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Abstract: The introduction of the American mink (Neogale vison) in southern Chile is a
significant concern for the conservation of the southern river otter (Lontra provocax),
especially in Patagonia, where both species overlap. This study provides the first
documentation of close interaction between the two species, recorded by camera traps in
the locality of Tarahuin, Chonchi municipality, Chilo¢ Island, Chile (South America). The

- 179 -



mailto:gmedina@unab.cl?subject=First%20Video%20Evidence%20of%20Interaction%20Between%20Introduced%20American%20Mink%20(Neogale%20vison)%20and%20Endangered%20Native%20Southern%20River%20Otter%20(Lontra%20provocax)

IUCN Otter Spec. Group Bull. 42(4) 2025

encounter was characterized by aggressive behavior at close range and for a brief period of
time, which may facilitate the indirect transmission of pathogens such as canine distemper
virus (CDV) and canine parvovirus (CPV), especially around a latrine shared by wild
carnivores. These findings indicate that American mink could act as a bridge host between
domestic dogs and otters, and underscore the need to implement conservation strategies to
mitigate their ecological and health effects.
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INTRODUCTION

The American mink (Neogale vison), a semiaquatic mustelid native of the
Nearctic region, has been introduced globally, including southern Chile and Argentina,
where it occupies both freshwater and marine habitats (Fasola et al., 2021). In southern
Chile, the American mink coexists with the endangered native southern river otter
(Lontra provocax) (Medina, 1997; Medina et al., 2023; 2024), whose presence has been
confirmed in different areas of Chiloé Island in recent years (Delgado et al., 2024;
Medina-Vogel et al., 2024). The southern river otter, a species that can be up to ten
times larger than the American mink, influences the mink’s habitat use, diet, and
circadian activity (Medina-Vogel et al., 2013). Similarly, Eurasian otters (Lutra lutra)
have been documented attacking and killing American mink (Bonesi and Macdonald,
2004; Simpson, 2006). In the United Kingdom, the presence of the Eurasian otters has
been shown to affect the distribution and population density of American mink (Bonesi
and Macdonald, 2004; Bonesi et al., 2006; McDonald et al., 2007), and to induce shifts
in their diet (Clode and Macdonald, 1995; Bonesi et al., 2004; Harrington et al., 2009)
as well as alterations in their circadian activity patterns (Harrington et al., 2009).
However, such interactions and their effects have been rarely observed in Patagonia
(Medina-Vogel et al., 2013). Indeed, Medina-Vogel et al., (2013) report only two
instances of aggressive encounters between southern river otters and American mink,
both of which ended with the mink fleeing. These findings suggest that American mink
may actively avoid close encounters with southern river otters, though such interactions
have never been directly recorded. Here we present the first recorded video evidence of
a close encounter between an adult southern river otter and an adult American mink.

METHODS

Between January 9™, 2025 and February 15", 2025, we deployed a Suntekcam
HC-801 series APP Control 4G 20MP 1080P camera trap, programmed to record video
via motion detection. The camera was strategically positioned to monitor areas of
known otter activity identified by the presence of tracks, feces, latrines, and burrows
(Santibanez et al., 2024). The sampling site was located in the town of Tarahuin,
municipality of Chonchi, Chiloé Island, Chile (South America), approximately five
meters from the road connecting the municipalities of Chonchi and Quellon, near Lake
Tarahuin (Fig. 1). This location has been under camera monitoring for nearly a year.
The area features caves and latrines beneath cement blocks, remnants of an old gravel
road destroyed by an earthquake. The camera was installed within one of these
structures.
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Figure 1. Geographical location of camera traps in the locality of Tarahuin, municipality of Chonchi,
Chiloé Island, Chile (South America).

RESULTS

A video lasting 30 seconds was recorded on February 5, 2025, at 2:40 am. The
footage captured a close interaction, occurring at an approximate distance of one meter,
between a single otter and a mink. The video begins with a male otter sniffing around
a defecation site when the mink appears in its vicinity (Fig. 2A, B). The mink
approached the otter (Fig. 2C), prompting the otter to respond with what appeared to
be a growl (Fig. 2B, C). Following this interaction, the mink responded by moving
away (Fig. 2D) and the otter then chased it into the tunnels under the rocks (Fig. 2E, F).
No remains of food or prey are seen.
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Figure 2. Time lapse (a-f) of interspecific conflict between alien invasive American mink (Neogale
vison) and Endangered native southern river otter (Lontra provocax), locality of Tarahuin, municipality
of Chonchi, Chiloé Island, Chile (South America). Arrows show directional movements of mink.

DISCUSSION

The introduction of alien species, such as the American mink, can have
significant implications for native wildlife, including acting as amplifiers of infectious
diseases or as reservoirs for pathogens that might not otherwise persist in low-density
populations of southern river otters (Barros et al., 2022). Direct or indirect contact
between these species is critical for the spillover of diseases such as Parvovirus and
canine distemper virus. Canine parvovirus (CPV), a DNA virus from the Parvoviridae
family, is highly resistant to environmental conditions, capable of surviving up to six
months at room temperature (Parrish, 1990; Williams, 2001). CPV has been associated
with mortality in captive mustelids (Gjeltema et al., 2015), raising concern about its
potential impact on the viability of southern river otter populations. Similarly, canine
distemper virus (CDV), an RNA virus of the Morbillivirus genus in the
Paramyxoviridae family, is highly contagious among carnivores (Hammer et al., 2007).
It spreads rapidly within mustelid populations and causes high mortality rates in
unvaccinated mink (Hammer et al., 2007). Consequently, CDV represents a serious
health threat to southern river otter populations (Barros et al., 2022).

The population density of American mink, as well as their interactions with
southern river otters, likely play a pivotal role in shaping the transmission of infectious
diseases like CDV and CPV. Serological and molecular studies suggest that mink may
act as bridge hosts, facilitating the transmission of pathogens from domestic dogs to
wild otter populations in Chile (Sepulveda et al., 2014; Barros et al., 2022). For
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instance, Barros et al. (2022) recorded a strong positive correlation between dog
population density and observed seroprevalence of CDVs in dogs, mink, and southern
river otters. However, for CPV, seroprevalence in mink and otters was not directly
correlated with higher dog population density. Instead, it was influenced by interactions
between dog and mink population densities and their social behavior (Barros et al.,
2022). Hierarchy and territorial behaviors, which are characteristic of both otters and
mink, can also affect disease transmission dynamics, particularly at low population
densities and disease prevalence (Davidson et al., 2008, Powell, 2000).

The video evidence presented in this study captured a close, indirect interaction
between a mink and a southern river otter, at less than one meter distance and for a short
time interval (under one minute). Although no direct contact was observed, this type of
interaction, especially around shared latrines, may present opportunities for indirect
pathogen transmission. Pathogens such as CDV and CPV are known to remain viable
in the environment under such conditions (Shen and Gorham, 1980; Parrish, 1990;
Williams, 2001). Similar spatial overlap, latrine co-use, and aggressive encounters
between these two species have been documented in dog-free habitats (Medina-Vogel
et al., 2013). These observations lend support to the hypothesis proposed by Sepulveda
et al. (2014) and Barros et al. (2022) that American mink may act as a bridge host for
the transmission of CPV and CDV from domestic dogs to southern river otters. The
recorded interaction between mink and otter documented in this study further
corroborates this hypothesis, providing direct observational evidence of the feasibility
of such pathogen transmission under natural conditions.
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RESUME : PREMIERE EVIDENCE VIDEO D’UNE INTERACTION ENTRE
LE VISON D’AMERIQUE (NEOGALE VISON) INTRODUIT ET LA LOUTRE
DE RIVIERE DU SUD (LONTRA PROVOCAX), UNE ESPECE INDIGENE
MENACEE D’EXTINCTION

L’introduction du vison d’Amérique (Neogale vison) dans le sud du Chili est une
préoccupation majeure pour la conservation de la loutre de riviere du sud (Lontra
provocax), en particulier en Patagonie, ou les deux especes se chevauchent. Cette étude
fournit la premic¢re documentation sur ’interaction étroite entre les deux especes,
enregistrée par des pieges photographiques dans la localité de Tarahuin, municipalité
de Chonchi, 1le de Chilo¢, Chili (Amérique du Sud). La rencontre s’est caractérisée par
un comportement agressif a courte distance et pendant une courte période, ce qui peut
faciliter la transmission indirecte d’agents pathogenes tels que le virus de la maladie de
Carré (VMC) et le parvovirus canin (VPC), en particulier autour d’une latrine partagée
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entre carnivores sauvages. Ces résultats indiquent que le vison d’Amérique pourrait
servir d’hote intermédiaire entre les chiens domestiques et les loutres, et soulignent la
nécessité de mettre en ceuvre des stratégies de conservation afin d’atténuer ses effets
¢cologiques et sanitaires.

RESUMEN: PRIMERA EVIDENCIA EN VIDEO DE LA INTERACCION
ENTRE EL VISON AMERICANO INTRODUCIDO (Neogale vison) Y LA
NUTRIA DE RiO DEL SUR NATIVA EN PELIGRO DE EXTINCION (Lontra
provocax).

La introduccion del vison americano (Neogale vison) en el sur de Chile es una
preocupacion importante para la conservacion de la nutria de rio del sur (Lontra
provocax), especialmente en la Patagonia, donde ambas especies se solapan. Este
estudio documenta por primera vez una interaccion cercana entre ambas especies,
registrada mediante camaras trampa en la localidad de Tarahuin, comuna de Chonchi,
Isla de Chiloé¢, Chile (Sudamérica). El encuentro se caracterizé por un comportamiento
agresivo a corta distancia y durante un lapso breve, lo que puede facilitar la transmision
indirecta de patdgenos como el virus del moquillo canino (VDC) y el parvovirus canino
(CPV), especialmente alrededor de una letrina compartida entre carnivoros salvajes.
Estos hallazgos indican que el visén americano podria actuar como hospedador puente
entre perros domésticos y nutrias, y subrayan la necesidad de implementar estrategias
de conservacidn para mitigar sus efectos ecoldgicos y sanitarios.
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