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                    Abstract
Small mustelids such as weasels are highly specialized predators of small rodents. Their diminutive size allows hunting for prey underground, but also means that they are “bite-sized” predators, preyed upon by other larger predators. Habitat use by weasels is therefore expected to depend not only on prey abundance, but also on predation risk. We report here on the body size and habitat use of common weasels Mustela nivalis vulgaris captured in intensive farmlands of northwest Spain during 2009–2015. We show that weasels’ capture rate was higher in field margins than in other habitats (cereal and alfalfa fields, fallows) irrespective of season. All small mammals (common vole, wood mouse, Algerian mouse, and greater white-toothed shrew) were consistently more frequently captured in field margins than other habitats. Weasel capture rate in each habitat was proportional to that of prey in these (alfalfa > fallows > cereal), except for field margins, which were used more intensively than expected from prey capture rate. Weasel capture rate was 37% lower in areas provided with nest boxes to increase local raptor abundance, a reduction that occurred in all habitats and was significant when correcting for prey capture rate. Weasel habitat use reflected a trade-off between prey abundance (bottom-up control) and predation risk (top-down control), with a preferential use of field margins that offer not only more prey but also permanent vegetation cover and protection from avian predators throughout most of the annual crop cycles. Weasel and vole head width data show that voles are not safe underground from smaller female weasels and that burrow entrances were wide enough for weasels to escape underground from predators. In NW Spain, common voles are a main farmland pest causing significant impacts. We discuss the implications of current vole control measures for weasels in areas recurrently affected by vole outbreaks.
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