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Current and historical distribution of European Mink Mustela lutreola in Biscay.

Evolution and comments on the results

Jabi ZABALA! and Iiigo ZUBEROGOITIA?

Abstract

First records of European Mink in Biscay date back to 1963,
since then its distribution had no important changes. Recently, a
European Mink survey has been carried out in the Basque Country
using line-triggered camera systems. Results suggest a reduction
of the distribution in Biscay; however, this seems to be an artefact
due to different performances of European Mink detection
techniques. We give a more accurate distribution for the species
and we stress the need for a systematised methodology for European
mink surveys.

Introduction

The European Mink Mustela lutreolu is a riparian mustelid
native to the continent. Its distribution experienced a severe
regression during the second half of the 20th century and disappeared
from most countries (Youngman, 1982; Maran & Henttonen, 1985:
Maran et al., 1998a). As a result of this decline, nowadays there are
two major populational nuclei: one in the East. (Maran & Henttonen,
1985; Tumanov, 1992), and another in the West. The eastern
population is still in regression (Maran & Henttonen, 1985; Maran
et al., 1998b); mink has disappeared from some countries in recent
decades, and it continues declining in areas where it is still present
(Maran & Henttonen, 1985; Maran ¢t al. 1998b; Romanowski,
1990).

With the western population, the situation is different. In
the north, the French population has disappeared from Brittany and
Pays de Loire in 20 years, between 1977 and 1997 (Lodé et al.,
2001). On the other hand, in the Iberian Peninsula the situation is
intriguing since the species seems to be expanding southwards
(Maran & Henttonen, 1985; Palazén & Ruiz-Olmo, 1992; Torres
& Zuberogoitia, 1997). Recently, a survey was carried out in the
whole I[berian area occupied by the European Mink, including

Biscay. In this paper we discuss the results of this survey for Biscay,
we add some other locations, present past data on the distribution
of European Mink in the arca and we discuss the current distribution
and its historical evolution.

Study area

Biscay. in the north of the Iberian Peninsula (Fig.1), has an
area of 2.236 km’ and a population of near 1.200.000 people.
Altitudes range from O (by the sea shore) to 1,475 m (Gorbea peak).
The climate is oceanic, annual rainfall ranges between 1,200 and
2.200 mm, and annual average temperatures range from 13.8°C to
22°C. (Flores. 1989). Winters are mild and there is no summer
drought. Streams are short, small and fast flowing, running into the
Bay of Biscay. All the major rivers, with the sole exception of the
Butroe River (Fig 1), are polluted, specially the Nerbioi and
Ibaizabal Rivers (Department of Environmentand Land Ordination,
2001). Springs, tributaries and small coastal streams show in
general acceptable water conditions, however some of them are
also polluted. especially those of Nerbioi and Ibaizabal Rivers near
the main population nuclei (Department of Environment and Land
Ordination, 2001). Best water conditions are in small Rivers in the
Artibai-Oka area and westwards of the Kadagua river ( Department
of Environment and Land Ordination, 2001).

Results

European Mink was first reported in Biscay in 1963
(Rodiguez de Ondarra, 1963), afew years after the firstrecord of the
species in the Iberian Peninsula (Rodriguez de Ondarra, 1955).
Afterwards, persistence of mink in the Biscay arca has been
confirmed in several works (Castién & Mendiola. 1985: Palazon
& Ruiz-Olmo, 1997; Aihartza et al.. 1999: Zubcrogoitia et al.,
2001) including the last survey carried out trom February 1999 to
December 2000 (Gonzalez-Esteban er «l.. 2001: Palazon et al.,

2002). The species reached
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Biscay trom Gipuzkoa in the
East. and by the time of its first
report it had arrived in the
northwest of the region, east of
the Nerbioi river (Rodiguez de
Ondarra, 1963). Castién &
Mendiola (1985) reported
European Mink to be present in
five 10 x 10 km UTM squares,
including the two already
reported by Rodriguez de
Ondarra (1963). In 1997 after an
extensive study. Palazon & Ruiz-
Olmo (1997) cited European
Mink in 13 10 x 10 km UTM
squares, two of them based on
bibliographic data before 1980
and another one reported before
1980 and confirmed afterwards
(Palazon & Ruiz-Olmo, 1997).
Locations recorded spread over

Fig. 1. Map of the studv area. Biscay and major rivers in the region.



~chments of the Rivers Ibaizabal, Oka, Artibai and Butroe,
<o ~ome other minor rivers (Palazén & Ruiz-Olmo, 1997). In
n. they reported two bibliographical (before 1980) locations
~hutary of the Nerbioi and another one in the Nerbioi (after
« . but none westwards of this river. Aihartza er al. (1999), as
~o~ult of field surveys carried out between 1990 and 1996,
rted European Mink in ten 10 x 10 km squares, including two
+ ~quares and the first location westwards of the Nerbioi River.
~crogoitia et al. (2001) cited the species as present in most of the
~-on. but more common in the oriental area. They also include
+ Juta westwards of the Nerbioi near the western edge of the
~.on. Finally in the last survey carried out from February 1999
December 2000, Gonzalez-Esteban er al. (2001) located a total
s1ght European Mink in five different 10 x 10 km UTM squares.
wrof these locations are in the Artibai catchment, one in the Lea
<mallerriver between Artibai and Oka), two in the Oka catchment
A the last one in the Ibaizabal catchment (Gonzalez-Esteban et
2001 Palazon et al., 2002). The authors concluded that the
.ropean Mink maintains populations in the area of the Artibai
Jd OKkarivers, and they also remarked the fact that European Mink
absent from western Biscay, where the rivers are best preserved
onzalez-Esteban er al., 2001).

Discussion

At first sight, it seems that the European Mink spread
apidly over eastern and central Biscay after its arrival and
wuntained this distribution for a long period of time, without
_lonising the area westwards of the Nerbioi River. By the late
“90s there are two records of European Mink westwards of the
Nerbioi (Aihartza et al., 1999; Zuberogoitia et al., 2001), but
~crmanent colonisation of the area has not been confirmed. The last
-urvey, carried out by Gonzalez-Esteban er al. (2001), suggests a
~duction of the distribution of European Mink, with the species
confined to the north-east area. However, as stated by Gonzalez-
bsteban ef al. (2001), there are some methodological differences
‘hat prevent unconditional comparison among works.

Firstly, works of Castién & Mendiola (1985) and Palazén
& Ruiz-Olmo (1997) are partially based on bibliographic data,
Jating back as far as 1963 (22 and 34 years respectively). By
including information from many years, they risk artificially
enlarging the actual distribution of the species.

Secondly, data for Biscay given by Palazén & Ruiz-Olmo
11997) and Aihartza et al. (1999) are not the result of a survey for
European Mink with a specitic methodology, but based on different
sources such as: live-trapping data, track searches, torching,
enquiries and road casualties and casual observations. Thus, they
are liable to fail to detect mink in remote areas and areas of low
human density.

Thirdly, the last survey carried out by Gonzalez-Esteban et
al. (2001), was conducted using photographic bait stations, more
concretely the Line-Triggered Camera System described by
Zielinski & Kucera (1995). There are some remarks that one should
bear in mind about this method: Firstly, that some studies found
that this method has a lower performance than other methods when
detecting carnivores (Zielinski & Kucera, 1995). Indeed, Gonzalez-
Esteban ez al. (2001) failed to detect European Mink in areas where
there were data of road kills, the species had been sighted and in
a stream where European Mink was being studied at that time
(Zuberogoitia er al., 2001; Garin et al., 2002a,b). Moreover,
Gonzalez-Esteban et al., (2001) used the same method in order to
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Fig. 2. Distribution of European Mink in Biscay. Empty circles indicate bibliographic
data. full circles indicate presence detected in the lust three vears, and divided circles

indicate both bibliographic data and presence detected in the last three vears.

detect European Mink in Araba, a region adjacent to Biscay where
simultaneously a live-trapping study was being carried out. They
failed to detect the species in 14 squares where the live trapping
method did (Gonzalez-Esteban er al., 2001; Palazon et al., 2002).
On the other hand, they detected mink in a square where live
trapping did not (Gonzalez-Esteban et al., 2001: Palazén et al.,
2002). However, despite its lower performance, the method used by
Gonzalez-Esteban et al. (2001) has several advantages like being
cheaper and non-intrusive with the species. Moreover, it lacks
some deleterious effects that live-trapping may have (Zabala et al.,
2001)

Finally, most studies have been conducted over long periods
of time (a whole year or more), whilst small carnivores, including
mink, have different degrees of activity and displacements
throughout the year. They are likely to be more attracted to bait in
some seasons and their trappability also changes markedly
throughout the year (Brzezinski et al., 1992: Zielinski & Kucera,
1995; Zabala er al., 2001). Moreover. overall trapping success is
related to trapping effort (McDonald & Harris, 1999); therefore,
some distributional studies, specially those based on trapping that
do not include data from other sources, and/or have low trapping
efforts are not reliable and probably only will reliably detect target
species in areas with high densities.

In our opinion, the results of the last European Mink survey
in Biscay underrepresented the distribution of the species. Based
on the results of the recent surveys, scientific research publications,
road kills and sightings of the species, we give a more accurate
distribution for the species in Biscay (Fig. 2).

As observed in Fig. 2, European Mink in Biscay occupies
almost the entire province, including several areas were it was not
detected in the surveys. The current distribution is quite close to
that reported in older works (Castién & Mendiola, 1985; Palazén
& Ruiz-Olmo, 1997; Aihartza et al., 1999). A possible difference
might be the colonisation of the area westwards of the Nerbioi River,
where mink has been absent for many years. Indeed, besides data
on two road kills (Zuberogoitia et al., 2001), there are data on mink
in streams south of the area (Palazon et al., 2002). Small distribu-
tional changes observed in previous works are more likely to be due
to different sampling efforts than to a changing distribution pattern
with continuous colonisation and extinctions in some areas.




The main conclusion is the need of a reliable and common
(for all the regions) methodology to detect European Mink. Indeed,
using different methods results in incomparable data and inefficient
effort. In our opinion, a deep study is needed in order to develop
a standardized technique, which should fulfil some basic
requirements. An easy, cheap and, most important, harmless and
reliable technique is needed.
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/ REQUEST FORINFORMATION ONMUSTELIDS: \
FOLKLORE,MYTHOLOGY AND BELIEFS.

For a work on ethnobiology. I would greatly appreciate
any information on local beliefs and uses related to mustelids,
such as the use of badger fat as medicine or the beliet that weasels
can kill people as a revenge if disturbed.

Any type of reference from all around the world is
welcome, but published data and especially from Europe are
preferred. Please send data to:

Jabi ZABALA ALBIZUA
Department of Zoology and Animal Cellular Dynamics
Euskal Herriko Unibertsitatea
E-48080 Bilbo. P.O. BOX 644
Basque Country, Spain
jzabalaalbizua@yahoo.com
Thank you very much.

\ /




