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Invasive alien species are one of the main causes
of biodiversity loss (Spatz et al. 2017, PySek et
al. 2020), especially on islands, where isolation-
driven evolution has resulted in a high proportion
of endemic species (Myers ez al. 2000, Kier ez al.
2009).

Among alien species, carnivores are considered
some of the most damaging, responsible for the
extinction and decline of numerous species on
islands (Courchamp ¢t al. 2003, Doherty ez al.
2016). Among these, one of the species that has
experienced increasing interest in its role as an
invasive alien species and its impact on the natural
environment is the ferret (Mustela putorius furo
Linnaeus, 1758) (Clapperton 2001, Courchamp
et al. 2003, Doherty et al. 2016). The ferret is a
domesticated mustelid, derived from the western
European polecat (Mustela putorius Linnaeus,
1758). It has been introduced worldwide, initially
for hunting purposes and the fur industry. However,
it has gained popularity as a pet species across the
globe (Long 2003). As a result of escapes from
captivity, abandonment or lost during hunting
activities, ferrets have become feral in the wild
(Medina & Martin 2010). Ferrets rarely establish
stable wild populations due to roadkill, starvation,
and their domesticated nature, which makes them
less aggressive and more vulnerable to predation

and competition (Umbach 1997). On islands

where predators are usually absent or scarce, and
food and shelter are readily available, ferrets can
naturalize and establish stable populations (Ragg
& Moller 2000, Morley 2002, Soto ez al. 2024).
In places where ferrets have become established,
this species has been recorded as posing a serious
conservation problem for native and protected
species (Clapperton 2001, Courchamp ez a/. 2003,
Pino et al. 2021, Soto et al. 2024).

In the Canary Islands, feral ferrets have been
observed on the islands of Tenerife, Gran Canaria,
La Palma, La Gomera and El Hierro (BIOTA
2024). La Palma is the most northwestern island of
the Canary archipelago and has a high biodiversity
characterized by a large number of endemic species.
In La Palma, 18% of the species are endemic to the
Canary Islands and 5% are endemic to the island
itself; however, almost 15% of the total number of
species present on the island are introduced, figures
that include the totality of the island’s biota (BIOTA
2024). Particularly, all mammals in La Palma,
except bats, are introduced species (Medina 2018).
Medina & Martin (2010) reported knowledge data
on the presence and distribution of feral ferrets in La
Palma from 1998 to 2007. However, no new data
has been collected on their presence on this island
since these dates. Therefore, the main objective of
this work is to collect and update the existing data
to determine the current situation of the species on
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La Palma and its potential impact on the natural
environment.

Data were obtained through two different
approaches. On the one hand, observations made
between 2010 and 2025 were collected from
personal communications from field practitioners
and institutions. Secondly, a camera trapping survey
was performed in the northwest of La Palma. Five
camera-traps (Coolife H953 940NM) were installed
near trails and mammal passage areas, water access
sites, possible burrows, and areas where tracks or
droppings were observed (Fig. 1). Cameras were
placed in areas with different vegetation and habitat
type: monteverde vegetation, pine forest, thicket,
laurel forest, crops, xerophytic scrub vegetation.
They remained active for two days and then they
were moved to the following sites. Cameras were
programmed to take three photographs when
movement was detected. Camera stations were
baited with liver soaked in frying oil, and placed one
meter away. Bait was placed in perforated plastic
containers to release the scent while preventing
consumption. Finally, an active search for traces was
conducted, including footprints, possible burrows,
and droppings. This sampling was conducted over
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11 days, from 28 April to 9 May 2024, mainly on
the north-eastern side of the island.

Between 2010 and 2025, 23 cases of feral ferrets
have been detected across seven different locations
on the island (Fig. 1, Table 1). The highest number
of new ferret encounters occurred in Barlovento,
Los Llanos de Aridane and San Andrés y Sauces,
with six, four and four individuals, respectively.
Additionally, the first feral ferret sightings were
documented in the southwest and south of the
island, specifically in Mazo and Fuencaliente de
La Palma (Fig. 1). Each observation consisted of
a single specimen, except for July 2023 and April
2024, when five and two specimens were reported,
respectively. The number of ferrets observed in the
field has increased over the last four years (Table 1).

From 55 camera-trap days, three ferret detections
were recorded (Fig. 2). Their presence was confirmed
in the Barranco de la Fuente area (San Andrés y
Sauces) (Fig. 1), characterized by a laurel forest area.
Finally, as a result of the search for traces and signs
left by these introduced mammals, their traces were
detected in one locality, Barlovento (Fig. 1).

Of all the data collected, the majority of the

detections were located in anthropised areas, urban

€ 2010-2025 Observations

€ Photo-trapping

@ Possible traces

¢ Photo-trapping camera stations

@ Observations Medina & Martin 2010

Figure 1. Map of La Palma island with the locations of all ferret (Mustela putorius furo) sightings

recorded and the location of camera stations. The numbers correspond to locations in Table 1.



and rural areas or crops, which is consistent with
previous observations (Medina & Martin 2010).
However, we report new ferret observations in
wetlands, indicating a potential range expansion of
this species to new habitats on La Palma, similar
to those inhabited by polecats in continental
environments (Arija 2017).

The generalist and opportunistic feeding
behaviour of ferrets (Clapperton 2001, Arija 2017,
Soto et al. 2024), allows them to survive in the wild
and potentially establish new populations (Morley
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2002, Medina & Martin 2010, Soto ez al. 2024).
The main areas where ferrets have been sighted
during this study are characterised by coinciding
with humid habitats where rabbits Orycrolagus
cuniculus (Linnaeus, 1758), the ferret’s usual prey,
are practically absent (Cabrera-Rodriguez 1997).
However, this is the habitat of two endemic bird
species such as the Bolle’s pigeon (Columba bollii
Godman, 1872) and the laurel pigeon (Columba
junoniae Hartert, 1916), which could be a potential
prey for this introduced predator as they already

Table 1. Locations (see numbers in Fig. 1), dates and numbers of ferrets (Mustela putorius furo) observed
on La Palma during the period 2010-2025, with aspects related to the observers. CRFS: Wild Fauna
Rehabilitation Center, Cabildo Insular de La Palma. Gob. Canarias: Canary Island Government.

Date

Id Map Location (Municipality) (month, year) Observer Comments
1 El Paso Oct, 2010 1 Andrés Rodriguez  Alive

Los Llanos de Aridane Dec, 2013 1 Game reserve Alive

Los Llanos de Aridane Dec, 2014 1 Game reserve Death
4 Isfljc(e}slguitos (San Andrés y Oct, 2020 1 CRFS Road casualty
5 Los Llanos de Aridane Mar, 2021 1 CRES Pet (Albino)
6 Los Galguitos (S/A'y Sauces)  Apr, 2021 1 Pedro J. Tamés Road casualty
7 Barlovento Jun, 2021 1 CRES Undetermined
8 Los Llanos de Aridane Jun, 2021 1 CRFS Undetermined
9 ls\girc(;os; y Cordero ($/Ay Jun, 2023 1 Gob. Canarias Alive
10 Gallegos (Barlovento) Jul, 2023 1 Gob. Canarias Alive
11 Lomo Oscuro (Mazo) Jul, 2023 3 Gob. Canarias Alive
12 La Tosca (Barlovento) Jul, 2023 2 Gob. Canarias Trapped
13 La Sabina (Mazo) Aug, 2023 1 Gob. Canarias Road casualty
14 Mazo Sep, 2023 1 CRES Alive
15 Fuencaliente Nov, 2023 1 CRES Undetermined
16 La Fajana (Barlovento) Mar, 2024 1 Pedro J. Tamés Alive
17 SB;I:;E)C o de La Fuente (S/Ay May, 2024 2 Sebastidan B. Cubas Alive
18 Barlovento Jun, 2024 1 Gob. Canarias Alive
19 Roque Faro (Garafia) Jul, 2024 1 Gob. Canarias Alive
20 Garafia Sep, 2024 1 Gob. Canarias Pet
21 Tinizara (Tijarafe) Sep, 2024 1 Gob. Canarias Alive
22 Barlovento Jan, 2025 1 Noelia Guerra Road casualty
23 Botazo (Brefia Alta) Feb, 2025 1 Noelia Guerra Road casualty
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Figure 2. Images of feral ferrets (Mustela putorius firo) obtained by camera trap. Both detections are located in
the locality of Barranco de la Fuente, in the municipality of San Andrés y Sauces (La Palma).

are for rats or feral cats (Martin ez /. 2000). Other
native species, such as La Gomera’s endemic lizard
(Gallotia caesaris gomerae Boettger & Muller, 1914),
are part of the diet of ferrets in the Canary Islands
(Pino er al. 2021). Additionally, other taxa, such
as seabirds, may also be potentially affected by
ferrets (Soto er al. 2024). Therefore, the presence
of this species in the island’s natural environment
represents a real threat to La Palma’s endemic species
and compromises their conservation, as occurs on
other islands where it has been introduced (Bodey
et al. 2010, Soto et al. 2024). The establishment
of a population of this introduced predator in
the wild would not only represent a threat to the
conservation of native species but could also have
a negative impact on hunting activities, affecting
species such as rabbits or partridges.

In light of the ferrets observed during this project
in the northeastern and southern parts of La Palma,
it is important to conduct a more extensive survey
covering the entire island. This would enable a more
accurate estimate of the true population of this feral
species to be made. This would provide a more
precise count of the current feral population and
help to assess the potential for establishing a wild
population. The presence of this invasive species
poses a serious threat not only to the conservation
of native fauna, but also to hunting activities,
particularly those involving species such as rabbits
and partridges. In light of the invasive behaviour of
ferrets on other islands, such as Madeira (Decreto
Legislativo Regional n.c 17/2023/M, 2023), and

the results obtained in this study, there is an urgent
need to implement an effective control programme.
This could be based on live traps, which are
commonly used for medium-sized mammals. It
is also crucial to develop an outreach strategy to
raise public awareness of the risks associated with
introducing and releasing ferrets, the importance
of immediately reporting escapes, and the need to
comply with the current prohibition on releasing
them into the wild. Surveillance during the hunting
season should also be reinforced to ensure the
proper use of ferrets, such as the use of muzzles,
as established by law. As La Palma is recognised
as a World Biosphere Reserve, preserving its rich
biodiversity must be a priority, and addressing this
situation through coordinated efforts is essential.
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