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Section 1 

 

Nutria Harvest Distribution for 201 8-2019 

 

Introduction  

 

The nutria (Myocastor coypus) is a large semi-aquatic rodent indigenous to South America.  The first 

introduction of nutria to North America occurred in California in 1899; however, it was not until the 

1930's that additional animals were introduced in seven other states primarily for fur farming.  These fur 

farms failed during the Second World War as a result of poor pelt prices and poor reproductive success.  

After the failures of these fur farms, nutria were released into the wild.  Seventeen states in the US now 

have feral nutria populations. 

  

The Gulf Coast nutria population originated in Louisiana in the 1930ôs from escapes and releases from 

nutria farms. Populations first became established in the western coastal portion of the state and then 

later spread to the east through natural expansion coupled with stocking. During the mid-1950s, muskrat 

populations were declining, nutria had little fur value, and serious damage was occurring in rice fields in 

southwestern Louisiana and sugarcane fields in southeastern Louisiana; farmers complained about 

damage to crops and levee systems, while muskrat trappers blamed the nutria for declining numbers of 

muskrats. In 1958, the Louisiana Legislature placed the nutria on the list of unprotected wildlife and 

created a $0.25 bounty on every nutria killed in 16 south Louisiana parishes, but funds were never 

appropriated.  

 

Research efforts were initiated by the federal government in the southeastern sugarcane region of the 

state to determine what control techniques might be successful.  This research conducted by the U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service during the 1960's examined movements in relation to sugarcane damage and 

recommended shooting, trapping, and poisoning in agricultural areas.  Ted O'Neil, Chief of the Fur and 

Refuge Division, Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries (LDWF), believed that the problem 

could only be solved through the development of a market for nutria pelts.  A market for nutria 

developed slowly during the early 1960's and by 1962 over 1 million pelts were being utilized annually 

in the German fur trade.  The nutria became the backbone of the Louisiana fur industry for the next 20 

years, surpassing the muskrat in 1962 in total numbers harvested.  In 1965, the state legislature returned 

the nutria to the protected list.  As fur prices showed a slow rise during most of the 1970's and early 

1980's, the harvest averaged 1.5 million pelts and complaints from agricultural interest became 

uncommon.  From 1971 through 1981 the average annual value of the nutria harvest to the coastal 

trappers was $8.1 million.  The nutria harvest in Louisiana from 1962 until 1982 remained over 1 

million annually. The harvest peaked in 1976 at 1.8 million pelts worth $15.7 million to coastal trappers 

(Figure 1). 

 

The nutria market began to change during the early 1980's.  In 1981-1982, the nutria harvest dropped 

slightly below 1 million.  This declining harvest continued for two more seasons; then in the 1984-1985 

season, the harvest jumped back up to 1.2 million.  During the 1980-1981 season, the average price paid 

for nutria was $8.19.  During the 1981-1982 season, the price dropped to $4.36 and then in 1982-1983, 

the price dropped to $2.64.  Between the 1983-1984 season and the 1986-1987 season, prices fluctuated 

between $3.00 and $4.00.  Then in 1987-1988 and again in 1988-1989 prices continued to fall (Figure 

1).  From 1982 through 1992 the average annual value of the nutria harvest was only $2.2 million.  

Between 1988-1989 and 1995-1996 the number of nutria harvested annually remained below 300,000 

and prices remained at or below a $3.00 average.   
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Due to a strong demand for nutria pelts in Russia in both 1996-1997 and in 1997-1998, 327,286 nutria 

were harvested at an average price of $4.13 and 359,232 nutria were harvested at an average price of 

$5.17 during those seasons respectively.  In September 1998, the collapse of the Russian economy and 

general instability in the Far East economies weakened the demand for most wild furs including nutria.  

The demand for nutria pelts in Russia declined quickly due to the devaluation of the Russian ruble. 

During the 1998-1999 trapping season, pelt values fell to $2.69 and harvest decreased to only 114,646, 

less than one-third of the previous year.  During the 1999-2000 trapping season there was virtually no 

demand for nutria pelts.  The harvest decreased to 20,110 nutria.  This was, by far, the lowest nutria 

harvest on record since the mid-1950s.  The number of nutria harvested in 2000-2001 trapping season 

increased to 29,544.  The value of nutria pelts decreased to $1.75 during the 2001-2002 season, 

prompting another decrease in harvest to 24,683 nutria. The nutria fur market has never recovered. 

 

 
Figure 1.  Louisiana fur market 1943 ï 2002 (the season prior to CNCP implementation).  

 

During the strong market period for nutria pelts, there were no reports of wetland damage caused by 

nutria.  However, before the market developed and after the market declined, reports of marsh 

vegetation damage from land managers became common.  Such complaints began in 1987 and became 

more frequent during the early 1990ôs.  In response, the Fur and Refuge Division of the Louisiana 

Department of Wildlife and Fisheries (LDWF) initiated limited aerial survey flights, particularly in 

southeastern Louisiana.  Survey flights of Barataria and Terrebonne basins were conducted during the 
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1990ôs, with initial support from Barataria-Terrebonne National Estuary Program (BTNEP) and later 

support from Coastal Wetlands Planning, Protection and Restoration Act (CWPPRA).  From 1993 to 

1996 these flights showed acres of damage increasing from approximately 45,000 to 80,000 acres within 

the basins.  The first CWPPRA funded coastwide survey, conducted in 1998, showed herbivory damage 

areas totaling approximately 90,000 acres.  By 1999 this coastwide damage had increased to nearly 

105,000 acres.  This rapid and dramatic increase in damaged acres prompted LDWF to pursue funding 

for the Coastwide Nutria Control Program (CNCP) in January 2002. 

 

The project is funded by the CWPPRA through the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) 

and the Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority (CPRA) with the LDWF as the lead implementing 

agency.  Task one requires LDWF to conduct an annual aerial survey to evaluate the herbivory damage 

caused by nutria.   Task two of the CPRA and LDWF Interagency Agreement No. 2511-02-29 for the 

CNCP requires LDWF to conduct general project operation and administration. LDWF is required to 1) 

conduct and review the registration of participants in the CNCP; 2) establish collection stations across 

coastal Louisiana; 3) count valid nutria tails and present participants with a receipt/voucher; 4) deliver 

tails to an approved disposal facility and receive documentation that ensures the nutria will be properly 

disposed of and shall not leave the facility; and 5) process and maintain records regarding participants, 

number and location where tails were collected. Task 3 requires LDWF to provide incentive payments to 

program participants and task 4 requires LDWF to provide a report regarding the distribution of the 

harvest by township. 

 

The program area is coastal Louisiana bounded to the north by Interstate-10 from the Texas state line to 

Baton Rouge, Interstate-12 from Baton Rouge to Slidell, and Interstate-10 from Slidell to the Mississippi 

state line.  The project goal is to significantly reduce damage to coastal wetlands attributable to nutria 

herbivory by removing 400,000 nutria annually.  This project goal is consistent with the Coast 2050 

common strategy of controlling herbivory damage to wetlands.  The method chosen for the program is 

an incentive payment to registered trappers/hunters for each nutria tail delivered to established collection 

centers.  Initially, registered participants were given $4.00 per nutria tail.  To encourage participation, 

the payment was increased to $5.00 per tail in the 2006-2007 season. 

 

 

Methods 

 

The application for participation in the CNCP was developed in July 2002 but is modified as needed to 

obtain better information about the location of nutria harvest.  It was made available through the LDWF 

offices and website, as well as LSU Cooperative Extension offices.  In order for a participant to be 

qualified, the individual must complete the application, obtain written permission from a landowner or 

land manager with property in the program area, complete a W-9 tax form and provide LDWF with a 

complete legal description of the property to be hunted or trapped.  A map outlining the property 

boundaries was an added requirement of participants beginning with the 2003-2004 season.  Once an 

applicant was accepted, the participant was mailed information on the programôs regulations, collection 

sites for nutria tails, contact information and a CNCP registration card. 

 

Coastal Environments Inc. (CEI) was selected as the contractor to develop and maintain the program 

database, collect nutria tails, and distribute incentive payment checks to participants for tail harvests.  

The contract with CEI, which began with the 2002-2003 season, was extended to include the 2003-2004 

through 2006-2007, with the option to renew for 3 years thereafter.  CEIôs first renewal season was 

2007-2008, the second renewal season was 2008-2009, and their third renewal season 2009-2010, and 

their fifth season under their second contract was 2014-2015, which began in 2010.  The current contract 

with CEI included their sixth season (2015-2016) and CEI chose to extend this contract through April 
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2019.  Tail collection sites were originally established at Rockefeller Refuge, Abbeville, Berwick 

(Morgan City), Houma, and Luling. Slidell and St. Bernard has since been added.  Collections were 

made once a week at most sites except Abbeville were by appointment only, Slidell and St. Bernard 

were scheduled biweekly, and there were only three scheduled pickups at Rockefeller Refuge due to low 

numbers of participants in these areas.   

 

Louisianaôs open trapping season began on November 20, 2018.  Nutria tail collections began November 

21, 2018 and continued through April 5, 2019, which was 1 week after the season closed.  Collections 

were made utilizing a 16 foot by 8 foot trailer containing a freezer, sorting table and desk.  Participants 

reported to the collection site of their choice, presented their nutria control program registration card, 

and presented their tails to a CEI representative.   

 
One CEI representative conducted an exact count of the nutria tails, which was then verified with the 

participant to ensure they were in agreement.  At that time, the counted tails were placed into a plastic 

garbage bag labeled with the participantôs CNCP registration number and the number of tails contained 

in that bag.  Another CEI representative filled out a voucher on a tablet PC for the number of tails 

delivered, checking to make sure the mailing address of the participant was correct.  The participant was 

asked a wide range of questions including method of take, location of take, and method of disposal 

(Figure 17).  When complete, the voucher was signed using a stylus by the participant who would also 

indicate on a detailed map of their lease the location or locations where the nutria were harvested.  The 

CEI representative would use a stylus to draw a polygon around the indicated area in a mapping 

program and save an electronic copy of the completed voucher.  A copy of the voucher was printed and 

given to the participant. LDWF personnel conducted random audits of collected tails to ensure accuracy 

in counting and incentive payments. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The information on the voucher was transferred electronically to the CEI main offices via an FTP site 

for analysis and quality control.  The data transfer occurred at the end of each collection day.  Collected 

tails were transported to the BFI waste storage facility in Sorrento, Louisiana, at the end of each 

collection week or more frequently if necessary.  The CEI representative checked in at a guard station 
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where the vehicle containing the tails was weighed.  The vehicle was also weighed when exiting the 

disposal site in order to calculate the exact amount of waste deposited at the facility.  The tails were 

deposited into a biohazard waste pit under supervision of a BFI employee.  The number of bags 

disposed, as well as weight deposited, was recorded on a receipt given to the CEI representative.  Copies 

of the receipts for all disposals made were supplied to LDWF. 

 

The digitized vouchers and maps went through a rigorous QA/QC process each week which would end 

with the data being compiled and sent in a weekly report to LDWF detailing each transaction, including 

digital maps exported from ArcMap 10.4 of that weekôs trapped/hunted areas. Each Monday morning, 

after receiving a weekly report and bill, LDWF sent a payment to CEI for the amount of tails collected 

and services rendered.  CEI in turn sends participants checks through the mail for the amount of tails 

turned in.  Louisianaôs open trapping season ended on March 31, 2018, and nutria tail collections 

continued until the first Friday of April.  After the conclusion of the season, CEI provided LDWF with 

all the transaction information for the entire season from November to March.  This final report contains 

information recorded on the vouchers, the digitized trapped/hunted area, the nutria control program 

database and an ArcMap project map with related information. 

 

 

Results and Discussion 

 

Participant Totals 

We registered a total of 392 participants in the program for the 2018-2019 season.  A total of 223,155 

nutria tails worth $1,115,775 in incentive payments were collected from 241 active participants.  The 

fewest number of tails turned in by a single participant was 8 and the greatest number of tails by a single 

participant was 10,994.  Approximately 32% of active participants turned in 800 or more tails (Figure 

2A).  Of the 78 participants who turned in 800 or more tails, 4% turned in more than 4,000 tails (Figure 

2B).   

 

 
Figure 2A. Participant level of harvest for all 241 active participants. 

 

 
Figure 2B. Participant level of harvest for the 78 participants who harvested more than 800 tails. 
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Harvest by Month 
The 2018-2019 trapping season began November 20th, 2018 and continued through March 31st, 2019.  

Seventy-five thousand three hundred and seven (75,307) tails were collected in the month of February 

making it the most active month of the season.  Tails that were presented at the collection sites through 

the first week of April are included in the March harvest (Figure 3).   

 

  
Figure 3. CNCP nutria harvest per month. 

 

Harvest by Marsh Type 
Harvest data were classified by marsh type: Fresh Marsh; Intermediate Marsh; Brackish Marsh; Salt 

Marsh; Swamp; and Other.  The category Other includes developed properties and agricultural areas. 

During the 2018-2019 season, 40% of nutria were harvested from Fresh Marsh, followed by Swamp 

(22%), Intermediate (16%), Brackish (12%), Salt (7%), and Other (13%; Figure 4).  During the first 15 

seasons, we reported harvests for a category called Open Water, which were leases having more acres of 

open water than land acres.  We eliminated Open Water during the 2016-2017 season because that 

category was too vague and instead these harvests are included in the marsh type category that 

comprised the most land acres within the lease area. 

 

 
Figure 4.  CNCP nutria harvest by marsh type. 

 

 

Method of Take 

During collection transactions, program participants indicated their method of take: trapped; shot with 

rifle; or shot with shotgun.  The predominant method of take used in the 2018-2019 season was shooting 

with a rifle (Figure 5). 
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Figure 5. Method of take. 

 

Harvesting with a rifle is the most common method of take used in all marsh types (Figure 6). 

 

 
Figure 6. Method of take within each marsh type.  

 

 

Carcass Use/Disposal 
Use or method of disposal for nutria carcasses was recorded for each participant transaction.  Overall, 

7% of the nutria harvested were kept as whole carcass, of which no hides or meat were sold.  The 

remaining 93% of nutria carcasses were disposed of by approved methods, which include burying 

carcasses, placing carcasses in heavy overhead vegetation, or sinking the carcasses in the water (Table 

1).  All interested participants were supplied a fur buyer/fur dealer list to encourage the use of animals 

for the fur and meat.     

 

Marsh 

Type 

Whole 

Carcass 
Hide Meat 

Abandoned- 

Buried 

Abandoned- 

Vegetation 

Abandoned- 

Waterway 

Fresh 5,823 0 0 54,500 16,433 12,393 

Swamp 2,224 0 0 41,766 1,607 2,500 

Intermediate 1,623 0 0 28,787 4,387 4,133 

Brackish 3,912 0 0 12,041 8,685 1,349 

Salt 1,953 0 0 7,487 494 5,108 

Other 587 0 0 4,706 616 233 

Total 16,122 0 0 149,287 32,222 25,716 

Table 1.  CNCP nutria carcas use or disposal. The total number within each category was estimated 

from percentages reported by participants. 
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Harvest by Parish 
Twenty parishes were represented in the 2018-2019 season of the CNCP, with nutria harvests ranging 

from 163 to 51,960 nutria.  Terrebonne Parish reported the highest number of tails with 51,960 followed 

by Plaquemines, St. Mary Parishes, and Lafourche Parishes with 39,657, 31,257, and 19,458 tails 

respectively (Figure 7).   

 

 
Figure 7. CNCP harvest by parish. 
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Section 2 
 

A SURVEY OF NUTRIA HERBIVORY DAMAGE IN COASTAL LOUISIANA IN 

2019 
 

Introduction  

 

Herbivory damage was noticed in the late 1980s by landowners and land managers when the price of fur 

dropped and the harvest of nutria all but ceased.  The LDWF was contacted to investigate the problem.  

The first region wide aerial survey became possible because of the interest and concern of many state 

and federal agencies, coastal land companies and, in particular, funding provided by BTNEP.  The 

objectives of the aerial survey were to: (1) determine the distribution of damage along the transect lines 

as an index of region wide damage, (2) determine the severity of damage as classified according to a 

vegetative damage rating, (3) determine the abundance of nutria by the nutria relative abundance rating 

(4) determine the species of vegetation being impacted and (5) determine the status of recovery of 

selected damaged areas (Linscombe and Kinler 1997). 

 

Helicopter surveys were flown in May and December 1993 and again in March and April 1996 across 

the Barataria and Terrebonne Basins.  During the December 1993 survey, 90 damaged sites were 

observed with more than 15,000 acres of marsh impacted along the transects with an estimated 60,000 

acres across the study area.  In 1996, a total of 157 sites were observed.  The damage observed along the 

transect lines increased to 20,642 acres, and an extrapolated acreage of 77,408 acres across the study 

area. (The extrapolated coastwide estimate is derived by multiplying the observed acres by 3.75 to 

account for area not visible from the transect lines.) All of the 1993 sites were evaluated again in 1996, 

but only 9% showed any recovery.  Clearly, the trend identified was a continued increase in both the 

number of sites and the extent of nutria damage in the Barataria and Terrebonne Basins.   

 

In 1998, the first coastwide nutria herbivory survey was flown, as part of the Nutria Harvest and 

Wetland Demonstration Program (LA-03a).  A total of 23,960 acres of damaged wetlands were located 

at 170 sites along the survey transects, with an extrapolated coastwide estimate of 89,850 acres. In 1999, 

the damage increased to 27,356 acres located at 150 sites, with an extrapolated coastwide estimate of 

102,585 acres.  In 2000, the damage slightly decreased to 25,939 acres located at 132 sites, with an 

extrapolated coastwide estimate of 97,271 acres.  In 2001, the damage decreased to 22,139 acres located 

at 124 sites, with an extrapolated coastwide estimate of 83,021 acres.  In the 2002 survey, which was the 

first survey funded as part of the CNCP and the survey which preceded implementation of the CNCP 

incentive payments, the damage decreased again, but only slightly to 21,185 acres located at 94 sites, 

with an extrapolated coastwide estimate of 79,444 acres.  During the 2003 survey, a total of 84 sites had 

some level of vegetative damage and covered a total of 21,888 acres, with an extrapolated coastwide 

estimate of 82,080 acres.  In summary, the coastwide estimates of nutria herbivory damage prior to 

implementation of the CNCP incentive payments (from 1998 to 2003) ranged from 79,444 to 102,585 

acres.   

 

Vegetative damage caused by nutria has been documented in at least a dozen Coastal Wetlands Planning 

Protection and Restoration Act (CWPPRA) project sites in the Barataria and Terrebonne Basins.  Nutria 

herbivory is only one of many factors causing wetlands loss, but the additional stress placed on the 

plants by nutria herbivory may be very significant in CWPPRA projects sites and throughout coastal 

Louisiana.  

 

The previous extrapolated estimates of 79,444 to 102,585 acres of marsh damaged was conservative 

because only the worst sites (most obvious) can be detected from aerial surveys; the actual number of 
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acres being impacted was certainly higher.  When vegetation is removed from the surface of the marsh, 

as a result of over grazing by nutria, the very fragile organic soils are exposed to erosion through tidal 

action and/or storms.  If damaged areas do not revegetate quickly, they may become open water as tidal 

scour removes soil and thus lowers elevation.  This is evident as the damaged sites that converted to 

open water over the last five years have been in the intermediate and brackish marsh types.  Frequently 

the plantôs root systems are also damaged, making recovery through vegetative regeneration very slow.   

 

In an effort to create an incentive for trappers and hunters, the CNCP was implemented.  Task number 1 

of the LDNR and LDWF Interagency Agreement No. 2511-02-29 for the CNCP requires LDWF to 

conduct annual coastwide aerial surveys during spring/summer to document the current yearôs impact of 

nutria herbivory. Survey techniques followed Linscombe and Kinler (1997), and CNCP funded surveys, 

have been conducted each spring from 2003 to present.  Results were analyzed and the numbers of acres 

impacted or recovered were determined. 

 

 

Methods 

 

The 2019 coastwide nutria herbivory survey was conducted April  2nd ï May 23rd.  Typically, the survey 

is flown in consecutive days and weeks, weather permitting, but a number of weather events, helicopter 

mechanical issues, and scheduling conflicts delayed completion of this survey for several weeks. North-

South transects were flown throughout the fresh, intermediate, and brackish marshes of coastal 

Louisiana.  Annually, a total of 155 transects (covering 2,354.7 miles) are surveyed for damage.  The 

transects were spaced approximately 1.8 miles apart, starting at the swamp-marsh interface and 

continuing south to the beginning of the salt marsh.  Due to low nutria population density, salt marsh 

habitat was not included in the survey and neither were swamp and other (developed areas and 

agricultural land) because nutria damage in these habitats cannot be reliably identified from the 

helicopter.  Depending upon visibility and vegetative conditions, an altitude of 200-300 feet was 

considered optimum.  At this altitude, vegetative damage was identifiable and allowed for a survey 

transect width of about 1/4 mile on each side of the helicopter.  Flight speed was approximately 80 mph.  

Two observers were used to conduct the survey, each positioned on opposite sides of the helicopter.  In 

addition to locating vegetative damage, one observer navigated along the transect line and the other 

observer recorded all pertinent data.   

 
 

When vegetative damage was identified, the helicopter landed at the site and the following information 

was recorded: 

 

1)   Location of each site was determined by recording latitude and longitude utilizing GPS equipment.  

A real time differential corrected (WAAS Enabled) GPS (Garmin GPSmap 696) was utilized to allow 

for accurate location of damaged sites. The open-source software DNRGPS, provided by the Minnesota 

Department of Natural Resources was used in conjunction with ArcView 10.2 to determine the size of 

each damage site, by logging polygons using stream digitizing with the GPS equipment.  
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2)  The abundance of nutria sign was placed in one of the following nutria relative abundance rating 

(NRAR) categories: (0) no nutria sign visible, (1) nutria sign visible, (2) abundant feeding, or (3) 

heavy feeding. 

 

3)  The extent of damage to the vegetation was placed in one of the following vegetative damage rating 

categories: (0) no vegetative damage; (1) minor vegetative damage which is defined as a site 

containing feeding holes, thinning vegetation and some visible soil; (2) moderate vegetative damage 

which is defined as a site that has large areas of exposed soil and covers less than 50% of the site; (3) 

severe vegetative damage which is defined as a site that has more than 50% of the soil exposed; or (4) 

converted to open water. 

 

4)  The dominant plant species were identified and recorded for damaged areas, recovering areas and in 

the adjacent areas. 

 

5)  The age of damage and condition is determined by considering feeding activity and vegetation 

condition.  The age of damage and condition was placed in one of the following categories: (0) 

recovered, (1) old recovering, (2) old not recovering, (3) recent recovering, (4) recent not 

recovering, or (5) current (occurring now). 

 

6)  The prediction of vegetative recovery is made considering feeding activity, age of damage and the 

extent of damage.  The prediction of vegetative recovery by the end of 2013 was characterized by one of 

the following categories: no recovery (0), full recovery (1), partial recovery (2) or increased damage 

(3). 

 

7)  The number of nutria observed at each site was recorded.     

 

In addition to searching for new damaged sites, all previously identified damaged sites were revisited to 

assess extent and duration of damage or to characterize recovery.  All data were entered into a computer 

for compilation.  Damaged site locations are provided on the attached herbivory map and a data 

summary in Appendix B. 

 

 

Results and Discussion 
 

There were 25 nutria damage sites observed during the 2019 vegetative damage survey compared to the 

21 damage sites observed during the 2018 survey.  Four of the observed damaged sites were new and the 

remaining 21 were sites observed in previous yearsô surveys. No sites were identified as recovered since 

the 2018 vegetative damage survey (Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8.  2018 vegetation survey damage sites located along transect lines. 
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Nutria Damage 
The following discussion details the 25 sites that had observable nutria damage during the 2019 survey 

(Appendix A).  A total of 3,907 acres along transects, extrapolated to 14,652 acres coastwide were 

identified as impacted by nutria feeding activity.  This represents approximately a 11% decrease in acres 

impacted by nutria since 2018 (4,380 acres, extrapolated 16,424 acres coastwide.)  There were 11 

damage sites documented during the 2018 survey that have since partially converted to open water with 

a total of 910 observed acres converted (Figure 12 and Tables 10A-10C). 

 

 

Damage by Parish 
Four parishes were observed to have damage in 2019.  Most of the observed damaged acres were in 

Terrebonne Parish (3,319ac; 18 sites), followed by St. Mary Parish (378ac; 4 site), Cameron Parish 

(117ac, 2 site), and St. Charles Parish (93ac, 1 site; Figure 9). 

 

 
Figure 9. 2019 vegetation survey damaged acres by parish. 

 

 

Damage by Marsh Type 
Marsh type, based on Vegetation types in coastal Louisiana in 2013 (Sasser, Visser, Mouton, 

Linscombe, and Hartley 2014), was recorded for each damage site (Figures 10A-10C).  
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Figures 10A-C.  2019 Vegetation survey damage centers. (A) 2 sites in Cameron Parish (B) 4 sites in 

St. Mary Parish and 17 sites in western Terrebonne Parish (C) 1 site in eastern Terrebonne Parish and 1 

site in St. Charles Parish. 

 

All observed sites damaged by nutria herbivory were located in fresh water marsh.  The typical 

vegetation impacted in fresh marsh was Eleocharis spp., Hydrocotyle spp, and Bidens laevis. 

 

 

Nutria Relative Abundance Rating 

A nutria relative abundance rating (NRAR) was used to quantify the abundance of nutria at each site.  

Categories include: (0) no nutria sign visible, (1) nutria sign visible, (2) abundant feeding sign, and (3) 

heavy feeding sign; sites converted to open water are not given a NRAR (Figure 11.)   
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Figure 11. Nutria relative abundance ratings for 2019 nutria damaged sites. 

 

Vegetative Damage Rating 
Vegetative damage was also evaluated at each site.  A rating system was developed to quantify nutria 

vegetative damage. The vegetative damage rating (VDR) has five categories: (0) no vegetative damage, 

(1) minor vegetative damage, (2) moderate vegetative damage, (3) severe vegetative damage, (4) 

converted to open water (Figure 12).  Nine of the damage sites contained greater than one VDR as 

different portions of each site may be more or less damaged than other areas within the same site.  The 

acres impacted is estimated from the proportion of each site impacted at each rating level.  

 

 
Figure 12. Vegetative damage ratings for 2019 nutria damaged sites.  

 

Age of Damage Rating 

Categories for the age of damage and condition rating include: (0) recovered, (1) old damage-

recovering, (2) old damage not recovering, (3) recent damage-recovering, (4) recent damage-not 

recovering, and (5) current damage (Figure 13).   

 
Figure 13. Age of damage and condition of 2019 nutria damaged sites. 
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Prediction of Recovery 
For each site with current damage, the degree of recovery by the end of the 2019 growing season was 

predicted.  These categories include: (1) full recovery, (2) partial recovery, (3) increased damage and (4) 

no recovery predicted (Figure 14).   

 

 
Figure 14. Prediction of recovery by the end of the growing season for the 2019 nutria damaged sites. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

The 2019 vegetative damage survey yielded a total of 3,907 acres of nutria damage along transect lines.  

When extrapolated to the entire program area, an estimated 14,652 acres were impacted coastwide at the 

time of survey.  When compared to the 2018 survey (4,380 acres, extrapolated to 16,424 acres 

coastwide), there was approximately a 11% decrease in the number of damaged acres.  

 

Due to the distance between survey lines, all areas impacted by nutria herbivory could not be identified. 

Additionally, there were areas along survey lines where nutria activity was observed but marsh 

conditions did not warrant a damage classification (i.e., nutria present but no damage observed or 

damaged areas <1ac are too small to record).  Only the most obvious impacted areas were detected and 

recorded so the total impact of nutria was probably underestimated. 
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Section 3 
 

Summary of Results (2002-2019) and Adaptive Management 
 

In total, 5,340,741 nutria have been harvested from coastal Louisiana through 17 seasons of the CNCP. 

Throughout much of the CNCP, seasonal nutria tail collection, which is how we determine harvest, has 

ranged between 300,000 and 400,000. From the beginning of the CNCP through 2011, estimated 

coastwide nutria damage declined nearly every year and then from 2011-2017, the damaged areas 

stabilized between 4,000 and 6,500 acres. Unfortunately, nutria harvest during the 2016-2017 and the 

2017-2018 seasons was 216,059 and 170,471, respectively, which is substantially lower harvest than 

years prior.  Subsequently, estimated coastwide nutria damage increased from 5,866 acres in 2017 to 

16,424 acres in 2018. Harvest during the 2018-2019 season was higher with 223,155 nutria than the 

previous 2 seasons, but still lower than the average harvests of normal seasons (Figure 15). Although the 

total damaged acres decreased from 16,424 in 2018 to 14,652 in 2019, the number of damage sites 

increased from 21 to 25 and approximately 910 acres were converted to open water.    

  

 
Figure 15. Nutria harvest and coastwide nutria herbivory damage.  The low harvest during the 2005-

2006 season is attributed to the coastwide disruptions caused by Hurricane Katrina in August 2005. 

 

Prior to implementation of CNCP incentive payments, nutria harvest was below 30,000 per season and 

coastwide nutria damage ranged between 79,000 and 98,000 acres. 

 

Harvest 

Season 

Nutria 

Harvested 

Year of 

Survey 

Herbivory 

Damage 

(acres) 

1999-2000 20,110 2000 97,271 

2000-2001 29,544 2001 83,021 

2001-2002 24,683 2002 79,444 

Table 2. Nutria harvest and herbivory damage in years prior to CNCP. 

 

0

20,000

40,000

60,000

80,000

100,000

0

50,000
100,000

150,000

200,000

250,000

300,000
350,000

400,000

450,000

2
0

0
2

-2
0

0
3

2
0

0
3

-2
0

0
4

2
0

0
4

-2
0

0
5

2
0

0
5

-2
0

0
6

2
0

0
6

-2
0

0
7

2
0

0
7
-2

0
0

8

2
0

0
8

-2
0

0
9

2
0

0
9

-2
0

1
0

2
0

1
0

-2
0

1
1

2
0

1
1

-2
0

1
2

2
0

1
2

-2
0

1
3

2
0

1
3

-2
0

1
4

2
0

1
4

-2
0

1
5

2
0

1
5

-2
0

1
6

2
0

1
6

- 
2

0
1

7

2
0

1
7

-2
0

1
8

2
0

1
8

-2
0

1
9

E
x
tro

p
o

la
te

d
 D

a
m

a
g

e
 (a

c
re

s
)

N
u

tr
ia

 H
a

rv
e
s
te

d

Harvest Season

CNCP Progress

Nutria Harvested Herbivory Damage (acres)



20 

 

Harvest 

Season 

Nutria 

Harvested 

Total 

Incentive 

Payments 

Year of 

Survey 

Herbivory 

Damage 

(acres) 

2002-2003 308,160 $1,232,640 2003 82,080 

2003-2004 332,596 $1,330,384 2004 63,398 

2004-2005 297,535 $1,190,140 2005 53,475 

2005-2006 168,843 $675,372 2006 55,755 

2006-2007 375,683 $1,878,415 2007 34,665 

2007-2008 308,212 $1,541,060 2008 23,141 

2008-2009 334,038 $1,670,190 2009 20,333 

2009-2010 445,963 $2,229,815 2010 8,475 

2010-2011 338,512 $1,692,560 2011 6,296 

2011-2012 354,354 $1,771,770 2012 4,233 

2012-2013 388,160 $1,940,800 2013 4,624 

2013-2014 388,264 $1,941,320 2014 4,181 

2014-2015 341,708 $1,708,540 2015 6,008 

2015-2016 349,235 $1,746,175 2016 6,496 

2016- 2017 216,052 $1,080,260 2017 5,866 

2017-2018 170,471 $852,355 2018 16,424 

2018-2019 223,155 $1,115,775 2019 14,652 

Total 5,340,741 $26,703,705     

Table 3.  Nutria harvest and herbivory throughout 17 seasons of the CNCP. 

 

 

Adaptive Management 

 

The low nutria harvest throughout the 2016-2017, 2017-2018, and 2018-2019 seasons has resulted in 

increased nutria damage throughout coastal Louisiana. Responses to participant surveys mailed during 

the summers of 2017 and 2018 indicated that raising the amount of the incentive payment would 

increase participation and nutria harvest. Therefore, CNCP managers and partners decided to raise the 

incentive payment from $5/tail, which has been the price since 2005, to $6/tail to be implemented during 

the 2019-2020 CNCP season. 
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Figure 16.  Total nutria harvest during 17 seasons of CNCP.


