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Using mink rafts to detect or trap mink - instructions

Description of mink raft and trap 

The mink raft is a floating platform consisting of a base made of a sandwich of plywood and expanded polystyrene (approx. 1.2m x 0.6m i.e. 4ft x 2ft, sometimes smaller) with a long wooden tunnel screwed to the top. 

A rectangular hole (approx. 24cm x 12cm) is cut into the base under the tunnel into which is sunk a plastic basket containing absorbent foam covered with a clay pad, the whole being referred to as a clay cartridge. The absorbent foam is in contact with the underlying water and keeps the clay pad moist. The clay pad records impressions of footprints of animals passing through the tunnel. The raft has two or more secure points for attaching a mooring rope. 

Optionally, the raft has mesh fixed to one or more sides to assist animals climbing onto it from the water. Optionally, it is camouflaged by placing vegetation on top of the raft and over the tunnel, leaving both ends of the tunnel clear.

The mink trap is a standard MAFF type live capture cage trap (approx. 24 x 7 x 6 inch of 1 inch mesh). It is triggered by the weight of an animal on a trigger plate, which releases a catch holding open the door. A spring-loaded retaining bar keeps the door shut once triggered. When a trap is deployed on a raft it is positioned within the tunnel and secured, for example with a wedge, to prevent accidental movement.

How the raft is secured

The raft is positioned in water, usually near the bank. It is moored using a rope affixed to secure points on the raft and to a secure mooring on or by the bank, or to a floating structure such as a pontoon. A suitable secure point on the raft is a ring bolt, bolted through the base of the raft.

Method 1: The mooring rope is tied to a mooring loop which is fixed to, and free to rise up and down, a post hammered into or close to the bank. The post has a retainer to prevent the mooring loop coming off the top. The post is usually 50mm round and pressure treated for longevity, but posts of similar strength are acceptable. The mooring mechanism allows the raft to rise and fall freely in response to water level changes. 

Method 2: In locations where there is only a small fluctuation in water levels, the mooring rope may be attached to stable structures such as the trunk or large root of a tree, jetty etc.

Method 3: Where large fluctuations in water level are common (such as tidal reaches), or where high flows are experienced, a secondary mooring must be used in case of failure of the main mooring. The secondary mooring is a second rope fixed to a secure point on the raft and to a secure point on the bank separate from the main mooring point.

Where a raft is deployed in flowing water, it should be positioned so that it naturally lies roughly parallel to the bank, in order to minimise accumulation of floating debris. This can be achieved by securing the raft using two secure points and adjusting the relative lengths of the upstream (shorter) and downstream (longer) ropes.

Considerations for raft placement

Each raft is positioned with care and thought for flood defence, so as to avoid causing a blockage in, or otherwise impeding, a watercourse. The exact position of each raft is a compromise between flood defence considerations, health & safety for checking, convenience of access, public visibility, and likely spots for detecting mink. 

Rafts are placed away from in-stream structures, except for groynes where they may be placed downstream of such a structure. A raft may be placed close to or under a bridge only if there is sufficient space below the underside of the bridge under flood conditions for the raft to float freely. Rafts must not be placed close to and upstream of flood defence structures or weirs. Rafts must not be positioned where they could themselves cause an obstruction.

Raft inspection guidance - checking the clay pad

In monitoring mode, the clay cartridge is installed without a trap and the raft is checked every 1 to 3 weeks. To assist access to the clay cartridge and to reduce the risk to the checker, the raft may be pulled to the shore and partially onto the bank. The clay cartridge is removed and inspected for footprints or other field signs. Once these have been recorded, the clay surface is smoothed over and the clay cartridge replaced in its hole under the tunnel.  An effective method of smoothing is to remove any debris then dribble a little water over the surface and gently run the fingers back and forth over the clay until indentations have disappeared.  To prolong the life of the clay, every few months the clay can be turned over by digging a finger into one corner of the cartridge, carefully easing and lifting the clay out in one piece, then flipping it over and relaying it place before smoothing over.

Raft inspection guidance - trapping

In trapping mode, the clay cartridge is removed and a mink trap placed inside the tunnel, secured in place and set to capture. A suitably sized stick or wedge shaped piece of wood is an effective method of securing the trap in place. This prevents the trap from being moved out of the tunnel and provides a stable base for potential captures entering the trap. The clay cartridge can be left in place underneath the trap but may become damaged or dirtied, and so is usually removed and kept where it will not dry out, such as in a plastic bag.

The trap must be checked at least once per day; this is a legal requirement. Preferably it should be checked twice per day, ideally in the early morning and late afternoon or early evening. This is to reduce stress on a captured animal and to allow non-target species to be released as soon as possible. A twice daily check is particularly important if there is a risk of accidentally capturing water voles, or in cold weather.  Ideally and where possible, the trap should be checked from a distance without approaching the raft closely, by viewing whether or not the trap door has closed.  

If the trap has been sprung, the trap must be removed from the raft tunnel and inspected to determine the species captured. This should be done with care to avoid being bitten or scratched by a captured animal: a hooked wire or stick can be used to drag out the trap, thick gloves are strongly recommended.

Non-target species must be released at or near the point of capture. Care should be taken when releasing non-target species. With practice, the trap door can be opened without risk of injury, by using a hooked piece of strong wire such as fencing wire to pull back the door-retaining bar, and another piece to open the door.

Mink, polecat-ferrets, rats and grey squirrels must not be released, this is a legal requirement, and must be dispatched as soon as possible to reduce stress to the animal. 

Dispatch guidance

A dispatcher must have written permission from the landowner, this is a legal requirement. The carrying, loading and discharging of a suitable dispatch weapon must be done in accordance with the law. In particular, such a weapon must not be carried in a public place when loaded and must not be discharged within 50 feet of the centre of a carriageway; a public footpath is a carriageway. If dispatching on land which the dispatcher does not own or manage, third party insurance is very strongly recommended. If a member of a shooting organisation, the dispatcher may wish to see whether they provide suitable insurance cover.

To dispatch a capture, the cage trap must first be removed from the raft tunnel. The following dispatch methods are not acceptable: drowning, poisoning, gassing. Drowning the capture is illegal and is a particularly cruel method of dispatch for a semi-aquatic animal such as mink which can survive submersion for many minutes.

The animal should be dispatched with a shot to the head using a medium to high-powered air gun. A small bore shotgun such as a 410 may be used, or a 12 bore from a safe distance of 15m or more.  If no other weapon is available, a low powered firearm such as a .22 rim-fire rifle loaded with pellet shot, not bullets, can be used. For lower powered airguns, below about 10ftlb at the muzzle, the gun muzzle should be in direct contact with the animal's head to achieve a clean kill. A special technique is required when using air pistols and these should not be used without special training from the project officer. Every consideration must be given to the health and safety of the dispatcher and of persons nearby, particularly with regard to ricochets. Safety glasses are very strongly recommended for the dispatcher; persons nearby must be removed to a safe distance. If there is any doubt as to the safety of the operation, then dispatch should be delayed until the doubt is resolved.

Dispatched animals should be disposed of responsibly, either by burial at least 30cm (1 foot) deep or by incineration.

Instructions for maintenance

This form of mink raft has a life-span of 2 to 3 years in normal use, after which it should be replaced or undergo a major overhaul. 

The raft should be inspected at intervals for wear and tear, and for damage. A brief inspection is easily achieved when checking the raft. If the raft has not been checked regularly, it should be inspected several times per year: more often in running water (6 times is suggested), less often in standing water (3 times is suggested), and more often for older rafts. The underside should be checked for delamination (peeling) and replaced or strengthened if so.

The mooring ropes, fixing points on the raft, mooring post or fixing point on the bank must be checked and replaced if there are signs of damage or wear which could compromise the security of the mooring. 

The raft base and tunnel should be visually checked for structural integrity and secure fixing of the tunnel to the raft base. 

On old rafts, the bolts holding the layers of the raft base together should be inspected both above and below the water to ensure they hold the layers of plywood and polystyrene together securely.

The plywood of the raft base de-laminates, or peels, over time. If pieces of ply have begun to detach from the base, then the raft base must be repaired using new plywood or replaced completely. On old rafts, strips of wood can be bolted or screwed to the base to improve its structural integrity and to reduce the effects of de-lamination.

Statement on training trappers 

All persons who check rafts or traps in the project must attend basic training in checking, trapping and/or dispatching as appropriate. This is usually in the form of a formal training session including theory, demonstration, and where practical, hands-on experience; or as a brief but intensive one-to-one session, often at the raft site. 

Persons who are the nominated "keeper" or contact for the raft, who will usually also be the main checker, are also instructed in checking and maintaining the raft mooring fixings.

Persons who install or move rafts to new locations must receive further training in raft placement, particularly with regard to flood defence considerations and suitable sites for detecting mink. 

Effectiveness of methodology

Out of more than 100 rafts installed using this methodology on different watercourses and under different flow conditions, none has ever caused an obstruction to flow, nor worked loose from its moorings through natural causes, although 3 have been set loose by vandals.
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