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Feral Coypu Myocastor coypus (Rodentia, Mammalia) in Yugoslavia

ProstoZivele nutrije Myocastor coypus (Rodentia, Mammalia)
v Jugoslaviji

Purger J. J., B. KryStufek Accepted (sprejeto): 1991-10-25

Descriptors: Rodentia / Myocastor coypus / Yugoslavia

Abstract. Presented and mapped are fifteen localities where feral coypus were found. Singular escapes
or ephemeral populations are mainly in question, but in three cases stable feral populations were re-
corded.

Deskriptorji: Rodentia / Myocastor coypus / Jugoslavija
Izvledek. Podanih in kartiranih je petnajst nahajali3¥, kjer so bile nutrije najdene v prosti naravi. Pri

vedini primerov gre za posami¢ne pobege ali efemerne populacije, na treh mestih pa se je razvila stabil-
na prostoZive&a populacija.

Introduction

Mpyocastor coypus (Molina, 1782) is a large caviomorph rodent, native to South Ame-
rica. Due to a high commercial value of its pelage, it was introduced into various parts of the
world to be bred at fur farms, from which it sometimes manages to escape, or is deliberately
released. Feral populations have been reported from North America, Europe, Asia, Africa,
and Middle East (STUBBE 1982).

The coypu was never introduced intentionally into open country in Yugoslavia, but is
relatively common at fur farms throughout the country. In Slovenia, first such farms date
back to the thirties of this century. None of the faunal lists considers feral coypus in Yugo-
slavia (e.g. NIETHAMMER 1963, STUBBE 1982), and the species is regarded as being reared
only in captivity (e.g. MIrI¢ 1970). There are, however, some earlier references reporting
two cases of its short appearance in feral conditions in eastern Slovenia. New data indicate
that feral populations are to be found in different regions of Yugoslavia. Although the evi-
dence is still scarce, we are publishing these records since they are the first of their kind to
come from Yugoslavia.
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Material and Methods

The data were obtained from the literature, museum specimen labels, personal commu-
nication, and by observations of tracks and characteristic excrements. The coypu is
frequently known by local people as “dabar“ (Serbo-Croatian for a beaver, Castor fiber), a
species now exterminated in Yugoslavia. We attempted to draw a distinction between indivi-
dual escapes and established feral populations. The identifying numbers in the text cores-
spond to Fig. 1.
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Figure 1. Localities where coypu Myocastor coypus (Molina, 1782) has been found in Yugoslavia. See
text for identifying numbers.
Slika 1. Nahajalis¢a nutrije Myocastor coypus (Molina, 1782) v Jugoslaviji. Razlaga je v tekstu.
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Results and Discussion

Discussed hereafter are fifteen Yugosiav localities where coypu has been bound.

SLOVENIA

1. PobreZje (near Ptuj). One adult coypu (weight 7 kg) was killed in 1937. It must have
escaped from a fur farm owned by a certain Seifrid-Reiter (ANONYMOUS 1937a).

2. Stojnci and its surrounding. In November 1936, two specimens appeared in Zaboveci,
where they survived the winter. Next year, three coypus were killed or captured at Stojnci,
Bukovci, and Hajdina (ANONYMoUS 1937b). The local hunters endeavoured to protect the
species to enrich their hunting grounds with a new game animal. However, the feral po-
pulation did not survive there.

3. Pol¥nik (near Litija). One completely white adult female (weight 4 kg, head-and-body
length 410 mm, tail length 340 mm, condylobasal length 97,0 mm) was found dead on 9th
February 1988 (specimen in the Slovene Museum of Natural History, No. 5841; leg.: I. Sivec
& B. Horvat). Since the habitat was not suitable for the coypu (rocky canyon of the Sava
river), and no further records being available from this region, we believe that a single run-
away animal was in question.

4. Ljubljansko barje near Notranje Gorice. According to personal communications by
local hunters, feral coypus appeared in the Ljubljansko barje marshy area near Notranje
Gorice in 1989/90. They survived over the winter there and even reproduced next spring.
Their appearance may be connected with the existence of several small fur farms at Notranje
Gorice.

5. RiZana river near Bertoki. A coypu was observed in the RiZana river on 4th April
1990 (B. Margeta, personnal communication). In 1955, a large fur farm was established at
the spring of this river (VRBNIK 1956), some 10 km to the east of Bertoki, but the farm was
abandoned a long time ago.

CROATIA

6. Motovunska Suma (on the Mirna river). A large feral coypu population was discov-
ered on the Mirna river in 1989 (L. Lipej and B. Mar&eta, personal communication). Accor-
ding to the information by the local people, feral coypus have been living there for a decade
or so.

7. Pitomata (on the Drava river). A large adult coypu (condylobasal length of the skull
115.3 mm) was Kkilled in February 1991. (N. Tvrtkovié, personal communication).

8. Bojani near Petrinje (on the Kupa river). A male was shot on 13th January 1990 (D.
Kovacié, personal communication).

9. Kopacki rit. Between 1959 and 1969, a hunting and forest management cooperative
“Jelen“ ran a coypu farm at Zlata Greda, which makes part of the Kopa&ki rit. According to
some personal and unverified communications of the local hunters, several coypus were
killed in the wild between 1959 and 1960. The collection of the Zoological Museum of Kopa-
&ki rit includes four skulls, yet, however, they are not labelled. As their occipital region is da-
maged, they most likely originate from the farm where they were killed by a knock on the
head. Kept at this Museum were also three stuffed coypus whose history was unknown (J.
Mikuska, personal communication).
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VOJVODINA

10. Lake Ludogko jezero and the Kere§ river. According to personal communication by
M. Acin from Hajdukovo (in 1989), coypus have been regularly observed in these two locali-
ties for the last 10 years.

MONTENEGRO

11. The river Moraga south of Titograd. One white coypu was killed in 1985. The
specimen was determined by the late B. KneZevié¢ from Titograd (G. DZukié, personal com-
munication). There is no evidence as to a permanent feral population in the Mora&a river.

MACEDONIA

12. Aratinovsko blato near Skopje. According to the local people, this area is popu-
lated by the feral coypus which escaped from the Zoological Garden of Skopje (V. Vasié,
personal communication). The employees of the Zoological Garden confirmed to one of the
authors (in 1991) that such escapes were not uncommon.

Figure 2. Artificial fish pond with extensive reed at Bistrenci near Demir Kapija (point 14 in Fig. 1).
Habitat of feral coypu and muskrat (photograph by B. Krystufek).
Slika 2. Umetni ribniki z obseZnim pasom trsta v Bistrencih blizu Demir Kapije (tocka 14 na sliki 1).
Habitat je poseljen s prostoZive¢o populacijo nutrij in s pifmovkami (Foto B. KryStufek).
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13. Kotansko pole field. Runaway coypus were recorded in the rice fields and reeds of
the KoZansko pole in 1985. The local people called them “d¥inovski staorec* (“giant rat® in
Macedonian); they were said to weight over 5 kg. What has become of this population is not
known.

14. Demir Kapija, Bistrenci (Fig. 2). A feral population living in artificial fish ponds.
According to the personal communication (in 1990) by an employee working there for 8
years, the coypus were present throughout that period. The same person was familiar also
with the muskrat Ondatra zibethicus, which was said to be common in this locality.

15. Lake Prespansko Ezero. According to a certain H. Salieski from the village of Asa-
mati (the eastern shore of Lake Prespa), feral coypus were living in the fish pond Resen. The
local people referred to the animals as “giant rats“ (V. Vasi¢, personal communication).

Four out of fifteen localitjes reported above are based on a single killed coypu. Most
probably, these reports do not indicate the existence of a feral population but simply the
proximity of a fur farm from which coypus occasionally escape. As known of two localities
(1 and 2), the feral populations there were of short duration and disappeared quite soon. Of
another three localities (6, 10, and 14), it can be said with reasonable certainty that stable fe-
ral coypu populations live there. All these localities belong the lowlands (altitude below
200 m). The habitats are as follows: slowly running rivers, steppe lakes, and artificial fish
ponds. Reed was abundant in all three localities. Extensive fen, reed swamp and similar
marshlands are common habitats of the coypu also in other parts of Europe (e.g. CORBET &
SOUTHERN 1977). The three populations, as mentioned above, are from different life zones
(cf. MATVEJEV 1961). The basic ecological conditions appear to be similar, namely low ele-
vation, large water surface and extensive reed. It seems that a large feral population of coy-
pus may establish itself in any lowland region with large water surfaces and swamps
abounding in reed.

Acknowledgements

Our thanks are due to all persons mentioned in the text, who communicated the data
about coypus to us or provided us with the material.

Povzetek

Nutrija Myocastor coypus (Molina, 1782) je velik kaviomorfen glodavec, katerega do-
movina je JuZna Amerika. Zaradi kvalitetnega krzna ga je &lovek zanesel v mnoge dele sve-
ta, kjer ga bodisi redi na farmah ali pa Zivi v prosti naravi. Prosto¥ivete populacije so sicer
poznane tudi iz Evrope, vendar velja nutrija v Jugoslaviji le za farmsko Zival. Clanek porota
o pojavljanju nutrije v prosti naravi v Sloveniji, Hrvaski, Vojvodini, Crni Gori in Makedo-
niji. V vetini primerov gre za posami&ne pobege ali pa efemerne populacije. Vsaj v treh pri-
merih (totke 6, 10 in 14 na sliki 1) pa gre za stabilno populacijo. Ceprav so ta nahajali§¢a iz
razli€nih biogeografskih obmotij (Istra, Vojvodina, Makedonija), jim je skupna majhna
nadmorska viSina (pod 200 m), obseZne vodne povrdine in gosta zara$enost s trstom.
ProstoZivete populacije nutrij se v tem delu Evrope verjetno lahko pojavijo v kateremkoli
niZinskem obmo&ju z omenjenimi ekolo¥kimi pogoji.
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