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Abstract

The nutria is an alien species in the ecosystems of the Lower Dnister and the for-
mation of its local population in the river’s floodplain was analysed. The most
frequent cases of occurrence of the species in natural habitats of southern Ukraine,
particularly in Odesa Oblast, coincide with the periods of high demand for fur in
the 1980s and 1990s, which is associated with the mass breeding of these animals
in private farms and their escapes. Data on the periodic occurrence of nutrias in
natural ecosystems of Odesa Oblast were summarised. Until the early 2000s, due to
cold winters, nutrias had been unable to form a stable local population. At that
time, information about such observations most often came from the north of Ode-
sa Obalst, particularly from Podilsk, Okny, Shyriaieve, and Zakharivka raions.
Seven out of ten reports of nutria sightings in the wild within Odesa Oblast came
from these areas. In the early 21st century, information about nutria sightings in the
hunting grounds of the Odesa Oblast began to appear evenly from all districts,
indicating a stable process of nutria dispersal throughout the region. Since 2000,
about 60 such reports have been collected. The first reliable record of the nutria in
the Lower Dnister was reported from the Kuchurgan Estuary by a colleague, O.
Arkhipov, who managed to photograph the animals in July 2024. However, oral
reports on the nutria’s presence the Lower Dnister National Nature Park began to
arrive regularly only in 2023. The collected material (about 30 reports) allowed the
distribution of nutria to be analysed by habitats within the park. This species is
characteristic of water areas surrounded by dykes and embankments, generally the
coastal waters of the Dnister Estuary in places where semi-submerged trees carried
by the current are concentrated. These areas are key nutria habitats, but they are
also attractive for and characteristic of native predators—European mink and Eura-
sian otter—which may prey on young nutrias. The possible competitive relation-
ships between two invasive species—nutria and muskrat—for trophic resources are
considered, since both species are herbivores feeding mainly on roots of aquatic
and wetland vegetation.

Cite as

Rozhenko, M., M. Stepanok. 2025. Formation of a stable local nutria population
(Myocastor coypus) in the lower reaches of the Dnister River (Ukraine). Theriolo-
gia Ukrainica, 29: 135-141. [English, with Ukrainian summary]

© 2025 The Author(s); Published by the National Museum of Natural History, NAS of Ukraine on behalf of Therio-
logia Ukrainica. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License (CC BY-SA 4.0), which permits unrestricted reuse, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided
the original work is properly cited.



136 Mykola Rozhenko, Mykola Stepanok

@®opMyBaHHS CTAJIOr0 ocepeaKy icHyBaHHA HYTpil (Myocastor coypus)
y nonussi piuku nicrep (Ykpaina)

MuxkoJga Poxkenko, Mukoaa CtenaHok

Pesrome. IlpoanamizoBaHo (opmyBaHHS ocepenky HyTpii y 3ammaBi Hiwkuaporo /lHicTpa, 9yXOpiIHOTO BUIY
IS €KOCHCTEM perioHy. YacToTa TpaluliHHS HyTpill y IpHpPOJHHUX yMOBax MiBAHSA YKpaiHu, 30kpema Ha Ofe-
IIMHI, CIIIBIaJa€e 3 BUCOKUM MONMUTOM Ha XyTpo Y 1980—1990-x pp., 1110 MOB’S3aHO 3 MACOBUM YTPUMAHHIM LIUX
TBapWH y NPUBATHUX IOCHOAAPCTBAX, 3BIAKU 1 CTABAIUCS BTEUi. Y3araJlbHEHO AaHi OIOA0 MEPiOJUYHOTO Tpall-
JISIHHA HYTPill y IpupoaHuX exocucreMax Onenyny, K i g0 moyatky 2000-X pokiB y 3B’s3Ky 3 XOJIOJHUMH 3U-
MaMH He MOTJIM C(OpMYBAaTH MPUPOJIHI OCEPEAKH CBOTO iCHyBaHHs. Y Liei yac iHpopmalis mpo Taki 3ycTpidi
Haifyacrime Haxxoawia 3 mHOUi Oxemman — 3 [oginmscekoro, OkHsHCBKOTO, [IMpsiBchKOTO Ta 3axapieBch-
KOTO paloHiB. I3 mux paiioHiB Oyno 7 i3 10 moBimomieHb Ipo 3ycTpidi HyTpilt B mpupoxi y Mexax OnermuHu.
Ha nouatky XXI cT. iHpopmanis npo 3ycTpidi HyTpili B MUCIMBCHKHX Yrimsax OemHy HoJaia piBHOMIpHO
HaJXOINTH 3 YCiX palioHIB 00IAacTi, IO CBIIYUTH NPO CTAOUIBHICTH MPOIECY PO3CeTeHHs HyTpiH Mo BCil wiit
obmacrti. lle cmiBmagae 3 TEHACHIIO, OMICAHO0 B HigoMy i Ykpainu. [lounnarouu 3 2000 p., 3i0pano Oims
60 monibHKX moBimomieHs. [lepma qocToBipHA peecTpalis HyTpil y moHmu331 p. JHictep 3ailicHeHa Ha Kyuyp-
TaHCBKOMY JIUMaHi Kosieroro O. ApxumoBuM, sikoMmy y junHi 2024 p. Boamocs 3podutu ¢oto TBapuH. Hato-
MICTb YCHI IOBIIOMJICHHS PO HAsABHICTh HYTpPil y Mexkax HImKHBOIHICTPOBCHKOTO HALlIOHAIBHOTO MPUPOIHO-
TO HapKy MMOYaIH HAAXOAUTH peryisipHo Tutbku 3 2023 p. 3i0panuii matepian (6ist 30 MOBiOMIICHE) T03BOJIMB
MPOBECTH aHAJI3 PO3MOBCIOKEHHS HYTpii 3a GioTonmamu y Mexax nmapky. Bun xapakrepHuit a1 Takux 6ioTo-
iB, SIK DUISHKH BOJHOTO MPOCTOPY, OTOYCHI CHCTEMaMHM Y3BHII y BUIVISAI 1aM0 1 HacuIiB, 3arajioM Oeperosa
akBaTopis J{HICTPOBCHKOTO JIMMaHy B MICIUSIX 30CEPEPKEHHs HaIliB3aTOIUICHUX JIePEB, BUHECEHNX TEUI€I0 PIUKy.
Came Taki IUIIHKA € KIFOUOBHMH JUI MEUIKaHHS HYTpii, MpOoTe NpUBaOIMBI i XapaKTEepHi TaKoX A abopH-
TeHHHX XIDKHX — HOPKH €BPOIEHCHKOI Ta BUAPH PIYKOBOI, sIKI MOXKYTb MPOSIBISTH XMKALTBO MIOJ0 MOJOIUX
HYTpild. PO3rnsaaroThcsa MOXKIIMBI KOHKYPEHTHI CTOCYHKH MiK IBOMa iHBa3iHHUMH BHIAMU — HYTPI€IO W OHIa-
TPOI0 — 32 XapyOBUMH PECypCcaMH, OCKUIBKH OOMIBA Ii BUIU € (iTodaramu i XapuyroTbcs 34e0UIBIIOT0 KO-
PIHHSIM BOZHO-00JOTHOT POCIMHHOCTI.

KntogoBi cioBa: HyTpisa, popMyBaHHS MOIMYJIALIi, AMHaMiKa YucenbHOCTI, [IHicTep, [IpudopHOMOp 5.

Introduction

In the European Union, the nutria (Myocastor coypus) is listed as an alien invasive species and
is considered among the 100 most dangerous invasive species in the world by the International Un-
ion for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and its Global Invasive Species Database. The impact of
alien species on the ecosystems has both ecological and economic consequences. Nutrias pose a
threat to wetlands. In many countries, including member states of the European Union, the nutria has
been recognised as an invasive species whose abundance must be limited. Nutrias were introduced to
Ukraine from Argentina during the Soviet era, in 1930, and were bred on farms.

In the mammal fauna of the Lower Dnister, the nutria had been absent [Oleinyk & Rozhenko
2011], although since the late 1970s there have been reports of the species being sighted in small
rivers of Odesa Oblast, such as the Yahorlyk, Tylyhul, Kuyalnyk, and others. During that period, the
distribution of nutrias was sporadic, which prevented the formation of stable settlements of the spe-
cies in the region. Cold winters were also unfavourable and survival rates were low [Zagorodniuk &
Lazariev 2024; Lazarievet al. 2025]. However, since the late 1990s, when fur demands declined and
winters became milder, the number of reports about nutria sightings has increased notably.

Occasionally, such reports were presented as sightings of beavers, but they were never con-
firmed when checking the information. The presence of nutrias in the territory of the Lower Dnister
National Nature Park was first reported in 2022 by fishermen. Further studies allowed the first rec-
ord localities of the species, its population dynamics, and routes of dispersal within the park to be
clarified. The wetlands of the Lower Dnister are natural habitats of semi-aquatic mammals, where
populations of the native European mink (Mustela lutreola) and Eurasian otter (Lutra lutra) exist.
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Materials and Methods

The following data sources were used in this study: 1) results of monitoring conducted by the
staff of conservational and research departments of the national park; 2) survey results of park visi-
tors, fishermen, and vacationers; and 3) results of own observations and records of the animals and
traces of their life activities.

Study area

In a geomorphological context, the study area is quite homogenous. The floodplain has a low-
land relief, somewhat dissected by watercourses and floodplain and oxbow lakes. The typical land-
scape of the national park comprises fens, swamp forests, open floodplains, and patches with woody,
aquatic, and semi-aquatic vegetation. They provide suitable habitats, including shelter and food like
the rhizomes, stems, and leaves of reed and cattail. The water caltrop, water lily, and pondweed
serve as additional food resources.

The floodplains are dominated by species that form long stripes of plant communities over-
growing the shallows—~Phragmites australis (dominant species), Zizania latifolia, Glyceria maxima,
Scirpus litoralis, and others. The common reed (Phragmites australis) usually forms a monodomi-
nant association (Fig. 1), with an admixture of Phragmitetum typhosum, Typhetum angustifoliae,
and other associations. These are spread along the banks of the Dnister on long distances, due to the
relatively high homogeneity of the banks. The most widespread species are the white willow (Salix
alba), almond willow (Salix triandra), dewberry (Rubus quesius), narrowleaf cattail (Typha angusti-
folia), bushgrass (Calamagrostis epigejos), couch grass (Elymus repens), flowering rush (Butomus
umbellatus), water caltrop (Trapa natans), floating fern (Salvinia natans), common duckweed (Lem-
na minor), perfoliate pondweed (Potamogeton perfoliatus), sago pondweed (Stuckenia pectinata),
tape grass (Vallisneria spiralis), hornwort (Ceratophyllum demersum), white waterlily (Nymphaea
alba), the largest European locality of yellow waterlily (Nuphar lutea), and others.

The climate of the territory is affected by both mediterranean and temperate continental air
masses, and thus it is transitional between marine and continental climates. Recently, it has been
characterised by a low amount of precipitation, notable fluctuations in air temperature, short winters
with frequent thaws, and long and hot summers. As a result of climate change, mean annual tem-
peratures for the past 100 years increased by 2°C in the region [Bolshakov & Matygin 2018]. This
tendency has been retained in the Lower Dnister region in the past decade, which is evidenced by the
data of the local meteorological station on changes of mean annual temperatures (Fig. 2).

Fig. 1. Nutria habitats in the Lower Dnister National Park: (a) a developed habitat of the species among driftwood
carried by the current to the mouth of the Hlybokyi Turunchuk channel; (b) a community of Phragmites australis and
white waterlily (Nymphaea alba) in the littoral zone of the mouth of the Dnister River.

Puc. 1. «Hyrtpiesi» yrinas B HmwkapoanictpoBcbkomy HITII: (a) obnamToBana qiysiHKa MEIIKAHHS BHIY CEpell CKyII-
YeHHS JepeB, IO IiJ 4Yac IIOBEHEH Tediel0 BMHECEHa y THUPIOBY YacTHHY npoTtoku [mmbokumii TypyHuyk;
(b) yrpynoBauust Phragmites australis Ta natatts 6ine (Nymphaea alba) B Geperosiii 30Hi rupia p. [HicTep.
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Fig. 2. Average annual air temperature in 2012—
2024 (°C) according to data from the Odesa Na-
tional University weather station in the village of
11 A Mayaki.

Puc. 2. CepennbopiuHa Temreparypa IOBITps 3a
- 2012-2024 poxu (°C) 3a HaHUMH METEONOCTY

20 lé 2015 2018 2021 2024 OnecbkOoro  HAI[IOHATBHOTO  YHIBEPCHTETYy B
c. Masxu.

Temparature, °C
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Temperature fluctuations are the most pronounced in winter, when cold air masses arrive to the
south of Ukraine from the inland regions. The summer is limited by the dates when mean daily tem-
peratures rise over and fall below 15°C, respectively. This is the longest season of the year.

In the Lower Dnister region, summer begins around the 15th of May and lasts until the 25th of
September, that is, for more than 110 days. The hottest months are August and July. The mean annu-
al precipitation is 360—400 mm. The prevailing wind directions in the Dnister Delta, according to
long-term observations, are north-northwest and south—southeast. Average annual wind speeds
range from 3.0 to 4.9 m/s. High wind speeds are most frequent in March.

After the regulation of the Dnister’s flow, water exchange in the lake—floodplain system occurs
mainly due to winds of meridional and adjacent directions. Surge winds are southern, eastern, and
southeastern. Ebb winds are northern, western, and northwestern. These winds are the main factors
that significantly affect the water level in the third hydrological zone of the Dnister. Fogs are fre-
quent in the cold period of the year. The average annual air humidity is ca. 75%.

The highest elevations are the Dnister and Turunchuk riverbank ridges, which have a relative
height of 0.5 to 3 m during periods of baseflow. In addition, artificial elevations are also positive
elements of the relief in the floodplain, such as embankments with a height of 0.5 to 2.5 m. Other
positive elements of the relief in the Dnister floodplain are the floating islands consisting of tightly
woven reed roots (less often cattail roots), rush, and silted sediments. In the southern areas of the
Lower Dnister National Nature Park, the microrelief is pronounced with small depressions and ele-
vated areas up to 1 m. The depressions are periodically filled with water, especially during floods.

Results and Discussion

Introduced species that appear and spread in an area due to either intentional or unintentional
human activity are rightly considered the second most dangerous threat to biodiversity (after direct
habitat destruction). In cases when the ecological niche of the alien species is not occupied and there
are no competitors in the new territory, the successful naturalisation of the introduced species and
the displacement of the native ones are highly likely scenarios.

Distribution and habitats

A stable local population of the nutria has emerged in the Kuchurhan Estuary (Odesa Oblast),
where the animals were introduced from farms or private estates, either intentionally or unintention-
ally (according to reports of the local media).

The presence of nutrias in the territory of the Lower Dnister NNP, which is located downstream
of the Turunchuk, is one of the examples of the expansion of the initial settlement of an introduced
species to neighbouring areas. Fishermen first reported the occurrence of nutrias in the Lower Dnis-
ter NNP in 2022, after which systematic monitoring of the animals and the formation of a local pop-
ulation has started (Fig. 3, ¢). This local population was also included in the review of areas of suc-
cessful introduction of nutrias in Ukraine [Lazariev et al. 2025].
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Fig. 3. The nutria in the Lower Dnister: (a) localisation of spatial groups of the nutria within the established local
population in the Lower Dnister National Nature Park and nutrias near the water edge; (b) a single specimen on the
bank of the Dnister, 2024, photo by Z. Zakirov; (c¢) a group of nutrias at the mouth of the Hlybokyi Turunchuk, photo
by O. Petrenko, March 2025.

Puc. 3. Hyrpis vHa Hmxapomy [HicTpi: (@) ioKami3allisi MpOCTOPOBHUX YIPYIyBaHb HYTpii B Mexkax cOpMOBaHOTO
ocepenky nporo Buay B HmwkubomuictpoBcbkomy HIIIT Ta mpuxmagu po3MillieHHs HyTpild Oinst ypisy Boau —
(b) ommHOYHA ocobuHa Ha Gepesi p. Juictep, 2024 p., doto 3. 3akipos; (c) rpyna HyTpii y rupmi p. [mubokuit Typy-
HIyK, poTto O. [Terpenko,6epesens 2025 p.

Considering that the phenotype (coat colouration) of the nutrias that were sighted by the park’s
visitors was the same, we can suggest that the stable local population emerged from no more than
two pairs of a single genetic lineage.

Interactions with the native species

Nutrias occupy different parts of the shoreline, from the shallows to various kinds of elevations,
including driftwood. A group of nutrias has settled among the branches that were carried by the cur-
rent during floods to the mouth of the Hlybokyi Turunchuk, the Dnister’s tributary (see
Fig. 1, a). They often settle on low banks as well (Fig. 2, a—b).

The areas occupied by nutrias practically overlap with the ranges of the Eurasian otter and Eu-
ropean mink. All three mammal species are semi-aquatic and the presence of elevations such as
dykes and high banks is essential for them to make their burrows and dens. Such microhabitats are
critically important for all semi-aquatic mammals since some of their biological cycles, especially
the breeding season, require the very conditions these habitats provide.

In particular, otters, minks, and nutrias arrange their nursery burrows and dens in territories with
similar ecological characteristics. Furthermore, limited spatial resources such as resting and burrow-
ing places, when occupied by nutrias, become unsuitable for the others, that is, the appearance of
nutrias limits the opportunities of the native species of using these areas. The increasing abundance
of nutrias in the Lower Dnister may lead to the rearrangement of the spatial distribution of other
groups of mammals, especially the semi-aquatic species.
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E Fig. 3. Dynamics of the local nutria population (Myocastor coypus)
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Population dynamics and ecology

Conditions of the nutria’s existence in the Lower Dnister NNP (food availability, lack of direct
competition with other rodents due to their low abundance, and favourable weather conditions) have
created optimal conditions for the rapid growth of the local population and in four years its size have
reached about 100 individuals (Fig. 4).

This semi-aquatic mammal inhabits wetlands, lake banks, slow channels, especially in areas
with fleshy plants growing along the banks; it also has a semi-vagrant lifestyle remaining sedentary
when food and shelter are available.

Our data suggest that the nutria rests and raises its offspring in open nests constructed on
mounds and among dense thickets made of bent reed and cattail stems. It digs burrows in steep
banks, which vary in structure from simple tunnels to complex passage systems. By consuming the
vegetation that holds the soil together, it can cause erosion and transform marshes into areas covered
with open water.

Conclusions

Regular monitoring is needed to forecast the impact of this invasive species on the local ecosys-
tem and for a timely management of ecological and economic problems it may cause. Research into
the distribution range of the species and its ecological relationships within the communities of the
Dnister Delta should also be carried out.

Under conditions of active successions of plant communities that lead to the loss of natural
landscapes, including in protected areas, the nutria as a distinct herbivore can, at a certain level
(growth) of abundance, substantially slow down the negative ecological processes related to the
overgrowth of floodplain lakes and channels.

When estimating the possible impact of the nutria as an introduced species on the Lower Dnis-
ter biota, such as the destruction of the root system of plants and related destabilisation of the upper
soil layer, the carrying of over 30 types of pathogens and parasites including toxoplasmosis and
tuberculosis, and its role in provoking spatial conflicts with native species, preference should be
given to the elimination of this species from wetland areas.

The appearance of a new invasive species of semi-aquatic mammals will certainly affect the
formation and distribution of such indigenous species as the European mink and the Eurasian otter,
and this impact can turn out to be negative due to competition for spatial resources.
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