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Status of the Marbled polecat
(Vormela perequsna perequsna Guldenstaedt)
in Western and North-eastern Bulgaria
and data on the status of its potential main prey

and competitors
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Introduction

The objectives of this study are framed by the conservation significance of
the European Marbled polecat and are related to its study and conservation
in Bulgaria.

The European Marbled polecat (Vormela peregusna peregusna Guldenstaedt)
is included in the 1996 and the 2000 TUCN Red Lists of Threatened Species as a
vulnerable (VU) subspecies. At present, the biology, ecology and ethology of the
species are poorly studied. It occurs in habitats actively utilised by man - the
open landscapes - the conditions of which are constantly deteriorating. This
species is typical of the Central Asian fauna, while for Europe it is a rare steppe
element of a limited distribution (SPASSOV & SPIRIDONOV, 1993; MITCHELL-JONES
et al., 1997). It is assumed that Europe is inhabited by one subspecies - Vormela
perequsna perequsna Guldenstaedt, 1770 (= V. p. euxina), characterised by less
distinct lighter spots on its body (SPASSOV & SPIRIDONOV, 1993).

The ecology and biology of the Marbled polecat, especially of the European
subspecies, are inadequately studied while the knowledge about them 1is
essential to the conservation of the species population (KORNEEV, in press).
The Russian polecat (Mustela eversmanni) and in a number of cases the
Stone marten (Martes foina) are considered to be very strong competitors to
the Marbled polecat in Europe. The habitats of the species are largely related
to the distribution of the large colonial rodents, which are the optimal prey
for the species, in terms of size (SPASSOV & SPIRIDONOV, 1993).

In the last 200 years the species has probably retreated by 1,000 km
eastwards in the territory of the former Soviet Union and, according to some
data, subsequently disappeared from the Hungarian steppe more than a
century ago (HEPTNER et al., 1967). At present, the species seems to form two
sub-populations in Europe, that have recently been fragmented:
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Fig. 1. Distribution of the Marbled polecat (Vormela perequsna) in Dobrudja after the
questionnaire

1. The Balkan Peninsula (without its southern and western parts) sub-
population: Romanian Dobrudja, Bulgaria, the European part of Turkey,
Northern Greece, the Republic of Macedonia, Serbia, Southern Dalmatia, and
possibly Albania.

2. The Northern Black Sea coastline sub-population: Ukraine, where the
range seems to be fragmented in the region of Odessa.

According to some data the species still exists in Moldova (ROBINSON, 1997
- Draft Report of the European Vormela Project of IUCN/SSC), but other
authors believe that the species has been extinct from Moldova (AVERIN et al.,

1979; HAHIN, 1985). Obviously, additional studies are needed. Anyway, even if
the species still exists in Moldova, it will be just an isolated micro-population.
According to the Red Data Book of the former USSR (HAHIN, 1985), less than
a hundred breeding individuals occur in fragmented habitats in Ukraine
Apparently, the "populations" of V. peregqusna peregusna on the Balkans and
along the northern coastline of the Black Sea are already fragmented. The
species 1Is rare everywhere within this range (SPASSOV & SPIRIDONOV, 1993).
In Bulgaria the species is included in the Red Data Book, as special
protection measures on the European level were proposed, in view of the quite
critical status of the population on the continent (SPASSOV & SPIRIDONOV, 1985).
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Fig. 2. Distribution of the Marbled polecat ( Vormela peregusna) - ® and European souslik
(Spermophilus citellus) - X in the investigated region of Western Bulgaria

It is considered that the species has a mosaic distribution in the country. It is
rare everywhere and its status is poorly studied. It is supposed that the
population number is the highest in the Bulgarian and Romanian parts of
Dobrudja (and the adjacent part of North-eastern Bulgaria), as well as in the
Western Bulgaria and Southern Serbia (SPAsSsov & SPIRIDONOV, 1993;
MILENKOVICH et al., 2000). Bulgaria is at the centre of the range of the most
numerous sub-population - the Balkan sub-population. Most data about the
occurrence species is reported exactly from this region. Therefore, the
conservation of the Marbled polecat in the country is of strategic importance
for its preservation in Europe in general (SPIRIDONOV & SPASSOV, 1998).

As already mentioned, given the critical status of the population in Europe,
the Bulgarian Red Data Book (1985) recommends special conservation measures
to be taken on European level. The problems of the status and the conservation
of the Marbled polecat have found a special place in the Action Plan for the
Small Carnivores elaborated by IUCN/SSC Mustelidae and Viveridae Specialist
Group (SCHREIBER et al., 1989). Conservation measures on national or regional
levels are proposed in Appendix 2 of this Plan. It is recommended to study the
marbled and the Russian polecat within their European distribution range
because of the reduction of both their populations and steppe habitats.

Recently the EEP Small Carnivore Advisory Group - IUCN/SSC
Mustelidae, Viverridae and Proccyonidae Specialist Group - have undertaken
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Fig. 3. If you saw a Marbled polecat in your region, please indicate:
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the elaboration of European Action Plan for the conservation of this
carnivore species (ROBINSON, 1996).

Methods

The method of questionnaires was chosen as the leading approach. In
spite of some disadvantages (inability for direct control of the reliability of all
the answers) this method is suitable for studying species which are difficult
to observe but have characteristic features. For a greater reliability of the
results, the questionnaires were distributed among the hunters who may be
considered as the group having the best knowledge among the local
population.

The questionnaires consist of 17 questions to which drawings of the
species and data on their sizes were added, to facilitate their identification.
The questions included: availability of data on the species' occurrence in the
given region; how this data was obtained; how the occurrence of the animal
was registered (by direct observation, animal's fir seen, den noticed, etc.);
availability of data on the historical range of the species; what 1s the type of
habitats; what are the reasons for extermination; statistical data about the
respondents (see the figures). The questions aimed at studying the past and
the present distribution and the relative number of the Marbled polecat, its
habitats, the negative factors and other mammalian species related to its
biology. It is also important that a number of these species are by themselves
species of conservation importance included in the Bulgarian Red Book or the
1996 and 2000 IUCN Red Lists:

126



Species Red Book 1996 and 2000 TUCN
of Bulgaria Red Lists

European Marbled polecat + VU
(Vormela peregusna perequsna)

Russian polecat + - main
(Mustela eversmanni)

European polecat - - probable
(Mustela putorius)

Stone marten - . competitor’s
(Martes foina)

Common hamster | + - main prey
(Cricetus cricetus)

Newton's hamster + VU
(Mesocricetus newtoni)

European souslik - VU rodents)
(Spermophilus citellus)

(large colonial

The questionnaires were sent in 1996 by mail to all settlements (more than
200) in Southern Dobrudja (NE Bulgaria). Eventually, answers from 90
settlements were received - which is about 45% of the questionnaires sent out.

In parallel, questionnaires’ were sent to the scarcely populated, hilly and
semi-open areas of Western Bulgaria - west of Sofia in the region just west of
Pernik to the border with Serbia and from Zemen (to the south) to Dragoman
(to the north). The survey in the Western Bulgaria was carried out in the

beginning of 1997 through personal interviews in some 40 settlements,
therefore the answers to the questionnaire are 100%.

The main material - the data collected through the questionnaire survey
was processed by a statistical computer software - SPSS. The proportions of
the different answers to the same questions, as well as that of the answering
and not answering respondents' number were calculated. The relationships
between the different questions and their answers were analysed.
Comparative analysis was carried out through comparing the numerical and
graphic expressions of the data collected.

Results and discussion

The Marbled polecat and the other small carnivores

Status of the Marbled polecat. The positive answers give a satisfactory
picture of the population distribution and density in both Southern Dobrudja
and Western Bulgaria during 1996 and 1997 (Fig. 1 and 2) which makes us
believe that the species stil maintains a sufficiently viable population in
these optimal habitats. This finding is promising and eliminates the concern
that the population is in a critical state everywhere in the Balkans. This

‘with a reduced number of questions because of the specific conditions and the
characteristics of the fauna.

127



Fig. 4. Do you have information about the past occurence of Marbled polecat in your region?
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conclusion is supported by the data according to which most of the reports
refer to live animals (Fig. 3) and by the recent reporting of the occurrence of
the species which date back mostly to the last decade - since 1990 (Fig. 4). It
should be noted that the graph of the distribution of this, as well as of the
other species, depends on the method of dissemination of the questionnaires.
The questionnaires along the Black Sea coastline involved personal interviews
and answers were received in all the settlements, while in the Central
Dobrudja the questionnaires were mailed and not all the respondents
answered. The positive answers about the presence of the Marbled polecat in
both Dobrudja and Western Bulgaria (west of Pernik) are considerably more
than 50% (31 answers of all the 44 responding, including the positive,
negative and uncertain presence answers) (Fig. 5). It should be added that
the lack of observation in this case is not a guarantee for the absence of the
species in a region. The population appears to be the largest along the Black
Sea coastline, but this may also be due to the fact that the answers there were

Fig. 5. Do you have data on the occurrence of any of these species in your region?

66

70-

60-

50+
31

40 -

30+

20- ' 8 5 8

| el =

marabled polecat curopean polecat steppe polecat

10

&

Oyes Bno OI do not know

128



@SILISTRA
N ROMANIA
.
T e o 5 i 7\
L] ‘F .
\ s A\
\
@ \
.\
~
@ TN MANGALIA
<
o -,
TERVEL () -~ - B
e %gﬁﬁé O ® DOURANKQJLAK
o ®
DOBRICH O
SHABLA O
@
e BALCHIK e ® hLi\'ER.‘\'A
&
L ]
BLACK SEA
VARNA

Fig. 6. Russian polecat (Mustela eversmani) in Dobrudja after the questionnaire

received through interviews and practically there was no unanswered
questionnaire. Therefore it is unclear whether the absence of data on the
occurrence of Marbled polecat in the central parts of Dobrudja (around the
town of Dobrich) is due to the species extinction or to the greater number of
unanswered questionnaires in the region (see the map). However, it can be
assumed that there is a trend of decline of the species numbers in certain
parts of Central Dobrudja (for example, around General Toshevo) i1f we judge
by the number of answered questionnaires. A possible explanation for this
might be the extremely intensive agricultural practices in these regions,
which affect negatively the species habitats.

Status of the other small carnivores. Serious concern rises the very
low number of the answers about the occurrence of Russian polecat (Steppe
polecat) (Mustela eversmanni) in Dobrudja (Fig. 6). Recently the species seems
to have dramatically reduced its number everywhere within its European
range. It is not impossible that some European polecats might have been
mistaken for Russian polecats, but in general the ratio between the answers
about the two species indicates a sufficient reliability of the questionnaire (one
personal observation is reported from the region of Kamen Briag - 1999).

According to the data from the questionnaires, the European polecat
(Mustela putorius) population in Dobrudja (Fig. 7) and Western Bulgaria 1s in
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Fig. 7. European polecat (Mustela putorius) in Dobrudja after the questionnaire

the highest number relatively. The population of the Stone marten (Martes
foina), which has been in expansion in the recent years also, has an optimal
status (Fig. 8). These conclusions were confirmed by the data from the fur
stores and by direct observations in the recent years.

Habitats and competition among the species. The most numerous
reports on observations of the Marbled polecat are the ones concerning the
folowing habitat types: 1. house backyards; 2. stony open spaces; 3.
abandoned (waste) lands.

The high number of answers for occurrence of the species in the yards,
mentioned about the other polecats as well, (Fig. 9, 10 and 11) must be due to
the fact that the highest probability to find these animals is where people
spend most of their time. Nevertheless, this indicates the synanthropisation
of the mentioned species, which look for an easy prey in people's yards. This
also explains the high number of answers according to which all three species
of polecats are killed mainly for the damages they cause. The higher numbers
and maybe the higher synanthropy of the European polecat seem to be
confirmed by the answers to the same question.

The significant number of cases of observation of the Marbled polecat in
abandoned lands and stony open spaces (including observation around waste
dumps) is impressive (Fig. 9, 10, 11 and Fig. 12, 13, 14). This confirms existing
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Fig. 8. Stone marten (Martes foina) in Dobrudja after the questionnaire

data from the relevant literature. Apparently the abandoned lands and
pastures are better habitats for the marbled and the Russian polecats than
the cultivated lands. The percentage of occurrence of the European polecat in
forested areas is higher, which is logical and confirms the data from the
relevant literature and the assumptions about its biology, the preferred prey
and habitats. Nevertheless, the high density of the European polecat
population and its presence in the regions inhabited by the Russian and the
Marbled polecats probably leads to competitive relations the extent of which
is worth an in-depth studying. The Russian polecat is probably in direct
competitive relations with the Marbled polecat (see below the distribution of
the colonial rodents), which is also mentioned in the relevant literature
(Spassov & SPIRIDONOV, 1993). One Russian polecat (M. eversmanni) was
captured near Kamen Briag in 1999 (SpAssov, 1999) and two young Marbled
polecats were captured in the same region, in natural conditions in 2000.

Negative factors. In spite of the obviously high percentage of marbled
and Russian polecats killed because of the damages caused by them, most of
the respondents believe that the main reason for the extermination of the
Marbled polecat (and the two other polecat species) is "occasional" trapping.
Obviously the falling in traps, set for Stone martens and European polecats,
and sometimes deliberately set for the protection of domestic birds in yards,
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Fig. 9. Where have you seen a Marbled polecat in your region?
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is a factor with a strong negative effect on the species. Other factors are the
use of chemicals against rodents and the car accidents (Fig. 15, 16 and 17). In
general, the latter seems to be a factor of a significant impact on the small
carnivores' populations.

The use of chemicals against pest rodents, as it could be supposed, is one of
the main negative factors according to the respondents (Fig. 18). Nevertheless,
the Marbled polecat, and seemingly the Russian polecat as well, have in most
regions survived the big campaign in 1987-1988 when large quantities of poison
were scattered at random to fight the calamity of rodents. It is difficult to judge
from the questionnaires to what extent this action had a pernicious influence
on the populations. The increase in the number of cases of observations of the
Marbled polecat in the period from before 1990 to the recent years is difficult
to be evaluated in terms of statistical reliability and might be due to the
insufficient number of answers. It is striking that the cases of observation of
the two other species were the smallest in number between 1980 and 1990,

Fig. 10. Where have you seen a Steppe polecat in your region?
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Fig. 11. Where have you seen a European polecat in your region?
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which can be interpreted, although slightly biased, as a reduction in number as
a result of the big action with chemicals in the 1980's.

Colonial rodents

Given the high probability of mistakes in the identification of the two
Dobrudja hamsters (Cricetus cricetus and Mesocricetus newtoni), general
question about their occurrence was posed in the questionnaires. The number
of the hamsters' localities in the region of Dobrudja is considerably lesser
than that of the souslik (Spermophilus citellus) (Fig. 19 and 20) which
supports the existing zoological field studies in the region. I. Boyadjiev and N.
[vanova observed a common hamster (Cricetus cricetus) in the region near
the village of Kamen Briag in 1999. The questionnaire gives data about the
distribution of colonial rodents included in the Red Data Book of Bulgaria and
constantly decreasing in number in all of its European habitats. The
European souslik with a number of localities in Dobrudja and Western
Bulgaria (Fig. 2) is included in the 1996 IUCN Red List. These data could be
important for future monitoring and specialised studies in the region.

It is important to note that the places where large colonial rodents are
predominantly reported overlap with the distribution of the marbled and the
Russian polecats. This is extremely evident in the case of the souslik, which
occurs in larger numbers.

There are regions where hamsters (as a whole) occurred in the recent past,
but not any more (for example relatively near to the Black Sea coast). It is
difficult to assess how much the souslik population has decreased in number
and how much it was affected by the use of chemicals. Having in mind the
wide use of chemicals it can be assumed that this factor has had a significant
negative effect. According to the information given by farmers in the region
of Trun (Western Bulgaria) the species almost does not occur in regions where
it had mass presence 10-20 years ago.
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Fig. 12. Where in your region have you noticed Marbled polecat's dens or female with cubs?
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A Draft Framework Management Plan
for the Marbled polecat Population in Bulgaria

1. Expand the questionnaire survey of the Wilderness Fund to study the
status of the Marbled polecat on the whole territory of Bulgaria and in the
neighbouring countries.

2. Carry out field ecological studies on the largely unknown biology and
ethology of the Marbled polecat and a more detailed study on its feeding
behaviour and its competitive relations with other carnivores.

3. Monitor the status of the souslik’, as well as of the European, the
Russian and the Marbled polecats in model areas with the assistance of the
Regional Environmental Inspectorate of the MOEW and the Union of Hunters
and Fishermen.

Fig. 13. Where in your region have you noticed Steppe polecat dens or female with cubs?
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‘a species of the IUCN Red List and possible optimal prey for the marbled polecat.
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Fig. 14. Where in your region have you noticed European polecat dens or female with cubs?
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4. Establish new protected areas in some larger abandoned lands:

- Enlarge the Kaliakra reserve where some native steppe elements and
biotopes closest to the primary biotopes of the species are preserved.

- Declare a Nature park in the region of the northern Black Sea coast
covering areas with a different use status in order to protect the preserved
natural steppe elements and to create conditions for territorial conservation
of the species.

5. Awareness raising campaign among the local population in relation to
the protection of the Marbled polecat and promotion of the importance of the
Bulgarian population for the species conservation in Europe.

6. Preservation of the field protection belts in southern Dobrudja and
efficient ban on burning the hedges where they exist.

7. Develop and introduce methods of alternative use of chemicals for
coping with the calamities caused by rodents.

8. Exercise efficient control on the trapping ban.

9. Look for ways and means of efficient isolation (nets, tunnels for small

animals) of parts of the road network in the region, especially in the most
traffic-intensive sections.

Fig. 15. According to you, what are the reasons for the extermination of the Marbled polecat?
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Fig. 16. According to you, what are the reasons for the extermination of the Steppe polecat?
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10. Establishment of a network of zoos interested in breeding the species
in captivity in order to help its reintroduction in suitable natural areas in
Bulgaria and other countries to enhance the existing populations. The
implementation of the project of the Wilderness Fund for a station for captive
breeding and observation of the species will also contribute to that effect.

11. Co-ordinate the Bulgarian efforts for the conservation of the species
with the Action Plan for the European Marbled polecat of the Mustelidae,
Viverridae and Procyonidae Specialist Group to IUCN/SSC. Initiating the
establishment of an European network for research and conservation of the
European Marbled polecat.

This Action Plan might serve as the basis for a regional plan including

Bulgaria's neighbouring countries, and thus become an element of the
European Action Plan for the conservation of the European Marbled polecat.

Fig. 17. According to you, what are the reasons for the extermination of the European polecat?
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Fig. 18. Chemical treatment in Dobrudja
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Fig. 19. Hamsters (Cricetus cricetus and Mesocricetus newtoni) in Dobrudja after the ques-

tionnaire
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Fig. 20. European souslik (Spermophilus citellus) in Dobrudja after the questionnaire
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Chcmosinue na nscmpusa nop (Vormela perequsna
peregusna Guldenstaedt) 8 3anagna u CeBepousmouna

bpAzapus u gannu 3a bugoBeme npuemanu 3a Hezobu
ocnobBnu }kepmb6Bu u konkypenmu

Hukoaati CITACOB, HeBena UIBAHOBA,
Kupua TEOPTUEB, Bacua UBAHOB

(Pe3w me)

CnrBpemennomo cnrcmosHue Ha eBponeiickua nwsecmbp nop (Vormela peregusna
peregusna Guldenstaedt), nezoBama ekoaoz2usa u emoao2ua ca noumu Heu3yueHu, a mesu
3HaHuA ca ocobeno BakHu 3a onasBanemo Ha nonyaauusma Ha nogBuga, Bkaiouen 6
UepBenume cnuckuu Ha IUCN om 1996 u 2000 zog. Ileaume Ha moBa u3scaegBaue ca
oyepmanu om koHcepBayuonHama 3HayuMocm Ha eBponelickug nscmbp nop u
c6pp3anume ¢ moBa npoyuBanusa u npoekmu 3a onaszBanemo my 6 Beazapua.

IIpoyuBanemo e npoBegeno 6 I0kna [Jo6pygxka u 3anagua Brazapusa npes 1996 - 1997
20g. kamo ca usnoazBanu BpnpocHuunu. Cerbpana e undopmayusa 3a MUHaAAOMO U
HacmoAwomo pasnpocmpaHeHue Ha Buga, vezoBusa 6poili, MecmoobumaHuama, ompuua-
meAHO BAusewume ¢dakmopu, kakmo u 3a kuBomuume, cBpp3anu ¢ 6uoaozuama my.
Ankemnume gaHHu 20Bopam 3a omHocumeAHO yecmu HabaiogeHusa Ha necmpus nop 6
3anagna Beazapusa u lobpygika, koemo npegnoaaza 6auszka go Hopmasnama yucAeHocm u
NABPMHOCM Ha nonyAauyusma B8 me3su pauonu. Haili-zcoaemusm 6Gpoii nabarogeHus ca B8
nycmeewu 3emMu u 6 omkpumu kameHucmu npocmpancmba. CrweBpemenHo Bugrm e
ya36um om peguua uoBewku geiinocmu. Yecmo kuBomuume 3azuBam B kananu, nocma-
B8aHu 3a npegnasBane Ha goMawHUmMe Nmuyu om gpedHuU XuwHUUU.

Ha ocHoBama Ha pesyamamume om npoyuBanemo Ha cbcmosgHuemo Ha Buga u ¢ak-
mopume, koumo my Bauaam, e paspabomen npoekm na pamkoB naau 3a ynpaBaenue na
nonyaauyuama 6 beazapus.
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