Developing training materials for nuisance wildlife control operators
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In many areas throughout the United States, problems with wildlife pests have increased during the last three decades. As a result, public demand for wildlife control services has also increased. In several states, regulatory changes or public pressure has persuaded state wildlife agencies to strengthen their training and oversight of nuisance wildlife control operators (NWCOs). This was the case in New York, where a new law (ECL Section 11-0524) requires training and testing of all NWCOs who charge a fee for service beginning in 2003.  

Staff from Cornell University worked with a review team from the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) to produce a curriculum, Best practices for nuisance wildlife control operators: A training manual. The goals of this curriculum are to: (1) explain pertinent regulations, (2) educate NWCOs in best practices for nuisance wildlife control, detailing the use of a broad array of tools and techniques, (3) enhance professionalism by promoting ethical behavior and the philosophy of integrated wildlife damage management (which is called “best practices” in the manual), (4) develop a test bank for administration of the NWCO license examination, and (5) create an educational resource specific to this audience, with life history and management accounts of the species most commonly encountered in nuisance situations in New York State.  

This workshop session offered participants an opportunity to review a draft of this training manual. They were invited to discuss ways in which the manual could be improved and adapted for regional publication.  Methods for supporting current educational efforts, and partnerships for future projects, were also considered.

The group made these suggestions for improving the manual:

•
Concern was expressed over the length of the manual (~250 pp.) and the difficulty of the test. Several people suggested that the state use an open-book test, especially because they hope that 80% of those who take the exam will pass.

•
Some would prefer a shorter, "core" manual, with additional specialized training (for example, a manual about snakes, moles and voles, birds). NWCOs would then be certified to handle that species (or perhaps a group of species) after studying the specialized materials.

•
Sophisticated risk assessment protocols, and defined thresholds for each species, especially in cases concerning public heath risks, are needed. 

•
Integrate the NWCO training with the commercial pesticide applicator training. Some thought that both manuals should be combined as well.

•
Include accounts on house sparrows, shrews, and chipmunks. 

The group discussed related regulatory and administrative issues:

•
In some states, several agencies regulate NWCO activities.  NWCOs may require as many as 4 licenses to do their work, which is burdensome and confusing. The need for improved relationships among the agencies involved in wildlife control was discussed. The comprehensive nature of the manual was well-received, although some would like to see the NWCO training integrated with the commercial pesticide applicator training. Some thought that both manuals should be combined as well.

•
Participants shared their experience with different licensing protocols. The merits of a two-tiered approach (supervisor and technician levels) or apprentice licenses were debated. 

•
The state of Connecticut (Department of Environmental Protection) has developed a comprehensive "train the trainer" manual.
Future educational and research efforts:

• 
Most participants believe that the general public needs more education about wildlife pest situations. Hands-on workshops, videos, and columns in state fish and wildlife agency magazines, were favored approaches. 

•
 Research on euthanasia techniques, relocation, methods for reducing the risks of creating wildlife orphans, and monitoring is needed.

•
Participants suggested states that might be interested in partnerships to develop joint materials, or wish to adapt this manual for their use. 

•
An implementation group might be needed to recreate the manual as an online resource, to adapt it for a regional or national audience, and to create electronic testing. 
For more information see: 

• 
Internet Center for Wildlife Damage Management: http://wildlifedamage.unl.edu/
