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Abstract

The wildcat (Felis silvestris) is one of the least studied species of the European
mammal fauna and an important conservation target in the Ukrainian network of
protected areas. The increase in the number of records of the species in recent
decades, including on the south-eastern border of its range, indicates the stabilisa-
tion of the western Ukrainian population and, at the same time, the potential for its
dispersal from the Forest-Steppe to the Steppe. One of the latest sanctuaries of the
species in the Lower Bug region is the territory of the Karmeliukove Podillia Na-
tional Nature Park (20 203 ha). Observations of the wildcat in Trostianets and
Chechelnytsia raions (Vinnytsia Oblast), which are part of the Park’s territory,
have been recorded since 2009. In 2017-2024, these animals, their hiding places
and traces of their life activity were detected annually in the Park’s forested areas
and in the quarters of the Haisyn forestry enterprise. The reports of these institu-
tions indicate that at least 30 individuals currently live in the forest-steppe inter-
fluve of the Savranka, Kodyma, and Bug rivers, forming a stable centre of the
species population, from which individuals are dispersing through the Bug eco-
corridor to the territory of Mykolaiv Oblast. This process of dispersal into the
steppe area of the Bug Lowlands is rather sporadic, but it has led to the species’
penetration far to the south-east, almost to the sea coast in the area of the Bug—
Berezan interfluve. Since the autumn of 2017, periodic sightings of the species
have been recorded there in the area between the villages of Kovalivka, Zelenyi
Hai, and Stepove in Mykolaiv Raion. A cadastre of wildcat records in the Lower
Bug region was created, which includes 21 locations; all these points are marked
on a map. The reason for the increase in abundance and expansion of the geogra-
phy of records is the increase in the population core in Podillia and the improve-
ment of habitat conditions in the Bug region on the whole, including the Lower
Bug, where the species has moved beyond the forest-steppe along riverine habitats
and has actually penetrated the steppe zone. As a result, in 2017-2024, the number
of sightings of the wildcat in the steppe Bug region increased by 5—7 registrations
annually, indicating that the species dispersed from the river valleys of the Bug
hydrosystem to adjacent areas of the agricultural landscape. According to the char-
acteristics of the habitats occupied by wildcats, they are confined to balka and
bairak forests and floodplain meadows near rivers.
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JlicoBmii kit (Felis silvestris silvestris) y Huxabomy Ilo0y:xki (miBreHb YKkpainm)

Irop Hakoneunwuii, Hatajis llBeus

Pesrome. Kir micosuii (Felis silvestris) € OTHUM i3 HaHMEHIII BUBYEHHUX BUIB €BPOIEHCEKOI TepiodayHu i Ba-
JKIUBUM 00’ €KTOM OXOPOHH B yKpaiHChKil Mepeski [13D. 301ipIieHHs 3a OCTaHHI AeCATHPIUYS KUIBKOCTI 3HAXi-
JIOK TPEICTaBHUKIB BHUIY, B T.4. Ha MiBACHHO-CXiIHIN Mexi apeany, CBIJUUTh HpPO CTadUTi3aIlii0 3aXigHO-
YKpaiHCBKOI MOMyJIsimii i BogHO9ac — mpo moTeHuian ii poscenenns 3 Jlicocreny y Cren. OgHUM i3 HOBHX pe-
3epBartiB BuLy B Hmwxuabomy [loOyxoki cranu yrinas HIIIT «Kapmenroxose [oximmsa» (20 203 ra). 3yctpidi kota
B yrijusix Tpoctarenpskoro i YedensHuIpKOTO paifoHiB (Binaumpka o61.), siki Bxoaia1h 1o uporo HIIII, dikcy-
10T6¢s 3 2009 p. Yiponosxk 2017-2024 pp. nux TBapyH, IXHI CXOBaHKH 1 CJIIAN KUTTEAISIIBHOCTI BUSABISUIA IO~
piuHO B JicoBux MacuBax Ilapky i kBapranax mignpuemcTBa «I aiicHHCBKHH JicroCI». 3BiTHI JaHI INX yCTaHOB
CBITYaTh, IIO B JIiCOCTENOBOMY Mexupiddi pidok Caspanku, Kognmu i Byry auni Memkae e menme 30 oco-
OuH, sIKi GOPMYIOTH CTaJMii OCEpelIOK BHUAY, i3 SKOTO BiOYBA€THCS PO3CEIEHHST OKpEeMUX 0cOoOHMH depe3 By3b-
KUH eKOKOPUIOp Ha TepuTopito MukomaiBcbkoi 00:. Lleid mporec po3ceneHHs y cTenoBiid micueBocTi by3pkoro
TloHn33s € TOCUTH CIOPAAUYHUM, IPOTE BiH NPU3BIB O MPOHMKHEHHS BUIY JAJIEKO Ha MBICHHUHN CXiJ, Maiike
IO MOPCBKOTO y30epesxoks B paiioHi By3pko-bepesancekoro mexupiuus. Came tam 3 oceHi 2017 p. dikcoBani
MepioNYHI 3HAXIAKH NMPEICTaBHUKIB BUAY Ha AinsgHmi Mix cc. KoBamiBka, 3enenuii [ait i CrenoBe Mukomais-
ChKOMY paiioHy. CTBOPEHO KaJacTp 3HaXiJIOK KoTa JUKOro B perioHi HmxHboro IToOyxoks, sSKUil BKIHOYaE
21 micie3HaX0KEHHS; BCI 11l TOYKH MO3HAYCHO Ha Marti. [IpruyrHO0 301MbIICHHS KITBKOCTI 1 pO3IIUPEHHS Te0-
rpadii peecTpalliit aBTop BBaXkae 30UIBIICHHS MOMYJIAIHOTO sipa Ha [Toaimti i moKpaleHHs yMOB MEIIKaHHS
Buny B [IoOysxoki B oMy, e BUJT Y3/10BXK IPUPIYKOBHUX OIOTOIIB MPOHUK B MEXI CTENOBOI 30HH. SIK HACTiOK,
y 2017-2024 pp. obcsaru 3HaXigOK KOTa JIicoBOro B cTenoBoMy [1oOyxoki 3poctanu Ha 5—7 peecTpauiid mopid-
HO, BKa3ylo4d Ha HOT0 MPOHUKHEHHS 3 PIYKOBHUX JOJHMH OY3bKOI TiipoMepeski Ha CyMIKHI JUISHKH arpojaHi-
madty. Cynsun 3 ocobauBocTeil 610TOMIB, 5K 3aCENAIOTh KOTH Yy CTEIIOBOMY arpojanamadTi, Mae micue ixHs
MPUYPOUEHICTh 0 OaiipayHO-0aIKOBHX JICOHACAKCHB 1 TYyYHO-IUIABHEBHUX UISHOK PIYKOBUX BOJIOWM.

KntouoBi cioBa: kit micoBuit, Felis silvestris, reorpadiune nommpenss, [IppgopHomop’s, YkpaiHa.

Introduction

The wildcat (Felis silvestris Schreber, 1777) is a common species of the European mammal
fauna being widely distributed though quite rare, and thus often understudied. The species is repre-
sented by a number of ecological forms that are adapted to various types of habitats, from strictly
afforested to shrubby and floodplain ones. Individuals belonging to different ecological forms also
have morphological differences in their coat colouration and body dimensions [Mattucci et al. 2015].
The core of the species’ modern geographic range covers the Alpine—Carpathian region, gravitating
to the belts of the mixed and deciduous forests. The western and southern parts of the primary range
are highly fragmented and form several disjunctions with varying levels of autonomy [Yamaguchi et
al. 2015].

In the territory of Ukraine, the wildcat is an indigenous species of the zone of deciduous forests,
the eastern limit of which reaches the Dnipro River [Zagorodniuk et al. 2014]. As of 2009, the abun-
dance of the wildcat population in Ukraine was estimated at 400—500 individuals, most of which
occur in Transcarpathia (= Zakarpattia Oblast) [Shkvyria et al. 2009]. The number of reports about
the species’ records has notably increased in recent decades, demonstrating signs of range expan-
sions to the south and east [Shkvyria 2010; Zagorodniuk et al. 2014; Oleynik 2020]. An increasing
number of wildcat sightings was also reported from most European countries [Gerngross et al.
2021].

Concerning the Bug region, data on the occurrence and distribution of the wildcat have been ex-
tremely scarce [Zagorodniuk ef al. 2014]. By the late 20th century, only single records of the species
had been known in the Danube and Dnister regions. However, the number of published studies and
reports by hunters and rural residents have increased during the past 10—15 years, which suggests
that the species’ abundance has also been growing and its range has expanded to the south-east.
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The aim of this work was to study the modern distribution and to estimate the abundance of the
wildcat in the Lower Bug region of Ukraine as an integral natural complex.

Study area

The Lower Bug region covers the areas nearby to the lower reaches of the Southern Bug River,
from the city of Haivoron to Mykolaiv. In an administrative context, these are the western raions
(districts) of Kirovohrad Oblast, the southern raions of Vinnytsia Oblast, the northern raions of Ode-
sa Oblast, and the central raions of Mykolaiv Oblast.

The South Podolian part of the Bug region is characterised by a forest-steppe agricultural land-
scape with remnants of natural oak—hornbeam forests and sessile oak plantations [Marynych & Shy-
shchenko 2005]. The main forests (within Trostianets and Chechelnyk raions of Vinnytsia Oblast)
were included into the territory of the Karmeliukove Podillia National Nature Park in 2009. South of
Pervomaisk arises a lowland—steppe agricultural landscape with bairak and lowland forest planta-
tions (forest cover is 8.2—6.6%). The latter together with floodplains of the near-mouth parts of the
Bug valley (11 700 ha) are the key habitats of the Southern Bug natural complex. Its floodplain—
forest areas ensure the existence of an integrated Bug ecological corridor with a high level of the
modern biodiversity [Kostyushin et al. 2007], facilitating the mutual movement of biota associated
with different natural zones.

Materials and Methods

The study was based on data generalised from original and literature sources and interviews
about wildcat sightings in the Lower Bug region. The bulk of materials were data collected by the
authors during surveys in different parts of the region, including those in the ‘Chronicle of Nature’
of the Karmeliukove Podillia National Nature Park (2009-2024). Generalised were also the data
obtained from hunters, forestry workers, villagers, and local historians. A total of 29 people were
interviewed, who reported about wildcat findings. Also important were the data collected from pre-
vious publications and reports of state institutions (game and forest management authorities, forest
administrations, and protected areas), which contain information about the species composition of
local faunas, climatic conditions, and the nature of forestry activities.

When estimating the species’ abundance, the reports must be treated carefully—in interviews
with the use of photos of animals of different species, nearly 80% of the reports turned out to be
absolutely dubious in regard of identification of Felis silvestris. In the analysis of the locations of
visual records of the wildcat and its dens, in addition to surveys and interviews, camera traps were
also employed. In the territory of the Karmeliukove Podillia National Nature Park, 19 camera rec-
ords of the wildcat were collected during 418 days of observations'. A total of three dens were
found. The collected data were analysed in the context of spatiotemporal changes allowing the dy-
namics of the species’ expansion to be described.

Results and Discussion

Interviews of the local residents revealed that wildcats are often mistaken for feral domestic
cats. Although hunters are familiar with this species, they keep quiet about bags due to its protected
status. Nevertheless, some information could have been collected, in addition to the data from the
camera traps installed in protected tracts of the Karmeliukove Podillia National Nature Park.

Morphological features

Due to the similar colouration of wildcats and feral ‘wild-like’ domestic cats, their differentia-
tion in the nature is difficult. The main distinguishing features are the larger dimensions of the wild-
cat and the presence of dark circular bands on its tale and hind legs, and the almost black bands on
its back. The tip of the tail is always dark (Fig. 1 ).

! At the same time, no wildcats were recorded by the camera traps installed in floodplain forests on the right bank of
the Bug in Mykolaiv Raion during 117 days of observation (2023-2024).
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Females are usually more brightly coloured, especially in summer, whereas males are darker
and their stripes are more contrasting. The stripes are especially clear in young individuals. Vertical
bands are always present on the face, but they are less contrasting on the neck, chest, and the sides of
the body. There are two or three well-pronounced dark, almost black stripes running from the tem-
poral region of the head along the neck reaching the scapulae. Especially characteristic are the dark
stripes on the inner and outer sides of the thighs, which form a single pattern with the ‘rings’ of the
tail. The soles of the paws are dark, the eyes are grey, light grey, sometimes with a blue tint. The
nose is dark pink with little contrast against the background of the body.

Distribution range and cadastre

The occurrence of the wildcat in the south of Podillia has been confirmed by a number of factu-
al records. In the Savranka and Kodyma interfluve, it has been recorded during the entire 20th centu-
ry (interview data). In 19962010, several records of the species were reported from forests of
Chechelnyk Raion and from shrubby—floodplain habitats of the Savranka River valley, as well as
from forests along the Kodyma River valley (see the cadastre). Sightings of the wildcat in the territo-
ry of the Karmeliukove Podillia National Nature Park has been recorded since the first year of its
establishment (2009), whereas in 2017-2024 wildcats and their traces of life activities were reported
annually. Camera traps recorded the species in different quarters of the Luhy and Liubomyrka de-
partments of the Park in 2020-2024 (see Fig. 1). In the Liubomyrka department, a maternity den was
found in June 2022 (Fig. 2).

Fig. 1. A wildcat in the Karmeliukove Podillia National Nature Park. The photos from the camera trap allow the
colouration features to be recognised: dark annular stripes on the tail and hind legs. Photo by N. Shvets, 02—-10
January 2020.

Puc. 1. Kit nicosuii B HIIIT «Kapmentokose [loximmsy. CBiTianHE 3 (OTONACTKU J03BOJISIIOTE OayuTH CrienUdiKy
3abapBJIeHHs: TEMHI KiJIbLIEBI CMyTH Ha XBOCTi i Ha 3aaHix namax. ®oto H. Isems, 02-10.01.2020.

Fig. 2. A wildcat maternity den arranged in a tree cavity,
Liubomyrka department of the Karmeliukove Podillia
NNP, quarter 104. Photo by N. Shvets, June 2022.

Puc. 2. BuBoakoBa cxoBaHKa KOTa JWKOTO, BJIAIITOBAHA B
MIPUKOPEHEBHUX ITyCTOTax Jepes, JlloboMupcrke BimmineH-
us HIIIT «Kapmemokose IToximrsa», kBaptan 104. ®oto
H. llIBems, uepBens 2022 p.
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The list of newly discovered record localities (without published data) includes 21 locations,
presented in chronological order. They are visualised on a map (Fig. 3) with numbered symbols.

Vinnytsia Oblast:

1) Chechelnyk Raion, between the villages Brytavka and Olhopil, forests, 1996-2010, five records, inter-
view data; 2) same location, valley of the Savranka River, shrubby—floodplain habitats, 19962010, two
records, interview data; 3) same location, forests along the valley of the Kodyma River, 2017, reported by
hunters and mushroom pickers; 4) Haisyn Raion (former Trostianets Raion), nearby to Buda, 2017-2024,
direct observations, including a den (quarter 26) by N. Shvets; 5) same location, nearby to Popova Hre-
blia, 2017-2024, direct observations, including a den (quarter 21) by N. Shvets; 6) Chechelnyk State For-
estry Enterprise, January—February 2018, records of 20 individuals (URL); 7) Haisyn Forestry Enterprise,
2021, first record of the species (data from the enterprise); 8) Karmeliukove Podillia NNP, Luhy and
Liubomyrka departments, 2020-2024, annual records by camera traps, also a maternity den in the latter
(quarter 104) found by N. Shvets (photo of 2020 in Fig. 1).

Odesa Oblast:

9) Podilsk Raion, autumn 2024, six individuals, interview data; 10) areas of the lower reaches of the Ko-
dyma River, data from the mid-1990s and later, five individuals reported by hunters and villagers; 11) up-
per reaches of the Tylihul and Bakshala rivers, data from the mid-1990s and later, three individuals, re-
ported by hunters and villagers; 12) Tylihul-Chychykliia interfluve, within Liubashivka, Mykolaivka, and
Berezivka raions, without details, 2020-2022, four individuals, bagged, reported by hunters.

Mykolaiv Oblast:

13) Pervomaisk Raion, autumn 2024, three individuals, interview data; 14) left bank of the Bug River,
Holovanivskyi Forest, 2003—2012, bagged and roadkill, three individuals, interview data; 15) left bank of
the Bug River, Ratsynska Dacha, near Voznesensk, 2003-2012, bagged and roadkill, two individuals, in-
terview data; 16) left bank of the Bug River, former Arbuzynka Raion, nearby to the villages Semenivka
and Zelena Poliana, 2003-2012, bagged and roadkill, three individuals, interview data; 17) Mykolaiv
Raion, nearby to Kovalivka, floodplain and slope forests on the right bank of the near-mouth section of
the Bug River, 2017 and later, five individuals, reported by hunters and shepherds; 18) Mykolaiv Raion,
between the villages Zelenyi Hai and Stepove, valley of the Berezan River, 2017 and later, five individu-
als, reported by hunters and shepherds; 19) Tylihul-Chychykliia interfluve, within Domanivka and
Veselynove raions, without details, 2020-2022, three? individuals, bagged, reported by hunters; 20) My-
kolaiv Raion, nearby to Zelenyi Hai, early December 2024, a large wildcat was chased up a tree by dogs,
reported by the locals (identification by photo); 21) same location, south of Stepove (4.5 km far from the
previous locality), 8 December 2024, hunting dogs chased a wildcat out of a forest stripe and up a tree
(characteristic colouration of a young female with a clear pattern, light grey eyes), reported by the locals.

Cases of wildcat sightings in the Bug region south of Kodyma, that is, within the north-eastern
raions of Odesa and Mykolaiv oblasts, had been rare by the end of the 20th century. Elder villagers
from these areas reported about its presence after the Second World War. Later records of the wild-
cat have been known among hunters and the locals since the mid-1990s, and these observations have
become more frequent in recent years, particularly from around the lower reaches of the Kodyma
and the upper reaches of the Tylihul and Bakshala rivers (see Fig. 3). In addition, a number of re-
ports were received about bagged and roadkill wildcats from the left bank of the Southern Bug (see
cadastre). Since 2017, reports have appeared from hunters and shepherds about sightings of the
wildcat in floodplain and slope forests on the right bank of the near-mouth section of the Bug and in
the Berezan River valley (see cadastre). This area is located nearby to the Southern Bug irrigation
system with drainage discharges into the Berezan. Detailed descriptions of the animals were not
reported because they were thought to be feral domestic cats.

In the past decade (2014-2024), the number of reports of wildcat sightings in Mykolaiv Oblast
increased to 3—5 cases per year on average, with a clear concentration of the record localities near
the upper section of the Chychykliia—Bug interfluve and in the Bug valley itself (see Fig. 3). These
reports came from mature deciduous forest plantations on the left bank of the Bug, forested and
shrubby bairak-type habitats of the Bakshala and Chychykliia valleys, and floodplains of the lower
reaches of the Chortala River.


https://vn.depo.ua/ukr/vn/u-lisakh-vinnichchini-pobilshalo-dikikh-kotiv-202106101331669
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Fig. 3. Spatial distribution of wildcat records in the Lower Bug region in 1991-2024. URL (google.com). Points
no. 1-21 are given in the text (cadastre).

Puc. 3. [Ipoctoposuit po3monin 3ycTpiueit kota sicoBoro B Hikabomy [ToOysxoxi 1991-2024 pp. URL (google.com).
[Tyrakta Ne 1-21 HaBereHO B TEKCTi (KamacTp).

There are known cases of wildcats being shot by hunters in 2020-2022 on fields in the Tylihul—
Chychykliia interfluve, in the territory of Domanivka and Veselynove raions of Mykolaiv Oblast and
in the neighbouring Liubashivka, Mykolaivka, and Berezivka raions of Odesa Oblast (see cadastre).
There are also published data about four individuals bagged in 2008-2015 in the Berezan River ba-
sin (Mykolaiv and Ochakiv raions of Mykolaiv Oblast) [Zagorodniuk et al. 2014].

The generalised list of record localities allows the South Podolian centre of distribution of the
species to be outlined (see Fig. 3). It covers the belt of oak—hornbeam forests of the hilly interfluves
of the Berladinka, Savranka, Dokhna, and Smolianka rivers, all of which are right tributaries of the
Bug. This range segment has an estimated area of 83 400 ha, 34.2% of which is covered with forests.

Estimated abundance

The available data indicate that the frequency of records of the species increased in 2014-2015,
which suggests an increase in its abundance. These data are also consistent with the survey results
carried out in the state forestry enterprises. In total, forestry enterprises of Vinnytsia Oblast in 2021
reported about the presence of 25 individuals of the wildcat (URL). Based on the entire body of data,
the species’ abundance in the Bug—Savranka—Kodyma interfluve area can be estimated at ca. 25-30
individuals, most of which (at least 20 individuals) occur within the Karmeliukove Podillia National
Nature Park (20 203 ha). Another ca. 10—12 individuals likely occur south of the Kodyma, that is, in
the territory of Odesa and Mykolaiv oblasts. From the latter area, nine reports were received about
sightings of the wildcat in the autumn of 2024. At the same time, the density of record localities in
the Bug—Kodyma interfluve increases northward from the Kodyma.


https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/edit?mid=1jvxA2fDpmyw24tYJnQuT_9QEsG9Urdc&usp=sharing
https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/edit?mid=1jvxA2fDpmyw24tYJnQuT_9QEsG9Urdc&usp=sharing
https://vn.depo.ua/ukr/vn/u-lisakh-vinnichchini-pobilshalo-dikikh-kotiv-202106101331669
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In sum, the estimated abundance of the wildcat population in the South Podolian part of the
Lower Bug region is 30-35 individuals. The increase in the wildcat’s abundance in this part of the
species’ range was also noted earlier [Suss 2012; Drebet & Kapelukh 2019]. Favourable factors,
presumably, are the milder climate, afforestation of the balkas, the increase in the area overgrown
with shrubs, and the high abundance of rodents. Also, the volume of forestry work has decreased
sharply, sanitary fallings almost ceased, and hunting was also prohibited in recent years (2022—
2024). If the estimated 25-30 individuals are considered for the total forested area of the national
park and the forestry enterprises (24 000 ha), then the species’ density will be 0.7-0.8 individuals
per 1000 ha. This conforms with the estimated areas of individual territories of wildcats in Western
Europe, where these individual territories in forested areas are 228 ha for females and 1300 ha for
males [Monterroso et al. 2009].

Estimating the species’ abundance in steppe areas of the region is more difficult. Annual reports
of the Mykolaiv Oblast Game and Forest Management Authority and reports of national parks and
reserves of the region contain no data on this species. Based on results of the interviews conducted
by the authors in 2020-2024, the estimated abundance of the wildcat in the southern Lower Bug
region (200 100 ha) is 11-15 individuals, with a density of 0.05-0.06 individuals per 1000 ha.

Obviously, these abundance estimates for a territory with highly mosaic biotopes are very ap-
proximate. Nonetheless, these data allow the centres of registrations to be outlined, of which there
are three: 1) forested areas near the lower reaches of the Kodyma (Pervomaisk Raion); 2) forested—
floodplain areas on the right bank of the lower reaches of the Southern Bug (between Voznesensk
and Kovalivka); and 3) the upper reaches of the Berezan (Mykolaiv Raion). Respectively, the total
abundance of the species within the entire Lower Bug region and adjacent areas as of late 2024 can
be estimated at 30-35 individuals, which is similar to the abovementioned South Podolian part of the
Bug region.

Biotopic features

The spatial distribution of record localities of the wildcat in the Lower Bug region indicates no-
table biotopic differences in different zones. In the south of Podillia, including the Karmeliukove
Podillia National Nature Park, the wildcat’s occurrence is related to deciduous forests with glades,
old clear-cuts and balkas overgrown with shrubby vegetation. Most finds of the species and its dens
in the national park are confined to mature forest plantations on flat interfluves (e.g. the Savranka—
Southern Bug interfluve) cut by small streams. During winter surveys in 2017-2018, wildcats and
their traces were found near field edges, along forest roads, near haystacks, and in shrubberies on
balka slopes. In the forest-steppe, the wildcat avoids agricultural landscapes, settlements, and areas
with human presence. The found shelters and dens were in hollows of old trees, in cavities between
roots, and among rocky debris. Temporary shelters were found in piles of slash, floodplain reed
beds, cavities between fallen trees, etc. An important condition of habitat suitability for the wildcat is
access to watering places.

For the steppe part of the Lower Bug region, the biotopic preferences of the species are more
diverse, although there is still a dependence on forested, shrubby, and floodplain habitats. The main
locations of the wildcat’s existence are river valleys, forested balkas, dense field-protecting forest
stripes, and plots with saltmarsh and meadow-reed vegetation. Autumn and winter sightings of
wildcats were reported from weedy fields with sunflower stubble, densely populated by rodents.

Directions of expansion

There has been an increase in the number of reports about wildcat sightings beyond the South
Podolian forests, in the territory of Odesa and Mykolaiv oblasts, which indicates the expansion of
the Lower Bug distribution centre of the species. Partly, it can be related to the improved conserva-
tion practices in the reorganised game and forestry enterprises within the Balta and Kryve Ozero
forests. The interviewed hunters, gamekeepers, and forest protection workers from these areas re-
ported about rare encounters with large cats as early as 2003-2005. Interestingly, hunters from Ko-
dyma Raion of Odesa Oblast also reported about ‘reed’ cats that ‘gravitate’ to Transnistria. There is
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unverified information about the capture of an adult individual (male) in the autumn of 1998 in the
forested upper reaches of the Tylihul River.

Later, starting from the dry summer of 2010, cases of sightings of ‘reed’ cats along the Southern
Bug valley have been reported by shepherds and hunters from Pervomaisk and Domanivka raions of
Mykolaiv Oblast.

The generalised information on the dates and locations of wildcat sightings indicate that the
South Podolian subpopulation increased in 1994-2009, naturally followed by the dispersal of several
individuals beyond the limits of the distribution centre. Their dispersal to the east and north was
restrained by the open landscape of adjacent plains and was directed by the Dnister and Bug ecologi-
cal corridors (Fig. 4). This process continues to this day and there are signs of the species’ dispersal
from the Southern Bug natural complex into steppe and field habitats, although the success of the
wildcat’s permanent settlement in these habitats remains unlikely.

Therefore, the available data indicate that a southward dispersal of the wildcat took place in the
Lower Bug region in 2010-2024, from the Podolian forest-steppe to the steppe. A principal rout of
this dispersal, along with the Dnister River [Oleynik & Rozhenko 2011], was the Southern Bug eco-
logical corridor. In the past five years, as they move along the Southern Bug valley downstream,
wildcats have also occurred in adjacent agricultural landscapes.

Using the favourable biotopic and trophic conditions provided by the Lower Bug area, the wild-
cat has already reached the coastal dry steppe lowlands of the Bug—Berezan interfluve. A likely rea-
son for the species’ appearance in steppe habitats could also be competition with the jackal, the main
habitats of which in the Lower Bug region are those within river valleys. Cases of records of the
wildcats in steppe areas were also reported from the Lower Dnister area [Arkhipov 2015].
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The increased number of wildcat records (Fig. 5) in steppe areas of the Lower Bug region is
hard to be explained in a biogeographic context. This phenomenon could possibly indicate the spe-
cies’ dispersal and the expansion of its range, but could also be the result of normalisation of the
state of its South Podolian populations. The prohibition of hunting and the decreased levels of dis-
turbance have had a positive impact on the state of these populations in recent years, which facilitat-
ed the dispersal further south. The main routes of this expansion to the steppe zone have been river

valley ecological corridors.

Conclusions

Summing up the results of this study we can conclude the following:

1) Various data sources indicate that a stable distribution centre of the wildcat existed in the
south of Podillia in 2010-2015, from which the species spread to steppe areas of the Lower Bug
region. An important sanctuary of the species has been the Karmeliukove Podillia National Park.

2) Environmental changes initiated by a complex of natural and anthropogenic factors in the
early 21st century have caused the increase of the abundance of the South Podolian subpopulation of
the species and have led to its dispersal to the south-east, which continues to this day.

3) The expansion of the wildcat’s distribution range to the south requires the organisation of its
protection, the first step of which must be raising public awareness about the conservation status of

this rare animal in order to prevent its persecution.
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