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Black-footed Ferret 
 
Scientific name: Mustela nigripes 
Class: Mammalia 
Order: Carnivora 
Family: Mustelidae 
Genus: Mustela 
 

Distribution: 
The black-footed ferret lived throughout North America’s Great Plains before European 

settlement. In Canada they were historically found in southern Saskatchewan and Alberta. 

Thought to be globally extinct, a small population of 18 ferrets was discovered in Wyoming, 

USA in 1981. Today, because of ongoing international collaborations, ferrets have been 

reintroduced to the wild to 17 sites in the United States, one in Mexico and one in Canada. The 

first Canadian release of black-footed ferrets occurred in Grasslands National Park, 

Saskatchewan on October 2, 2009. 

Status: 
The black-footed ferret is listed as extirpated in Canada by 

the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in 

Canada (COSEWIC). This means that they are extinct in the 

wild. This status will likely change once wildlife managers 

monitor the stability of the black-footed ferret population 

after subsequent releases in Canada. The black-footed ferret 

is classified as endangered by the International Union for the 

Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List.  
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Habitat:  
• The black-footed ferret inhabits temperate grasslands where they eat prairie dogs and use 

their burrows and tunnels to sleep and raise their young.  They once lived throughout North 

America’s Great Plains across the United States, Mexico, and Canada.  Today they only exist 

in one spot in Canada – Grasslands National Park, Saskatchewan. 

Description: 
• Native to North America, black-footed ferrets have long bodies and short black legs, a black 

tipped tail, and a black mask. Their coat is yellow-buff in colour with a 

paler underside. 

• Adults have an average height of 15 cm and length of about 45 cm to 60 

cm.  They weigh on average 680g to 1130g. The black-footed ferret 

typically live up to 3-4 years in the wild or 8-9 years in captivity. 

• They have short black legs with long claws on the front paws, suitable for digging 

• They have large ears which gives them a strong sense of hearing. 

Reproduction and Development:  
• Breeding takes place from late January until early June. After a 

gestation period of 42-45 days, one to seven young are born in 

an enlarged prairie dog burrow.  

• Baby ferrets, called kits, emerge from the burrow in early July 

and separate from the mother in September or early October by 

which time they are fully-grown.  

• Both males and females are mature and able to reproduce at the 

age of one year. 

Behaviour: 

• Black-footed ferrets are nocturnal; most are active during the night, especially around dusk. 

They have occasionally been spotted in the very early hours of dawn.  

• They can stay underground in a burrow up to a week during the winter months when they 

reduce their activity. 
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• Black-footed ferrets are solitary except during the breeding season. The males are territorial 

and will defend their territories against other males.  

• Black-footed ferrets are agile and curious animals. They have a keen sense of smell, sight 

and hearing, and are skillful climbers. If threatened, ferrets use their sharp, non-retractable 

claws and powerful jaws to defend themselves.  

Food:  

• Black-footed ferrets are carnivorous and have a very specific diet. 

They are specialist predators of prairie dogs, which make up 90% of 

the ferret’s diet. They are well adapted for hunting prairie dogs with 

their sharp teeth and strong jaws. Since prairie dogs are often larger 

than the ferret itself, ferrets often hunt prairie dogs while they’re sleeping.  

• On rare occasions ferrets will eat ground squirrels, other small rodents, cottontail rabbits, and 

birds. 

Threats:  

• Prairie dogs are considered pests by many and were previously hunted or poisoned. Their 

populations also decreased due to the loss of native prairie habitat through cultivation. By the 

early 1900s, the population of prairie dogs had decreased to small isolated populations. The 

prairie dog range in North America has declined by 98%. Prairie dogs are often mistaken for 

the much more abundant ground squirrel. 

• Because black-footed ferrets rely so heavily on prairie dogs for food, they were thought to be 

extinct in the wild by the 1970s, due to loss of habitat and not enough food to eat. 

• Diseases such as sylvatic plague, canine distemper, and human influenza have depleted 

black-footed ferret populations. 

• Urban and sub-urban development is also threatening black-footed ferret habitat. 

Recovery (how humans are helping the black-footed ferret): 

• In the early 1980s a small population of black-footed ferrets was found in the wild.  They were 

captured and brought into captivity to protect them and start a captive breeding program. 
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• The captive breeding program will supply ferrets for release into the wild, into their original 

range where enough prairie dogs exist to sustain ferret populations. 

Facts: 

• They are the only ferret native to North America. 

• They originally evolved from ferrets found in Siberia 30,000 - 45,000 years ago when they 

crossed the Bering Strait. 

• Ferrets belong to the Mustelid family which also includes weasels, mink, badgers, 

wolverines, and otters.   

• Black-footed ferrets have very strong jaws which they use for hunting. 

• They can be very vocal and communicate by hissing, barking, chatter-barking, and shrieking. 

• Their long bodies are extremely flexible and can even turn around in a small tunnel. 

• Black-footed ferrets have anal glands that can emit a strong foul odour (called musk) when 

threatened.  They also use these scent glands to mark territories and food stores, and attract 

mates. 
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The Plight of the Black Footed Ferret 
 
A Brief Background on Ferrets 
 
The black-footed ferret (Mustela nigripes) is the only ferret species native to North America. Historically, they 
inhabited the Great Plains of the United States, Canada, and Mexico. They are highly dependent on the black-tailed 
prairie dog for food and for the use of their burrows, in which the ferrets rest and raise their young. Before European 
settlement, prairie dog colonies occupied 20% of the entire western rangeland, providing ample habitat for the 
black-footed ferret. 
 
What Happened to all the Ferrets?  
 
With human settlement of the prairie ecosystem came the conversion of prairie-dog towns to agricultural fields. 
Prairie dogs were nearly driven to extinction as the population declined by 98%. In addition to losing their primary 
food supply, ferrets were hit hard by diseases including canine distemper virus and sylvatic plague. These factors 
combined to make the black-footed ferret one of the most endangered animals on the planet. 
 
Black-footed ferret numbers dropped steadily throughout the 20th century and by 1974 the species was thought to be 
globally extinct. In 1981, a family dog brought home a ferret to a farm in the state of Wyoming, USA. Authorities 
found another 18 ferrets in the area, captured them and used them as the founding members of a captive breeding 
and recovery program. 

Captive Breeding and Release 
 
Several zoos and facilities in North America formed the Black-footed Ferret Recovery Implementation Team. 
Ferrets are bred in captivity and those destined for release are brought to an outdoor, pre-conditioning facility where 
they learn to hunt prairie dogs and live like wild ferrets. Since reintroductions began in 1991, black-footed ferrets 
have been released at 17 sites in the United States, one site in Mexico and one site in Canada.  
  
Released black-footed ferrets are monitored using microchips that have been implanted under their skin. Field crews 
conduct spotlight surveys at night and identify ferrets by their distinctive green eye shine. Once an inhabited ferret 
burrow is discovered, a microchip reader is placed over the burrow entrance and identifies the ferret as it passes 
through. Monitoring ferret populations in this way has allowed scientists to estimate the current wild population to 
be near 1,000 individuals. 
 
A Cooperative Approach to Success 
 
The Black-footed Ferret/Black-tailed Prairie Dog Recovery Team is working to establish stable prairie dog 
populations in the areas where the ferrets are reintroduced. Another important step in re-establishing black-footed 
ferrets is restoring prairie ecosystems as a whole. The long-term survival of the black-footed ferret will be dependent 
on their ability, in addition to the ability of prairie dogs, to produce self-sustaining populations. 
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