management Plan 2019-2039. Retrieved from
https://haveyoursay.gw.govt.nz/26443/widgets/218128/documents/81133

RPMP 5:

Hawkes Bay Regional Council. (2018). Regional pest management plan 2018-2038. Retrieved
from https://www.hbrc.govt.nz/assets/Document-Library/Plans/Regional-Pest-ManagementStrategy/Hawkes-Bay-Regional-Pest-Management-Plan-2018-2038.pdf

CBA 5:

Hawkes Bay Regional Council. (2018). Proposed Regional Pest Management Plan, Cost-benefit
analysis and cost allocation report. Retrieved from
https://www.hbrc.govt.nz/assets/Document-Library/Plans/Regional-Pest-ManagementStrategy/Proposed-Hawkes-Bay-Regional-Pest-Management-Plan-2018-2038-Cost-BenefitAnalysis-and-Cost-Allocation-Report.pdf

RPMP 6:

Horizons Regional Council. (2017). Regional Pest Management Plan 2017-2037. Retrieved
from http://www.horizons.govt.nz/HRC/media/Media/Pests/2017-2037-Regional-PestManagement-Plan.pdf

CBA 6:

Horizons Regional Council. (2017b). Horizons Regional Council Amended Proposed Regional
pest management plan 2017-2037. Retrieved from
http://www.horizons.govt.nz/HRC/media/Media/Agenda-Reports/Regional-Council-Meeting-
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2017-706/17107%20Annex%20C%20Proposed%20Regional%20Pest%20Management%20Plan.pdf
RPMP 7:

Northland Regional Council. (2017a). Northland Regional pest and marine pathway
management plan 2017 – 2027. Retrieved from:
https://www.nrc.govt.nz/media/uhudlio4/northlandregionalpestandmarinepathwaymanage
mentplan20172027.pdf

CBA 7:

Northland Regional Council (2017b). Amended Cost Benefit Analysis Report. Retrieved from
https://www.nrc.govt.nz/media/ahhdcmt5/amendedcostbenefitanalysisreportaugust2017.pd
f

RPMP 8:

Taranaki Regional Council. (2018). Regional Pest Management Plan for Taranaki. Retrieved
from https://www.trc.govt.nz/assets/Documents/Planspolicies/PestManagementPlan/RPMP-Feb2018.pdf

BS 1:

Taranaki Regional Council. (2018). Taranaki Regional Council Biosecurity Strategy 2018-2038).
Retrieved from https://www.trc.govt.nz/assets/Documents/Planspolicies/PestManagementPlan/BiosecurityStrategyFINAL-web.pdf

RPMP 9:

Waikato Regional Council. (2014). Waikato Regional pest management plan 2014 – 2024.
Retrieved from https://www.waikatoregion.govt.nz/assets/WRC/WRC-2019/3583RPMP_2014-24.pdf
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Appendix III: Interview guide / semi structured interview
To solicit storytelling, a few open questions were drafted in this semi-structured questionnaire. I tried to keep
interruptions to a minimum, but used active listening skills to encourage participants to continue their talk.
Those elements in which I am especially interested are rendered with bullets. In case these details are missing, I
asked more specific questions.

Informing the participant preparatory to the interview `
-

-

-

Presenting myself: I am a master student at the Wageningen University in the Netherlands, always
being interested in relationships between humans and animals.
Topic: I aim to explore multiple perspectives regarding possums in New Zealand. My interest lies in
providing an overview of different positions in society and how it is managed. Therewith I am not
taking any position in potential debates.
Why I have selected this participant
Results: The final report will be made public on the website of the Wageningen University, in case
the participant is interested, I provide a digital version by e-mail.
Recording: Mentioning that stories will be processed anonymously. In case of consent, I make use
of audio recordings during the interview, which allows me to process the information you provide
in detail, these transcriptions will eventually be stored at the Wageningen University.
Expected time interview
Questions and contact information

General interview questions
1.
2.
3.
4.

How do you perceive the presence of possums in New Zealand?
Do you have any story about possums or about a special moment you had in nature?
Do you know people that have held a possum as a pet?
What is your view regarding the PF2050?
(In case the participant was not familiar with the programme; The predator free programme is
launched in 2016 by the government in which they aim to eradicate rats, stoats, ferrets, weasels and
possums in the country).
5. Do you think certain elimination methods should be excluded?
6. (In case of a hunter or a person working in predator control;) Which tools do you prefer?
7. What does the term pest / predator mean to you? Or, in case didn’t use these terms; Would you
consider the possum a pest?
8. How would you describe the ultimate nature in New Zealand?
9. Do you think nature can find a balance including possums?
10. Is there still anything left you like to tell me?
11. Do you have any questions for me?

Potential follow up questions
For persons involved in possum hunting, predator control or animal advocacy it was important to let people
describe why they do what they do. Moreover, gaining more information what might stand in their way to
fulfil their goals.
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Appendix IV: Liberation points Brushtail possums, New Zealand
Source: Pracy, 1962 (np)
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Appendix V Poem: A trapping we shell go
The farm was struggling and we had to make it pay
So off to catch possums, cyanide paste we had to lay
Through scrub and high ridges we trudged all day
Then at the end of the day, we set up camp and got ready to stay

It was a cold night from hell up on that ridge
We woke in the morning feeling like we’d been in a fridge
We stocked up the fire to get some heat
Dad had already gone out to find some meat

The possum served for breakfast was tough and strong to eat
Dad said, don’t be a softy it’s perfectively good meat
An eel I thought would be a nicer taste
And we’d eat it all, there would be no waste

Then we set of for home skinning as we went
By the time we got to the gut buster we were really spent
Dad fell over and rolled down the hill
Not hurt at all he said just a little spill

I saddled my horse, dad told be to gallop ahead
Get food and drink ready I’m keen to be feed
Tired when he got home Dad didn’t notice my mess
So, I was saved the problem of having to stress

Skins tacked and dried on anything we could find
It was money for us so we didn’t mind
Off to the skin buyer and money for us to spend
Dad said, buy that rifle, it’s yours, its not a lend
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Appendix VI Prime Minister Speech Act (Key, 2016)
New Zealand to be Predator Free by 2050
Good afternoon.
It’s great to be here today, at the Zealandia wildlife sanctuary in the heart of our capital city.
It’s an important place for New Zealand and it tells an important story.
It shows that, as Sir Paul Callaghan said shortly before his passing, we can bring back our native wildlife to
our main islands.
This was once thought to be impossible.
But Zealandia has been remarkably successful in achieving its conservation goals, and inspiring many similar
efforts around the country.
New Zealanders should be incredibly proud of these efforts.
Because as we know there are many things that make New Zealand special.
Our people and our outlook, our culture, our place at the bottom of the South Pacific, our tolerance and our
sense of fair play.
But without doubt one of the most remarkable and remarked upon is our unique environment.
It truly is world class.
It draws people and praise from around the world.
It provides an unrivalled way of life and it helps forge our sense of national identity.
This includes our beaches and mountains, our lakes and rivers, our marine life and our native birds.
We are proud of our kiwi and kakapo, our tui and our takahe.
They are unique to New Zealand, evolving in isolation over millions of years in a world without mammals to
prey upon them.
It’s what makes them not only special but also extremely vulnerable to introduced predators.
And they must be better protected.
Because while we rank among the best in the world on almost all environmental indicators, where we can
improve is on biodiversity - by giving our native wildlife better protection.
In the past we have seen some of our native species forced into extinction.
And while there was once a time when the greatest threat was deforestation and poaching, today it is those
introduced predators.
Their impact cannot be overstated – rats, stoats and possums kill around 25 million of our native birds every
year.
And they threaten our economy and our primary sector, with their total economic cost estimated at around
$3.3 billion a year.
It is our collective responsibility to do more to address this.
As we know New Zealanders take our responsibility as stewards of our environment seriously.
There have been a great many Kiwis – including many of you here - who have played extraordinary roles in
this regard.
Passionate, committed, knowledgeable, and able to inspire others to join your causes.
As a Government we spend a lot of time emphasising our economic stewardship.
But I’m equally proud of our environmental stewardship.
The two are linked.
Our strong economy has enabled the Government to systematically set about improving the way we care for
all aspects of our environment.
We recognised that too many of our fresh water bodies had been slowly degrading for generations.
Our response wasn’t to try and undo a century of damage in a year or a term, imposing unbearable costs on
our regional communities in the process.
Instead we committed to halting that decline and steadily and surely improving those waterways.
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We are the first Government to set national water quality standards and we have increased spending on
fresh water improvement ten-fold.
And we are working with communities and scientists to make some very significant improvements in places
like the Rotorua lakes, Lake Taupo and Lake Brunner.
We are also taking huge steps to better protect our oceans.
Like our forests and fresh waterways, New Zealanders place great value on our coasts and oceans.
They are an important part of our culture, economy and environment and we are committed to managing
them sustainably.
To do that we have introduced robust laws for ensuring economic activity in the EEZ meets world’s best
practice.
In 2008 our territorial waters had 33 marine reserves covering 12,800 square kilometres.
Today we have 44 such reserves covering more than 17,000.
We are also expanding and diversifying the nature of the protection we offer through the creation of
recreational fishing parks.
And we have recognised that some environments are so special and so untouched they should remain that
way forever.
That is why we are creating the world’s largest fully protected ocean sanctuary.
The Kermadec/Rangitāhua Ocean Sanctuary will cover an area twice the size of New Zealand’s total
landmass and one of the most biologically and geologically diverse in the world.
It is a globally significant conservation effort which New Zealanders should be incredibly proud of.
Because it belongs to all of us and to all of the generations that follow us.
It is a real demonstration of New Zealanders’ commitment to the stewardship of our environment.
In New Zealand that stewardship is not just the preserve of Governments.
There are hundreds of important conservation projects around the country, led by communities, NGOs and
the private sector.
All up, more than 7000 hectares of the New Zealand mainland as well as more than 150 offshore islands are
now completely free of predators.
On top of this, a further 1 million hectares of conservation land are under sustained predator control.
DOC, local councils and community conservation groups do an amazing job protecting what we have and
pushing back against rats, stoats and possums.
But we want to go much further.
We want every part of our parks, forests and urban green spaces to be teeming with life.
We want our native wildlife to be able to flourish and for New Zealand to show the world what sort of
conservation gains are possible when there is the will and the way to make it happen.
That’s why I am today announcing we have adopted the goal of a Predator Free New Zealand.
By 2050 every single part of New Zealand will be completely free of rats, stoats and possums.
This is the most ambitious conservation project attempted anywhere in the world, but we believe if we all
work together as a country we can achieve it.
It will require an extraordinary effort.
It will take the reach and leadership of the Government, the funding of philanthropists and the energy of
local communities and iwi.
And it will require significant advances in the technical know-how of our scientists.
We will harness all of those to deliver on our pledge.
It won’t be easy – there’s a reason Sir Paul described it as “New Zealand’s Apollo project” – but it can be
done.
So the Crown will initially invest $28 million over four years to establish a new joint venture company called
Predator Free New Zealand Ltd to drive the programme, alongside the private sector.
It will be up and running by early next year and be responsible for identifying large, high value predator
control projects and attracting co-investors to boost their scale and success.
The Government will look to provide funding for suppression and eradication projects on a one for two basis.
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That is for every $2 committed by local councils and the private sector, the Government will contribute
another dollar.
We know that the funding is there.
Already councils spend around $10 million per year on pest control, along with millions from the philanthropic
sector – organisations like the NEXT Foundation - and the $60 to $80 million every year from the
Government.
We must acknowledge from the outset that we don’t yet have all the technology needed to meet our goal.
Therefore science has a critical role to play and New Zealand’s top researchers in the natural sciences will be
needed.
The Biological Heritage National Science Challenge is set up to look for ways to protect and manage our
biodiversity and biosecurity, with the Government providing almost $26 million over five years.
This challenge will be a key partner in Predator Free New Zealand.
This project is hugely ambitious and long-term.
So we have broken it down into stages.
Initially we will look to:
Increase the amount of New Zealand covered by predator control;
Establish regional partnerships and support community led initiatives;
Improve the tools we have to do the job;
Establish more areas of complete elimination as a base to build from; and
Invest in long term scientific breakthroughs to harness the enterprise and ingenuity of our science and
business communities.
And by 2025 the Predator Free New Zealand project will see:
All introduced predators eradicated from all our offshore island nature reserves;
1 million more hectares of mainland New Zealand where predators are suppressed;
We will have shown that complete predator eradication can be achieved in areas of at least 20,000 hectares
on the New Zealand mainland;
And we will have developed a breakthrough science solution capable of removing at least one small mammal
predator from the mainland entirely.
All of this will help with our ultimate goals – to make New Zealand predator free by 2050.
To protect our unique and awe-inspiring environment for future generations.
And to show the world what is possible and reinforce New Zealand’s reputation as a worldwide leader in
conservation.
We know it is ambitious but we are ambitious for New Zealand.
And we know we can do it because we have shown time and again what can be achieved when New
Zealanders come together with the ambition, willpower and the wherewithal to make things happen.
Thank you.

104

