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THE NORTHERN RACCOON (PROCYON LOTOR) IN URBAN ENVIRONMENT
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The northern raccoon (Procyon lotor) in urban environment of Kyiv and perspectives of formation of its
wild populations in Ukraine. — O. Nikolaichuk, I. Zagorodniuk. — Information on findings and status of
the raccoon in the fauna of Ukraine and neighbouring countries is presented with an analysis of records in
Polissia. The first case of occurrence of the raccoon in winter in a residential area of the Kyiv metropolis is de-
scribed. The analysis of available sources shows the widespread practice of keeping raccoons as pets, and regu-
lar reports of raccoon escapes from captivity. Examples of records of free-living animals are given, that is, rac-
coons are able to survive without human concern, as well as to find food and shelter on their own. Findings in
Kyiv testify the rapid synanthropization of the species, in contrast to exanthropic settlements in the neighbour-
ing regions of Belarus, which by now disappeared. All these facts are considered as evidence for the first stages
of formation of a synanthropic population of the species with the prospect of further emergence of a free-living
population. Comparison of the data obtained in current surveys on alien species in Europe reveals the coinci-
dence of such findings and the fact that they are a natural continuation of the invasion of the species in Europe
with further expansion of the limits of free-living populations to the east. This is due to escapes from contact
zoos and other places where the species is held in captivity, as well as the active adaptation to new living condi-
tions due to climate warming and increased chance of survival of the species in natural conditions. The main
habitats of the species under current conditions are not natural, but synanthropic locations, in particular residen-
tial areas of cities, but the prospect of exanthropization is rather possible. Considering all aspects of the broad
expansion of the northern raccoon into the wild in many European countries, we conclude that currently there is
a high risk of emergence of a similar situation in Ukraine. Such a scenario may have a negative impact on the
local fauna unless we develop an action plan to address this issue.
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Introduction

The northern raccoon, Procyon lotor (Linnaeus, 1758), is one of the most widespread species of
carnivores acclimatized in many areas of the Palaearctic, including a number of regions close to
Ukraine — the Caucasus, Belarus, Moldova, etc. (Rukovsky, 1958; Pavlov at al., 1973; Bobrov et
al., 2008). Findings of the raccoon close to Transcarpathia, Ukraine, were reported from Hungary
and other European countries (Heltai et al., 2000; Delegan et al., 2005).

The species’ abundance in Europe is growing exponentially (Salgado, 2018), but in Ukraine
records of the raccoon have not yet been described (Zagorodniuk, 1999, 2006). The nearest findings
are known from the Belarusian Polissia, where in 1954 54 raccoons were released in swamps located
on the right bank of the Prypiat river in Petrikov district, Gomel region (Rukowski, 1958). Raccoons
had been observed in three districts of the region for 4 years, although in small numbers. Until re-
cently these records have been the only information about the raccoon’s occurrence in Eastern Eu-
rope. However, currently these data are out of date and it contrasts with the wave of information
coming from the west of Europe along with the expansion of raccoons themselves.

The aim of this article is to describe the first case of observation of the raccoon in situ, to ana-
lyse the distribution of raccoons in captivity and the frequency of escapes, as well as to give a pre-
diction regarding the formation of wild populations of the species in Ukraine.
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Fig. 1. Record site and the track of the raccoon among build-
ings of Sviatoshyn residential area (western part of Kyiv).

Puc. 1. Micus peectpamii Ta OUIIX HEepeMIIIEHHS pakyHa y
MDKOYIMHKOBHX IPOCTOpax B JXKHTJIOBOMY MacHBi «CBSTO-
myH» (3axinHa yactiuHa Knepa).

Observation of the raccoon in situ

Observations in Kyiv
The raccoon was spotted by the authors twice in the same locality but in different seasons. The
animal was observed in winter and spring 2011 in the centre of Sviatoshyn residential area of Kyiv:

1) In mid-January, the raccoon was spotted on a 5-story balcony, where it was feeding from a large bird
feeder (the feeder was made of a fluorescent light lampshade 90 x 20 cm in size). The animal was spotted
at noon. When approached by the observer, the raccoon stopped eating and moved to the branches of a
linden which were reaching to the balcony. Then, being disturbed, it began to move through tree crowns
and moved to the roof of the opposite 5-story building, where it disappeared at the entrance to the attic;

2) In spring, two or three months after the first record, the raccoon was observed in the crowns of trees (in
leafless, early spring time), when it moved towards the same shelter.

The distinctive features of the species, including the striped tail, were clearly visible in both
cases. Besides, the raccoon was spotted in the cold both times when the animal should have been
hibernating. We can assume that the raccoon had recently escaped from captivity. A year after the
raccoon was not spotted. These observations confirm three important details: 1) the raccoon was
observed in the wild (in situ) under urban conditions of Kyiv, 2) the raccoon showed the possibility
to survive under these conditions in winter, 3) the raccoon demonstrated foraging activity in winter.

On the records in Central Polissia

Although researchers claim the extinction of the raccoon population in the Belarusian Polissia,
there are mentions of raccoons in the Prypiat valley at the turn of the 20-21st centuries. One of the
reports stated that "the findings were noted in Gomel region close to Ukraine, where a wintering
group of raccoons was discovered in a tree hollow" (I. Zenina, in: Zagorodniuk, 2006: 24). In the
Ukrainian part of the Chornobyl Exclusion Zone, the species has not been found yet: it is not men-
tioned neither in the review of vertebrates of the Chernobyl Zone (Vishnevsky, 2004; Gashchak et
al., 2006), nor in results of recent fauna censuses (D. Vyshnevsky, oral report).

However, a description of the finding of the racoon in the Chornobyl Zone appeared in a recent
publication by I. Byshnev (Byshnev, 2006: 6), an experienced and trained zoologist. His description
and details of the ecology of the "raccoon" resembles the characteristics of the of the raccoon dog
Nyctereutes procyonoides, and, in our opinion, the author could have believed in a hunter’s story.
Ten years later, a photo of the raccoon taken in an abandoned house in Orevychi village of the Zone
appeared in the photo album ‘Chornobyl’ (Ramanyuk et al., 2016) accompanied by zoological de-
tails, including the date of record (14.06.2004, photo by I. Byshnev). According to the letter from
colleagues from the Polissia Radiation-Ecological Reserve, “the raccoon has not been noted in the
territory since the very creation of the reserve” (L. Tsvirko, 25.06.2016). The investigation revealed
that it was a staged shot with the animal brought in (which, as it turned out, was practiced by the
mentioned specialist, who unfortunately did not respond to our letters).

The following was stated in a recent survey of the mammal fauna of Belarus: "At present, it is
[the raccoon] is recorded only by single individuals ... However, the area of distribution has expand-
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ed to the entire Prypiat river floodplain" (Savitsky et al., 2005: 113). The same is stated in a field key
published in 2007: "may be found in the Prypiat river floodplain in the territory of the republic"
(Kuchmel et al., 2007: 81). According to colleagues, after 2009 no records of raccoons have been
reported in Belarus (O. Shpak, G. Januta, oral report). The disappearance of the population in Bela-
rus is also suggested by other researchers, low body weight during winter and related developmental
disorders such as pathologies of the skull and nervous system being considered among the main rea-
sons of the species’ disappearance (Savarin, 2007).

On fled raccoons in Luhansk region

The increasing demand for raccoons as pets has generated a wide supply. One of the raccoon
breeding points that Ukrainian merchants are actively using is a brooder near Krasnodar (40 km far
from the city)!. Many raccoons are bred there for sale (ca. 50 individuals), but about the same num-
ber of animals inhabit the adjacent forests and vineyards (up to 50 individuals), where the cubs are
constantly trapped for sale at a significantly lower price ($ 30-50). Raccoons often escape from tran-
sition points where the animals often remain to live. In particular, such escapes (basically, introduc-
tions) only in 2017 took place in two places: 1) Sorokynskyi (Krasnodonskyi district, Samsonivka
village, 7 individuals, summer 2017; 2) Luhansk, Kosiora village, 5 individuals, autumn 2017. Due
to the current difficult conditions, such locations are impossible or dangerous to explore, so the fate
of these raccoons is unknown.

Discussion

Raccoons and raccoon dogs in search systems. The raccoon Procyon lotor has a number of
Ukrainian vernacular names, which complicates the analysis of reports on its findings. Some of these
names, in particular the name “jenot [eHoT]” coincide with vernacular names of the raccoon dog
Nyctereutes procyonoides. For instance, Procyon lotor (L., 1758) is known in the Ukrainian scien-
tific literature as “common jenot, or poloskun” (Markevych, Tatarko, 1983: 172), “jenot-poloskun”
(Zagorodniuk, 1999: 204), “poloskun, or rakun” (Zagorodniuk, 2006: 24), and “northern raccoon”
(Zagorodniuk, Emelyanov, 2012: 20).

Therefore, when monitoring the information space and interviewing colleagues and hunters, the
authors explained data on which species exactly were being collected. Recently, there has been a
clear tendency towards fixation of the name "rakun" (raccoon), which is noted both in the checklists
of the mammal fauna of Ukraine (Zagorodniuk, Dykyy, 2012) and on the zoo websites (e.g., Kyiv
Z00)?, while the names "jenot" and “jenot-like dog” [= raccoon dog] were confined to Nyctereutes
procyonoides (Zagorodniuk, Emelyanov, 2012). However, confusions arise regularly and when
searching for information it is necessary to analyse what kind of "jenot" is being considered, since
the animal market still widely uses the Russian "jenot" for the raccoon.

Information about raccoons on the animal market. Analysis of online sources shows that rac-
coons are constantly offered to lovers of exotic animals. In particular, at the time of preparation of
this paper (autumn, 2016) 7 offers of the "jenot-poloskun" were available on the electronic auction
service http://prom.ua, all from one address in Obolon district of Kyiv. On the OLX sales site, doz-
ens of “jenot” ads are available, including "jenot-poloskun" (Procyon lotor), "jenot-nosukha”
[= white-nosed coati, or coatimundi] (Nasua narica), "coati" [= mountain coati] (Nasuella olivacea),
“Ussuri jenot” [= raccoon dog] (Nyctereutes procyonoides), etc. (https://bit.ly/2SIPBRG).

The fact that raccoons are actively sold in Ukraine as pets is evidenced by the information on
the website "Company of Planet of Animals": "Rare exotic animals — jenot-poloskuns [= rac-
coons] — have been raised in the brooder. They are already accustomed to living in an apartment...
A fun toy for children. There are individuals for zoos, private collections, circuses"?. There are many

! The brooder is called "Your Raccoon" and it has been specialised on breeding raccoons, coatis, badgers and other
species for more than 20 years (web-site of this brooder: http://www.tvoi-enot.ru/).

2 Web-site: https://zoo.kiev.ua: article “Common raccoon, or jenot-poloskun, Procyon lotor” https://bit.1ly/34JMIT6.

3 Web-page “Jenot-poloskun, buy a jenot” on website “Animal Planets Company”. http://goo.gl/EgVILv


https://bit.ly/34JMlT6
http://goo.gl/EgVlLv
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similar advertisements in different regions (Kyiv, Kharkiv, Lviv, etc.). The authors are also aware of
the case of a raccoon escaping from an exotic animal seller in Luhansk in summer 2013, and appar-
ently escapes happen quite often. Many raccoons are kept in petting zoos, including close to the
wild, for example in such hotel-entertaining complexes as "Baika" and "Legend of the Carpathians"
in Kosiv region*. It is clear that animals escape regularly from such facilities.

Prospects of formation of a wild population. Analysis of online sources showed not only the
popularity of raccoons as objects of purchase and sale and keeping at home or in petting zoos, but
also a significant number of cases of their escape from captivity, as well as their unexpected occur-
rence in various places in cities, particularly in outbuildings, garage cooperatives, and offices. Such
cases have been noted for Kyiv and a number of more northern cities — Smolensk, Kaliningrad,
Saint Petersburg, etc., mainly after 2010.Therefore, we have analysed the web resources of European
research projects, including DAISIE and NOBANIS. These sources indicate that raccoons actively
spread across Europe and have reached significant numbers in Central Europe (Stubbe, 1993; Win-
ter, 2009; Bartoszewicz, 2011). The distribution map is shown in Fig. 2.

Describing the distribution of the species in Europe, the author of the DAISIE raccoon article
points out that "There is a trend of range expansion towards South and East Europe. It is expected
that the raccoon will expand its range in the already invaded countries very quickly", while regard-
ing the ways of emergence the author states that "Escapes from fur farms, zoological gardens and
from animal husbandries have occurred in France, Russia and several other countries in Europe"
(Winter, 2009). This, in fact, is happening now. This process may become more active under global
warming conditions, although urban landscapes still provide conditions suitable for the species, in-
cluding mild winters, unlimited feeding sources and a significant number of anthropogenic shelters.

Threats of introductions and expansion. First, it is important to note that all of the studied cas-
es of alien species impact on natural complexes are negative. This is a generally acknowledged fact.
Secondly, it is important to remember that all countries where the raccoon expands its range pro-
grams to counteract were urgently adopted (Salgado, 2018; CABI, 2019). The species’ particular
niche (predatory arboreal mammal) practically does not overlap with that of other species (partly
with the niche of the wildcat and pine marten), but its expressive polyphagia (Bartoszewicz, 2011)
makes the raccoon much more competitive than all local predatory mammals. Particularly striking
are the effects of its predation on "low" nesting and terrestrial nesting birds and their clutches, which
numbers can fall by 10 % in 10 years (Schmidt 2003; Winter, 2009). Another possible threat is po-
tential involvement in zoonoses (Winter, 2009, etc.). However, as our studies have shown, records in
the Rabies Bulletin Europe database regarding Ukraine and submitted as "raccoon" should be inter-
preted as "raccoon dog" (!) (Zagorodniuk, Korobchenko, 2007), which is related to the above men-
tioned confusion in the vernacular names of these predators. Accordingly, reports on the “raccoon’s”
participation in zoonoses refer to the “raccoon-like dog”, i.e. Nyctereutes procyonoides.
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Fig. 2. Distribution range of the raccoon in Europe
ees according to the review on web-resource DAISIE

- (Winter, 2009) and the location of the record de-
scribed here from Kyiv and of the species’ release
in Luhansk region.

J *6:? Puc. 2. Apean pakyHa miBHi4HOro B €Bpomi 3a
s ormsiioM Ha BeO-pecypei DAISIE (Winter, 2009) ta
reorpadiyHe MOJOKEHHS OMICAHOI TYT 3HAXiJKH B

e . . .
\__r-‘r AT —ﬁ/ Kuesi Ta micup Bumycky Ha JIyraHuuHi.

4 For example, “Hotels in the Ivano-Frankivsk region keep wild animals [raccoons] in violation of the law”. Maga-
zine «Paralleli» (Online Edition). 16 March 2011. https://bit.ly/2ZiyZMk
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Conclusions

1) On the example of Kyiv, we can state the cases of keeping the raccoon as common pets ra-
ther than rare exotic animals occur quite often as well as their escapes into wild.

2) The described here case and other cases know from the media and social networks of rac-
coons being found in the wild and the facts of their escapes followed by practically free existence
indicate the possibility of the species survival without human care, that is, they demonstrate the abil-
ity to find shelter and food and avoid predation during a long period of time.

3) Finding the species in the Kyiv metropolitan area confirms that the species is able to form
synanthropic populations rather than exanthropic settlements previously known from adjacent re-
gions of the Belarusian Polissia and which since have likely disappeared.

4) Formally, the raccoon may be included into the list of the fauna of Ukraine not as a phantom
species, as it was indicated in surveys of 1999-2012, but as a species living in the wild. Although
there is no reliable reason to state that a free-living raccoon population have already emerged, this
process has obviously started.
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