Furbearers
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TOP THINGS TO KNOW
The fur of some mammals has been of such historical
significance that we have come to know this suite of
animals as furbearers. Furbearers are vital to the ecosystem in many ways, but the relationship is complex. For
example, beaver can alter the flow of streams, creating
their own habitat which is utilized by many species of
wildlife but when the beaver’s engineering is at odds
with ours, it becomes problematic. Management of
these species since the advent of “regulated hunting
and trapping” around a century ago has been successful in protecting viable populations while mitigating
negative human/wildlife interactions and connecting
people to the outdoors. For 2019 trapping/hunting
regulations search keyword “trapping/hunting regulations” on the WDNR webpage at: http://dnr.wi.gov/ or
pick up the regulation booklet at DNR Service Stations
statewide.
Wisconsin is home to 20 species (see species checklist)
of furbearers with one other species, Canada lynx, being occasional visitors to the state. Of these 20 species,
American (Pine) marten is on Wisconsin’s Endangered
Species List, badgers are protected, and spotted skunks
may no longer reside in the state. Wolves and black
bears are considered large carnivores in Wisconsin. For
information about our large carnivores, search keyword
“wolf” or “black bear” on the WDNR webpage. Cougars
(mountain lions) are another species of large carnivore that show up in Wisconsin occasionally. American
Marten are currently the only furbearer on Wisconsin’s
endangered species list.

bobcat and fisher samples. New this year – Anyone
wanting to retain the skull from bobcats or fishers may
do so immediately by turning in a section of lower jaw
and retaining the rest of the skull. The rest of the bobcat carcass (less any meat taken, or skull retained) will
be collected along with the section of lower jaw. For
fishers, we will only be collecting the lower jaw section.
The data that this collection provides allows us to gain
an understanding of the populations and is used when
making management decisions.

2) Youth supervised and mentored trapping - Youth
trappers under 16 years of age may trap without a
license under supervision of a licensed and certified
trapper. Apprentice trappers 16 and over can purchase
a mentored trapping license before they complete trapper education which will allow them to trap alongside a
licensed and certified mentor.

3) Research on bobcats in the SW – Research cooperation from trappers is sought once again. We will be
collaring bobcats in the southwest portion of the state.
Trappers who capture a bobcat in the SW study area
who cannot, or do not wish to, harvest the animal are
encouraged to call the WDNR so that we may attach a
collar and gather important data about these secretive
creatures. In the south call (715)-577-6288 to report a
capture or for more information. We will not be collaring coyotes in 2019.
4) New Marten Protection Area (MPA) – A 3rd MPA will
encompass the Apostle Islands after American martens
have been confirmed on several of them. Dryland trapping is restricted to capture devices that pose little to
no risk to American martens. Box traps, cable -restraints
and now weasel boxes conforming to the 4-day check
boxes (an enclosure with 1 3/8” opening or less and securely anchored) and footholds with a pan tension of at
least 4 pounds are allowable within the MPAs. PENDING
FINAL APPROVAL 2019

1) Carcass collection - This year we will be collecting
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Raccoon
Resident: Oct. 19, 2019 - Feb. 15, 2020
Non-resident: Nov. 2, 2019 - Feb. 15, 2020

Raccoons are present statewide in Wisconsin and can be found in
all habitat types. Raccoons are well suited to live close to people
making them one of the most recognizable furbearers in the
state.
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Raccoons are most abundant in agricultural and sub-urban areas.
Regional population densities are highest in Wisconsin’s central
and southern farm¬land regions, as reported by deer hunters
and DNR field staff in the annual deer hunter observation survey,
though localized populations can vary.
Raccoons are generalists and so have a diverse diet that includes:
invertebrates, fish, berries, grain, seeds and may even rummage
through garbage cans. Most raccoon mortality is human caused
by harvest and vehicle collisions respectively, but disease outbreaks and severe weather can have significant impacts on local
populations.
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If you notice multiple dead raccoons this fall, contact your local
wildlife biologist and help the department document emerging
disease issues in furbearer species.
“Raccoons can carry many diseases,” said Dr. Lindsey Long,
Wisconsin DNR wildlife veterinarian. “Some, like CDV, are not
transmis¬sible to humans but can carry over to domestic pets.
Others, like raccoon round¬worm can infect people, so gloves
should always be worn while handling carcasses and you should
wash your hands frequently.”

HARVEST

LOW
Raccoon harvest generally follows pelt demand with both being relatively low the past several seasons. The record-breaking
cold snap last January was fairly brief and should have little to
no impact on raccoon numbers in 2019. Local populations can
fluctuate with severe weather and/or disease outbreaks, but all
indications point to a robust raccoon population in Wisconsin
again this year.

Bobcat
Oct. 19 - Dec. 25, 2019
Dec. 26, 2019 - Jan. 31, 2020
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Bobcat populations have expanded over the past decade and
they are now statewide in distribution. Bobcats are elusive, and
few people get to see them in the wild even where population
densities are at their greatest which makes monitoring their
populations difficult.
To help fill the data gaps the WDNR has been cooperating with
private trappers collaring bobcats in Wisconsin. This research
is partially funded by a special application fee that Wisconsin
trappers/hunters requested. This is an excellent example at how
citizen science can help wildlife managers accomplish research
goals! “Bobcats are an elusive species, but by partnering with
trappers and hunters, we continue to learn more about this abundant, but secretive species” says Dr. Nathan Roberts, Furbearer
Research Scientist for WDNR. “Bobcats are a true conservation
success story in Wisconsin and beyond”.
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The collared bobcats are providing location data that has improved our bobcat population model. This has led to an increase
in quotas recently. For 2019, the Southern Zone quota has been
increased much like the Northern Zone quota was in 2017. Harvesters wishing to pursue bobcat must apply for and draw a zone
and time period specific bobcat permit.
The Southwest Wisconsin CWD, Deer and Predator Project is
again looking to coordinate with trappers to collar bobcats in
2019. Trappers interested in participating should call (715) 5776288.
“While the cost savings of working with private trappers to collar
furbearers can be immense, the ability to involve trappers in the
research effort is equally valuable,” DNR furbearer research scientist Nathan Roberts said.
Bobcat carcasses are collected annually and provide critical
management informa¬tion. The carcass/sample collection allows
us to gather information on age, reproduction and sex ratios.
“Carcasses provide a wealth of information that help us understand how the population is doing” says Dr. Bill Dodge, Assistant
Furbearer Research Scientist for WDNR. Analysis of age and reproduction data from carcasses combined with information gathered
from radio-collared bobcats, have justified more liberal quotas in
the past couple years.
Beginning this year harvesters may immediately retain their bobcat skull by clipping a section of lower jaw to attach to the rest
of the carcass to turn in at the time of registration. We will still be
collecting most of the carcass, but harvesters may retain; meat as
long as the body cavity is not disturbed and the skull so long as
the jaw section is securely attached to the carcass.

Fisher
Oct. 19, 2019

- Jan. 5, 2020

A member of the weasel family, fisher can hold their own as
one of Wisconsin’s most tenacious predators. Well known for
being successful porcupine hunters, fishers eat a diversity of
small to mid-sized animals and even fruits and berries.
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Fisher have one litter of one to five kits per year, with male
fisher eventually growing to be around 15 pounds and females being about 25 percent smaller.
Fisher harvest distribution has been shifting over the past
couple decades. The proportion of the fisher harvest coming
from the northern counties has declined while the central
portion of the state has seen an increase. Marathon, Dunn,
and Chippewa coun¬ties have become the top counties for
fisher harvest in the state. Populations in the central forests
and southern two-thirds of the state seem to be increasing,
and quotas have reflected these changes in recent years.
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FISHER AND OT TER ZONES

This shift is not unique to Wisconsin as the surrounding states
have also seen declines in what was considered the fisher’s
core habitat, outward to the periphery.
The annual deer hunter observation survey has shown that
most fisher observations come from the central farmland
region of the state, followed by the central and northern forests. Field staff and trapper observations seem to mirror these
observations, as the west-central counties appear to offer the
best opportunity for fisher trapping/viewing.
Trappers wishing to pursue fisher will need to apply for and
draw a fisher tag. The drawing deadline is Aug. 1 for fisher,
bobcat and otter.

POPULATION ESTIMATE

7,400

Harvest size, sex and age structure data were combined in
population models to estimate the size of the fisher population
in the northern third of Wisconsin. Population models produced estimates that totaled approximately 7,400 fishers in fall
2018 in the northern third of the state.

W i s c o n s i n’s Fu r b e a r e r s
Common Name
American (pine) marten
American badger
Beaver
Bobcat
Canada lynx
Coyote
Fisher
Gray fox
Least weasel
Long-tailed weasel
Mink
Muskrat
Opossum
Raccoon
Red fox
River otter
Short-tailed weasel
Spotted skunk
Stone marten
Striped skunk
Woodchuck

Status
State endangered
Protected
Game species
Game species - permit
drawing
Federally threatened
Game species
Game species - Permit
drawing
Game species
Unprotected
Unprotected
Game species
Game species
Unprotected
Game species
Game species
Game species
Unprotected
Unprotected
Non-native
Unprotected
Unprotected

Prevelance
Rare
Common
Common
Common
Vagrant
Common
Common
Common
Common
Common
Common
Common
Common
Common
Common
Common
Common
Assumed extirpated
Assumed extirpated
Common
Common

River Otter
Nor th Zone: Nov. 2, 2019 - April 30, 2020
South Zone: Nov. 2, 2019, March 31, 2020

In terms of aquatic mammals in Wisconsin, the river otter
reigns supreme. Otter will prey upon about any animal it can
catch but generally eats muskrats, fish and benthic invertebrates. Fun to watch and with a high quality and functional
fur it seems that the otter’s charm is lost only on the fisherman.
River otter can be found on all of Wisconsin’s major river
systems and can move exten-sively up and down riverine
systems, covering miles of streams and tributaries.
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FISHER AND OT TER ZONES

According to Milwaukee County DNR Wildlife Biologist Dianne
Robinson, “Milwaukee county residents sometimes spot
otter along the northern branches of the Little Menomonee
and Milwaukee Rivers, as well as along Oak Creek. Otter, like
all of our aquatic plants and animals, need clean water, and
main¬taining high water quality in our creeks is critical to
main¬taining healthy ecosystems, especially in our urban
areas.”
River otter populations are stable in Wisconsin. Winter is the
best time to look for otter sign as their distinctive dot-dotdash tracking pattern is identifiable even from the air
Just like for bobcat and fisher, potential harvesters will need
to apply for a zone-specific otter permit by the Aug. 1 deadline. Some harvesters have been receiving 2 otter permits
over the past few years as there have been more permits
available than applicants.

POPULATION
River otters are monitored via a collection of data sources
including aerial surveys, harvest distribution, harvest success
rates and sex and age distribution of the harvests.
Analysis of the percentage of stream and river crossings with
otter tracks on aerial surveys during 2001-2018 suggest trends
in otter populations in northern and central Wisconsin, declining during the 2000s but then stabilizing In southern Wisconsin, aerial survey results suggested a stable population.

Muskrat and Mink
Statewide zone: Oct. 26, 2019 - March 8, 2020
M ississippi R iver Zone - Nov. 11, 2019 - March 8, 2020

M U S K R AT

Photo: Herbert Lange

Muskrats are a semi-aquatic rodent that can be found
anywhere wet but are most abundant in the central portion of the state. Muskrats are preyed upon by mink, river otter, musky and birds of prey. Muskrats primarily eat
aquatic vegetation but will feed on aquatic invertebrates
and other small animals if the opportunity presents itself.
In Wisconsin, muskrats can raise three litters per year
with litter sizes averaging between five and eight. Habitat conditions drive muskrat populations and with above
average precipitation again, muskrat populations are expected to be ample in 2019. Hard stem bulrush and native
cattail are the preferred forage this time of year according to marsh aficionados Larry Meyer and Chris Hamerla.
CO N TA C T

SHAWN ROSSLER
S H AW N . R O S S L E R @ W I S CO N S I N . G O V

CURTIS TWELLMAN
CURTIS.T WELLMAN@WISCONSIN.GOV

Wildlife biologists regularly get calls from landowners with concerns of muskrats digging into banks and
dikes. The department encourages those landowners to contact local nuisance trappers to help mitigate
this damage. If you are experiencing muskrat damage or have interest in being on the nuisance wildlife
trapper list, visit the Wisconsin Trappers Association
website at wistrap.org and select the “nuisance animal removal” tab. Nuisance wildlife guide¬lines are
available at dnr.wi.gov, keywords “nuisance wildlife.”
There
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bag
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for

muskrat

or

mink.
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MINK
Mink are a semi-aquatic furbearers common throughout Wicsonsin. These carnivores have short, dense,
chocolate-colored fur and may have white patches
on their chest and belly. Mink generally weigh 1.5 to
2 pounds with males becoming larger than females.
They eat muskrats, fish, reptiles, amphibians, waterfowl, eggs and small mammals such as mice. While
they prefer to hunt around water bodies, they will
travel and forage for food in upland habitats as well.
Like all members of the weasel family, mink have delayed implantation, meaning the fertilized egg doesn’t
implant to the uterine wall immediately. Mink give
birth in late spring to between five and six young.

