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Abstract
The European mink (Mustela lutreola) is one of the most threatened mammals of Europe. Its present distribution is limited to three isolated
areas: northern Spain and western France, the Danube delta in Romania, and Ukraine and Russia. Hunting pressure, habitat loss and the impact
of the alien American mink (Neovison vison) have all been proposed as reasons for this drastic decline. American mink is occupying the last
European mink distribution areas leading to the disappearance of the latter species. To add to this dramatic situation, two new threats are
currently undermining conservation efforts: firstly, the powerful fur trade lobby is trying to exclude the American mink from the Invasive Species
List and secondly, a recent opinion is paradoxically proclaiming to consider southern populations of European mink as invasive species. However,
there is an immediate need for energy and budgets to be focused on avoiding this mammal´s imminent extinction.

Dramatic Situation for the Last European Mink
The European mink (Mustela lutreola), once widespread
throughout most of Europe, is now one of the most threatened
mammals and is classified as Critically Endangered by the IUCN
[1]. Its present distribution is limited to three isolated areas:
northern Spain and western France, the Danube delta in Romania,
and Ukraine and Russia. Moreover, the species is suffering a
rapid decline in all three remaining enclaves [1,2]. Hunting
pressure, habitat loss and the impact of the alien American
mink (Neovison vison) have all been proposed as reasons for
this drastic decline [3,4] but none of them explain per se the
rapid disappearance of the European mink from vast regions.
While overhunting eradicated the species in several parts of
Eastern Europe in the past [4], habitat loss in western Europe
has recently been observed to condition population viability
and dispersive potential in areas where rivers have deteriorated
[5]. Additionally, there is growing evidence supporting the
rapacious effect of the invasive American mink on all remaining
populations of the European species [4-7]. The most recent data
from the southwestern population shows that the American
mink is occupying the European mink´s distribution area
with devastating effect, leading to the disappearance of the
latter species [9]. Podra M, Gómez A (2018) Rapid expansion
of the American mink poses a serious threat to the European
mink in Spain. Mammalia DOI: https://doi.org/10.1515/
mammalia-2017-0013 A similar situation is occurring in the last
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reservoirs of European mink in Russia [1]. The same problem may
soon reach the Danube delta, where the alien mink has not yet
become established [2], even though it is present in other parts

of Rumania [10] and Ukraine [2]. Therefore, the European mink
will soon be extinct unless institutions take fast and determined
actions.

Modern Hazards in a Global World

To add to this dramatic situation, two new threats are
currently undermining conservation efforts: firstly, the powerful
fur trade lobby is trying to exclude the American mink from
the Invasive Species List [11]; secondly, a recent opinion is
paradoxically proclaiming to consider southern populations of
European mink as invasive species, and questions all conservation
activities in the southwest population [12]. Considering the
first of these problems in more detail, the European Union (EU)
published the “Regulation on the prevention and management
of the introduction and spread of invasive alien species” in its
Official Journal on November 4th 2014, issue L 317/35 [13].
This regulation became enforceable law in all Member States
on 1st January 2015. The new legislation establishes automatic,
stringent provisions for preventing the introduction of listed
invasive species into the EU, including a ban on import, trade,
possession, breeding, transport, use, and release into the
environment [11]. Furthermore, when an ‘‘Invasive Alien
Species of Union Concern’’ is detected, European States will be
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obliged to attempt immediate eradication whenever feasible.
Nonetheless, major fur producing countries have expressed
their confidence that the American mink will not be included in
the final list [11]. Moreover, fur industry lobbyists have created
a potential loophole for American mink and are pressing to
exclude this species from the list. In fact, considering Spain in
particular, the American mink was placed on the list of invasive
species [14], and possession and trade ought to have been
strictly controlled. However, the change in the national political
scene after November 2011 led to a temporary suspension of the
decree by the Supreme Court. The latest update of the law, the
royal decree 630/2013 [15], regulating the Spanish Catalogue of
Invasive Species, forbids the expansion or creation of American
mink farms in provinces included within the European mink
distribution area in the Inventory of Spanish Natural Heritage
and Biodiversity. Therefore, existing farms are still allowed
to produce, despite possible escapes and intentional massive
releases by animalist groups, and new farms can be allowed
in areas neighboring to European mink range. If fur industry
lobbying finally succeeds in excluding the American mink,
against scientific recommendations, local eradication projects
may well be affected. Many of the American mink control
measures carried out in Spain during the last fifteen years have
been supported by LIFE, the major European Union funding
program for environmental and nature conservation projects
(four LIFE-projects were carried out in 2001-2005 and three
are on-going). If the American mink is dropped, the EU may well
cease to focus on it, thus reducing the funds needed for its control
or eradication. As noted above, another danger to the European
mink has recently emerged. Genetic analyses in southwestern
populations have shown a severe lack of genetic variability, with a
single lineage of mitochondrial DNA identified, suggesting recent
bottleneck processes [16]. The observed genetic pattern indicates
that the western population could have been established by a
small number of founders and is coherent with two hypotheses:
human introduction into France, or dispersal of a few individuals
creating a new population. Surprisingly, some authors consider
that bottleneck is better explained by human-mediated
introduction [12], and claim for a reevaluation of conservation
needs and priorities concerning the European mink. However,
the genetic study gives the same weight to both hypotheses [17],
though it does not explain the historic changes in known mink
distribution and, importantly, fails to address the ecology of the
species Zuberogoitia I, Põdra M, Palazón S, Gómez A, Zabala N,
Zabala J (2016) Misleading interpretation of shifting baseline
syndrome in the conservation of European mink. Biodivers
Conserv 25: 1795–1800. [18]. Alternatively, the presence of
this species in France and Spain has been explained as natural
colonization from the now extinct central European population
[17,18]. The only prehistoric records of European mink are from
between 2300BC and 2100BC at Vlaardingen, in the Netherlands
[19] cited in [17], part of the questioned western range of the
species. However, the absence of prehistoric findings in most of
Europe does not mean that the species was absent in the area
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[20]. Mustelids normally have a high capacity for dispersion and
colonization [21]. The dispersive movements and colonization of
new areas by European mink through France and Spain would
tend to support this alternative hypothesis [22]. Authors in favor
of the introduction hypothesis dismiss the natural dispersion
hypothesis and, au contraire, suggest that it seems appropriate
to open a debate in Europe and other management spheres on
whether active conservation should focus on what now could
be considered non-native species [11]. While discussion always
enriches science and all possible scenarios should be considered,
spreading a biased interpretation of the hypotheses about the
native or non-native origin of the European mink in the current
situation only generates confusion and has negative effects on the
conservation of the species and its habitat. In fact, the usefulness
of the European mink as an umbrella species is irrefutable for
river ecology conservation in certain areas of Spain, one of its
last remaining territories. We believe that, with one of the
last few populations of the species rapidly diminishing in the
wild, decisive actions need to be taken instead of a discussion
on whether or not the European mink is a native species in
southern Europe. Insofar as the species is disappearing not only
from Spain but also from its complete distribution range, there
is an immediate need for energy and budgets to be focused on
avoiding this mammal´s imminent extinction. Once it disappears,
there will be no use in crying over extinct mink.

Acknowledgements

Thanks to Alexandra Farrell for the linguistic revision.

References

1. Maran T. The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species.

2. Maran T, Põdra M, Fournier P (2014) Mission report: European mink
- status in Romania. (Species conservation foundation Looduskaitse
sihtasutus. Tallinn, 2014).
3. Maran T, Henttonen H (1995) Why is the European mink (Mustela
lutreola) disappearing? A review of the process and hypotheses. Ann
Zool Fenn 32(1): 47-54.
4. Maran T, Macdonald DW, Kruuk H, Sidorovich V, Rozhnov VV, et al.
(1998) Behaviour and ecology of riparian mammals. (Eds.), Cambridge
University Press Cambridge, UK, pp. 297-323.
5. Zuberogoitia I, Zalewska H, Zabala J, Zalewski A (2013) The impact of
river fragmentation on the population persistence of native and alien
mink: an ecological trap for the endangered European mink. Biodivers
Conserv 22(1): 169-186.

6. Sidorovich VE, Polozov AG, Zalewski A (2010) Food niche variation of
European and American mink during the American mink invasion in
north-eastern Belarus. Biol Invasions 12(7): 2207-2217.
7. Põdra M, Gómez A, Palazón S (2013) Do American mink kill European
mink? Cautionary message for future recovery efforts. Eur J Wildlife
Res 59(3): 431-440.

8. Tragsatec “New approaches in the conservation of European mink
in Spain. Action A.1 Verification of the effectiveness of detection and
capture methodologies of European mink and American mink”.
9. Hegyeli Z, Kecskés A (2015) The occurrence of wild-living American
Mink Neovison vison in Transylvania Romania. Small Carnivore
Conserv 51: 23-28.

How to cite this article: Iñigo Z, Madis P, Santiago P, Asun G, Nestor Z,et.al .Facing Extinction, Last Call for the European Mink. Ann Rev Resear. 2018;
2(2): 555581.

Annals of Reviews and Research
10. Genovesi P, Carboneras C, Vilá M, Walton P (2015) EU adopts innovative
legislation on invasive species: a step towards a global response to
biological invasions? Biol Invasions 17(5): 1307-1311.

17. Youngman PH (1982) Distribution and the systematics of the European
mink Mustela lutreola Linnaeus 1761. Acta Zool Fenn pp. 166-170.

12. Regulation (EU) No 1143/2014 of the European Parliament and of the
Council of 22 October 2014 on the prevention and management of the
introduction and spread of invasive alien species.

19. Hvan Bree PJ (1961) On a subfossil skull of Mustela lutreola (Mammalia,
Carnivora), found at Vlaardingen, the Netherlands. Zoologischer
Anzeiger 166: 242-244.

11. Clavero M (2014) Shifting baselines and the conservation of non-native
species. Conserv Biol 28(5): 1434-1436.

13. Real Decreto 1628/2011 of November 14 which regulates the list and
Spanish catalog of invasive alien species.

14. Real Decreto 630/2013 of August 2 which regulates the Spanish
Catalog of invasive alien species.
15. Michaux J R, Hardy OJ, Justy F, Fournier P, Kranz A, et al. (2005)
Conservation genetics and population history of the threatened
European mink Mustela lutreola, with an emphasis on the west
European population. Molecular Ecol 14(8): 2373-2388.

16. Cabria MT, Hardy OJ, Justy F, Fournier P, Kranz A, et al. (2015) Patterns
of genetic variation in the endangered European mink (Mustela lutreola
L., 1761). BMC Evolution Biol 15: 141.

18. De Bellefroid M, Libois R, Rosoux R (2001) Recent biogeographical
and ecological studies on otter Lutra lutra and European mink Mustela
lutreola in France. Säugeti kundlich Informati 5: 3-9.

20. Sommer R, Benecke N Subfossil (2001) Records of the European Mink
Mustela lutreola (L., 1761) from the Holocene and their importance for
European faunal history. Mamm Biol 66: 40-41.
21. Ruiz Olmo J, Palazón S (1994) Ocurrence of European mink (Mustela
lutreola) in Catalonia. Misc Zool 14: 247-249.

22. Zabala J, Zuberogoitia I, Martínez JA (2004) The Historical and current
distribution of the Iberian population of European mink (Mustela
lutreola). Lutra 47(2): 101-112.

Your next submission with Juniper Publishers
will reach you the below assets

This work is licensed under Creative
Commons Attribution 4.0 License

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Quality Editorial service
Swift Peer Review
Reprints availability
E-prints Service
Manuscript Podcast for convenient understanding
Global attainment for your research
Manuscript accessibility in different formats
( Pdf, E-pub, Full Text, Audio)
• Unceasing customer service

Track the below URL for one-step submission
https://juniperpublishers.com/online-submission.php

0020

How to cite this article: Iñigo Z, Madis P, Santiago P, Asun G, Nestor Z,et.al .Facing Extinction, Last Call for the European Mink. Ann Rev Resear. 2018;
2(2): 555581.

