Black-footed Ferret

(Mustela nigripes)—Endangered
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Description

TheBlack-footed ferretisa
memberof theweasel family. It
hasalong,slinky body withshort
legs. Thetotaladultlength is
about21to25inches. Adult
malesmay weighupto25
poundswithfemalesbeingslightly
smaller. Thishandsomely colored
animalhasa yellow tobuff
coloredbody thatgradually
lightenson theundersideandon
theface. In contrast,the fur
becomesdarkeralong themid-
back and forehead. Theseelusive
animalshaveablacklooking
mask, haveblack-tipped tailsand
feet. Black-footed ferretshave
relatively largerounded ears. The
ferretissometimesconfused with
theminkandthesouthwest
variety of thelong-tailed weasel.
Themink issmaller butcloseto
thesamesize. Mink areasolid
dark,chocolatebrownincolor.
TheSouthwesternlong-tailed
weaselfoundin partsof Arizona
alsohasamask butdoesnothave
black feet.

Habitat

Black-footed ferretsarespecialists,
andarealmostexclusively found
in prairiedogtowns. If they are
seenelsewhereitisusually
becauseit istheseason for
dispersal. Prairiedogtowns
foundin basins,semiarid grass-
lands,and prairiesprovidethe
main food for theferrets. A study
by theSouth DakotaCooperative
WildlifeResearch Unitfoundthat
32%of theanimal materialinscat
consisted of micehairand bones
whiletheremaining68% wasof
course, prairiedog. Inanother
study the percentages were 18%
and 82%respectively. Even
though prairiedogtownsare
valuablehabitatforoverone
hundred otheranimals,theferrets
obviously prefer the prairiedogs.

Prairiedogtownsprovideafood
sourceand offershelter for Black-
footed ferrets. Prairiedog
burrowsbecomeaferretsburrow
afterameal oranabandonment.
Theburrowsthey inhabitoffer
protectionfrom predatorsandalso
helptomoderateextremehotand
coldtemperatures. A burrow is
alsothe place wherea female will
deliverandraiseheryoung.

Forthe ferret,thespatial arrange-
mentandsizeof prairiedog
coloniesisimportanttomaintaina
healthy;reproducing ferret
population. Prairiedogcolonies
need to be close enough toone
anothertofacilitatemovement
withintheBlack-footedferret
population. The Meeteetse prairie
dogcomplex wasonceanarea
withaveryhealthy ferret popula-
tionestimatedat130individuals.
‘Whilethe population wasisolated,
itshowednoevidenceof inbreed-
ing. Because Meeteetse isthe
only researchsource for quality
habitat itisthestandard by which
the US.Fishand WildlifeService
andother conservationagencies
canlearn. The mean prairiedog

intercolony distanceat Meeteetse
was .6 miles. Thestudy found the
mean Black-footedferret
intercolony movement was15
mileswithamaximumof 4 miles.
Biologistsestimate that 6000acres
of prairiedogtownshould existto
sustainaminimum viable popula-
tion with120acres per ferret.

Littleisknownaboutprevious
abundanceanddistributionof the
Black-footed ferretsin Utah. The
last verifiedreportforferretin
Utahwasfromaspecimen
collectedinSanJuan County in
1937. Durrant,author of Mam-
malsin Utah,believesthese
ferretsareunlikely tobefound
anywherenorthof theColorado
River. AdjacenttoUtah,
Wyomingspopulationhasbeen
observedmostly intheeastern
andsouthern partsof thestate.

Life History

TheBlack-footed ferretisprima-
rilynocturnalandlivesinbur-
rows,makingitdifficultforusto
learnanything morethan whatwe
areabletoobserveaboveground
atnight. Mating probably begins
inMarchand April. Thegestation
periodlasts 42to45days. Unlike
othermustelids,delayedimplanta-
tiondoesnotoccurin Black-
footed ferrets. Parturition occurs
inMayandthefemalecouldhave
twotosixkits. Theaveragelitter
sizeisfour.

Thefemalealonecaresfor her
youngeventhoughhermatemay
beobservedinthesame prairie
dogtown. Afterafemalekillsa
prairiedog,attacking theback of
theneckandhead,she willdragit
toherfamily. By JuneorJuly,
whenthekitsare moremature,
she willmovethemtothekill
locationratherthanbringthekill
tothem. First,the mother
cautiously emergesfromthe
burrow usinghernightvision,
large ears,and acute sense of



smelltoscantheareaforany
dangers. Aftershedeterminesitis
safeforher youngfamily,she
goesback intotheburrow tocoax
them out. Because her young
usually struggletoremaininthe
burrow,the mother willsome-
timesgrabthem by the napeof
theneckandforcethemout.
They maystillruninandout of
theburrow,butultimately they
will follow theirmother. The
juvenilesbecomelesstimidabout
leavingtheburrow asthey grow
older. InJuly and August they
canbeobserved playingoutside
theburrowswiththeirmother
duringtheearly morningand
eveninghours. The female Black-
footedferret will positionher
younginseparateburrowsin
early August. Dispersionoccurs
inlate AugustandSeptember.
Dispersiontimeisanespecially
precocioustime for young ferrets.
They are moresubject to preda-
tion from birdsof prey,coyotes,
badgers,foxes,bobcats,domestic
dogs,and cats. Forty-three
percentof ferretmortality outside
of the prairiedogcommunity
occursbetween Augustand
October.

Inthe winter, Black-footed ferrets
probablyden-upduringextremely
colddays;however,they donot
hibernate.

Threats and Reasons for
Decline

Theprimary threattoBlack-footed
ferretshasbeen the widespread
exterminationof prairiedog
towns. They were thoughtto
competewithlivestock forforage.
Recentevidencehasshown that
prairiedogcompetition isinsig-
nificant. However,thegovern-
ment,privatelandownersand
developersexterminated 98%of
thehistorical prairiedogtown
distribution. The poisonsused by
land managerslikely hadsecond-
ary effects killing ferretsand
other predatorsfeedingon prairie
dogcarcasses. By 1978 nowild
populationsof Black-footed ferrets
wereknown.

TheMeeteetsecolony wasfound
in1981. Atthetime,it wasthe
onlyknowncomplexof prairie
dogtownstosupport Black-
footed ferrets. Ahealthy ferret
populationexisted there with
approximately120individuals.
Researcherswereabletousethe
sitetostudy the ferret’smove-
ments,populationdynamics,
behavior,etc,untilcanine
distemperentered thecolony,
probably introducedthrougha
domesticdog,and begantofatally
takeitstoll. Theremaining
suvivorsweretaken intoacaptive
breeding programinadesperate
efforttoperpetuate thespecies.
Thelastknown wildferret was
captured February1987and
addedtothecaptivecolony.

Recovery Efforts

Thepurposeof acaptivebreeding
programisnottoreplacea wild
population,buttocreateenough
individualssothatreintroductions
canbesuccessful. The program
musthavealargeenough ferret
population tocompensatefor
naturaleventsthat willoccurlike
diseaseepidemics, predation,
weather catastrophes,infertility,
etc. Captive breeding must
produceenough ferretssothat
casualtieswillleaveatleastone
successfully breeding family.

Theoriginal eighteen Black-footed
ferretsincaptivity haveincreased
tomorethan330individuals.
These ferretsarespread out
betweenseveralzoosand the
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WyomingGameandFishRe-
search Facility inSybille. Reintro-
ductionshaverecently been
successful,inSouth Dakota,
Montanaand Arizona. Future
releasesightscurrentlly being
consideredincludeColoradoand
Utah.Release projectsinShirley
Basin, Wyoming havebeen
suspended untill furthernotice.
Conservationistshopethatthese
reintoduced populationswillhelp
tobringback the black-footed
ferretstotheirnativehabitat.
Educatingranchersonrecent
prairiedogand cattlerelationship
studieshasbeenimportantto
Black-footed ferretconservation.

‘What YouCanDo

Thefirstcaptivebreedingand
reintroductionattemptswerenot
successful. It wasn’'tuntil after
yearsof research,experience,and
expensethat wehavetheresults
wedotoday. Thecaptive
breeding programin Wyoming
hasabudgetof $250,000every
year. Portionsof thisbudget
come fromthe US.Fishand
WildlifeService. Thefacilityin
Sybille,andin Utah willneed
morefundingfromtheprivate

sector. You can send donationsto:

UtahDivision

of WildlifeResources
1594 West North Temple
SaltLake City, Utah 84114

Land ownerscanseek tounder-
stand the prairiedog’simpacton
rangeaccording torecentscien-
tificdevelopmentandbeopento
variousmeanstomaintainor
improvetheprairiedogtownson
theirland. Landownerscanbe
onthelookout forBlack-footed
ferretsigns. Scat, tracks,and
covered upburrowscanbe
evidencesof the ferret. However,
theunmistakablesignisasmall
trenchabout3to5incheswide
and1lfeetlong. If yoususpecta
ferretison your property callthe
Divisionof Wildlife Resourcesfor
verificationand procedure.
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