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Abstract

The WelFur project aims at the development of on-farm welfare assessment protocols for farmed foxes (the blue fox [Vulpes
lagopus], the silver fox [Vulpes vulpes]) and mink (Neovison vison). The WelFur protocols are based on Welfare Quality® (WQ)
principles and criteria. Here, we describe the WelFur protocols after two years of developmental work. Reviews for each of the 12
WQ welfare criteria were written for foxes and mink to identify the welfare measures that have been used in scientific studies. The
reviews formed the basis for potential measures to be included in the WelFur protocols. All measures were evaluated for their validity,
reliability and feasibility. At present, we have identified 15 fox and 9 mink animal-based (or outcome-based) welfare measures, and
11 and 13 input-based (resource-based or management-based) measures. For both foxes and mink, each of the four WQ principles
is judged by at least one criterion, and seven out of the 12 criteria include animal-based measures. The protocols will be piloted in
2012. Using the WQ project and protocols as a model has been a fruitful approach in developing the WelFur protocols. The effects
of the WelFur protocols will provide benchmarks from which the welfare of animals on European fur farms can be assessed.
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Introduction
Foxes (the blue fox [Vulpes lagopus], the silver fox [Vulpes
vulpes]) and mink (Neovison vison) are the most important

farmed fur animals in the world. In 2010, the production

was 3.7 million fox pelts and 46.5 million mink pelts, and

more than fifty percent of fox and mink pelts were produced

in Europe. In 2010, fox pelts were produced in two, and

mink pelts in 15, countries on a total of 3,500 farms in the

member countries of the European Fur Breeders’

Association (EFBA), the umbrella organisation of the

European national fur breeders’ associations. In 2009,

EFBA decided to develop on-farm welfare assessment

protocols for foxes and mink (‘WelFur’) for certification

and advisory purposes. In this paper, we describe the devel-

opment of these WelFur protocols and the current state of

the art after two years’ work. In line with the extent of fur

farming in various European countries, fur animal

researchers from Finland, Denmark, Norway, Sweden and

The Netherlands have been responsible for the scientific

development of these WelFur protocols.

The fox and mink WelFur protocols are based on four

welfare principles and 12 welfare criteria (see Table 1)

developed in Welfare Quality® (WQ) and used in protocols

for cattle, pigs and poultry (Welfare Quality® 2009a,b,c,

respectively). An important aspect of using WQ as a model

for WelFur is the three-step approach of WQ (Figure 1): i)

welfare measures are integrated into criteria scores (prelim-

inary results reported for WelFur: Gaborit et al 2011); ii)

criteria scores are integrated into scores for the four princi-

ples; and iii) overall welfare assessment of a farm is based

on a combination of the four principle scores (Welfare

Quality® 2009a; pp 23-27). The importance of the various

criteria within each principle was compiled in WQ by

animal welfare experts. The evaluation is independent of

animal species (Veissier et al 2009) and, therefore, WelFur

uses the WQ ‘criteria-to-principle’ formula, including the

weighting of various criteria. The principle scores in WelFur

were then combined into an overall welfare classification

for a farm in the same way as in WQ.
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