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Report 2

The ecological impacts of American minks

Island biodiversity, shaped by unique traits and isolated ecosystems, is exceptionally fragile in the face 
of invasive species. The evolution of specialised fauna and flora on islands leaves them more vulnerable 
to invasive species. Non-native predators can upset the ecological balance, threaten native species 
and necessity conservation efforts to protect the extraordinary biodiversity of isolated islands (Spatz 
et al., 2022). Even in the isolated of places on the planet such as the Cape Horn Biosphere Reserve, 
there can be multiple invasive species with significant ecological impacts. 

Invasive species are species that have been introduced by humans in areas where they have been 
historically absent and following their introduction generate ecological, social, or economic impacts 
(Crego, Ward and Rozzi, 2023). On Navarino Island, the main island in the Cape Horn Biosphere Reserve, 
there are non-native species including the American mink (Neovision vision), feral domestic dog (Canis 
familaris), cows (Bos taurus), horse (Equus caballus), feral pig (Sus scrofa), beavers (Castor canadensis) 
and muskrats (Ondatra zibethicus) (Schuttler et al., 2019). 

American minks in Cape Horn Biosphere Reserve

American minks are native to North America and have been transported around the world for fur farming 
(Bonsei & Palazon, 2007). Minks were introduced in Europe at the beginning of the 20th century (Bonsei 
& Palazon, 2007). Now minks are one of the most widely distributed invasive species globally and can 
be found in more than 30 countries (Bonsei & Palazon, 2007). American minks were introduced in 
Argentina and Chile for fur farming in the 1930s and were found for the first time on Navarino Island 
in 2001 (Rozzi & Sherrifs, 2003; Schüttler et al., 2009). American minks are small thin mammals with 
brown-black fur. They are known to be an elusive predator, meaning that they can be difficult to find 
(Jiménez et al., 2013). Whilst on Navarino Island I met with local government officials, researchers, and 
academics from the Cape Horn International Centre (CHIC) trying to understand the impacts of minks 
on waterfowl and delivering conservation initiatives to reduce and mitigate the potential problem. The 
CHIC is a research base for the long-term study and monitoring of the ecology and climate of sub-
Antarctic ecosystems and threats.

Figure 1 Map of survey signs (scats, tracks and sightings) of minks on Navario Island. Credit: Schüttler 
et al., 2009.
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The invasiveness of American minks

Minks can thrive in both terrestrial and aquatic environments, they employ versatile hunting techniques 
and have a very adaptable diet, which has enabled them to achieve success. Researcher Dr Elke 
Schüttler from CHIC, has been investigating the diet and habitat preferences of minks on Navarino 
Island using sightings, tracks, and scats (Schütter, Carcao & Rozzi, 2008; Schüttler et al., 2009). She 
found that the mink preys on birds, typically solitary nesting waterfowl like the Flightless Steamer 
Duck (Tachyeres pteneres) and their ducklings, in the spring and summer when they are most abundant 
(Schütter, Carcao & Rozzi, 2008). This can limit the survival rates of nests and the long-term survival of 
the species (Schütter et al., 2009). There is evidence of this in Europe, where minks have established 
feral populations, preying on ground nesting-birds and seabirds (Bonesi & Palazon, 2007). In the UK 
minks have decimated native bird populations and have had catastrophic impact on native water vole 
(Arvicola amphibious)(Reynolds et al., 2013; Carter & Bright, 2003).

Figure 2 American mink trying to take eggs of Upland Goose (Chloephaga picta). Credit: Elke Schüttler. 

Detecting American minks

Moreover, Valeria Gómez-Silva, from the CHIC has been undertaking surveys on the islets (also known 
as small islands) near Navarino Island to understand coastal bird abundance and detect the presence 
of minks. She placed camera traps with bait to capture and identify the minks. She found that even on 
these geographically isolated islets that are nesting refuges for birds, minks were present. In addition 
to understanding the presence and preferred habitat of minks, researcher 
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Crego, Jimenez and Rozzi (2018) found that the minks could expand further on the island into terrestrial 
habitats of the island, such as the forested areas. While minks are described as the main predator 
of aquatic birds in the Cape Horn region, Jiménez et al., (2013) using camera traps, found  minks in 
subantarctic forest areas and in close proximity to forest birds such as the charismatic, endemic, and 
vulnerable Magellanic Woodpecker (Campephilus magellanicus).

Monitoring waterfowl 

Ongoing research at the CHIC focuses not only on minks, but also on the waterfowl vulnerable to these 
predators. Researchers are investigating the breeding habitat preferences of ground nesting birds to 
protect them against predation. Among the birds most at risk on Navarino Island include ground-nesting 
solitary birds such as the Flightless Steamer Duck (Tachyeres pteneres), Kelp Goose (Chloephaga 
hybrida) and Upland Goose (Chloephaga picta). The triannual consensus has been conducted on 
foot by researchers from CHIC, equipped with binoculars they meticulously identify waterfowl, note 
the presence of ducklings, and identify the bird habitat preferences. I had the opportunity to join Dr 
Carlos Valeris from CHIC during one of these surveys. We conduct six transects in different habitats on 
Navarino Island including: beach (Puerto Williams, Airport Beach, Robalo Bay), lagoon (Zanartu Lagoon) 
and riverine (Seno Lauta). 

The long-term census found areas on Navarino Island that provide vital habitat such as rocky coasts, 
intertidal areas, and short grasses including the Airport Beach, Robalo Bay and Zanartu Lagoon. These 
sites provide important nesting and refuge sites for waterfowl, and are located away from human 
disturbance (Schüttler et al., 2009). Dr Valeris explained that the census has been ongoing since 2009, 
and that the survey is crucial for providing long-term information about bird population numbers, trends, 
and habitat preferences. He explained how important the data is for making informed management 
decisions including the protection of sites such as islets, where these vulnerable birds are most 
abundant, safeguarding them against threats. 
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Figure 3 Heather Needham and Dr Carlos Valeris surveying for waterfowl on Navarino Island. Credit: 
Julianna Deeke.

There is evidence that mink’s prey on the waterfowl. However, there isn’t a full understanding of how 
minks are affecting bird population numbers on Navarino Island, and what other contributing factors 
could be affecting the birds. The demanding nature of current survey methods prompts a discussion 
into more efficient and collaborative data collection approaches. Could harnessing citizen science 
provide faster insights and assist in developing management approaches? Having identified the 
preferred habitats of waterfowl and minks, the critical question arises - what conservation strategies 
should be implemented to safeguard the waterfowl against invasive predators?
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