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Introduction

Few people could force an animal to live its entire life in a cramped, 
barren cage suspended over its own waste. 

Likewise, most humane-minded people would agree that puppy mills 
which keep dogs in precisely such conditions are abhorrent and should 
be shut down. 

So what if the dogs were being raised solely as a fashion accessory? 
Never mind tea cup Chihuahuas poking their heads out of celebrity 
handbags. What if they were being raised and skinned for their fur? 

What if the animals were not domestic dogs, but wild animals scarcely 
different from our own native wildlife running free in our forests and 
mountains?   

Finally, what if this treatment were completely legal and virtually 
unregulated?  

This is precisely the situation that exists for millions of animals raised on 
North American fur farms. 

The frivolity behind such treatment makes it particularly repugnant. 
Between 10 and 24 foxes and 36 to 65 mink are killed to make a 
single fur coat. While it may take fewer animals per coat to produce fur-
trimmed garments, fur trim collectively may take more animal lives than 
do full-length fur coats due to its prevalence in today’s fashion. 

Globally the majority of fur used in fashion comes from animals raised on 
fur farms where they are forced to live in cramped confined conditions 
that fail to accommodate their natural behavior. Death provides their 
only release and is often precipitated by extreme fear, stress, illness, 
and pain. 

Conditions on fur farms worldwide are nearly identical. Standard 
industry practices focus on maximizing profit and farmer convenience 
and minimizing costs. Animal welfare considerations that do not result 
in substantial profit margin increases or hedge against profit loss are 
ignored. Exceptions to this rule are found only in countries that have 
passed legislation that specifically requires fur farms to comply with 
certain animal welfare provisions or that prohibits particularly egregious 
practices. 

In North America, such laws are sorely lacking. While fox, mink, lynx 
and bobcats may be tightly confined to their cages, fur farmers are 
virtually unfettered by government oversight despite industry claims to 
the contrary.  

Fur Farm Report – �
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This report reviews the most recent scientific data relevant to the welfare 
of farmed fox and mink and examines the threats fur farms pose to 
the environment and wildlife in North America. Information and data 
collected from state agricultural and wildlife agencies in the United 
States and Canada are compiled and reviewed. Finally, the state of fur 
farming in North America is compared to countries in Europe, revealing 
that the U.S. and Canada are lagging far behind on this important 
issue. 

The North American fur industry and its apologists want us to believe 
that fur farming is a humane, environmentally friendly, and highly 
regulated industry. This report reveals that nothing could be farther from 
the truth.  

An Agricultural Pursuit 

The fur industry claims that mink and fox raised for their fur are 
domesticated animals that have been selectively bred over generations 
to be adapted to fur farm conditions. Many U.S. states have likely been 
convinced of this claim and have deemed fur farming an “agricultural 
pursuit”; likewise fur farming across Canada is largely considered to be 
a form of agriculture. 

In reality, mink and fox, bobcat and lynx have had very little opportunity 
to become truly domesticated. Mink and fox have been bred in captivity 
for a relatively short time and by and large have not been selectively bred 
to express traits that characterize domesticated animals or distinguish 
them significantly from their wild counterparts. Bobcat and lynx have 
been bred in captivity for an even shorter time than mink and fox.  

Fox and mink have been bred in captivity for possibly 90 years (Trut 
1995, Hansen 1996) which is less than 3 percent of domestication time 
of animals such as cattle, pigs, horses, and dogs, which have been 
raised in captivity by humans for more than 5,000 years (Nimon and 
Broom 1999, 2001). Given this, it is not surprising that farm-raised fox 
and mink have retained much of their wild instincts and have failed to 
express traits that are common in domesticated animals. Indeed, fox 
and mink have maintained their species’ specific phenotypes, strong 
motivation to perform natural behavior, strictly seasonal reproduction 
patterns, and a preponderance of fearful-aggressive response to 
humans, all of which are characteristic of their non–captive-bred 
counterparts (Trut 1995, Nimon and Broom 1999, 2001). 

For nearly 50 years geneticists at the Institute of Cytology and 
Genetics of the Russian Academy of Sciences, studying the process of 
domestication, have attempted to create a “domestic fox” by focusing 
selection on one single trait, “friendliness to humans” (Trut 1999). 
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“Farmed foxes are reported to exhibit 
‘extreme fear’ involving trembling, 
defecating, and withdrawing to the back 
of the cage.” 

~ The Welfare of Farmed Foxes in 
Relation to Housing and Management:  

A Review. Journal of Animal Welfare
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However, researchers still make a clear distinction between their farmed 
foxes and their experimentally produced “domestic foxes” and admit 
that even these “domestic foxes” fail to meet some criteria for being 
considered truly domesticated.  

One of the key characteristics separating wild canines from domesticated 
dogs is breeding seasonality. Lyudmila Trut, head of the research group 
at the Institute of Cytology and Genetics of the Siberian Department of 
the Russian Academy of Sciences in Novosibirsk, points out that “fur 
farmers have tried for decades to breed foxes that would reproduce 
more often than annually, but their attempts have failed.” Even the 
experimentally bred “domesticated” foxes at the research facility show 
little deviation from the natural breeding cycle of their wild relatives. 
Despite decades of selective breeding no offspring produced from 
out-of-season mating in the experimental population has survived into 
adulthood (Trut 1999), suggesting a lack of domestication.  

Far from focusing on tameness, the focus of selective breeding on fur 
farms has been on fur quality (in terms of the market, not the needs of 
the species), body size, and litter size (SCAHAW 2001), while very 
little has focused on the human–animal relationship such as selecting 
for traits that reduce fear and aggression toward humans (SCAHAW 
2001). 

Indeed, despite years of captive breeding, behavioral studies have 
referred to farmed foxes as living in a state of “continuous fear” (Bakken 
et al. 1994) and farmed foxes are described as exhibiting “extreme 
fear” characterized by trembling, defecating,  and withdrawing to the 
back of the cage (Tennessent 1988 cited in Nimon and Broom [2001]) in 
response to humans. In addition, studies comparing wild mink behavior 
with the behavior of free-living farmed mink who have escaped into the 
wild found no significant behavioral differences (Kidd 2008). 

The fur industry, however, asserts that the behavior of farmed mink 
is much different than wild mink as a result of “domestication.” The 
discrepancy between the claims of the fur industry and scientific evidence 
to the contrary may be explained because mink farmers are unlikely 
to test mink behavior in a systematic and scientifically verifiable way 
(Kidd 2008). Mink farmers are more likely to select against individuals 
who display nervous behaviors that result in the destruction of the pelt 
such as tail-sucking and thus impact them economically (Kidd 2008) 
whereas fearful and nervous behaviors that do not impact profitability 
are of little concern to the individual farmer. 

While fur farmers may point to particular individual animals that 
appear passive or even calm in their cages as examples of habituation 
to the intensive farm environment, exhibiting very low or no activity 
is considered abnormal animal behavior and may be caused by 
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“It seems valid to use wounds and scars 
as a sign of poor welfare in mink.” 

~ The European Commission 
Scientific Committee on Animal 

Health and Animal Welfare
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prolonged suffering.  

Over time animals and humans exposed to ongoing uncontrollable 
aversive stimulation can develop a behavioral response termed “learned 
helplessness,” in which they cease all attempts to escape or avoid 
the aversive situation and, as such, can appear “passive.” Learned 
helplessness has been experimentally induced in humans, monkeys, 
dogs, cats, rats, mice, and even goldfish (Rollin and Kesel 1990) and 
may be a precipitating factor in the development of clinical depression 
and related mental illness in humans. Individuals suffering from learned 
helplessness have effectively “given up” or “lost hope” of escaping or 
controlling their current situation, a sign of profoundly poor welfare 
(Seligman 1975). 

The issue of domestication in farmed fox and perhaps to a lesser extent 
farmed mink creates an interesting paradox for the fur industry. On 
the one hand, the industry needs to guard itself against charges that it 
mistreats wildlife by claiming that farmed fox and mink are “domestic 
animals” and attempting to akin itself to other animal-based agriculture. 
On the other hand, the industry must guard against comparisons of foxes 
and domestic dogs unless it is willing to defend the use of domestic dogs 
or cats for the fur trade — a practice that is so widely condemned that 
it has been banned in most developed countries including the United 
States.

Welfare of farmed mink and fox 

Even if farmed mink and farmed fox could be accurately considered 
“domesticated” it would not guarantee good welfare on fur farms. 
Animals widely accepted as domesticated, such as pigs, dogs, 
laboratory rats and mice, have been found to have severe welfare 
problems when kept in barren or restrictive environments (Mason 1991, 
Fraser and Broom 1990, Broom 1996, Belz et al. 2003, Reinhardt and 
Reinhardt 2006). Like modern factory farms or confined animal feeding 
operations (CAFOS), stark, constrictive housing systems are hallmarks 
of fur farming (Bakken et al. 1994, Hansen 1998, Nimon and Broom 
1999). 

Whether wild or domesticated, it is widely accepted that animals suffer 
in captivity if they are strongly motivated to perform activities that their 
housing does not allow. Farmed mink and fox show strong motivation 
to perform many natural behaviors that are significantly denied them 
on fur farms (Nimon and Broom 1999, 2001). The idea that welfare 
is related to naturalness is implicit in the scientific approach to using 
animal biology in understanding and evaluating animal welfare. 

It is indisputable that in the wild, mink live in aquatic habitats, and 
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“In mink, play is enhanced by being 
housed in a semi-natural environment 
as opposed to a cage…” 

~ The European Commission 
Scientific Committee on Animal 

Health and Animal Welfare 
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typically occupy home ranges and territories along rivers and shorelines; 
their coat and feet are specially adapted for a semi-aquatic lifestyle 
(Vaughn 1986, Dunstone 1993). Swimming and diving are favorite 
activities of mink (Nimon and Broom 1999, Mason et al. 2001) and 
are typically denied them when raised for fur. Research on caged mink 
stress response has demonstrated that mink find being deprived of 
swimming water nearly as stressful as being denied food (Mason et al. 
2001). 

Mink are also highly active and inquisitive animals. In the wild they are 
almost constantly moving, often covering long distances. A study of 
wild mink in the United States measured a mean home range of about 
3 to 6 miles (Stevens et al. 1997).  Typical mink farm cages range from 
approximately 1 to 1.5 feet  high, 8 inches to 1 foot wide, and 2 to 
3 feet deep (SCAHAW 2001). Given the stark contrast between how 
mink live in the wild and how they are forced to live on mink farms, it’s 
not surprising that studies of farmed mink have suggested that between 
24 to 55 percent of adult mink on fur farms suffer from stomach ulcers 
(Wahlstrom 1987 cited in Nimon and Broom [1999], Harri et al. 1995). 
Ulcers are generally accepted to be as sign of poor welfare in mink 
(SCAHAW 2001). 

Farmed mink also show high levels of stereotypies (abnormal repetitive 
behaviors not seen in the wild). Mink stereotypies are associated with 
frustration resulting from an inability to perform natural activities in 
restrictive and barren housing environments (Mason et al. 2001). In 
mink, stereotypies typically involve pacing along the cage wall, vertical 
rearing in a cage corner, repetitive circling or nodding of the head/
front half of the body, and/or repeatedly entering and leaving nest-box 
(SCAHAW 2001).  

In contrast, playful behavior is a sign of relaxation and calmness in 
mink and is enhanced by being housed in a semi-natural environment 
as opposed to a cage (SCAHAW 2001). However, all mink farmed for 
fur are caged. 

Like mink, foxes are also highly active animals. Extensive studies of wild 
fox reveal that they are complex animals capable of a high degree of 
learning, and show evidence of lasting memory and cognitive ability 
(Nimon and Broom 2001). Also like mink, there is clear evidence that 
the welfare of farmed foxes in typical farming conditions is very poor 
(Nimon and Broom 1999). 

Farmed foxes are usually housed in closed or open-sided sheds holding 
from two to eight (commonly two) rows of cages. The cages are made 
of heavy wire mesh and raised above the ground to allow urine and 
feces to fall through, thus forcing animals live just above, and in close 
proximity to, their own excrement. Industry standard caging allows for a 
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One of the most important habitat 
features for fox is cover — dens and 
places to hide. For the majority of the 
year on fur farms foxes have nowhere 
to hide.
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cage floor area that is approximately 2 to 2.5 square feet (occasionally 
4 feet) and 2 to 2.5 feet high (Bakken et al. 1994, Nimon and Broom 
2001, SCAHAW 2001). In the wild, fox home ranges vary considerably 
but are markedly larger than the area standard cages allow. Wild fox 
territories range between a low of 25 acres to more than 5 square 
miles (Nimon and Broom 2001, SCAHAW 2001). Moreover, housing 
conditions and amount of exercise affect the bone structure and strength, 
and weak bones are more likely to break during normal activity leading 
to poor welfare. Recent studies show that farmed fox are less likely 
to suffer from broken bones when provided with a larger cages and 
access to earthen floors (Korhonen et al. 2000).  

Adult foxes are kept in solitary confinement for most of their lives. Again, 
this is in contrast to how the species would live in the wild. While often 
assumed to be a solitary animal, recent literature acknowledges that 
foxes have a complex social structure (Voigt 1987) and may live in 
female/male pairs or in a group consisting of a single male and multiple 
females which are usually related. Each member of these social groups 
typically maintains its own home range and dens and typically only the 
dominant females will breed, with subordinate nonbreeding females 
possibly acting as helpers (Voigt 1987). In the wild, male foxes are 
attentive fathers providing food to the female every four to six hours 
until pups are old enough for the mother to make brief trips out of 
the den. Researchers have seen fox fathers exhibiting much excitement 
about their pups, playing with them for extended periods of time and 
taking a lead role in teaching them how to forage for food. On the fur 
farm, fox fathers are never allowed to interact with or aid in the rearing 
of their young. 

One of the most important habitat features for a fox is cover — places to 
hide, including dens. For the majority of the year on fur farms, foxes have 
nowhere to hide (Bakken et al. 1994, Nimon and Broom 2001). Nest 
boxes are typically provided only to breeding females at the beginning 
of mating season and until the weaning of the cubs at approximately 8 
weeks after birth (Bakken et al. 1994, SCAHAW 2001).

It is clear that conditions on fur farms have been designed for the 
convenience of the fur farmer, not the welfare of the animals. As 
explained by the European Commission Scientific Committee on 
Animal Health and Animal Welfare (SCAHAW), major changes to 
current farming conditions would be required to improve welfare of 
farmed foxes but there has been little industry interest in making such 
meaningful changes.

“From the farmer’s point of view, a barren interior is a 
guarantee of minimal fur damage and the wire mesh bottom 
is a guarantee of good health. On the other hand, a major 
part of the welfare critique is focused on the inside of the cage 
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hallmarks of fur farming



Fur Farm Report – �

environment. Commonly used wire mesh cages are claimed 
to be too barren to guarantee reasonable welfare for foxes. 
As a result, the cage interior should be enriched with objects 
that meet the needs of fox. Enrichment in order to provide for 
the needs of foxes for locomotion, exercise, and appropriate 
stimulation might require a different housing system, such 
as those designed to replace confinement systems for sows 
and hens, but the studies which have been carried out with 
farmed foxes have been limited to relatively minor changes”  
                                                             ~ SCAHAW 2001

These findings are in stark contrast to the claims of the industry with 
statements such as, “It is a fact that fur farming and good welfare go 
hand in hand” (British Fur Trade Association), and “Providing animals 
with humane care is an ethical obligation of all livestock farmers, while 
for mink farms it also makes good business sense since the healthiest 
animals product the finest pelts” (Fur Commission website), and, “Fur 
condition is one of the primary indicators of an animal’s health. Thus, 
animals raised on fur farms must be cared for properly — they are the 
farmer’s source of livelihood” (Fur Institute of Canada).

The SCAHAW found no basis for correlation between good welfare 
and fur quality: “fur clarity and density do not correlate with any other 
welfare measure ... mink pelt condition is probably best considered a 
production measure rather than a sensitive welfare measure” (SCAHAW 
2001).

Handling

Compounding the inherently stressful caging environments in which 
mink and fox are forced to live on fur farms is the brutal handling 
methods employed for a variety of procedures including fur grading, 
breeding, artificial or “forced” insemination, separation of cubs from 
mothers and, finally, killing and skinning. 

The failure to significantly reduce fear in farmed fox and mink either 
through selective breeding or behavior modification or “taming” is the 
source of many welfare problems and handling is no exception. The 
most frequent method of handling fox on fur farms is to grab the animals 
with metal tongs around the neck and then grab them by the tail (Bakken 
et al. 1994) in order to avoid injury to the handler. Injury to the animal 
is always a risk and foxes will often bite at the tongs and may break 
their teeth (Bakken et al. 1994). Breeding foxes are exposed to stressful 
and aversive handling approximately 15–20 times a year (Bakken et 
al. 1994). Females may be handled up to 20 times in a six-week period 
for “heat detection and confirmation” which is particularly stressful 
as it involves prolonged and invasive handling. Artificial or “forced” 
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measured a mean home range of about 3 
to 6 miles while Typical mink farm cages 
range from approximately 1 to 1.5 feet  
high, 8 inches to 1 foot wide, and 2 to 
3 feet deep.

THE ABOVE MINK-FARM CAGE MEASURES 
23 CENTIMETERS, WHICH IS JUST UNDER 9 
INCHES WIDE.
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insemination procedures are also stressful requiring the insertion of a 
foreign object into the vagina and/or uterus of the vixen to deposit 
sperm. Lack of hygiene and ripping of membranes in the course of the 
procedure can result in infection and death (Animalia 1995). Sperm 
collection is similarly stressful with foxes struggling to escape during the 
procedure. The same male may be used and manipulated several times 
a week (Animalia 1995). 

Killing

During the killing procedure both handled and unhandled mink tend to 
vocalize — a sign of stress and fear (SCAHAW 2001). Mink may be 
killed by cervical dislocation (neck breaking), or CO2 or CO gas in a 
killing box. Exhaust gases from gasoline combustion engines may also 
be used. The extent to which each method is used on North American 
farms is unknown since no government agency collects these data.   

While the Fur Commission claims that “farmers adhere strictly to the 
recommendations of the American Veterinary Medical Association,” 
there are no available data to substantiate this claim and compliance 
with these guidelines is not required by federal law nor routinely 
monitored by any state agency. Moreover the American Veterinary 
Medical Association (AVMA) recommendations include several caveats 
with regard to mink and fox killing whereby slight deviations from the 
prescribed methods could quickly render an “acceptable method” to be 
“unacceptable” by the AVMA.  

The AVMA recommendations are also at odds with other authoritative 
recommendations. For example, because of animal welfare concerns, 
Dutch law forbids any use of CO2 altogether, and a report of a European 
Commission Working Party on laboratory animals whose purpose is 
to provide recommendations as to what constitutes the least painful 
methods of euthanasia in modern practice, does not recommend its 
use for any carnivore because of the behavioral distresses it causes 
(SCAHAW 2001).  

Under AVMA guidelines, however, CO2 gas in cylinders is considered 
an “acceptable” killing method for mink despite acknowledgment that 
behavioral tests on mink have shown that, like humans, mink find CO2 

“highly aversive” (Cooper et al. 1998, AVMA 2007).  In addition, although 
100% CO2 induces unconsciousness rapidly in mink, concentrations of 
70% cause loss of consciousness without killing (AVMA 2007), creating 
the possibility of animals regaining consciousness during or after the 
skinning process as a result of improper gas concentration. Studies also 
demonstrate that mink find CO aversive and that the gas can be slow 
to take effect in mink (SCAHAW 2001) yet this gas is also deemed 
“acceptable” by the AVMA for killing mink (AVMA 2007).   
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(neck breaking), or CO2 or CO gas in a 
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farms is unknown since no government 
agency collects these data. 
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In addition, because 30 to 50 mink at a time may be forced into a 
single kill box, animals may pile up and be killed in part by suffocation 
(SCAHAW 2001). The use of a gas apparatus in which each mink 
is individually placed in a tube could avoid this, but due to a lack 
of regulation and data collection it is unknown to what extent this 
apparatus is used on North American farms. 

The most common way farmed foxes are killed is by anal electrocution 
(SCAHAW 2001), which involves an apparatus with two electrodes, 
one being inserted in the rectum while the other is applied to the mouth. 
It is believed to induce unconsciousness immediately if the apparatus is 
used properly, i.e., keeping the current at a correct intensity (0.3 amp, 
110 V for 3–4 seconds) (SCAHAW 2001). Electrocution is considered 
“conditionally acceptable” for mink, fox, and other animals produced 
for fur when followed by cervical dislocation (cervical dislocation 
alone is not considered “acceptable” by the AVMA for mink or fox). 
Electrocution is also considered “conditionally acceptable” for domestic 
dogs (AVMA 2007). 

In 2008, New York became the first and only state to ban the practice 
of anal and genital electrocution of furbearing animals, including mink, 
foxes, chinchillas, and rabbits. The misdemeanor is punishable by up 
to a year in jail. In the UK, the use of electrocution to kill foxes is not 
permitted. Killing farmed fox was achieved in the UK by lethal injection 
of a barbiturate (there are no farmed foxes in UK today). Lethal injection 
of barbiturates is listed as an “acceptable” kill method for fox by the 
AVMA but only when administered intravenously. While intravenous 
injection of barbiturates is often considered a humane method, it is 
difficult to administer an intravenous injection to a wild and fearful 
animal. On a fur farm the procedure would most likely be administered 
by a farmhand, not a veterinarian, leading to further welfare concerns. 
Further, the barbiturate recommended by the AVMA is sodium 
pentobarbital; however, as the AVMA guidelines point out, “current 
federal drug regulations require strict accounting for barbiturates and 
these must be used under the supervision of personnel registered with 
the US Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA).”  

carcass disposal 

The AVMA guidelines also point out that barbiturates “tend to persist 
in the carcass and may cause sedation or even death of animals that 
consume the body” (AVMA 2007). This is of some concern given 
the industry claim that carcasses of farmed mink and fox are sent to 
rendering plants where they may be used in livestock feed and pet 
food. It is also worrying that many fur farms “compost” carcasses on the 
farm or send carcasses to landfills (van der Marel et al. 2008) where 
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The most common way farmed foxes are 
killed is by anal electrocution (SCAHAW 
2001), which involves an apparatus with 
two electrodes, one being inserted in 
the rectum while the other is applied to 
the mouth. 

The most frequent method of handling 
fox on fur farms is to grab the animals 
with metal tongs around the neck and 
then grab them by the tail in order to 
avoid injury to the handler.
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they may be scavenged by native wildlife, including birds of prey. 

The fur industry claims that carcasses of mink are part of the “agricultural 
chain” and are used to produce animal feed for livestock including 
cattle, as well as pet food and even food for animals held in zoos or 
aquariums (Fur Commission 2009). However, a recent review of fur 
farms in Northern Canada stated, “Currently it appears that the majority 
of the farms are burying their carcasses in landfills. This process, easy 
as it may be, has a number of negative consequences” (van der Marel 
et al. 2008).   

Further, in 1997, the US Food and Drug Administration, the body that 
regulates the safety of agricultural produce, banned the use of almost all 
slaughtered animal parts including mink in livestock feed because of the 
risk of bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) or mad cow disease. 
Mink tissue was specifically prohibited from the “agriculture chain” 
because of known cases of transmissible spongiform encephalopathy 
(TSE) in mink raised in the U.S. The disease was first diagnosed in 1947 
on a commercial mink farm in Wisconsin; the disease caused several 
additional outbreaks during the ’60s, ’70s, and ’80s in the U.S., as well 
as isolated outbreaks on mink farms in Germany, Finland, and Russia 
(NeuroCenter). Also as a result of BSE, mink fat and other rendered 
mink products are no longer being recycled into consumer products as 
they once were (Ontario Animal Research Services Committee 2004).

Environmental impacts 

Carcass disposal is not the only challenge faced by fur farms. Fur farms, 
like any other factory farm, produce loads of animal waste (manure) that 
are too intensely concentrated to be neutralized by natural processes. 
As a result, farms require large amounts of land for spreading manure 
(van der Marel et al. 2008) and manure must be composted in order 
to reduce odors and pathogens (van der Marel et al. 2008). Each mink 
produces approximately 44 pounds of feces per year (Bursian et al. 
2003). Manure is often stored outdoors on cleared land (van der Marel 
et al. 2008).

Manure produced by carnivores is not a preferred source of fertilizer 
for crops. Even factory farms producing the more preferred cow, pig, 
or chicken manure have difficulty managing waste because the physical 
properties of the land limit the quantities of nutrients from manure that 
can be applied. Excess nutrient buildup in soil can harm plants and has 
the potential to harm nearby water bodies and people downstream. 
In addition, the long distances between animal farms and cropland 
favor the use of commercial fertilizers due to the high cost of manure 
transportation (Paudel et al. 2008). 

photo: CAFT UK

While the Fur Commission claims 
that “farmers adhere strictly to the 
recommendations of the American 
Veterinary Medical Association,” there 
are no available data to substantiate 
this claim and compliance with these 
guidelines is not required by federal 
law nor routinely monitored by any 
state agency.

photo: CAFT UK
photo: CAFT USA
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Those living near mink farms often complain about the abundant 
flies and nauseating smell that emanates from farms and are often 
concerned about subsequent loss of property value (van der Marel et 
al. 2008, CBC News 2009 a, CBC News 2009 b, KIDK TV 2007). 
Water quality is another concern for nearby residents of fur farms, and 
for good reason. 

In Nova Scotia, Canada, many residents blame mink farms for the 
blue-green algae coating some area lakes. A provincial Environmental 
Department study revealed that high nutrient levels were found in some 
lakes and mink farms were identified as potential sources of the pollution 
(Chronicle Herald 2009).  

Excessive nitrogen and phosphorus are the most common causes of 
water pollution in the United States. The U.S fur industry adds almost 
1,000 tons of phosphorus from mink feces to the environment annually 
(Bursian et al. 2003). In 1999, a fur farm in Washington State was 
fined $24,000 for six separate violations that resulted in polluting 
creeks and streams that drained into a major river. The pollution was 
found only after two separate investigations by the state Department 
of Ecology working to uncover the cause for fecal E. coli from levels in 
local streams that were up to five thousand times the allowable level for 
the state (Washington Department of Ecology 1999). 

In addition, environmentally harmful chemicals including chromium and 
formaldehyde are used in the processing and tanning to keep the hides 
and fur from rotting. In 1991 six New Jersey fur processors/tanners 
were fined more than 2 million dollars for releasing toxic waste into the 
environment (EPA 1991). Tanneries more than any other business are on 
the Environmental Protection Agency’s Superfund list that identifies the 
priority environmental clean-ups. 

Impact on Wildlife 

The establishment of harmful invasive species is a hallmark of the fur 
industry. While the industry is fond of blaming farm escapes on isolated 
events such as liberations by animal activists, the truth is, the escape of 
animals from fur farms is a historic and chronic occurrence. 
 
It has been documented that mink escaped and colonized the island of 
Newfoundland, where they are not native (Northcott et al. 1974), long 
before widespread concern over ethics of fur farming and associated 
liberation activities which are still rare. Similarly, the establishment of 
non-native nutria in the United States, muskrats and American mink in 
Europe, and bushtail possums in New Zealand is credited entirely to the 
fur industry, the impacts of which are still felt today. 

Each mink produces aproximately 44 lbs. 
of feces per year. Excess nutrient buildup 
from manure in soil can harm plants, 
water bodies, and people downstream. 
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More than 70 years after escaping from captivity the nutria populations 
continue to thrive and impact native wildlife habitats in the United States 
despite control attempts. Likewise muskrats (native to North America) 
escaped fur farming enterprises in the former Czechoslovakia as early 
as 1905 and from farms in Belgium and France during the early 1920s. 
By 1940 escaped muskrats had reached the Netherlands where they 
continue to damage native ecosystems and impact agriculture, leading 
to ongoing and costly control efforts (van Troostwijk 1978).  Similarly, 
bushtail possums now occupy most of New Zealand and eradication 
attempts have done little or nothing to control the population (Landcare 
Research New Zealand Ltd 2008) and have resulted in massive amounts 
of the highly toxic (USDA 1994) and inhumane poison Compound 1080 
(sodium fluoroacetate) being spread across New Zealand (Markey 
2006). 

Mink escapes have also historically been a problem in every country 
where mink farming exists or has existed. The European mink (Mustela 
lutreola), one of the most threatened land mammals in the world, has 
been negatively impacted by escaped American mink from mink farms 
(Mañas et al. 2001). Current research also suggests that farmed mink 
may be having a serious impact on North American wild mink through 
competition, hybridization, and disease introduction (Kidd 2008, 
Bowman et al. 2007). 

Escape of farmed mink from North American farms has been described 
as a “chronic,” “common,” and “widespread” (Kidd et al. 2009, Bowman 
et al. 2007) problem dating back over 100 years when mink ranches 
first appeared in North America. So common are escapes that recent 
studies show a majority of mink living near mink farms in Canada are 
actually escaped farmed mink or hybrids (Kidd et al. 2009). 

Shockingly, up to 81% of mink sampled in populations in close proximity 
to mink farms were either farm escapees or descendants of escapees 
(Kidd 2008). Several hybrids were also found in regions thought to be 
too distant from mink farming, demonstrating the far-reaching impacts 
(Kidd et al. 2009). Moreover, because mink ranches occur across North 
America and typically in good mink habitat (Jorgensen 1985), the 
potential impact to the species is further magnified (Kidd et al. 2009).  

The potential of captive-bred animals to reduce the fitness of wild 
populations is well documented in scientific literature (Rhymer and 
Simberloff 1996, Allendorf et al. 2001, Lynch and O’Hely 2001, Ford 
2002, Garrant et al. 2003, Hutchings and Fraser 2008). Hybridization 
and associated genetic transformations may eventually result in the 
natural population being incapable of sustaining itself (Lynch and O’Hely 
2001), leading to species endangerment and extinction. Hybridization 
has been shown to be a critical threat to the recovery of several at 
risk species including the Grey wolf in Europe, the Red wolf in North 
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Escape of farmed mink from North 
American farms has been described as a 
“chronic,” “common,” and “widespread” 
problem dating back over 100 years. 
So common are escapes that recent 
studies show a majority of mink living 
near mink farms in Canada are actually 
escaped farmed mink or hybrids.



Fur Farm Report – 13

America, the European wildcat, and the Atlantic salmon. 

The spread of disease is another concern. Outbreaks of toxoplasmosis 
and canine distemper (CDV) have been reported on farms in North 
America since the late 1950s (Frank 2001). In 1998, a large Wisconsin 
mink farm experienced an outbreak of canine distemper, followed by 
an outbreak of toxoplasmosis in 1999 (Frank 2001). The farm had 
7,800 breeding females, 400 breeding males, and 35,000 kits. During 
the CDV outbreak 80% of the kits were affected and experienced 
watery eyes, difficulty breathing, and bleeding noses; 997 died from 
the disease (Frank 2001). In the toxoplasmosis outbreak that followed, 
1,976 (26%) of the females lost their litters and as a result were killed 
in the course of farm management (Frank 2001). Total kit mortality 
attributed to the toxoplasmosis outbreak was 10,408 (Frank 2001).  The 
frequency of disease outbreak on U.S. mink farms is unknown since no 
state or federal agency facilitates or requires collection of these data. 
Data on frequency of Canadian fur farm disease outbreaks could not 
be found. 

While toxoplasmosis and CDV can impact wildlife, the most concerning 
disease is Aleutian mink disease parvovirus (ADV), a highly infectious 
and often fatal virus highly prevalent on mink farms (Bloom et al. 1980, 
Mañas et al. 2001) that may be introduced to natural mink populations 
via contact with farmed mink. ADV is of further concern because it is 
highly persistent in the environment (Hansen 1985), may be spread 
by asymptomatic carriers (mink that show no sign of the disease), and 
can be transmitted via urine, feces, or saliva as well as from mother 
to offspring (Kenyon et al. 1963). In addition to direct mortality, ADV 
infection can lead to wild mink population declines by causing a 
decrease in fertility and spontaneous abortions (Padgett et al. 1967, 
Mañas et al. 2001).

In fact, ADV may have the potential to impact many native North 
American species, including short-tailed weasel, fishers, marten, river 
otters, striped skunk, raccoons, and foxes (Kenyon et al. 1978, Mañas 
et al. 2001, Fournier-Chambrillon et al. 2004). Moreover, vaccination 
against ADV is not effective (Aasted 1985); as such, there is no way to 
prevent the spread of the disease in the wild via vaccination (Fournier-
Chambrillon et al. 2004). 

Similarly, there is no easy way to eliminate free-living farmed mink or 
mink hybrids from the environment. Eradication of free-living farm-bred 
mink or hybrids in Europe has had mixed results, with some efforts 
limiting the population while others appear to have resulted in population 
increases (Kidd 2008). Control efforts in North America would be 
additionally complicated and probably detrimental to native mink 
populations, because it would be nearly impossible to avoid capturing 
native mink in the pursuit of free-living farmed mink and hybrids (Kidd 
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The potential of captive-bred animals to 
reduce the fitness of wild populations 
is well documented. Hybridization and 
associated genetic transformations 
may eventually result in the natural 
population being incapable of sustaining 
itself, leading to species endangerment 
and extinction.
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2008). Moreover, due to the inherently indiscriminate nature of traps 
and snares any such control effort would also place other species at risk 
including endangered species and domestic dogs and cats.

Fur Farming in the united States 

The United States is the fifth largest mink producing country in the world. 
The U.S. produces approximately 5.8% of the global farmed mink 
production, behind just four countries: Poland 6.2%, Netherlands 8.7%, 
China 25.3%, and Denmark 27.2%.  In terms of animal lives this amounts 
to approximately 3 million farm-raised mink killed annually for their 
pelts in the United States alone (Fur Commission 2007). Additionally, 
approximately 659,400 breeding female mink (USDA 2009) are held 
on U.S. fur farms. These numbers do not include the number of female 
mink not bred, the number of breeding males, the number of kits kept for 
breeding purposes, or the number of kits and adult mink not pelted for 
profit due to early death, escape, or poor pelt condition. Reliable data 
on the total number of farmed fox, and farmed bobcat or lynx raised or 
pelted in the U.S., are not available. 

Federal Regulations 

No federal regulations govern how animals on fur farms are to be 
housed or killed. Animals raised for fur are not covered under the 
federal Animal Welfare Act. The slaughter of furbearing animals is also 
not covered by the federal Humane Slaughter Act. Slaughter of fur-
farmed animals typically takes place on the farm, and equipment and 
methods used are not regulated by any federal agency and were not 
found by Born Free USA’s survey to be regulated by any state agencies 
in states where fur farming exists.

The USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) collects data 
on the number of mink farms, the number of mink pelts produced broken 
down by color class, value of pelts, and the number of female mink 
bred, and the percentage of each fur color class the females were bred 
to produce. This information is compiled in an annual market report as 
are other agricultural commodities. The NASS does not collect data on 
farmed fox, lynx, or bobcat fur production.  

According to the NASS, mink production reports are based on “a 
census of all known active producers.” The list of “active producers” 
is compiled from “various sources” and the census is conducted via 
mail or telephone. In most cases NASS representatives do not actually 
visit the farms in the course of the census (pers. comm. Chris Hawthorn 
USDA 06/25/09). According to the 2008 census there were between 
274 and 283 mink farms in the United States. However these numbers 
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No federal regulations govern how 
animals on fur farms are to be housed 
or killed.
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may not tell the whole story.   

Most states where fur farms exist don’t require farms to be licensed and 
state agriculture departments may not even be aware of the location, 
status, or existence of some farms. It is also possible that the NASS has 
knowledge of fur farms that the state agriculture or wildlife agencies are 
unaware of (pers. comm. Hawthorn).

Independent surveys (counting mink, fox, and lynx/bobcat farms) 
indicate there are significantly more fur farms in many states than are 
reported in the NASS. While the presence of fox and lynx/bobcat farms 
in alternative data explains some of the discrepancy, the alternative 
data also indicate a greater number of mink farms (Table 1). 

Some differences in numbers may be the result of how farms are counted. 
The NASS data do not distinguish between single location farms and 
farms with multiple locations; the data collected are entirely dependent 
upon how the producer collects data. So if a producer operates three 
farms but records the data collectively, the three farms are counted 
as one, but if the producer keeps separate records for each farm and 
reports each of them, the farms would be counted individually (pers. 
comm. Hawthorn). 

Some variation in data may also be explained by lack of disclosure. 
The NASS records nine farms as being assigned to “other states” when 
in fact the information is not from farms in “other states” at all, but 
from states listed in the report that were counted differently to “avoid 
disclosing individual operations.”  

Additional discrepancies can be found in the estimates of total number 
of mink pelts produced. The NASS reported that in 2007 a total of 
2.83 million mink pelts were produced (USDA 2009). Data from the 
Fur Commission USA sourced from Oslo Fur Auctions estimate 3 million 
farmed mink pelts were produced that year (Fur Commission 2007).  
This amounts to hundreds of thousands of mink pelts possibly uncounted 
for by the USDA, further calling into question the accuracy of the USDA’s 
annual mink report.

The NASS has also begun reducing the amount of data collected and 
published. The NASS used to note the total number of U.S. mink farms 
that also reported raising fox (although these data were never broken 
down by state or fur value). In 2006, 16 mink farms reported also 
raising fox (down from 19 in 2005). However, the 2007 NASS report 
contained a “special note” informing that “the number of mink farms 
also raising fox will no longer be published.” Another “special note” 
included in the 2008 NASS report (released July 10, 2009) stated, “The 
number of operations by state will no longer be published on an annual 
basis. State level numbers will only be published in conjunction with 
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Animals raised for fur are not covered 
under the federal Animal Welfare Act. 
The slaughter of furbearing animals is 
also not covered by the federal Humane 
Slaughter Act.
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the Census of Agriculture every five years. The number of operations at 
the U.S. level will continue to be published on an annual basis” (USDA 
2009). 

Table 1: 
Below is an estimate of the number of fur farms by state including the 
USDA data as well as independent surveys of farms (also includes fox 
and bobcat/lynx farms). 
 

STATE USDA DATA 
(mink only)

Independent 
surveys (includes 

mink, fox, lynx, 
bobcat) 

Colorado 0 2

Idaho 24 25

Illinois 7 16

Indiana 0 9

Iowa 17 17

Massachusetts 0 1

Michigan 9 16

Minnesota 23 49

Missouri 0 9

Montana* 8 8

Nebraska 0 3

New Hampshire 0 1

New York 0 7

North Dakota 0 8

Ohio 9 10

Oregon 18 31

Pennsylvania 11 16

South Dakota 3 10

Utah** 65 90

Washington 9 20

Wisconsin 71 106

“Other States” 9 -

Total 283*** 454

*	 Montana has 14 bobcat/lynx farms licensed by the Department of Fish Wildlife 
and Parks as “fur farms” although these animals are raised for various purposes 
including pets, attractions, urine, trophies, and pelts. 

** 	 Utah has 2 active permits for fur breeding of captive-raised bobcat, lynx, and 
marten issued by the Utah Department of Wildlife. Animals held under this permit 
may be pelted or sold. 

***	Total: The NASS reported 271 mink farms in the U.S. However, the state-by-state 

no fur farming states have established 
care,  housing, or veterinary 
requirements for animals housed on 
fur farms.
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data provided in conjunction with information on pelts produced by color class 
inexplicably reflect a greater number of farms. 

State Regulations

“As with all America’s livestock producers, fur farmers are 
regulated by state departments of agriculture.” 
                                             ~ The Fur Commission website

“The Indiana Department of Agriculture is not a regulatory 
department. As a result we do not have any regulations relating  
to fur farming. In addition, we do not have any information 
regarding the number of fur farms in Indiana or the species 
raised on any such farms.”     ~ Indiana Department of Agriculture 

“The Illinois Department of Agriculture does not have the 
statutory authority to regulate this industry.” 
                                      ~ Illinois Department of Agriculture

“The Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture does not have any 
responsibilities in the regulation of fur farming.” 
   ~ Commonwealth of Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture

A survey of state agencies in fur farming states conducted by Born Free 
USA demonstrates a distinct lack of regulation and enforcement at the 
state level as well as frequent confusion between government agencies 
regarding which agency has regulatory authority over fur farms. 

State Departments of Agriculture often stated that regulating fur farms 
was the duty of each state’s Natural Resource or Wildlife Department 
because mink and fox are wildlife or “domestic wild animals,” while state 
Wildlife and Natural Resources Departments frequently pointed to the 
state Department of Agriculture as having responsibility for “agricultural 
pursuits.” In a few cases state agencies pointed to the USDA as the 
regulatory authority. 

No states reported having comprehensive laws specific to the regulation 
of fur farms and no states monitor the care and treatment of animals 
housed and killed on fur farms. As a result, fur farms are virtually 
unregulated in every state where fur farming exists. 

In response to formal requests for information from Born Free USA, 
the vast majority of Departments of Agriculture in fur-farming states 
reported having no specific responsibilities or regulatory authority over 
fur farming in the state. Of those states reporting that their Department 
of Agriculture has statutory authority to regulate fur farms (Idaho, 
Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, New York, South Dakota), none 
had exercised this authority by issuing regulations. 

fur farms are virtually unregulated in 
every state where fur farming exists.
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In addition, no fur farming states have established care, housing, or 
veterinary requirements for animals housed on fur farms. Only two 
states (Minnesota, Oregon) had specific regulations relevant to carcass 
or waste disposal for fur farms. No states with active fur farms required 
farms to keep records of any type. 

New York was the only state found to have a provision relevant to 
the killing of animals on fur farms. Article 26 of the state Agriculture 
and Markets Law prohibits electrocution as a means to kill furbearing 
animals. However, it is unclear how this prohibition is enforced since 
slaughter of animals takes place on the farm with no inspection or 
oversight from any state or federal agency. 

In response to Born Free USA’s requests pertaining to the regulation of 
fur farms, some state Departments of Agriculture asserted that in lieu of 
specific department regulation, fur farms would be covered under general 
state laws that govern environmental protection and animal treatment.  

While fur farms may fall under general environmental protection laws at 
the state or even federal level, without licensing or inspection, disease 
outbreaks and pollution may go unreported, unnoticed, or detected 
only after significant damage has occurred. Indeed, with regard to fur 
farms, state and federal agencies appear to have a “don’t ask, don’t 
tell” and a “don’t look, don’t find” policy. 

For example, the Illinois Department of Agriculture does administer 
the Illinois Humane Care for Animals Act and responds on a “case by 
case basis” when it is advised of “legitimate complaints from citizens of 
suspected mistreatment or neglect of animals.” However, without routine 
inspection by any agency and with little or no public access to fur farms, 
the chances of poor conditions and inhumane treatment being reported 
are extremely rare. Moreover, “normal good husbandry practices” are 
exempt from the Act, placing much cruelty beyond the reach of the law 
if it is considered “customary or “common” in the industry.

Further, other common problems associated with fur farms, such as odor, 
flies, and subsequent loss of surrounding property value, typically fall 
outside general state environmental laws and local zoning ordinances.   

With regard to general anti-cruelty laws, in most fur farming states 
such laws either don’t apply or are typically not enforced on farms. 
In a majority of states where fur farming exists, the anti-cruelty laws 
contain provisions that exempt “common,” “customary,” or “accepted” 
farming practices, thereby placing fur farmers beyond the reach of the 
law. Moreover, the apparent lack of inspection by state agencies means  
there is little or no opportunity for treatment that falls outside “common” 
or “customary” practices to be reported and, as such, no opportunity 
for enforcement action. 

In a majority of states where fur  
farming exists, the anti-cruelty 
laws contain provisions that exempt 
“common,” “customary,” or “accepted” 
farming practices, thereby placing fur 
farmers beyond the reach of the law. 
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While mink and fox are defined as furbearing animals under Fish & 
Wildlife and Natural Resources Department codes, in every state where 
fur farming is known to exist, mink and fox raised commercially for fur 
fall outside these departments’ regulatory authority. 

States may specifically exempt farmed mink and fox from rules 
that apply to other captive furbearing species. For example, in 
Montana and Utah, mink and fox are not included under the fur-
farm or fur-breeding licenses issued by the Montana Department 
of Fish, Wildlife and Parks or Utah Department of Natural 
Resources respectively, but these states do issue licenses for the 
breeding and use of lynx, bobcat, and marten for fur production.  

Mink and fox raised on commercial fur farms may also be exempt from 
rules that apply to captive mink and fox produced for other purposes 
such as hunting or dog training. For example, in Missouri, Iowa, and 
Illinois, fur farms are specifically exempt from rules that apply to state 
game farms or “furbearing animal breeders.” Likewise, the Minnesota 
Department of Natural Resources reported 134 active licenses for game 
farms which may raise mink, fox, bobcat, bear, beaver, cougar, wolf, 
coyote, rabbit, and other animals for various purposes. However, the 
department does not license or regulate the state’s 23 to 49 commercial 
fur farms. 

It is important to note that regulations set forth by state game commissions 
governing game farms and “furbearing animal breeders” are typically 
limited to licensing and record-keeping, not animal welfare. In Iowa, 
for example, the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) requires that 
animals on game farms be pen-raised for at least two generations 
and requires that game breeders file an annual report detailing the 
acquisition, production, and disposition of animals. The DNR commission 
may adopt rules which “ensure that all game birds, game animals, and 
fur-bearing animals are provided with humane care and treatment,” but 
it has not done so. 

Voluntary Guidelines 

Three states (Michigan, Idaho, Ohio) reported that fur farms in their 
states were “encouraged” to follow voluntary industry codes of practice 
in lieu of enforceable regulations, licensing, or monitoring. Only 
Michigan and Idaho had incorporated such guidelines into documents 
maintained and provided by the Departments of Agriculture.   

The Idaho State Department of Agriculture reported that while it does 
not have specific requirements for fur farms it does have “a voluntary 
program that certifies minimum requirements for the humane raising 

“Selection for superior animals that can 
thrive under ranch conditions has been 
achieved, since only foxes that could 
function normally and successfully 
in captivity have contributed to the 
subsequent gene pool.” 

~ Agriculture Canada Recommended 
Code of Practice for the care 

and handling of ranched fox,1989
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and handling of fur farm animals. The program is modeled after the 
minimum standards issued by the US Fur Commission.” The standards 
provided by the Michigan Department of Agriculture are also said 
to be compiled primarily from the guidelines developed by the “Fur 
Commission U.S.A.”

As indicated by the Departments, the voluntary standard provided by 
these two state agencies largely reflect standard industry practices 
primarily designed to maximize efficiency, profit, and convenience for 
the farmer. Recommendations relevant to animal welfare are vague 
and lack measurable outcomes. It is now widely recognized that to be 
effective guidelines should be specific and measurable. Words such as 
“properly,” “adequate,” and “sufficient” are open to wide interpretation 
and do not provide meaningful guidance (Grandin 2004).  

For example, with regard to enclosure size, Idaho’s guidelines 
recommend that cages be of “sufficient size to allow exercise, normal 
postural adjustments, and freedom of movement, elimination of wastes 
and for mink to remain dry and clean.” Michigan’s guidelines suggest 
that “mink and fox pens should be of sufficient size to promote the 
general welfare of the animals and allow them to perform normal 
physiological functions, including rest, sleep, grooming, defecation, 
breeding, whelping, and raising young.”  

However, merely allowing an animal to sleep, turn around, groom, 
breed, and defecate does not guarantee good welfare. Survival and 
successful breeding alone do not guarantee good welfare (Fraser and 
Broom 1990). Provisions that allow for the animals’ normal behavioral 
functions and other relevant welfare measures such as enrichment, 
provision of swimming water for mink, and elevated platforms, are also 
never mentioned in either set of guidelines.  

Specific recommendations relevant to environmental protection such as 
carcass and waste disposal are also vague. The voluntary guidelines 
recommend that manure not be allowed to accumulate under cages and 
that farms be located in “appropriate areas” and “good” or “adequate” 
drainage. 

Both sets of guidelines refer to establishing a program of disease control 
and prevention, but do not provide details or examples. Likewise both 
guidelines advise that sick and injured animals be treated or humanely 
euthanized but do not define treatment or euthanasia protocols for such 
animals. 

Idaho’s guidelines provide recommendations for the killing of animals for 
fur harvest. These recommendations include the use of carbon monoxide 
generated by a gas-combusting motor, and cyanide, both contrary to 
the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) guidelines on 

“All the ways we exploit animals are 
terrible, but none of them is more 
terrible that the living hell we create 
for animals on fur farms.”  

~ Professor Rev. Andrew Lindzey 
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euthanasia. According to the AVMA guidelines only bottled carbon 
monoxide is considered an acceptable agent for killing mink; the 
guidelines warn that mink require high concentrations of the gas for 
it to be effective and that equipment must be properly designed and 
operated to be acceptable. Cyanide is considered an unacceptable 
agent for euthanasia by the AVMA guidelines.   

Michigan’s guidelines mention that the Fur Commission USA 
“recommends acceptable procedures for euthanasia of mink and fox 
that are identified in the report of the AVMA Panel on euthanasia” but 
does not provide them. 
 
Neither state enforces these recommendations or collects data on the 
number of farms utilizing them; it is therefore unknown what effect these 
recommendations have on the welfare of farmed fox and mink.

The Fur Commission USA (FCUSA) boasts that “the overwhelming 
majority of mink farms in the U.S. are members of FCUSA and participate 
in the Merit Award certification program,” which is ostensibly awarded 
only to those members who meet “the strict criteria set forth by the 
FCUSA Animal Welfare Committee in its ‘Standard Guidelines for the 
Operation of Mink Farms in the United States.’”  However, as previously 
discussed, such guidelines tend to merely codify and mirror existing 
industry practice. 

Moreover, certification and inspection by an entity simultaneously 
concerned with industry promotion and membership recruitment 
create a considerable conflict of interest. Ultimately, to be meaningful, 
guidelines, codes of practice, or recommendations need to be legally 
enforceable by an independently objective, appropriately mandated 
agency. 

Table 2:
Below is the summary of state fur farm regulatory authority, licensing, 
and inspection. Information from state agency response to the Born Free 
USA survey of states where fur farming is reported to exist (Table 1). 
States with no reported fur farms were not surveyed. 

State Dept. 
of Ag.

Dept. of 
Wildlife Licensed Inspections 

Colorado No No No No

Idaho Yes1 No No No

Illinois No No2 No2 No

Indiana No No No No

Iowa No No No No

Massachusetts Yes3 No Yes3 Yes3

Michigan Yes4 No No No4

“Only a person who is interested in 
animals, and truly cares for them, can 
become a successful fur farmer.” 

~ Fur Institute of Canada 
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Table 2: Continued

State Dept. 
of Ag.

Dept. of 
Wildlife Licensed Inspections 

Minnesota Yes5 No No No

Missouri No No No No

Montana No Yes6 No Yes6

Nebraska No No No No

New Hampshire NR No No No

New York Yes7 No No No

North Dakota NR NR NR NR

Ohio No No No No

Oregon Yes No Yes8 Yes8

Pennsylvania No NR No No

South Dakota Yes9 No No No

Utah No No No No

Washington Yes No Yes10 No

Wisconsin No No No No

* 	See after Table 3 (p. 23) for exception number descriptions

Table 3: 

State
Housing, Cage 
size, Feeding, 
Enrichment 

Carcass and 
Waste Disposal Vet Care Disease 

Control 
Record 
Keeping 

Killing 
Methods

Colorado* No No No No No No

Idaho* No No No Yes1 No No

Illinois* No No No No No2 No

Indiana* No No No No No No

Iowa* No No No No No No

Massachusetts No No No No Yes3 No

Michigan* No No No No No No

Minnesota No Yes5 No No No No

Missouri* No No No No No No

Montana* No No No No No No

Nebraska* No No No No No No

New Hampshire No No No No No No

New York No No No No No Yes7

North Dakota No No No No No No

Ohio* No No No No No No

Below is the summary of State Regulations Specific to Fur Farms. Information from state agency response to the Born Free 
USA survey of states where fur farming is reported to exist (Table 1). States with no reported fur farms were not surveyed.
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* 	States with anti-cruelty statutes that specifically exempt customary or accepted farming 
practices  

1	 ID Fur farming is deemed an agricultural pursuit (title 25 Ch30) and the Department 
of Agriculture “division of animal industries” has authority to inspect fur farms at any 
time (title 25 Ch30 Idaho Code), but no regulations exist and the number of existing 
farms is unknown since no license is required.  Disease: “Fur farms may possess or 
import any domestic fur bearing animals with a certificate of veterinary inspection and 
domestic fur-bearing animals may be sold, traded, bartered or exchanged between 
fur farms” (Title 25, Ch2). However, it is unclear how this requirement is enforced 
without licensing or inspection. 

2	 IL Those breeding mink and fox are exempt from the requirement to obtain a furbearing 
mammal breeder license from the Department of Natural Resources if “(1) they are 
defined as farmers for Federal income tax purposes, and (2) at least 20 percent of 
their gross farm income as reported on Federal tax form Schedule F (Form 1040) 
for the previous year is generated from the sale of mink, red fox or arctic fox as live 
animals, pelt or carcasses.”

3	 MA $25 annual listing fee. Certificate issued, and must be posted in a conspicuous 
place on the premises at all times. The department “may inspect at any reasonable 
time.” (However, maintaining breeding records is the only requirement and the 
Department is unaware of any fur farms in the state.) 

4	 MI Department of Agriculture has authority to regulate fur farms but does not do so. 
The Public Acts of 1941 were amended in 1948 to include “An act to license and 
regulate domestic mink farms, and to prescribe the powers and duties of the state 
department of agriculture with respect thereto.” This act was repealed in 1955. 

5	 MN Department of Agriculture has the authority to license and regulate but does not. Fur 
farms are required to comply with general agricultural carcass disposal requirements 
which include a special exemption for trucks transporting carcasses to fur farms.

6	 MT Fox and mink are not included under the fur farm licensing requirements. The 
Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks “periodically” inspects farms raising beaver, 
otter, muskrat, marten, fisher, wolverine, bobcat, and lynx.

7	 NY Fur farms are within its jurisdiction but there are no regulations and the state 
does not enforce the Article 26 of the Agriculture and Markets law that prohibits 
electrocution of furbearing animals.

8	 OR Only fur farms with a liquid waste handling or storage system must register for an 
Oregon CAFO General Permit. Farms without such systems are not licensed, registered 
or inspected. Only 11 out of the 18–31 fur farms in Oregon are registered as CAFOs. 
Department of Agriculture asserted that it is responsible for disease protection and 
control for livestock; however, it did not explain how this is achieved without licensing 
and inspection of farms or even knowledge of farm whereabouts. 

9	 SD In jurisdiction of Department of Agriculture but no regulations or license required.

10 WA A small business license is required. The Department has the ability to quarantine 
animals on fur farms.  

“Frustrated animals such as females 
whose young kits are removed, also 
show high levels of running in and 
out of the nest-box, and nodding up 
and down against the cage wall, both 
possibly the intentional movements of 
search.” 

~ The European Commission 
Scientific Committee on Animal 

Health and Animal Welfare

State
Housing, Cage 
size, Feeding, 
Enrichment 

Carcass and 
Waste Disposal Vet Care Disease 

Control 
Record 
Keeping 

Killing 
Methods

Oregon* No Yes8 No Yes8 No No

Pennsylvania* No No No No No No

South Dakota* No No No No No No

Utah* No No No No No No

Washington* No Yes No Yes9 No No

Wisconsin* No No No No No No

Table 3: Continued
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The Dirty Dozen: 
12 worst fur farming states

1. Wisconsin 

Wisconsin tops the list for having the greatest number of unregulated 
fur farms in the country, with 71 mink fur farms counted by the USDA 
and possibly as many as 106 total fur farms when fox and alternative 
sources of information are included.

Wisconsin is also one of a handful of states with government regulatory 
agencies that are likely unaware of the lack of regulation of this industry 
in their state despite the potential impacts on other agriculture and other 
wildlife. The Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer 
Protection and the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources both 
erroneously implicated the other as having regulatory oversight of fur 
farms.   

“The Department of Natural Resources regulates fur farm in Wisconsin” 
~ Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, 

Trade and Consumer Protection

“[Fur farms are] regulated by the Dept of Ag & Consumer Protection” 
~ Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources  

2. Utah 

Utah comes in second to worst for having at least 65 fur farms that 
are completely devoid of any agency oversight or specific regulations. 
Moreover the Utah state code specifically states that “animals kept or 
owned for agricultural purposes in accordance with accepted husbandry 
practices” are not included within the cruelty statute. The raising of 
animals for fur would most likely be considered an agricultural purpose, 
thereby placing the cruel but commonly accepted practices endured by 
farmed mink and fox outside the reach of state anti-cruelty laws.  

While commonly considered an agricultural pursuit, mink and fox farming 
is likely of little or no concern to the Utah Department of Agriculture. In 
response to the Born Free USA questionnaire the Utah Department of 
Agriculture provided a handwritten response scribbled across the top 
of the questionnaire that read, “Fur farms are not regulated by the Utah 
Department of Agriculture,” with no salutation or signature. 

On first glance it might appear that fur farming is regulated by the Utah 
Department of Natural Resources because this agency issues “Certificates 
of Registration” for “fur breeding.” However, “fur breeding” refers only 
to the propagation of captive-raised bobcat, lynx, and marten. The 
progeny of these animals may be pelted or sold. There are currently 2 

Utah

#2
worst

Wisconsin

#1
worst

U

N

C

A

G

E

D

U

N

C

G

E

D

A

C R U E

C U ER L

50o

55o

60o

65o

70o

75o

80o

85o

90o

95o

100o

105o

110o

50o

55o

60o

65o

70o

75o

80o

85o

90o

95o

100o

105o

110o

130o 125o 120o 115o 110o 105o 100o 95o

130o 125o 120o 115o 110o 105o 100o 95o



Fur Farm Report – 25

active fur-breeding farms of this type in Utah. The Department clarified 
that in regard to farm-raised mink or fox, “the division does not have 
jurisdiction over these animals.”   

3. Idaho 

Idaho takes third place in the “dirty dozen” for its high number of 
unregulated mink farms, for having a Department of Agriculture that 
has authority to inspect fur farms but from our research appears to not, 
and for having one of the broadest anti-cruelty statute exemptions in 
the country. Idaho code dismisses all “normal and accepted” common 
industry practice that might otherwise be deemed cruelty to animals, 
especially if the Department of Agriculture were not charged with 
enforcing the code. 

As mentioned in the above notes, because fur farming has been deemed 
an “agricultural pursuit” the Division of Animal Industries has authority 
to inspect fur farms at any time; however, because no implementing 
regulations exist and no licensing is required, having “the authority 
to inspect” is practically meaningless especially in regard to animal 
welfare. Since no license is required to operate a fur farm in the state, 
and no record-keeping is required, farms may be in operation that the 
Department has no awareness of and therefore no way to enforce the 
“certificates of veterinary inspection” that are ostensibly required for fur 
farms to “possess, or import domestic fur bearing animals.” 

4. Minnesota

Minnesota comes in at a close fourth place behind Idaho with nearly 
as many unregulated mink farms (23), but without the broad anti-cruelty 
statute exemption. However, the same cruel common industry practices 
likely take place unabated on Minnesota fur farms and no agency 
inspects or licenses the farms despite the authority of the Department of 
Agriculture to do so. 

Minnesota does offer a “voluntary program of registration and annual 
report of pelts sold.” The only thing voluntarily registered fur farms are 
required to do is have a Minnesota business tax ID number and file a 
report of the number of pelts of each species of furbearing animal sold 
during the preceding calendar year. Nothing relevant to environmental 
protection or animal welfare is required. 

This voluntary program may be what the Department of Natural 
Resources was referring to when it informed Born Free USA that the 
Minnesota Department of Agriculture “regulates” and “licenses” fur 
farms.

As in other states the Department of Natural Resources does enforce 
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regulations pertaining to “game farms” and “shooting preserves.” The 
Department reports having 134 active licenses for game farms and lists 
mink and fox among the animals included on such farms but apparently 
draws a distinction between mink and fox raised on “game farms” and 
those raised on fur farms, although the actual basis for such a distinction 
is not clear.  

5. Oregon

Like other “dirty dozen” states, Oregon has multiple mink farms (18) 
and no welfare-related regulations. In fact, according to the Oregon 
Department of Agriculture, it does not have regulatory authority over 
how animals are raised or treated on fur farms. 

The Department gains a few positive points for at least acknowledging 
that permits are required for some farms — those with a liquid waste 
handling or storage system. These farms are considered “Confined 
Animal Feeding Operations” (CAFOS) and, as such, are required to 
obtain a “National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System Permit” 
compliant with the Clean Water Act. 

Ironically, farms with no waste handling systems are apparently of little 
or no concern. As a result, only 11 of the 18–31 fur farms are accounted 
for and inspected annually. The Department of Agriculture asserts that 
it is only responsible for disease protection and control for livestock; 
however, it is unclear how such control is exercised if the majority of fur 
farms are not licensed or inspected. 

The Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife has no authority over 
commercial fur farms and erroneously indicated that the US Department 
of Agriculture issues permits for propagating furbearers on commercial 
fur farms in its response to Born Free USA. As noted in the report it is 
not uncommon for state agencies to wrongly assume that commercial 
fur farms are regulated by federal agencies.  

6. Iowa 

Iowa has 17 mink farms, none of which appear to be regulated in 
any significant way. The only thing remotely remarkable about Iowa 
was the lack of response from the Iowa Department of Agriculture; 
however, a search of the Department’s website does not turn up any 
regulations or permits specific to fur farms and furbearing animals 
are not included among the list of animals requiring a permit. The 
Department of Natural Resources however was very responsive to our 
request for information, but does not regulate captive-raised mink and 
fox. It does provide licenses for “game breeders” which may include 
furbearers other than farmed mink and fox. “Game breeders” are 
“periodically” inspected by state conservation officers according to the 
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Department. The Department may adopt rules to ensure “humane care 
and treatment” of animals raised on “game farms” but has yet to do so.   

7. Pennsylvania 

Pennsylvania has fewer documented fur farms (11) than Iowa and was 
equally unresponsive to questions about fur farming in the state. In the 
case of Pennsylvania, however, it was the Department of Wildlife that 
failed to provide the courtesy of a response to questions.

The Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture, on the other hand, was 
prompt and concise in reporting that the agency “does not have any 
responsibilities in the regulation of fur farming.” The agency also 
suggested that the Department of Wildlife was responsible for the 
raising of “wild animals for fur”; however, no definition of “wild animal 
fur” was provided and no definition could be found under the provisions 
of the Department of Wildlife, which was unable or unwilling to clarify 
this matter.  

8. Michigan 

According to Michigan’s State Veterinarian and Division Director of 
Animal Industry Division, Michigan’s fur farms are not regulated or 
inspected because no license is required and likewise no records are 
available. 

Interestingly, Michigan briefly attempted to license fur farms in the 
1940s. The Public Acts of 1941 were amended in 1948 to include “An 
act to license and regulate domestic mink farms, and to prescribe the 
powers and duties of the state department of agriculture with respect 
thereto.” This act was repealed in 1955 leaving Michigan fur farmers 
free from any regulatory oversight.  

9. Washington 

As in many states, fur farms in Washington can be quarantined if a 
disease problem is detected or can be fined or cited under applicable 
environmental protection laws, again if a problem is detected. But also 
like most states, there is no system in place to inspect, approve, or even 
to document the size and location of fur farms.  

While the Department of Agriculture reports that it can quarantine fur 
farms if there is a disease problem, it also reported that it does not keep 
records or information on the total number of fur farms in the state. It did, 
however, report that fur farms are required to obtain a small business 
license, but these licenses are not shared with the Department. 

While the Department admitted that it does not inspect fur farms, 
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nor keep any records relevant to fur farms, it did report that specific 
requirements were required for killing, waste disposal, carcass 
disposal, disease control, recordkeeping, and animal identification, but 
is apparently unaware of what those requirements are, and doesn’t 
enforce them. The Department did provide a copy of the Revised Codes 
of Washington (RCW) where fur farming is mentioned. However, these 
codes merely provide definitions and establish that fur farming is to be 
“deemed an agricultural pursuit,” that wild-caught furbearers must be 
obtained lawfully, and that fur farmers “may” mark any fox, mink, or 
marten with a brand for identification — but it is not required. 

The Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife also reported that 
it does not manage, permit, or license fur farms, and advised that 
Washington Department of Agriculture be contacted for “records 
concerning fur farms.” 

10. Illinois

Illinois is in the number 10 spot for its rather incongruous regulations of 
fur farming in the state.

On one hand, the Illinois statute states that those breeding or raising 
live furbearing mammals must obtain a furbearing mammal breeder 
license from the Department of Natural Resources (DNR). A permit 
costs just $25 and license holders are required to maintain records for 
two years on the sale, disposition, and acquisition of each live animal 
or green hide. License holders are not required to follow any care or 
housing standards. By the DNR definition, mink and fox are “furbearing 
animals”; however, the animals are treated differently under the law 
depending on how large the operation is. Those raising mink and fox 
who make at least 20 percent of their gross farm income on the sale of 
mink, red fox, or arctic fox as live animals, pelts, or carcasses, are not 
required to obtain a furbearing mammal breeder license from the DNR 
and the operation is deemed an “agricultural pursuit” under the law 
(520 ILCS 5/3.25).

It seems the designation of commercial fur farming as an “agricultural 
pursuit” serves only to ensure that the farms are exempt from regulatory 
oversight. According to the State Veterinarian, “The Illinois Department 
of Agriculture does not have the statutory authority to regulate this 
industry.” So, ironically, the larger the operation the less likely it is to be 
regulated in Illinois. 

11. Ohio

The fact that Ohio has fewer total farms than some states is the only 
reason that Ohio rates a bit better than the very worst states — it also 
lacks meaningful regulations.
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According to the State Veterinarian with the Department of Agriculture, 
“The Ohio Department of Agriculture does not regulate animal welfare 
issues in Ohio, nor do we impose any specific housing or care 
requirements for any animal, no matter the species. The responsibilities 
of the Ohio Department of Agriculture, Division of Animal Industry are 
to provide disease control and eradication support services for the 
purpose of protecting the health of Ohio’s food/agricultural animals 
and public health.”  

As with other states, the Department provided no explanation for how 
disease control responsibilities are carried out in absence of licensing, 
inspection, or specific regulations.  

The State Veterinarian erroneously suggested that the Department of 
Natural Resources licenses mink farms and also incorrectly asserted 
that “care standards” on fur farms are regulated by the USDA under 
authority of the Animal Welfare Act. 

12. Montana 

Like other states, Montana fails to regulate mink and fox fur farming and 
is unaware of the number and whereabouts of all fur farming operations 
in the state. 

Montana stands out, however, for sanctioning the captive breeding of 
lynx and bobcats for fur and other purposes but providing no significant 
welfare regulations for these animals. Montana also makes the list 
for having two state agencies that provided erroneous information 
regarding the regulation of fur farming in the state.  
 
Both the Montana Department of Livestock and the Montana Department 
of Agriculture denied any responsibility for overseeing fur farms in the 
state and both indicated that Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife and 
Parks was responsible. 

However, the Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks only 
licenses farms raising beaver, otter, muskrat, marten, fisher, wolverine, 
bobcat, and lynx. Mink and fox are not included under fur farm licensing 
requirements. 

The regulations for the furbearers that are covered by the Montana 
Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks are minimal. To receive an annual 
fur farm license one must pay a $25 fee for the initial application and 
an annual $15 renewal fee, own or lease the premises where the farm 
exists, and the property must be “properly fenced” so as to prevent 
escape of fur farm animals into the wild.  

In addition, licensees must keep records of the number and species of 
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furbearers purchased, transferred, or sold and the name of each person 
to whom or from whom such furbearers were purchased, transferred, or 
sold. While the Department has the authority to adopt and enforce rules 
governing care and treatment of furbearers held by fur farm operators, 
it has not done so. 

There are 14 bobcat/lynx farms licensed by the Department of Fish 
Wildlife and Parks as “fur farms”; these animals are raised for various 
purposes including pets, attractions, urine, trophies, and pelts. One fur 
farm reported pelting 6 lynx and 130 bobcats in 2008. 

Fur farming in Canada

Canada produces approximately 4.5% of the global farmed mink 
production, making it the 6th largest mink producer in the world just 
behind the United States. According to data collected by Oslo Fur 
Auctions and reported by the Fur Commission USA, 2.3 million farm-
raised mink were killed and pelted in 2007 (Fur Commission 2007). 
Data collected by Statistics Canada report fewer pelts for the same year: 
1,810,400 (Statistics Canada 2007). These numbers do not include the 
number of breeding animals or the number of animals not pelted for 
profit due to early death, escape, or poor pelt condition. However, 
unlike the United States, Canada does collect these data. 

In 2007, an additional 113,300 mink died or escaped in Canada and 
were not pelted; a further 458,500 mink were reported “on farms” 
— this largely consists of breeding animals. There were a total of 219 
mink fur farms in Canada (Statistics Canada 2007).  

Also in contrast to the United States, Canada collects detailed data 
on fox farms. In 2007, there were 82 fox farms in Canada (Statistics 
Canada 2007) which collectively killed and pelted an estimated 
8,750 foxes. An additional 510 died or escaped (not pelted), and an 
additional 4,320 remained on the farms likely as breeding animals 
(Statistics Canada 2007).  

Statistics Canada surveys mink and fox farms to produce annual 
estimates of fur farm pelts produced in Canada and to produce 
provincial estimates of inventories, peltings, and values to aid in 
determining production value and to identify industry trends (Statistics 
Canada 2007). While information on the number of fox and mink who 
die or escape prior to pelting is collected, no other potential welfare or 
environmental indicators are collected. The data are collected from “all 
known mink and fox ranches,” as compiled by the “Census of Agriculture” 
and questionnaires are sent by mail. Response is voluntary. This may 
explain the discrepancy between the substantially higher numbers of 
farmed Canadian mink pelts reported by the Oslo Fur Auction, although 

30 – Born Free USA

photo: CAFT UK

In CANADA information on the number of 
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Statistics Canada asserts that its data are highly accurate (Statistics 
Canada 2007).

There are no national mandatory reporting or operating requirements 
specific to fur farms in Canada. While a few provinces and territories 
in Canada have regulations relevant to fur farming, most are limited 
to carcass and waste disposal, licensing, escape prevention, and 
reporting. There are a few notable exceptions yet few of these have 
regulations relevant to animal welfare.  

Canadian Codes of Practice

In lieu of national regulations, The Codes of Practice for the Care and 
Handling of Farm Animals have set the minimum standard for animal 
welfare across Canada for over two decades. The Canadian Agri-Food 
Research Council is responsible for managing the codes. 

The ranched fox and mink codes of practice were developed in 1998. 
The codes set forth voluntary housing and management practices for 
farmed fox and mink (each species is covered in separate documents). 
While the codes cover some basic care requirements such as sanitation, 
provision of adequate and potable food and water, and that sick 
animals be “treated immediately” or “destroyed humanely,” there are 
many shortcomings. For example, in fox codes of practice, important 
considerations such as cage size merely adopt standard industry cage 
sizing — 12 square feet. In addition the recommended method of killing 
farmed foxes is electrocution via charged probes inserted into the fox’s 
mouth and rectum.

Further, the codes specifically recommend against use of intravenous 
injection of barbiturates and use of gas such as CO and CO2. These 
recommendations are in stark contrast to the AVMA guidelines. 
Electrocution is considered only “Conditionally Acceptable” by the 
AVMA for killing foxes and only when followed by cervical dislocation 
(AVMA 2007), while barbiturates and CO and CO2 are considered 
“Acceptable” by the AVMA (AVMA 2007). Lastly, provisions specific 
to environmental enrichment and psychological well-being of farmed 
foxes are glaringly absent in the codes of practice. 

The codes of practice for the care and handling of mink are similar in 
scope and shortcomings. Minimum cage sizing is based on standard 
industry practice; as a result, minimum size for individual mink is a paltry 
325 square inches (2.25 square feet). The codes also fail to recommend 
or even mention environmental enrichments for mink such as swimming 
water and other items shown to stimulate mink activity and reduce stress 
in caged mink (Nimon and Broom 1999, Mason et al. 2001). 
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Because the codes of practice are not linked to a verification program 
that ensures the codes are being followed, it is unknown what effect 
these codes have on the welfare of farmed fox and mink. 

Ironically, the introduction to the voluntary codes of practice state, 
“Domestication and artificial selection of livestock have made farm 
animals dependent on humans. Consequently, according to the currently 
accepted moral and ethical standards of our society, humans have no 
choice but to avoid suffering at all stages of their lives. This voluntary  
[emphasis added] Code of Practice represents a step toward meeting 
that responsibility.”  

Indeed, across Canada fur farmers have lots of choices when it comes 
to the care and treatment of fur farmed animals, as there is little they are 
legally obligated to do. 

Table 4: 
Number of Mink and Fox Farms by Province (Source: Statistics Canada 
2007)

Province Number of
Mink Farms

Number of
Fox Farms

Newfoundland
and Labrador 

18 6

Prince Edward Island 7 6

Nova Scotia 93 11

New Brunswick 7 19

Quebec 11 14

Ontario 58 9

Manitoba 11 6

Saskatchewan 0 5

Alberta 2 5

British Columbia 12 1

Total 219 82

Alberta 

Alberta has a “Fur Farm Act.” While the Act provides for inspection 
authority, it does not require it. In addition the regulations are limited to 
keeping the premises in a “clean and sanitary condition” and to having 
cages that prevent “animals from escaping and to prevent other animals 
from entering.” The Act also includes restrictions on importing and 
exporting animals and requires reporting of “any outbreak of sickness 
or disease.” But again while it provides authority for quarantine, it does 
not require it in the event of a disease outbreak. The Act does not 
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address caging standards, animal care, and enrichment, or handling 
or killing methods. Interestingly the Act does explicitly allow fur farm 
owners or workers to kill any dog found to be “terrifying the fur-bearing 
animals.” There are 2 mink farms and 5 fox farms in Alberta (Statistics 
Canada 2007). 

British Columbia

British Columbia also has a “Fur Farm Act” which is a little more 
detailed than Alberta’s. It too requires fur farms to acquire a license 
but unlike Alberta it requires record-keeping, including sales, purchase 
of live animals, pelt shipments, births, and deaths. Also in contrast to 
Alberta’s Act, British Columbia’s Act contains some minimal requirements 
for animal care but only under the auspices of disease control — not 
welfare. Animals must be supplied with “an ample supply of wholesome 
food and clean, fresh water,” and farms must “maintain animals in good 
general health and free of disease.” Also of note, the Act requires that 
licensed farms have “equipment adequate” for the “humane dispatching 
of animals to be pelted”; however, it does not contain actual provisions 
for carrying out “humane dispatching.” There are 12 mink farms and 1 
fox farm in British Columbia (Statistics Canada 2007). 

Saskatchewan 

Saskatchewan has, under “The Animal Products Act,” regulations 
cited as “The Fur Farming Regulations” which require that fur farms 
be licensed. A license is obtained by submitting an application to the 
minister with “any information that the minister considers necessary” 
and a $40 CND application fee and must be renewed annually. The 
regulations prohibit release of animals and require reporting of escapes 
to a wildlife officer and require record-keeping of all births, deaths, 
purchases, and transfers. 

The regulations do contain vague provisions relevant to welfare. The 
regulations explicitly state that animals shall be handled in a “humane 
manner” and that they shall be destroyed in “as painless and humane  
a manner as possible.” However, what constitutes humane handling 
and killing is not defined or spelled out. The regulations do contain 
minimal cage sizes for coyote, fox, lynx, and mink. Individual adult  
fox cages cannot be less than 11.84 square feet (not including the 
nesting area) and cannot be less than 2.49 feet wide or high. (Note: 
This is slightly smaller than the standard industry fox cage which is 
3x4 feet.) There are 5 fox farms in Saskatchewan and no mink farms 
(Statistics Canada 2007).

Nunavut 

Nunavut, a Canadian territory, has regulations governing fur farms 
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under the “Wildlife Business Regulation,” although it is unclear if there 
are any fur farms in Nunavut. (This territory is not included in Fur 
Statistics collected by Statistics Canada.) Nonetheless, regulations are in 
place requiring fur farms (and game farms) to obtain an annual license 
with a fee of $200 CDN for first time applications and $100 CDN for 
renewals. Of note, fur farm operators are required to provide enclosures 
that “meet the security, biological and aesthetic requirements of the 
fur-bearing animals.” In addition operators are required to “provide 
veterinary services for sick or injured animals within an enclosure,” and 
may not keep or permit animals to be “kept in a stressful, unsanitary or 
overcrowded environment.”

Ontario

Regulations set forth in Ontario’s Fish and Wildlife Conservation Act 
require fur farmers to report escapees and to be held liable for costs 
associated with their recovery (Kidd 2008); however, enforcement 
of this provision is reported to be low since the removal of licensing 
authority over mink farms in the 1990s (Kidd 2008). Ontario’s Fur 
Farms Act was repealed in 1997. Fur farms are still required to follow 
general agricultural requirements such as those governing carcass and 
manure disposal. Ontario has 58 mink farms and 9 fox farms (Statistics 
Canada 2007).

Manitoba

Manitoba’s fur farms are governed by the “Animal Care Act.” 

The Act prohibits confining animals to “an enclosure or area 
(I)	 with inadequate space,
(II)	 with unsanitary conditions.
(III)	 with inadequate ventilation, or
(IV)	without providing an opportunity for exercise so as to 
	 significantly impair the animal’s health or well-being.” 

It appears, on first glance, the conditions under which mink and fox are 
customarily kept would clearly violate the Act. However, the Act contains 
an exemption for “accepted activities.” An “accepted activity” includes 
“agricultural uses of animals” and any activity that is “consistent with 
generally accepted practices or procedures.” Therefore certain practices, 
no matter how inhumane, are outside the reach of the Act if they are 
“accepted agricultural practices.” As a result the Act fails to ensure the 
welfare and humane treatment of farmed mink and fox in Manitoba.
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The Remaining Canadian Provinces:

Similar to Ontario and Manitoba, the remaining Canadian provinces 
(which contain more than half of all mink farms in Canada) — Quebec, 
New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, and Newfoundland 
and Labrador — have very few laws specifically governing fur farms 
and no laws specifically governing the welfare or humane treatment of 
animals on fur farms (CanLII 2009).

In fact, the lack of appropriate regulation of mink farms has recently 
become a pressing issue in Nova Scotia, which has seen the number of 
farmed mink triple over the past 10 years to about 1 million (CBC News 
2009 b) with local residents demanding new rules citing water pollution 
and other environmental concerns. 

Even when rules and regulation exist, enforcement is a problem. 
Evidence suggests that even laws designed to protect the environment 
are often unenforced.  A recent report on fur farm waste management 
in Newfoundland and Labrador concluded, “Due to the overall lack of 
enforcement of waste management practices, mink farming has become 
what some consider a non-controlled industry” (van der Marel et al. 
2008).

The same report also noted that “most documents pertaining to fur 
farming are not legally binding.” The “Environmental Farm Practices 
Guidelines, “and the “Recommended Code of Practice for the Care 
and Handling of Mink” were listed as examples (van der Marel et al. 
2008).

Finally, the report cited a problem that is common across Canada 
— enforcement agencies are charged with conflicting responsibilities. 
According to the report, “There is an identified conflict of interest for 
agriculture representatives; one cannot expect an extension officer 
to provide assistance and recommendations on compliance while 
simultaneously issuing a fine” (van der Marel et al. 2008). 

Indeed, across Canada those charged with overseeing the fur industry 
and those charged with promoting the industry are one and the same. 
Allowing the industry to essentially police itself, especially in regard to 
animal welfare, is not unlike having vampires guard the blood banks. 

Comparison to Europe 

Precise regulatory measures governing the raising and killing of fur 
animals have already been adopted in a number of European countries 
and some have banned fox and/or mink farming on humanitarian 
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grounds. As a result, Canada and the United States lag far behind 
other long-industrialized  countries in regulating fur farming especially 
in regard to animal welfare.

After reviewing available scientific data relevant to the care and 
treatment of fur-farmed animals, the Council of Europe set forth several 
recommendations for fur farming. Many issues identified by the Council 
of Europe are issues that are largely or entirely ignored by U.S. and 
Canadian laws, voluntary programs, and industry standards.

For example, the Council of Europe recommends that each weaned fox 
should have access to an elevated resting platform or nest box on the top 
of which it can rest and inspect its surroundings. This recommendation is 
under implementation in the European Union. In addition, the provision 
of suitable material for gnawing has also been recommended for foxes 
and it has been reported that an increasing number of farms in the 
European Union are adopting this measure.

The benefits of providing enrichment in the form of platforms, play balls, 
or cylinders to farmed mink are well documented. Again, in contrast to 
recommendations and industry standards in the U.S. and Canada, the 
benefits of enrichment have been acknowledged and incorporated in 
many European countries.  

In the Netherlands, farmers are strongly encouraged to enrich mink-
cages; as a result about 25% of Dutch mink have either a wire-mesh 
platform or a plastic cylinder and all mink are provided with straw or 
another type of litter for at least part of their life (SCAHAW 2001). In 
Norway, 88% of mink are provided with activity objects (SCAHAW 
2001). In Scandinavian countries, all mink have access to straw at all 
times (SCAHAW 2001). In recognition of the importance of swimming 
water for mink, as of 2008 all mink farms in Italy were required to 
provide swimming water, plus allow for more space and place pens on 
the ground. 

Many countries have moved beyond incremental welfare improvements. 
Even after the required provision of bedding and enrichment for mink, 
in 2009 a majority of the Dutch Parliament agreed that mink farming is 
unethical and voted to ban mink production in the country. If approved 
by the Dutch Senate the ban will come into effect in 2018. 

The Netherlands banned fox farming due to humanitarian concerns 
in 1995, making it the first country in the world to ban fox farming. 
Sweden too took a strong position on fox farming in 1995 when 
an amendment to the Animal Protection Ordinance banned the 
keeping of foxes in cages and required that foxes be kept in such 
a way that they can be active, dig, and socialize with other foxes. 
As a result, fox farming is no longer economically viable in Sweden 
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“24 to 55 percent of adult mink housed 
under standard conditions may suffer 
from stomach ulcers.” 

~ Journal of Animal Welfare 
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and since 2000 all fox farms in the country have been shut down. 
Currently, Sweden’s Social Democratic Party and the Green Party 
are supporting legislation to ban all fur farming in the country.   

In 2009 a bill banning fox farming in Denmark passed with a phase-out 
of 15 years for those who have more than 50% of their income from fox 
farming and 8 years for those who have less than 50% of their income 
from fox farming. No compensation will be paid to the farmers due to 
the long phase-out. 

The ban was passed based on the understanding that it is impossible to 
raise foxes in captive conditions that protect their welfare and that earlier 
regulations passed in 2007 failed to enhance welfare to acceptable 
levels; as such, it is considered unethical to farm foxes. The ban also 
includes the raising of foxes for dog training. 

Summary of European Fur Farming Bans

Austria 	 All fur farming banned 2004 

Croatia 	 All fur farming banned in 2007 with a 10-year phase-
out

Denmark 	 Fox farming banned 2009 with a 15-year phase-out 

Italy 	 Welfare requirements have severely restricted fur 
farming 

Netherlands 	 Fox farming banned 1995, ban on mink farming 
pending 2009 

Sweden 	 Welfare requirements have effectively eliminated fox 
farming 

Switzerland  	 Welfare requirements have effectively eliminated fur 
farming 

United Kingdom	 All fur farming banned 

England and Wales — All fur farming banned under the Fur Farming 
(Prohibition) Act of 2000 

Northern Ireland and Scotland — All fur farming banned in 2003
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As a result, the industry is virtually 
unregulated. 
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Conclusion 

In the last 50 years, concern for animals has increased in many 
countries, resulting in an increase in animal welfare–related legislation 
and prohibition of acts considered to be unacceptably cruel.

However, fur farming suffers a relatively low position on North American 
political agendas. As a result, the United States and Canada lag far 
behind European countries in addressing fur farming. 

In the United States the situation is particularly absurd with federal 
agencies, state agriculture agencies, and state wildlife agencies 
engaging in proverbial buck-passing and finger-pointing over which 
has responsibility and authority to regulate this industry. As a result, the 
industry is virtually unregulated. In Canada, fur-farmed animals don’t 
fare much better; most regulations relevant to welfare are voluntary and 
enforcement of regulations is reported to be poor. 

While the cruelties and environmental threats of the fur industry 
have received little political attention, consumers and companies are 
increasingly turning their backs on fur. In a 2002 national poll of upscale 
U.S. consumers, conducted by Decision Research, 81% considered 
selling fur products to be socially irresponsible. At the same time many 
national and international retailers have ceased selling fur and have put 
their fur-free commitment in writing by signing on to the international fur 
free retailer program. 

While the fur industry has attempted to market itself as an environmentally 
friendly industry that cares about animals, conscientious consumers 
and companies aren’t buying their message. They, like many European 
governments, have recognized there simply is no right way to do the 
wrong thing. 

It is time for the United States and Canadian governments to match public 
opinion and international progress on this important issue.
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About Born Free USA

Every year, millions of exotic animals are captured from the wild or 
produced in captivity for commercial profit or human amusement, only 
to languish in conditions that fail to meet their instinctive behavioral and 
physical needs. 

Born Free USA aims to reduce the suffering of captive exotic animals 
by raising public awareness of the cruel and destructive exotic animal 
trade, by increasing legal protections for captive exotic animals, and 
by supporting efforts aimed at preserving wildlife’s rightful place in the 
wild. Our campaigns focus largely on captive birds, exotic “pets,” and 
nonhuman primates. 

We also operate the Born Free USA Primate Sanctuary where more than 
500 primates, many of whom were rescued from abusive situations in 
laboratories, roadside zoos, and private possession, live in as natural 
an environment as possible with minimal human interference.

KEEP WILDLIFE IN THE WILD
Born Free USA is a national animal advocacy non-profit 
501(c)(3) organization whose mission is to end the suffering 
of wild animals in captivity, rescue individuals in need, protect 
wildlife in their natural habitats, and encourage compassionate 

conservation.

BORN FREE USA
1122 S Street, Sacramento, CA 95811

(916) 447-3085 • info@bornfreeusa.org

www.bornfreeusa.org
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