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PART ONE
Biology, ecology and behaviour

Pescription

Ferrets belong to the Mustelidae family, to which weascls, stoats, otters, pine martens, badgers,
and skunks also belong. Most members of this family typicaily have long namow bodics with
short kegs, and are characterised by @ musky smell. Another distinguishing feature of this family
is that the males are often much Jarger than the fomales (called sexual dimorphism). Female
ferrets con weigh anything between 500 g and 1.1 ky, whereas males weigh from 700 g 1o 2 kg
Weight varies scasonally, with a notiveable inorease in winter, particularly for males. Ferrets are
casily distinguished from stoats and weasels because of their much larger bedy size and
coloration. Stoats and weascls look very similar, especially if glimpsed in the field. They can be
distinguished on close examination, with stoats having a black tip on their taif which is absent
from weasels. Weasels are quite care in most pants of New Zealand and it iy Hkely that most fleld
phservations will be of stoats.

Ferrets exhibit a range of colour types from Hght (aos to animals that appear akmost black due io
the presence of dark guard hairs; aibino and picbald andmals are alse reasonably common.
Colaration can vary from area to area and may have been influenced by the refease of fitcch farm
ferrets into the feral population. Smeil and hearing are the main seases of the firret; eyesight is
poor by day but betier ai might. Ferrets can swim; they have been known to cross small stretches
of waler and rivers. They alse dig extremely well, bt uplike the other mustelids in New
Zealand, they are poor ciimbers.

History

The ferret is very closely related to the polecat found throughout Europe and the UK, Ttis
actually & domesticated form of the polecat. and genetically is almost identicat. Polecats and
forrets are usually distinguished by their responses to humans; the polecat is a trufy wild animal
whereas the ferret has been domesticated since Roman times, The nature of ferrets is reasonably
placid compared with other mustefids, Ferrets that regularly contact humans will quite quickly
tose fear of people. Researchers bave found that ferrets can become “trap happy™ {repeatedly
trapped) and tame. This pature is probably dus to their history of domestication.

Perrets were first introduced to NZ in the late 1870s to control rabbits, which had by then becomee
a serious agricultural pest. Ferrets were initially peotected but this was lifted in 1903, when i
hecame clear that they were not restricting themselves to hunting rabbits, and were eating native
witdlife, "The first conirof programmes were initiated in the 1930s. Ferrets were often kept by
farmers and pest controtlers from the 1940s to {960s for ferreting (the sport of hunting rabbis
using ferrets). A few people still pursue this spost today.

In most habitats, ferrets have not been regarded as serious 2 conservation threat as cats and stoats,
because ferrets are more often found in those habitats of lower conservation vaiue, Femets are a
conservation pest though in semi-arid grasslond and braided riverbesd systems (where they eat
Vreards, birds and invertebrates), whereas sloats are more of a pest in forests. Few ferrets arc
found i native forest, and because they can’t climb they are not a major predator of forest birds.
Because of this lower censervation threat, ferrats have received litlhe resgarch agention in the
pagt, even though New Zealand has the largest population of feral ferrets in the world, Since
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1995, ferrets became the Tocas of greater attention when feral ferret pepulations were discovered
10 be infected with bovine tuberculosis.

Hobitat and distribution _

Ferrots are present throughout the North and South lslands of New Zealand, except on Stewart
Fsland, parts of Westland, Nelson and Fiordland, eastern Bay of Plenty and nanthern Northland,
The recent spread of ferrets into some areas ¢(particularly Westland and Nosthland} may have
heen aided by the estblishment and subsequent faflure of fich farms. The escape of pet forrets
may thus have contributed to widening the distribution of ferrets. The areas where they are not
found are those with high rainfall zrd Hitle pasture to support rabbil populations. Ferrets are aot
present on offshore islands.

“The distribution and abundance of ferrets is very closely associated with that of rabbits. This
associalion with rabbits is seen on a macro-level, with ferrers found in those arcas of NZ where
sbbits are present, and alse on a micro-level, where areas of farm properties with greater
nambers of rabbits {for example the suany faces) are more likely to support ferrets, Ferrets are
found mostly in pasture, rough scribby grasslands, tssock grasslands, and the fringes of forests.
fo the grassland habitats of the South Island, ferret densities range from 2.5 te 8.4 ferrets per ko',
They are generatly absent or at low abundance on highly developed grasstand, high aititude
grassiands and continuous forest,

Forrets are stivacted to vegetation cover and their movements are closely assovigted with ihe
edges of cover and along boundaries where there is a change in habiat. fn pastoral habitats, they
concentrate thelr movemnents along forest-pasture boundaries, fencelines (associated with gorse
and broom), patches of cover, water-courses and rivers. They will move along guily systems,
especially as gubiies are often associated with increased vegetstion cowver. Fesrets uiten ase
animal tracks and runs created by rabbits, possums and stock., They will also use larger tracks
tike those created by farm vehicles.

Ferrets are also atiracted to cover for denning. Ferrets marely ereate their own dens, even though
they can dig guite well. Rabbit holes are the most common type of den site. Ferrets will also den
in farm buildings. Vike woolsheds and haybarns, They may be atiracted to these den sites hecnuse
of the presence of rodents or offal. or because buildings offer warm, dry places to den.

Ferrer dict

The diet of forrets consists mostly of small mammals, supplemented by birds, reptiles and
mvertebrates, Flowever the maia prey item is rabbit, and young rabbits are especially important
for ferrets. Ferrets are apporiunisiic predators, meaning they will eat most things if they have the
chance, oven each other. Examples of vther ferret food sre beetles, weta, eels, frogs, cugs.
possums and of eourse threstened native wildlife such as black stilts, penguins, shearwaters, Kiwi,
skinks and spails. There is seasonal variation in diet that corresponds to the scasonal availabiiity
of prey, with seasonal trends driven mostly by rabbits. There is also variation i ferret diet across
New Zealand that cotresponds to changes in avatlability of prey in different habitais. For
example, more rals sre eaten in forest habitats, Female ferrets are more likely o eat the smaller
prey items such as rodenis, birds and Invertebrates.

When tabbit densities are reduced, ferrets have been known to increase their consumption of
secondary prey iems. This ability fo change diet is a problem for native wildlife, because these
specics come under increased predation pressure, Ferrely can not keep mbbit populations under

3



copteo! in the semi-arid tussock grasstends of Central Gtago but they do have some effect on
rahbit poputations in wetter fowland arcas tike central Canterbury,

ferrets will scavenge carcasses to supplement theie diet of live prey. They will scavenge dead
tivestock, and have been knows o live inside carcasses and open offal pits. Ferrets are
cannibatistic.

Forrets usually hunt rabbits underground. Because ferrets prefer young rabbits, they target
peenpied rabbit stops during the rabbit breeding scason. They rarcly van down prey, because they
are not buitt for high speed chases and can not run fust for fony distances. Ferrets with often kill
rabbits in their barrows, slernating befween eating and sleeping. Bt can be quite common for
them 1o ‘hole’ wp in a den for a number of days until a prey carcass has been consumed. Forrets
have been known Io cache prey. In general, ferrets are considered lazy predators, only hunting
for food when necessary - but they will surplus kill if given the chance. They have gained a bad
reputation for this behaviour, especially for raiding farm hen-houses.

Sociol orgunisation

Male and female ferrets share the same ground. Traditionally ferrets were thought {0 be
territorial against the same sex (colled intrasexual werritoriality) becanse other mustelids exhibit it
Most field studies have found litle suppert for this with home ranges overlapping between and
within the sexes. Ferrets will share dens, One study found reasonably high rawes of simultancous
den sharing (two or more ferrels denning together) and sequential den-sharing (different ferrets
using the same den at different times). Femets are thought fo be mainly noctumal, bul many
siicdios have also recorded ferret aetivity during the day. Ferrets are usually sofitary hunters but
they have been observed hunting in family groups (while the young are stilf dependent on their
mother} and ulso in pairs when they are fully independent. Ferrets of an independent age have
been observed sharing carcasses: up to four fervets wese videoed scavenging @ possuni Carcass.
The higher level of sociatity (compared to other mustelids) may be due to the ferret’s history of
domestication.

During the mating season, copiact between Terrets van be aggressive.  Males will fight each other
over access to fernates and inflict serious skin wounds. Females are also wounded at the baek of
the head and neck during mating. Ouiside of the breeding season wounds are rarely observed on
ferrets of elther sex,

The typical home range size for a maleferret is around 140 ha, with female ferrets having smatier
home ranges at around 100 ha . Home range size varies greatly though, and Home ranges from
around 20 ha fo over 300 ha have heen redonded. Variation in bome range size is probably
related 1o amount of suitable habilat, prey sbundance, snd competition from other predators
kg (other ferrets, cats and stoats), After rabbit poisoning in spring, forret home ranges wipled in size
at a Centraf Otago site tat experienced a 99% rabblt kili, but home ranges stayed the same al &
similar site that experienced only & 77% rabbit kill. :

A portion of the juvenile Terret population will disperse from the arcas where they are bon
{ealted natal areas). Maost juveniles disperse in February and March. Thoe invidensce of road-
kil ferrets is always highest when juveniles become independent and start dispersing. Soms
suvenile forrets have been recorded travelling large distances, up fo 5¢ km in the Mackenzie
Basin. Some ferrets may disperse as a response to reductions in rabbits. 1t is thought that Yerrets
follow naturat topographical feptures ke rivers and the buses of foothilis. The other fime that
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forrots move around is during the mating season, Male ferrets will leave their sormal home range
in search of receptive females. The incidence of road-killed male foreets increases during the
mating period. The greater number of males casght in traps is probably nol because there are
more of them but because they have a greater probability of being caught (dve to larger home
range sizes, movernents and other behaviour).

Scent plays an imparant role in social organisation, Ferrets bave anal glands and will “scent
mark” throughout their home ranges. Scent is important for commugication of sex and status! i
whethor the ferret is a transient or resident.  Scent becomes very important as a social
communicator during the mating season allowing males to find females. Ferrets will alse make
and use letrings outside thelr deny,

Beproduction

Forrets mate during August end Sepfember. A change in daylight jength is the trigger for the
ansel of sestrus in fomales, and they become receptive 4-5 weeks later.  Males respond with an
increase in size {and dissension) of iesies around August. Evidence of mating behavieur is
observed by the presence of mating wounds. Mating is deseribed as brutal and prolonged, with
females forcibly held down by males. Mating induces ovulation,

Under noraml conditions most ferrets in a popualation will breed, Pregnancy lasts six weeks and
young are born in October and November. Litter sizes range from 4-14 young, Ferrets can have
more then one Hiter per vear but ihis is not common unless the first litter fails. Young fervets are
weaned from 6-8 weeks of age. Juveniles emerge from natal dens during January and February,
Ferret capture rates increase dramatieally with juvenile recruitment and a peak in sbundance i
experienced from February to April. Because of the high numbers of juveniles and high rates of
mortality, ferret populstions experience a pronounced fluctuation in abundance over one yeur,

fuveniles reach adult size hy about four months. Stze s ne indicator of age, in fact i can be very
deceptive. A juvenile animal can often be bigger than an adult, because aduits are often in poot
condition after breeding. luvenile forrets become sexually mature by winder and almost all will
breed in the following speing. In fict if 2 female doesn’t breed it can die from cestrogon toxicity,
a problem with keeping pet fenrets, From Janoary to May it is quite easy 10 distnguish the aduls
from the young of the vear, Both adult males and females have shorter coats, often old scars con
he seen and teeth are clipped or wom. Adult females may still show sigas of laciation and adult
males often have bald ails. After May, it becomes hard to distinguish juveniles from adulis, and
the most reliable method is to covnt the numbers of ansuli (yearly rings) in the cementom of the
canine ooth.

Age structure wnd mortality,

Ferrots suffer high mortality. Between 75% and 80% of ferrets will die within their first year of
life. Moratity is still high from then on, but there is some evidence that fomale fenvis five fonger
than mates. An old ferret would be one that is two or thres years old. Only a smali proportion of
the populaijon survives (o breed twice. This means that the majority of a given population.
consists of animals less than one vear ofd. Martality s reasonably constant throughout the year.
There is no difference in trapabifity of juvenile and adult forrets. Mortality rates of juveniles ary
dependent on popelation density. Mortality rates are lower when fetret populations have been
artificially reduced ~ for example, after foret condrol - and highest when populations are
natgratly high. '
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Starvation is probably the biggest killer of forvets. Ferrets have g high meisbolic mate, so they
need i eat regularly. They do not store energy as fat (exeept for a few weeks in winter) so they
have few reserves. Discase is another cause of mortality. Monality rates are higher for males
than females, possibly because males lose so much body condition over the mating season (dug te
high levels of activity and reduced food intake). The bald tail observed i male ferrets is an
indieator of physiological stress,

Bovine fubsreulosis

Mycobacteritnt bovis, the bacterim responsible for causing the discase bavine tuberculosis {Tb),
was probably brought to New Zealand with the first eattle introduced in 1840, Vohantary testing
of dairy herds was initiated in 1945, By 1961 testing was compulsery for ali dairy herds, with a
compulsory scheme for beef cattle by 1970, A compulsory testing programme was introduced
for deer in 1990, The Animal Health Baard {AHH) makes policy for and administess the national
control scheme for tubercufosis in cattle and deer in New Zesfand. The AHB regards Th as a
problem for three main reasons: {i} overseas trade; tuborcudosis levels in New Zealand are high
by internatioral standards and therefore dairy, bee! and venison expors are at risk: (i) homan
health concerns; hovine tuberculosis has been an important health probiem in the past and is re-
emerging as a problem with immuno-compromised patients of HIV and Albs; and (iit) farm
production losses; tuberculosis is a Hingering, chronic and eventually fatal disease in catile and
daer. : :

To facilitate mapagement of Th, New Zealand is categorived into {) Th Vector Risk Areas
(VRAs; traditionally catled Th endemic argas) which are areas where Th has been identified In
wild/feral animals, and/or epideniologicat information from Th breakdowns in stock indicates
that the source of infoction includes wildiife, and (i) Tb Vector Froe Areas: areas where Th is
neither established nor suspocted in witdlife. It is well recognized in Now Zealand that the majer
probiem with tuberculous centrol i3 the re-infection of domestic stock by tuberculous feral and
wild animuls. Mycobacterium bovis has been detectod in at feast 11 wild and fera animals: the
possym, rabbit, hare, hedgehog, pig, goat, cat, ferret, stoat, weasel and rat. 1f is thought that
possams sre the main wildlife reservoir and veetor of Th for stock.

In 1982, bovine tubereulosis was first identificd in g feral fomet from Tawmarunui, This was
treated as an iselated incident, however, and It was not uattl 8 swvey in 19923 inthe Mackenzie
Basin that ferrets were seriously considered as having 4 role in the wildlife cycle of Tb, Surveys
conducted after this in other VRAw eften found tuberculous ferrets and soon there was much
dehate and interest in the ferret as a possible vector of Th. Ferrets present a challenge to
managers for two reasons: they may transmait infection fo stock and they may be involved in or
responsible Tor some of the geographical spread of Th.

Can ferrels frapsmit infection fo stock?

i1 From the available evidence # appears that ferrets are capable of transmitting infection (o siock.
In fnstances were forrel popuiations have been reduced by trapping, the incidence of Th in stock
declines. This has been demonstrated in two experiments, one ia North Canterbury conducted by
t andeare Research and the other in Waipara Gorge conducted by AgriQualicy NZ. Both trials

U9 found that it is very hard to reduce ferret populations for any length of tlme. Fervet confrod results
in & change in the age stracture of the ferret population, with proporiionatly more juveniles after
comirol. As the provalence of Th is fower in juveniles, control resuits In a lower prevalence of Th
in the peneral ferrel population.  This fower prevalence corresponds to a lower rate of
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transmission to stock, Many farmers have also experienced progress in reduciog Th fevels in
stock when they start ferret contrel. While the debate continues as fo whether ferrets are spiltaver
of maintenance hosts, i seems that {at least st the moment} ferret control is justified.

Epideminlogical evidence supporting the ferret’s capability as a veclor is excretion of bacteria
from tuberculous ferrets. T the most comprehensive siudy of the routes of excretion, about a
quarter of tuberculous forrets ware excreting M. hovis via the oral cavity, ahout 18% from faeces,
&% from the respiratory tract and 7% from urine. Lesions that drain externally have been
recorded, hut are nol so common, around at 1-2%,

Direct transmission of Th betwoen andmals is possible 1f they come inta close contaet. Pecrets in
the last stages of wherculosis may show weakness, musele wasting and on occasions paratysis of
the hind limbs, so they may not be able fo escaps investigation by livestock. In frials with

b1 sedated ferrots (to mimic terminally il] ferrets) cattle and deer investigated forrets. Stoek came

inte close contact with the fereet and it was concluded that forrets could spread Th by this type of
interaction. Although ferrets den mestly underground, a disproportionate number of dead ferrets
are found en the surface, so stock could coneeivably come inte contact with them.

Given that a proportion of the juvenile population will disperse from their notal arca, there is &
tisk that juvenile furrets are involved in the geographical spread of Th. In recent fimes, New
7ealand has been experiencing a decling in stock reactor rates but an incroase in the size of
VRAs. There are a nureber of different scenarios that may involve fercets:

(i} Spread of Tb within VRAs. 1tis likely that ferrets within VRAs are involved in re-infection of
aress and isolated, spotadic, uncxplained outbreaks (which are supgestive of a passing vector).
This maintains the size of 2 VRA, because even a fow level of transmission from ferrets to stock
prevents areas from being cleared of Th. This has a very real consequence for management
because continual intervention is required to vlear herds of infection, and managers are foreed o
be reactive rather than proactive.

(i) Expansion of VRAs by encreachment on the boundaries. Most VRAs are expanding but
some have cxpmnded very quickly, much faster than fronts of infection thought to involve
possarns. This has been seen in North Canterbury where infection spread very guickly through
herds. It wus thought that forrets were involved because they were abundant at the time, had a
high prevalence of T and ferret control redused eattle Infoction rates.

{11} Movement into buffer zones. Dispersing ferrets may be atracted (o areas of lowered forvet
abundance and may setle in buffers, compromising the purpoase of the buffer.

(iv} Movement ino Th free arens and creating new foct of infection.

How are ferrets hecoming infected?

it is important to know how ferrets become infected with Th, to determme how to coatrol the
disease in feral ferrets. I fervets teansmit infection to each other and do not require constant re-
infection from other wildlife such as posswins (o maintain the disease {n thelr population, then
they would be called “maintenance hosts”. 1f they are becoming infected from other wildlife, and
do not transmit infection to vach other at high encugh rates to maintain the discase in ther own
popalation. they would be ealled “spiffover hosts™, The logic is that meintenance hosts should be
controlled to reduce transmission 1o stoek, but infection in spitiover hosts should progressively
disappesr if the disease is reduced o eliminated in the species that are acting as the source.
Traditionally it has been thought that contro! is not warranted for spilfover hosts. 1t is acvepted
that possums are the ragin maistenance host for Th In New Zealand, and some have argned that
comtrolling the disease In possams will adequately control the disease in ferrets. :
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Possums are undoubtedly & source of infection for ferrets.  The prevalence of Th in ferrets has
boen correlated with possum shundance. There are numerous observations of ferrels scavenging
possums and possum bas bheen recorded In several diet studies of the ferrel.  Forrels are
susceptible to AL bovis infection hy ingestion and epidemiological studics have found that ferrets
are mostly infected by ingesting Thinfocted ment {around 70% of tuberculous ferrets have
primary lesions in the alimentary tract).

The arguments about host status hinge on whether Th in ferrets would exist il possums were net
the source of infoction, Although some people assume that the ferret 35 probably a spiflover host
hocause it is a carnivare, others find it hard fo accept that the hiph prevalence of Th observed in
{1 forrets in some areas of NZ is caused solely by possums. High prevalence of Th in ferrets has
been observed event when possum numbers are natoraily low, or when possum control has
already reduced populations, or wher wildlife surveys have failed to find infection in possims,

{9 There are several possible sources of infection for ferrets. Ferrels are very tikely to be infecied
from other animals, such as Th possums or hedgehops. There is also the possibility that ferrets
become infected through contact with bacteria in the environment, but this is thought to be
unlikely. There is much debate about the amount and sigoificance of “ferrettn-ferret”
trapsmission. There are many potential ways that ferrets could transmit Th to each other, and
although it is relatively easy te come up with ideas about bow i could oceur, it is difficek to
deterine which ferret-to-ferret contacts might be the most sigaificant, Transmission of disease
could occur through fghting: 25% of tuberculous ferrets have been found to excrete Th from
their mouths, Fighting takes place to establish social hierarchies and sometimes over access to
food. Fighting that invelves wounding is most fikely to happen during the maling season.
Mating activity, which is prolonged, vigoreus and involves wounding, is an cbvious risk. In one
study, over half of the ferrets had microscopic debris in peripheral lymph nodes {lymph nodes
draining the skin) probably caused by skin wounding. In the same study, aresnd 20% of ferrets
had primary lesions in peripheral fymph nodes, indicating thal infection was acquired through
bite wounds,

Phere is also 1 wide range of routine social activities that may increase the risk of disease
wansmission. Ferrets are playfol animals {they make good pets for this reason), so play fighting
is common, especially among developing litter-mates,  Ferrots will share camion and this may
invaive a risk because of close contact with other forrets, or if the carcase becomes confaminated
from 2 tuberclous forret feeding on it €7D is often found in the mowuth and can be transported in
sabivi). Scent is a strong social communicater in ferrets, and contact between Rrets mvolves
much sniffing of anal and genital areas. Also, ferrets will inspect the scots (faeces) of other
forrets, and Tb has been isolated from faeces. It is possible that mothers may infect their
offspring through milk, as 3 hovis has been isolated from mammary tissue. Ferrets will also den
tagether, Transmission could result through close contact activities, or if the don is contansinated
wiilk Af Boviv, Coughing mnd sneezing by tuberculous ferrets could econceivably result in
transmission.  Obvisusly, contact with any ferrel that has externally draining lesions caries 4
targe risk of diseasc transmission. Cannibatism is another way that ferret-to-ferret transmission
may occur; cannibalism has been observed in ferdl Forrets and it fits the evidence af mfection
decived from ingestion.

Some aspects of forrer behaviour might result in more flrrets being exposed to infection, For
example, mother ferrets will bring back carcases o thew offspring, and so it 1s alse possible that
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Bties could hecome infocted through one tuberaulous carcase. Also the fact that ferrets witl share
carcasses with other ferrets means that many ferrets conkd become infected from one carease.

Epidemiofogy, the study of disease

Th infoction causes lesions in the fymph nodes. Lymph nodes become enlarged and often smal
cream-coloured fesions can be seen.  Almost all tuberculous ferrets have lestous in the liver,
although very fow of these lesions are detectable with the naked eye. The most common site of
infociion is the mesentaric Jymph node (a bymph node draining the intestinal wact) sugpesting that
infection was acquired by ingestion. There are niany tuberculous ferrets that do not show signs
of the disease {called subchipical infection) and infevtion is enty determined from histology or
culturing of tissues, Sometimes the preportion of ferrets with sub-clinical infection is very high,
with almost every ferret being diseased in a population.  The percestage of ferrets showing
lesions (called gross infection) can also be very high and prevatence of around 20% is quite
camman. Theso is a trend for more males to be infected than fomales. The reason tor this is not
clear: it could be that males contact tuberculous sources af & higher rate or that they are more
susceptible to infection. Aduit ferrets are much more likety to be infected with Th than juveniles.
it appears that ferrets may be able to Hive for some time with 'th and that the disease does not
masifest in the animal unti later in life,

Ferret control technofogy und Ssues

Perrots have traditionally been controlied through trapping.  Trapping i3 {ime consuming,
logisticaily demanding and requires a certain amount of know-how for success, More recently
thers has been an investment inte developing poisons for ferrets. Peisoning bas the potertinl to
be used over larger nreas and to be less demanding logistically, especially if hait stations are It
n position and restocked whes necessary. Currently there is only one polson registered for ferret
use: PestOf® ferret paste {using diphacinone} developed by landeare Research and Animal
Conlrol Products. '

‘There are a number of {raps available for ferrets: leg-hold traps ke the Victer and Bridger traps,
usuaily used in eonjunction with a wire cage (o prevent ron-larget species such as cats and dogs
from being caught, Timms, a kitltrap that was designed primarily as a trap for possums, is also
produced with a tunnel for ferrets (called KBL trap). The Fenn is another kill-trap; it works by
breaking the spinc. Fenn teaps are no longer recommended and are fikely 1o be phased out over
tine for animal welfare reasons. Wire cage traps are effective and are usually used for rescarch
projects because animals are ymbarmed sid ususly not stressed. The Holden teap, a plastic
wnnel with a treadle mechanism is another effcctive Hve-capture trag,

Fraps are offen used with o variety of trap covers, surrounds, and tunnels - with gse ofen
depending on the presence of nen-target species. Itis hard to say which is the best trap for ferrets
as there have been few studies comparing the diffecent trap types. Terret contractons usually use
teg-halds or Timms traps. As a general rule, & mixture of traps is probably the best as individual
animals will respond differently to different trap types and there will always be some animals that
will avoid a certain trap type but will go into asother.

Fresh meats, such as rabbit and possum, are probably the best bait to catch ferrets. Scent hares,
tased on the angl gland secretions of ferrets, have been developed and can be used as affractants
forr comeo! stations. Feerets are cuvious animals and con be trapped in traps that do not contain
any bait or atiraclant, allhesgh cateh-rates ate higher if'a bait or attractant s used.
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Ferrets are attracted to cover and their movements are closely associated with the edges of cover
and along boundaries whete there is a change in habitat. Conirol stations are Bikely to have
higher encounter rates with forrets if placed along forest-pasture margins, shelter-belis, and
waterways.  1F obvious feateres such as these are not present then placement alongside areas of
vegetation cover will increase the probability of imterception. Traps placed along streams or
down guilies are vsually suceessful, Traps set near 10 ToCky OUICTORS 310 also iikely to be belter
than those sel i open coontry. [n areas with high rabbit abundance, habitat can often be guite
uniform, with little cover or natumal features. Ferrels will still be living in these areas so aim o
cover the aren as uniformly as possible with traps. Given that ferrets ofien den in rabbit holes,
traps placed in arcas where rabbits breed may also yield favorable results. 1 rabbits ave patchy,
then set more ferret traps where rabbits are present, as ferrcis are more likely to be hunting in
these areas. Ferrets commenly use ldings to den in, 3o fraps sei around hay-bams, woolsheds
and other farm builkdings ave also likely to be successfil, as well as open offal pits.

‘Fraps arc usually set in traplines, which are easy 10 service and re-find. 1t is often practical o set
fraps along farm tracks. Ferrets will use vehicle and sheep tracks and the smaller animal runs. A
good rute of thumb for the number of traps to set is 10 per km®. The optimal nember of traps will
vary with ferret denshly and habitat. Also, high catches of non-arget species may have an effedt
on 2 trapping operation in that it may take longer to temaove the trappable ferret population.
Rescarch has found that trapping for 10 nighis is a suitable length of time fo remove a high
proportion of the popuiation, as long as trap density is sufficient,

It is eagiest to trap ferrets from the time of juvenile emprgence {which staris mid January) uoti
carly April. Because there is a high rate of juvenile meoriality, many of the animals that are
trapped during these months woulkd normally die anyway. Also, because juvenites disperse
during this period, areas that receive ferret control are likely to be invaded by mew ferrets quickly.
It is thought that autumn may be the best time to conduct ferret control beeause i 35 outside the
dispersal period. Ferrets start 1o become hard to tap around June and trap cgich remains low
wtd Decentber.  Fhis low trapability is especially proncunced in female ferrets, which are the
most vahimble animals to control because of their reproductive potential. Because of this, control
is restiricted fo the summer and autumn period. Recent research has found that female ferrets will
avoid traps that they encounter B wister and spring —~ which ig possibly a behavioural response
induced by oestrus or pregnancy, Ferret populations reoover guickly from contrel, due 1o
imenigration to the control site, higher rates of successul breeding and higher rates of juvenile
survival, With a high reproductive potential, a fow successful breeding females have the ability
to guickly replenish a population. It s very hard to reduce ferret pepulations; even tegular
trapping programmes have fittle effect en the numbers paught in the long term.,

Ferets can die from eating prey species such as rabbits, rodents and possums that are poisoned.
Ferrets are susceptible to 1080 poisoning aimed at rabibits; Talon poisoning (active tngredient:
brodifacoum) aimed at both rodents and possums; and IR0 jam operations aimed at possums
{aithough it is possible that ferrels may have eaten the jam directly). Secondary poisoning may
he an offective means of controlling forrets, especially in winter and spring when they show
sversion 1o control stations.

Clood wonmaries fwith refarerces) of the krowledge Base on jorrets are previcked {m
Lavers, .0, and Clopperion, B 1995, Ferren In: The Handbook of New Towband Marmmals, Bdited by King.
(M Crford Universite pregs, Avciland
Capperton, BK. 201, Advarces in Sew Zealend mrommeiesy TRREI000; Feral forect. Journod of the Rayd!
Suciery of New Fealond 31 HF-208.
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