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Abstract

Stoats (Mustela erminea) are active hunters and, therefore, one might predict that any broken bones or other injuries impeding active 
movement would incur a serious risk of starvation. Dead stoats (n = 560) were collected from trappers operating predator control 
lines in three conservation areas of New Zealand from 1972–1978. Femurs were cleaned and examined for healed injuries and defor-
mities. Five femurs from four stoats (one with both femurs injured) showed traumatic distortions following healing of complete breaks 
incurred during life. A further case recorded during post-eradication monitoring in 2010 on Rangitoto, an offshore island, is added. 
These data provide evidence that wild stoats have a remarkable capacity to tolerate catastrophic femur fractures. They can survive 
long enough, despite the implied limitation to their energetic hunting style, to permit full healing even though the result is a gross distor-
tion of the femoral shaft. 
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Introduction 
Stoats (Mustela erminea) are very active small predators. 
They move rapidly, running, jumping, climbing and 
swimming long distances. To supply the massive energy 
they need, they have huge appetites. Captive stoats eat 
between one-quarter and one-third of their bodyweights 
each day (Müller 1970), and more active wild ones probably 
eat more. They are tied to a life of frequent small meals, and 
cannot endure going without food for long, which is one of 
the difficulties of live-trapping them (King & Powell 2007).  
Stoats do not form pair-bonds or social groups, so immo-
bilised individuals are unlikely to be fed by others unless 
they are young enough to still be part of a family group. For 
independent adults, survival without treatment of debili-
tating wounds is therefore expected to be rare. If docu-
mented, however, they would be of potential interest to 
anyone concerned about animal welfare. 
The first survey of injuries to trapped stoats was 
conducted in 1972–1976. It was a nationwide study of 
1,599 dead stoats from 14 study areas around New 
Zealand (King & Moody 1982). During routine 
processing of the carcases, the frequency of recent and 
old (well-healed) external injuries was documented (King 
1981). Possible internal damage was suspected but not 
analysed at the time. 
This paper describes a sub-sample of material from the 
first survey, comprising clean leg bones of 560 stoats 

collected in three of the best-documented study areas in 
which collections were extended to 1978 (King 1983). An 
additional case from 2010 was added from an independent 
source. The objective of this study is to document the 
remarkable evidence that some wild stoats are capable of 
surviving debilitating injuries. 

Study areas 
The Hollyford Valley, in Fiordland National Park on the 
western side of the Main Divide of the Southern Alps 
(45°25′S, 167°43′E), supports extensive stands of rich mixed 
forest, accessible by a one-lane gravel track. No stoat control 
was carried out there until February 1975, when a systematic 
survey began using Fenn traps. These traps, the most humane 
available at the time (King & Edgar 1977), were set for two 
weeks a month and inspected daily until April 1978. 
The Eglinton valley, in Fiordland National Park on the 
eastern side of the Main Divide (45°25′S, 167°43′E), is 
traversed by a two-lane tourist road through untouched 
beech forest to Milford Sound. This road carries substantial 
traffic, including fast-moving tourist buses. The local New 
Zealand Wildlife Service ranger established permanent 
Fenn traps along this road in late 1972, and inspected them 
intermittently (King 1980). They were replaced by system-
atically positioned Fenn traps set for two weeks a month, 
inspected daily, from early June 1973 to April 1978. 
Craigieburn Forest Park (43°15’S, 171°73’E) is a high-
elevation remnant of pure mountain beech forest on the 
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