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SCHREBER, 1777) IN PODILLIA, UKRAINE

Mikhail Drebet, Yaroslav Kapeliukh

Podilski Tovtry National Nature Park (Kamianets-Podilskyi, Ukraine)
Medobory Nature Reserve (Hrymailiv, Ukraine)

New data on distribution of the wildcat (Felis silvestris Schreber, 1777) in Podillia, Ukraine. — M. Drebet,
Ya. Kapeliukh. — During 2016-2019, new data on the wildcat’s distribution in Khmelnytskyi, Vinnytsia, and
Ternopil regions were obtained. The data concern 4 findings of the wildcat whereof 3 findings are dead speci-
mens (a dead female in a poacher’s automatic trap, 2 specimens (male and female) hunted by a poacher, one
specimen killed during the red fox population control measures in Podilski Tovtry National Nature Park, and one
specimens recorded by a camera trap in Medobory Nature Reserve. The article provides detailed data on new
findings of the species in Podillia and describes the environmental factors influencing its population, as well as
provides recommendations on protection of the wildcat in the region. The frequency of occurrence of the wildcat
in Podillia has been growing for several years. Nevertheless, the data remain incidental and occasional thus can-
not indicate the growth of the species abundance in the region. Most of the located specimens were found dead
on roads, in poacher traps or they were even killed during population control measures in the territory of protect-
ed areas. According to the information provided by Kamianets-Podilskyi organization of the Ukrainian Hunter
and fishermen Society, its associate hunting teams annually obtain more than 100 specimens of feral cats, among
which supposedly there is a great number of wildcats. Currently, spaying feral cats is the key element for preser-
vation of the wildcat population in general, nevertheless, this aim remains unfulfilled only because this issue is
not addressed properly thus a significant number of intact pets maintains contacts with the wildcat outside the
human settlements. Ecological educational programs are an essential measure for the wildcat protection, espe-
cially in its habitats, though usually such work is aimed at both current and remote prospects. It is expected that a
ban for hunting of feral cats in habitats of the wildcat implemented by including the appropriate paragraph into
the population control permit issued by the Ecology and Natural Resources Department should enhance the spe-
cies’ preservation in the near future. Availability of long-distance photographic equipment for locating the wild-
cat (such as camera traps) and monitoring system implementation at least on sites of protected areas would pro-
vide the required data on the abundance and distribution of the wildcat in the region allowing to improve meas-
ure for its protection and conservation.
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Introduction

The wildcat (Felis silvestris Schreber, 1777) is a rare mammal species in Podillia and in
Ukraine. It is listed in the Red Book as vulnerable (Shkvyrya, Shevchenko, Potish, 2009). Infor-
mation regarding its distribution in Podillia is rather fragmentary and generally relates to solitary
visual (long-distance) observations and roadkills (Shkvyrya et al., 2009; Sus, 2012; Zagorodniuk,
Pirhal, 2013; Vikyrchak, 2014; Drebet et al., 2018). The population of the wildcat in Podillia gener-
ally corresponds to its historical distribution area with an increasing tendency (Shkvyrya, 2010;
Zagorodniuk et al., 2014). Recent wildcat detection data evaluation regarding Podillia was summa-
rised in the article dedicated to the wildcat’s current distribution in Ukraine and its expansion to the
east (Zagorodniuk et al., 2014). Due to difficulty of visual detection of the wildcat in its natural envi-
ronment, examination of animal bodies is proved to be especially valuable (Shkvyrya, 2010). Exten-
sive use of advanced methods of detection of animals in natural environment, especially by camera
traps, also provides valuable information on rare species in their habitat when these traps are placed
according to the correct methodological approach (Wening et al., 2019).
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The present paper aims to analyse the recent findings of the wildcat and update the information
regarding the current distribution of its population in Podillia.

Material and methods

The analysis is based on findings of 4 dead wildcat specimens in Khmelnytskyi (2 findings,
2 specimens) and Vinnytsia (1 finding, 2 specimens) regions, as well as on a detection of a wildcat
with a camera trap in Ternopil region (1 finding, 1 specimen) in 2016-2019. Except for the two
specimens found in Vinnytsia region, the other specimens were detected in the territory of protected
areas, particularly in Podilski Tovtry National Nature Park and Medobory Nature Reserve.

Description of findings
Khmelnytskyi region, Kamianets-Podilskyi district (Podilski Tovtry National Nature Park)

During survey in the National Nature Park on 05.03.2016 we found a dead specimen of the
wildcat trapped in a poacher’s automatic trap (loop) (Fig. 1). The cat was found in a little river val-
ley, which runs through a hornbeam-oak forest. The specimen was a young female, body length
about. 80 cm with a little deviation in phenotype (notably on the head which is a common feature of
hybrids (I. V. Zagorodniuk, M. V. Rozhenko, pers. comm.). General coat pattern was grey without
typical shoulder stripes, and there were red spots on the face. The body and the paws were very typi-
cal for the wildcat. Paw length was 3.6 cm. The distance from the record locality to the adjacent
human settlement was approx. 4 km.

During the red fox population control measures performed in the territory of Podilski Tovtry
National Nature Park in autumn 2019, 1 specimen of the wildcat was also shot (Fig. 2). The wildcat
was Killed in the forest area in the Studenytsya river valley located in Kamianets-Podilskyi district.
The aforementioned specimen had features typical for the species. Both specimens were found in the
Studenytsya river valley area at a distance of approximately 4 km from each other.

Population control measures aimed to control the number of certain animal species, particularly
foxes, in objects of the Ukrainian Natural Reserve Fun has eminently gained ground after an abso-
lute prohibition of hunting protected areas and it bears an urgent threat to population of the wildcat
in Podillia. For instance, during the fox population control measures conducted in Podilski Tovtry
National Nature Park, the hunting groups annually killed over 100 specimens of feral domestic cats
only in Kamianets-Podilskyi district. Considering the fact that most of the restored species of the
wildcat have traces of hybridization, it complicates its recognition from a shooting distance, there-
fore a significant number of wildcats gets also shot, which is later confirmed by our data.

Vinnytsia region, Haisyn district (Haisynske Forestry District)

In summer of 2018, at M12 road shoulder located in Vinnytsia region, Haisyn district (13 km to
the east of Haisyn) a fact of selling animal furs, including furs of a male and a female specimen of
the wildcat was reported (Fig. 3).

According to the seller’s (poacher) statement, the wildcat is a rare “beast of prey”, widely
spread in surrounding forests owned by Haisynske Forestry District, which is located in the eastern
part of Vinnytsia region within boundaries of Haisyn, Teplyk, Nemyriv, Illintsi, Trostianets districts
and Ladyzhyn city. Prevailing forest type is young oak wood. A report issued by Haisynske Forestry
District in 2017 identifies the wildcat in the list of protected species and its habitats are qualified as
forests of high conservation value. The aforementioned status provides that the wood felling is pro-
hibited or performed with the exception of the key biotypes. Nevertheless, the Environmental Impact
Analysis report in 2019 does not specify the presence of the wildcat in the forestry district.

The fur of the male specimen had all features typical for the species, particularly the significant
size, blunt tale with three visible dark rings, and dark end of the tail. The soles were black. The
length of the hide with the tail was approximately 120 cm (Fig. 3). The fur of the female specimen
(no image available) also had well-defined morphological features such as distinct tail bands, stripes
on the nape and on the shoulder.
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Fig. 1. A dead female of the wildcat
(in a poacher’s trap) in the territory
of Podilski Tovtry National Nature
Park. Photo by Mikhail Drebet.

Puc. 1. 3aruba y
OpaKOHBEPCHKOMY CaMOJIOBI CaMKa
micoBoro  kota Ha  TepUTOpil
HarioHaJIbHOTO TIPUPOAHOTO MAPKY
«ominbeceki  ToBTpm». doto
Muxaiina [Ipe6era.

Fig. 2. A wildcat that died during
biotechnical ~ works on  the
regulation of red fox population in
the territory of Podilski Tovtry
National Park. Photo by O.P.
Yuziuk.

Puc. 2. 3aru6ia ocoOHHA JIiCOBOTO
KOTa i T qac 3OIACHEHHS
010TEXHIYHUX 3aX0/IiB 3
PETYIIOBaHHS YHCENBHOCTI JIHCa
pyzoro Ha TepuTopii
HanioHanbHOTO HapkKy «Iloainbchki
ToBtpu». DOTO HajaHe TOJIOBOIO
Kam’saueus-IToninscexkoi PO YTMP
O. I1. KFO3rokom.

Fig. 3. Hides of animals, including
the wildcat (middle). Vinnytsia
region, Haisyn district. Photo by
Mikhail Drebet.

Puc. 3. BuumHeHi  mIKypku
XYTPOBHX 3BIpiB, cepel SKHX KiT
nicoBuii (mocepenuHi). BinHMIbKa
obnacte, [alicMHCBKMII  paiioH.
®oto Muxaiina [Ipebera.
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Ternopil region, Gusyatyn district (Medobory Nature Reserve)

One specimen of the wildcat was spotted in the territory of Medobory Nature Reserve on
16 July 2019 by a camera trap in a forest of Viknianske Forestry District (Fig. 4). Its trivial attributes
were confirmed by I. V. Zagorodniuk and M. V. Rozhenko based on the photo taken by the camera
trap and on such features as general body size, body type, colouration and other details.

On 05.12.2019, upon inspection of the place where the animal was spotted it was established
that the event took place in the Viknianske Forestry District, at the compartment line between block
12 allotment 13 (89 year old forest made up of 9 European hornbeam 1 European spruce + European
oak, density — 0.7 and the average tree diameter 34-36 cm) and block 14 allotment 2 (84 year old
two-storeyed forest, first storey is represented by 104 year old European oak, second — 3 European
oak (84) 4 European hornbeam 1 Small-leaved linden 1 Norway maple 1 EIm-tree + European ash +
Sweet cherry, density — 0.63 and the average tree diameter 38 cm; the undershrub is represented by
cobnut, its crown closure — 0.3).

The block path, which is 60 m away from the location of the camera trap, leads to an abandoned
hard-top road connecting Hrymailiv and the villages Monasterykha and Mala Luka. Due to the ab-
sence of repair works, the road is currently in inapplicable condition and is almost out of use. The
roadsides are covered with black elder, black thorn, hawthorn; block 16 allotment 1 also contains
89 year old trees made up of 7 European oak 3 European hornbeam (49) + European hornbeam (89),
density — 0.66 and the average tree diameter 38 cm, the undershrub is represented by black elder,
crown density — 0.2. Beyond the block are opened fields, which alternate with ravines with heavy
bed of bushes and old willows. In one of the ravines, there is a small stream that dries in warm years.
After the re-inspection of the aforementioned biocenosis conducted on a fresh snow, it was impossi-
ble to identify the wildcat tracks.

Discussion

Our data confirms that the frequency of the wildcat’s occurrence in Podillia is constantly grow-
ing, foremost due to the attention to this species. The obtained data remains occasional and even
accidental therefore it cannot provide evidence for the wildcat population growth in the region. Be-
sides, the stabilisation of the wildcat’s abundance in the region remains debatable because most of
the records are findings of roadkill, specimens in poacher’s traps and even killed during population
control measures, which also includes the territory of protected areas. On the other hand, data ob-
tained on the wildcat using camera traps are highly valuable therefore implementation of special
camera trap monitoring programs in the territory of protected areas would provide data on the spe-
cies’ abundance and distribution in the region.

Fig. 4. Wildcat in the territory of
Medobory Nature Reserve recorded by a
camera trap. The enlarged image of the
cat is in the upper right corner. The mod-
el of the camera trap is UV 595 HD
Extreme for Game Scouting and Security
Surveillance. Photo by Ya. Kapeliukh.

Puc. 4. Kir micoBuii Ha TepuTOpii IPUPO-
ITHOTO 3amoBigHuKa «Memobopu», 3adik-
coBaHMH (OTOMACTKOIO. Y TIpaBOMY
BEPXHBOMY KYTKYy — 30iibllcHE 300pa-
KEeHHS KoTa. Mogens ¢oTomacTkn —
UV 595 HD Extreme for Game Scouting
and Security Surveillance. ®oto 5. Ka-
HeJoxa.
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Conclusions

The obtained data confirm that the main negative factors influencing the abundance of the wild-
cat in Podillia are poaching, killing of animals during the fox and feral cat population control
measures, including the death in poacher’s automatic traps. Most of the current findings are dead
animals killed by the poachers or hunters and those found in automatic traps. Thus, an important
factor of maintaining the wildcat population is prohibition of hunting on feral cats during animal
population control measures conducted within the wildcat’s habitats including severe control upon
poaching. Other important measures are sterilisation of feral cats and public ecological educational
campaigns.
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