PREY SELECTION MECHANISMS OF THE ERMINE (MUSTELA ERMINEA)

VILIS NAMS, Department of Zoology, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Al-
berta, Canada T6G 2E9

ABSTRACT: Selection of prey by ermine (Mustela erminea) was studied by

tracking radio-tagged ermine and their prey (Clethrionomys gapperi and

Peromyscus maniculatus) presented simultaneously in a 900—m2 enclosure.

Animals were located using an automatic radio scanner. The ermine se-

males being captured more than females. However, this was not because

of a preference for males. Once prey were captured, female P. manicu-

latus were eaten less than the other prey. Selection at the approach
step was independent of predator satiation, predator and prey activity,
and temporal overlap of activity between predator and prey, but was a

inhabited. Selection for male prey was independent of predator and prey

activity, and of microhabitat type.

What determines the hunting tactics of a predator? Selection! exists,
as predators do not eat everything they encounter, but does it exist
among the food items eaten? Most optimal foraging models predict that
selection should be an all-or-none process (MacArthur and Pianka 1966,
Emlen 1966, Schoener 1971), but experimental tests have not supported
this prediction (Krebs et al. 1977, Zach and Falls 1978). Many field
studies have shown that the proportions of prey items found in the en-
vironment differ from those in predators' diets (Tinbergen 1960, Royama
1970, More 1978). However, it is often difficult to measure prey avail-
ability; the researcher does not necessarily count the same prey species
that the predator encounters. In addition, "availability" has to be

defined precisely - e.g., are prey available if they use space and time

1Throughout this paper I will use "selection" in the broad sense, as
meaning any differential response by the predator to the prey (e.g.,
differences in capture probability or encounter frequency), and "pref-
erence" in the restricted sense, as an actual choice made by the
animal.
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