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By now you will probably be aware of mink rafts, and perhaps you have understood 
that they represent a very different approach to the control of mink.   
 
I want to show you why we devised mink rafts, and how we worked out a strategy for 
using them, step-by-step.   
I want to show you that they are highly effective, economical, adaptable, humane, 
and proven in widespread use.   
 
.ǳǘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ Ƴȅ ǿƻǊŘ ŦƻǊ ƛǘΦ  ¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƴƛƴƪ ǊŀŦǘǎ 
is that they tell you how things are going.  So you can  
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My ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ Ƴƛƴƪ ǿŀǎ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴ мффоΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
know this until 9 years later. 
 
The Convention on Biological Diversity, held in Rio, established two important 
principles: 
(1) that biodiversity is valuable to humans; and  
(2) that conservation of biodiversity begins at home ς we are all responsible at least 

for our own fauna and flora, and conservation has to be achieved as the sum of 
many, many local actions. 
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When the UK started looking at its own fauna, the mammal that seemed most in 
need of protection was this animal, Arvicola terrestrisΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ΨǿŀǘŜǊ ǾƻƭŜΩΦ 

 

This little mammal suffered a decline in the 1970s and 80s that was severe enough to 
be noticeable to ordinary mortals. Two surveys of the whole of Britain in the late 80s 
and mid 90s documented a 68% loss of range and 88% loss of density in just 7 years.  
So Arvicola terrestris was .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ŦŀǎǘŜǎǘ ŘŜŎƭƛƴƛƴƎ ƳŀƳƳŀƭΦ 
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These voles are basically little machines for converting green plant material into small 
packets of meat.  The more habitat you have, the more voles you can have.  This vole 
was once the commonest small mammal in Britain, and it is estimated that there 
were 64 billion of them.  But agriculture confined them to river corridors, and those 
habitats too have been steadily degraded and lost.  Habitat can be recreated and agri-
environment schemes provide the incentive to do that.   
 
However, there are many places with suitable or restored habitat and no water voles.  
The prospect of these places being repopulated naturally from the fragmented 
remnant population of water voles within our lifetimes is very small.  The likelihood 
of remnant populations surviving is very ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴΦ  !ƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ Χ 
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ΧǘƘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ƳƛƴƪΦ 
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¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘΦ  tƭŜŀǎŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜǎ ƛƴ 
Spain! 
 
When mink were confirmed to be breeding in the wild, government biologists 
advised Ministers that because mink did not have their natural food (muskrats) in 
Britain, they would not be any trouble.  Other voices, however, pointed to 
conservation issues with seabirds that were already occurring in Norway.  
 
Lƴ мфсмΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ ŜǊŀŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŏƻǎǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ϻмлΣллл κȅŜŀǊ όƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ 
terms, about 256,000 Euros).  It was hopeless under-estimate, but in any case 
DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎǇŜƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƻƴŜȅΦ 
 
However, four years later, they changed their minds.  They set up a team of 7 
trappers, by now would have to cover the whole of Britain.  It was too little, too late, 
and in 1970 the attempt was abandoned.  From this moment, landowners were 
ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ΨŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘΩ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ Ƴƛƴƪ - there was no financial assistance. 
 
A succession of laws were passed, imposing tighter and tighter biosecurity 
ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ŦǳǊ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΦ  Lƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ άŎƭƻǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀōƭŜ ŘƻƻǊ 
ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǊǎŜ Ƙŀǎ ōƻƭǘŜŘέΦ 
 
In the 1990s, animal rights activists repeatedly destroyed biosecurity measures at fur  
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farms, while maintaining a very active political campaign against fur-farming.  Policing 
these incidents was expensive, and in the end the Government took the cheaper and 
easier option, which was to ban fur farming entirely and compensate the few 
remaining fur-farmers. 
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The evidence linking water voles to mink was largely circumstantial, but very 
persuasive.  This illustration comes from the Oxford University.  The map shows the 
upper part of the River Thames catchment.  In 1975 Arvicola was found throughout 
ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΦ  aƛƴƪ ǿŜǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ Χ ŀƴŘ нл ȅŜŀǊǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ 
had more or less reversed. 
 



So in 2001, the expert group overseeing the Action Plan for the water vole BAP stated 
officially that unless something was done about mink, we would lose water voles. 
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The actual ecological impact of mink has gradually become apparent over several 
decades, but only by piecing together information from many different studies.  
Seabird colonies were especially vulnerable.  For thousands of years, seabirds had 
bred on islands around Britain that were inaccessible to mammalian predators, and 
for other bird species too these were important places. Suddenly the birds found 
mink in their breeding colonies: an amphibious predator with a tendency to kill far 
more than it can eat. 
 
This photograph was taken in 1989 in what was ς at that time ς the largest colony of 
/ƻƳƳƻƴ ¢ŜǊƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ LǎƭŜǎΦ  ²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŜŜ ǎŎŜƴŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴȅ ƳƻǊŜΣ 
because either the colonies are artificially defended by mink-trapping, or they have 
gone extinct.  Mink have fundamentally upset the conditions on which these birds 
depended. 
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In the 1990s, we saw many attacks on fur farms by animal rights activists, just as you 
have in Spain, and in other European countries.  (This photo comes from Denmark.)  
In Britain, the mink released by these lunatics added little to the wild population, 
which was already well established. 
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So, what can we do about mink?   We have known for a long time how to catch mink, 
or at least how to catch some mink.  The book in the front here was written in the 
1930s. 
 
Under ¦Y ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ Ψƪƛƭƭ ǘǊŀǇǎΩΣ ŀǎ ƘŜǊŜΧΦ 
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ΧƻǊ ƭƛǾŜ-catch traps like this.   
 
No-one had any idea what impact trapping could have on mink numbers, and 
whether it was worth starting.  There were many unanswered questions about when, 
where, how much effort, cost, etc. 
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So around 2002, many conservationists had decided they must do mink control.  
Everyone ǿŀǎ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ǎǳǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜŘ 
you, too.    
 
Over the last 30 years, I have been doing research on how we manage common 
predator species, mostly in the context of game management.  These same questions 
are common to all predator control, and generally they are not easy to answer. 
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¢ƘŜ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŜŜ ƳƛƴƪΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀƴ ŀƴƛƳŀƭ 
you can easily survey, ǎƻ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ 
on mink numbers. 
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A common way of detecting small mammals is to use footprint-recording in some 
kind of ink-and-paper system.  But mink are wet much of the time.  
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¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ς a convenient patch of mud to search for mink tracks ς in fact 
there rarely is. 
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So we tried a new idea, and we intended it as a research tool.    
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The raft itself is a sandwich of plywood and polystyrene foam, buoyant enough to 
keep the ǘƻǇ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ŘǊȅΦ  ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƘƻƭŜ Ŏǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŦǘΦ  Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƛǘǎ ŀ 
perforated plastic basket.  The basket is largely filled with Oasis flower-arranging 
foam.   On top of the foam is spread a 1 cm layer of clay and sand mixed into a 
smooth paste.  The bottom of the foam is in the river, and it lifts water by capillary 
action to keep the clay mixture wet and receptive to tracks. 
 
A tunnel protects the clay from the weather and from falling debris.  It has several 
other functions, too.  It makes an ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ΨƘƻƭŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴƛƴƪ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ 
curious to explore.  It defines a space whose entrances can be regulated to exclude 
non-target animals.  Finally, it provides a housing for a trap, which can be set there in 
place of the clay cartridge if mink tracks are recorded.  A live-caught animal is 
protected and hidden from human eyes, too.  It takes only a minute to convert the 
raft from monitoring to trapping mode, or back again. 
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This is the tracking medium.  You can see the green foam through the holes in the 
side of the plastic basket, and the clay/sand mix is being smeared over the top. 
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We intended the raft to be pushed into the vegetation at the edge of the river.  IŜǊŜΩǎ 
an example in use.  It is camouflaged with local vegetation, largely to minimise 
vandalism by humans. 
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Our exploration of how this simple gadget might work began with a student project. 
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We placed rafts at sites around this river system in southern England.  We in the 
literature for estimates of mink home-range size, and spaced our sites roughly 4 km 
apart to make it unlikely that any mink had access to more than one raft.  
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We had to ask permission from different landowners at each site, and we always 
asked them ς and their river keepers, fishery managers or gamekeepers -- whether 
they thought there were mink present. Quite a number of them had traps set for 
mink.  As this map shows, only 20% of sites were thought to have mink present.   
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We did a survey ourselves using the techniques other biologists had developed, 

searching for faeces and footprints.  This detected mink at a few more sites (30% of 

all sites), although ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳ Ƴƛƴƪ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎƛǘŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƭŀƴŘƻǿƴŜǊǎ 

believed them to be present. 
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But our rafts were even more sensitive, detecting mink at 55% of sites. 
 
Note that although mink had been present in this river system since the 1960s, and 
that in the 1980s animal rights activists had twice released several thousand from a 
fur farm about 20 kilometres ŘƻǿƴǎǘǊŜŀƳΣ Ƴƛƴƪ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ΨŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜΩ ƛƴ 
2002.  There were quite a few gaps, and these remained gaps throughout the 7-
month study. 
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The evidence of mink presence was indisputable.  In Britain the only species we might 
confuse is the polecat (Mustela putorius), and following clues from Vadim, we found 
later that we could distinguish these fairly reliably. 

 

²Ŝ ƻŦǘŜƴ Ǝƻǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ Ƴƛƴƪ ǘǊŀŎƪǎΧΦ 
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IŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƳƻǊŜΧΦ 
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Lǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ōǳǎȅΧΦΦ 
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Χŀǎ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜΦ 
 
So we had established three things:   
1. Rafts appeared to be more efficient at detecting mink than incidental sightings, the 
use of traps on the river bank, or field-sign surveys. 
2. The number of mink present in the river was quite small: we estimated 40 
individuals.  Nobody had any estimate of this before.  Suddenly eradication did not 
appear such an enormous task. 
3. Even though they offered no reward, our rafts were clearly visited regularly, 
perhaps repeatedly by the same mink.  That suggested that they might also be a good 
trap site.  Indeed, why would you put a trap anywhere else? 
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So we had established four things:   
1. Rafts appeared to be more efficient at detecting mink than incidental sightings, 

the use of traps on the river bank, or field-sign surveys. 
2. By ensuring a sufficient density of rafts we could ensure that the risk of failing to 

detect a mink would be very low. 
3. The number of mink present in the river was quite small: we estimated 40 
individuals.  Eradication did not appear such a big challenge. 
4. Even though they offered no food reward or scent attractant, our rafts were visited 
regularly, perhaps repeatedly by the same mink.  That suggested that they might also 
be a good trap site.  Indeed, why would you put a trap anywhere else?  Why would 
you run traps when you had no evidence of mink being present?  If there was no 
mink present, you could only catch non-target species ς so there was a conservation 
issue here too. 
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So we now needed to establish two more things: 
 
1. What was the optimal raft spacing? 
2. Could we eliminate mink by trapping on rafts? 
 
We were commissioned to try this out along a 12 km part of a different river system, 
ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ōŜ Ψŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƳƛƴƪΩΦ  In this 12 km section of river, we installed 
102 rafts!  This was a deliberate overkill. 
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This will give you an idea of the amount of organisation that is necessary.  There is a 
lot of fishing interest on the Itchen, so this short stretch of river corridor involved 
liaising with about 30 fishing syndicates, each with different locks on their gates, each 
with a river keeper who was supposed to be doing mink control. 
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This summary shows all the raft sites used and (in red) all the sites where we 
recorded mink footprints.  Traps were always placed in response to footprints, and 
then checked daily for 10 days.  In total, we removed 10 mink (7 females, 3 males) 
ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎǳƳƳŜǊΦ  aŀȅōŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǎƻǳƴŘ ǾŜǊȅ ƳŀƴȅΚ 
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Did we catch all the mink there were?  These green circles mark where the captures 
were made.  From radio-tracking studies, a breeding female is expected to occupy an 
exclusive home-range about this size.  If we put one of these around each of the sites 
at which we caught a female, and try to make them exclusive, it explains most of the 
mink tracks on rafts, and neatly fills up the whole river section. 
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But above all, we had the evidence of the rafts.  The level of mink activity recorded at 
rafts dropped from around 30% to zero after just the first flurry of captures (these red 
triangles).  Thereafter, two further small peaks in activity were each terminated by a 
mink capture. 

 

²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ Ƙƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ Ƴƛƴƪ ǿŜ ŎŀǳƎƘǘΦ  ²Ƙŀǘ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ 
in was the rafts that showed no evidence of mink.    
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We had aimed our trapping at that window of opportunity when females had settled 
into breeding ranges but had not yet given birth.  In theory, this ensured the 
maximum impact on the mink population, but avoided welfare issues associated with 
dependent young being orphaned.   
 
²Ŝ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜǎ ǿŜ ŎŀǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŎƘŜŎƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƘŀǾŜ 
dependent young.   
 
This emphasized the impressive productivity of mink.  This one carried 7 foetuses, 
this one 10.  According to literature, mink can have up to 14 young but the average is 
5.  Actually, 5 was the minimum here on the Itchen.  If all these foetuses had survived 
to weaning, we would have been dealing with sixty mink, not ten. 
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So we had established four things:   
1. Rafts appeared to be more efficient at detecting mink than incidental sightings, 

the use of traps on the river bank, or field-sign surveys. 
2. By ensuring a sufficient density of rafts we could ensure that the risk of failing to 

detect a mink would be very low. 
2. The number of mink present in the river was quite small: we estimated 40 
individuals.  Eradication did not appear such a big challenge. 
3. Even though they offered no food reward or scent attractant, our rafts were visited 
regularly, perhaps repeatedly by the same mink.  That suggested that they might also 
be a good trap site.  Indeed, why would you put a trap anywhere else?  Why would 
you run traps when you had no evidence of mink being present?  If there was no 
mink present, you could only catch non-target species ς so there was a conservation 
issue here too. 
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So by now we were feeling quite confident about our new technique.  But already 
ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜΦ  Lƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǘƘŜȅ 
suggested that fast rivers would make it impossible.  We needed to out it all together 
in a demonstration. 
  
The opportunity came in 2006 on the River Monnow, which is here on the border of 
England and Wales.  The River Monnow consists of a group of sdimilar-sized rivers, 
and is itself a tributary of a still larger river, which it meets down here at the south-
east corner. 
 
We aimed to remove mink and re-introduce water voles on this river, which is 25 km 
long. 
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This river system is fed by an upland area. 
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So it gathers plenty of water, and flooding occurs frequently. 
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The river is often difficult to work in. 
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Or downright dangerous. 
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But ǿŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǘƻƻ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǘƻ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ǊŀŦǘǎΣ ŀ Ƴƛƴƪ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 
swim in it anyway.  So using rafts became an exercise in anticipating high rainfall, and 
finding places where rafts could avoiding the fast water. 
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OK, sometimes we got things wrong, but most of the time monitoring and trapping 
effort could be maintained. 
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Then again, the river could be peaceful and beautiful. 
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And once it even dried up. 
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A lot of habitat improvement had been done already using agri-environment money, 
resulting in good water vole habitat.  But this was one of the many, many catchments 
in Britain that had lost its water voles >15 years previously.  Mink, on the other hand, 
were well established.  
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