
Weasel

Mustelidae - Mustela nivalis vulgaris

What does it look like?
Weasels, Ferrets and Stoats belong to a group of animals known as Mustelids
Weasels are the smallest and least common of the three mustelids in New Zealand. They
have a thin, muscular body and a small head. Their colouring is very like the stoat, but with a
more red to brown coat, white underside and a shorter tail without a black tip. They grow to
20-25 cm long and will attack prey that is much larger than themselves.
Ferrets
These are the largest of the three species and are about 48-56 cm long, including the tail. 
Their colours vary but they are usually dark brown or blackish with a creamy under fur, but
they can appear almost white. The tail is uniformly dark. The face is pale with a dark mask
over the eyes. Adult males are generally larger than the females.
Stoats
Stoats are the most common of the three mustelids and grow to 34-40 cm long, including the
tail. They are very thin and about half the size of a rabbit. Stoats have a chestnut-brown coat,
which turns white in winter, a light-coloured belly and a bushy, black-tipped tail.
HABITAT NICHES:
Weasels are usually found where there are plenty of mice, in gardens, long rank grass and
near buildings, rather than in open paddocks.
Ferrets Are generally absent or in low numbers in areas of high rainfall, where there are few
rabbits, or deep within forested areas. It was originally thought that ferrets were limited to
open country like pasture, scrubland, coastal areas and in the fringes of forests.  
Stoats will live in any habitat where they can find prey. In New Zealand they can be found at
any altitude, in any kind of forest, exotic or native, in scrub, dunes and pasture. They are even
known to occur near human settlements. In open country they are less common than ferrets,
but in the forest they are much more common

Why is it a problem?
Mustelids can be devastating to native bird life and other fauna. They have very good
hearing and a strong sense of smell.
Weasels are not as common in New Zealand as other mustelids, but they also have an impact
on native birds and lizards, especially skinks.  
Weasels produce 1 to 2 litters each year, each containing 4 to 6 young. The young in the litter
grow very fast and are weaned at four weeks, at which time their eyes open. They are able to
hunt and kill at 5 to 8 weeks.

Control methods
The easiest way to determine whether or not mustelids are present in an area include:

Scats: long and thin, they often also have a characteristic tapering twist at each end. They
are filled with fur, feathers and bone fragments. They are hard and black when dry.

•

Mustelids secrete onto their scats, a thick, oily yellow powerful smelling fluid called musk.
Scats are often found out in the open, such as in the middle of a track. This acts as a sign
to other mustelids in the area.

•

Mustelids usually eat the flesh from the neck and head area of their prey.•
Options:
Trapping
The Department of Conservation (DOC) series of traps, the DOC150, 200 and 250, are used
nationally for predator control. The DOC150 and 200 are suitable for trapping stoats and
weasels, while the larger DOC250 can kill larger ferrets as well as stoats and weasels. These
traps can be difficult to set, so a setting tool is recommended. There are a wide range of trap
types and suppliers available online for weasel control
Shooting
You can often come across mustelids, particularly ferrets, while spotlighting rabbits and
possums. They can certainly be shot, although shooting alone is not an effective control
measure.
Lures

Management programme
Site-led programme•
Organisms of interest•

Summary of rules
Stewart Island/Rakiura Only:
You can not possess, keep, hold, enclose or
otherwise harbour Weasel on Stewart
Island/Rakiura or any other island within the site-
led area (see map).
You cannot take Weasel to Stewart Island/Rakiura
or any other island within the site-led area (see
map)
For full rules please see the Southland Regional
Pest Management Plan (Rule 25).

•

Stewart Island/Rakiura Only:
If you detect or suspect the presence on Stewart
Island/Rakiura or any other island within site led
area of Weasel, you must immediately report its
presence and location to Environment Southland.
For full rules please see the Southland Regional
Pest Management Plan (Rule 26).

•

https://www.es.govt.nz/repository/libraries/id:26gi9ayo517q9stt81sd/hierarchy/about-us/plans-and-strategies/regional-plans/southland-regional-pest-management-plan/documents/Southland%20Regional%20Pest%20Management%20Plan%202019%20-%202029.pdf
https://www.es.govt.nz/repository/libraries/id:26gi9ayo517q9stt81sd/hierarchy/about-us/plans-and-strategies/regional-plans/southland-regional-pest-management-plan/documents/Southland%20Regional%20Pest%20Management%20Plan%202019%20-%202029.pdf


Lures
The best lure for mustelids is fresh or salted rabbit. Eggs or fish flavoured cat food also work
well. Traps should be set where mustelids like to go, by stream margins, the edges of habitat,
near roads and pathways. A piece of bait or fish can be dragged around on a piece of string
to make a scent trail leading to the trap.
Salted rabbit lure

Shot rabbits can be frozen. until you have enough to salt (a dozen rabbits make a
bucketful).

•

Partially defrost rabbits (there is less mess when butchering).•
Use a meat cleaver and sturdy chopping block to chop off the head and feet.•
Skin and gut. Split the carcass in half with the cleaver then chop it into bait size pieces, 
about 25 per reasonable size rabbit.

•

Layer the pieces in a 20-litre bucket with a handful or two of non-iodised agricultural salt
per rabbit.

•

Stir, cover and leave in a cool place for 24 hours, stir again then drain off the liquid.•
Bag the pieces in plastic bags and freeze. The pieces of bait should freeze free-flow and be
ready to use, as you need them. Excess bait left after a day's trapping can be re-frozen.

•

Put the bait on top of two or three nails inside your traps to help it last and to aid scent
dispersal. The bait should last around three weeks depending on the weather and the
shade on your trap site.

•

Dispose of all used bait carefully, either bury or remove from the area. You must not leave
used bait in the field where stoats may find it, taste it and be put off going into traps.

•

 

Request info
https://eservices.es.govt.nz/online-services/new/BiosecurityRFS/step/1?Subject=AnimalPests&Species=179

https://eservices.es.govt.nz/online-services/new/BiosecurityRFS/step/1?Subject=AnimalPests&Species=179

