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Foreword

By Dr Jane Goodall



When I was a child, I was fascinated by all animals, large and small. Mostly they were small – the birds and insects in our garden. I was five years old when, at the start of the Second World War, my mother brought me and my sister to live with her mother in Bournemouth, England in an old red brick Victorian house built in 1872, with a very big garden. I was entranced by the squirrels, and by the hedgehogs who emerged in the evenings. One red letter day I glimpsed a fox. In those days the whole area was quite wild, especially the cliffs that rose steeply from the beach covered with gorse bushes and pine trees. The foxes that lived there were quite wild.

I was about 12 years old when a vixen made her den under the shed in the garden. On moonlit nights I would watch as the cubs – two of them – emerged and played on our lawn, chasing each other and mock fighting. They were not at all tame and if I accidentally made some sound they would scamper back to the safety of their den.

I’m not sure when I first learned about the traditional English ‘sport’ of fox hunting. When I discovered what went on during these hunts, I was shocked, upset and really angry. At first, when I thought about a fox hunt, I was not too bothered – after all, foxes were so cunning. I learned how they could confuse the foxhounds who were following their scent. They sometimes climbed onto the backs of a flock of sheep or jumped into a stream and walked or swam through the water before climbing out onto the bank. Such a clever animal wouId surely reach the safety of its den without being caught. But then I heard that someone went round before a hunt blocking the entrances of known dens. That, certainly, was not sporting. And worse, there were hunt terriers – Jack Russells usually – and when a fox did manage to find an unblocked den, the terriers would dig him or her out to be literally torn apart by the foxhounds until the huntsman stepped in to rescue the tail (that was known by the hunting crowd as the ‘brush’), the head (the ‘mask’) and the paws. These would be handed out as trophies to be stuffed and displayed in the mansions of the ‘gentry’, those who – entirely thanks to their horses – had managed to be ‘in at the kill’. So important was this traditional ‘sport’ that foxes were actually taken to Australia by British settlers in the 1870s just in order that fox hunting could be introduced there. And of course, they became an invasive species, devastating local fauna, leading to efforts to exterminate them. And the British are supposed to be an animal loving people! It was only in 2005 that hunting foxes with dogs in England and Wales was banned. Scotland had banned it two years earlier. The absurd thing is that drag hunting had been an option for years – when a savvy person will drag a scent, mimicking the behaviour of a fox, the hounds will do their stuff, the riders can have their fun, and no foxes are tortured. In some places I understand it has become quite popular.

Today Bournemouth’s foxes have joined the ranks of Britain’s urban red fox population – in fact I just learned that we have a greater number of foxes than any other city in England, more than London which has the next highest number, closely followed by Bristol. It is only since the start of the pandemic that I have spent time in the house where I grew up, once again to be woken at night by the screaming of foxes during the mating season. They are no longer strictly nocturnal and quite often one of them calmly crosses the road in front of me when I am out walking. And one sometimes wanders through the garden. He is very tame and sits calmly nearby as I eat my cheese and cracker lunch, hoping I will toss him a bit of cheese. He is never disappointed! A friend of mine in London has a fox who regularly enters her garden and stretches out to sleep in the sun on one of the garden chairs.

One thing that is fascinating about these urban foxes is that they have a shoe fetish. The prize has to go to a fox near Berlin, Germany, who was found to have a stash of 100 shoes. But collections of shoes have been found in or around the dens of foxes in London, other parts of the UK, Australia, Japan and America. Presumably they like the sweaty smell! Penny was a vixen who took up residence close to a resort in America and became an inveterate shoe thief. The staff would regularly reclaim guests’ shoes from around her den, and line them up, so that visitors would be able to claim their stolen property. Some foxes collect golf balls – it is thought they take them, and other stolen items, back to their dens for their pups to play with

Some people love to see foxes near their homes. Others want to send them ‘back’ to the country. But urban foxes would have a hard time making do away from civilization. Urban foxes do still hunt – especially chickens! – but they have become so used to raiding trash cans and scrounging for food waste. Moreover, more and more of their original habitat has been destroyed, turned into the vast fields of industrial agriculture and sprayed with pesticides and herbicides, killing those small creatures that wild foxes prey on and poisoning much of the fruit and vegetables they rely on for their omnivorous diets. Other fox habitats have been turned into housing estates, car parks and yet more supermarkets. And so, as foxes are incredibly smart, when we destroyed their natural habitats, they were able to adapt to live with us.

The Secret Life of Foxes includes everything you need to know about these curious opportunists and more. From following red foxes throughout their lifetime as they grow from cub to adult, to learning all about what they eat – and, of course, what eats them! If you are familiar with urban foxes, you will be especially fascinated to learn about their lives in the wild.


Dr Jane Goodall DBE

Founder – the Jane Goodall Institute & UN Messenger of Peace



Jane Goodall’s Roots & Shoots UK website: www.rootsnshoots.org.uk

The Jane Goodall Institute UK website: www.janegoodall.org.uk
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Starting with Foxes



Foxes have been roaming the Earth for millions of years, long before the first humans ever appeared. Since humans and red foxes begun living side by side, these cunning canines have divided opinion, with many parts of the population celebrating them for their resilience, tenacity, and incredible coats, all whilst the rest of the population views them as nuisance vermin that terrorise people’s pets and livestock, as well as cause havoc on our streets as they search through our bins in the dead of night.


[image: images]
Blending in seamlessly with their surroundings.



However you choose to view them, red foxes play a vital role in many of the world’s ecosystems and the planet would certainly be a duller place without them.

But, before we begin, let’s delve a little into how foxes are told apart, all thanks to their DNA.


DNA: genetic material that contains information on how the living thing it belongs to will both look and function.



What’s in a name?

Every known living thing on this planet is given a scientific name. Take humans for example: our scientific name is Homo sapiens, meaning ‘wise man’ in Latin. It’s these specific names that help us to tell species apart from one another and avoid confusion between those that are similar in appearance or may share a common non-scientific name.

As you will start to see throughout this book, a scientific name always has a minimum of two-parts to it and is italicised. The first name, which is always capitalised, indicates the organism’s genus or taxonomic category. The second name signifies the name of the species and is always written in lower case. In some instances, living things have three parts to their name, with the third confirming the animal’s race or subspecies.

Although we will be taking a look at a wide variety of foxes from across the world in the first chapter, this book will primarily be delving into the lives of the red fox (Vulpes vulpes) and will have a heavy focus on those mammals who call the UK their home.


Genus: a large group of different yet closely related species of animal or plant.



What’s in a status?

You might also notice, more specifically in the first chapter, a mention of The IUCN Red List. The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species was founded in 1964 and has since become the most widely used resource when it comes to learning about and monitoring the global extinction risk of a specific species of animal, plant, or fungus. These species can be divided into nine categories, ranging from Not Evaluated and Data Deficient, to Endangered and Extinct.

It’s important to recognise that, even though we may think that various species have a healthy population since we may see them fairly regularly, there are some on our planet that are suffering and at extreme risk of going extinct if we fail to take action to help them to survive.

The statuses printed in this book were correct as of the date it was written in 2022.


CHAPTER ONE

Foxes of the World



Approximately 10 million years ago, the ancestral Caninae lineage (the term used to describe all of the living canids – members of the dog family – and their most recent fossil relatives) was split into the two major groups, which are commonly recognised today:


• Canis – the wolf-like dogs

• Vulpes – the fox-like dogs




[image: images]
The majestic wolf – part of the Canis group.




[image: images]
The mystical red fox – part of the Vulpes group.



Although both dogs, the two groups of mammals showed clear distinctions between one another, many of which are still visible all these years later. This included their size – with the red fox’s build being significantly smaller than the wolves – as well as their instantly recognisable features, such as their triangular faces and bushy, white-tipped tails.

True foxes (of the Vulpes genus) take their distinct features and characteristics one step further by also having vertical pupils, which are more similar to those found on cats rather than wolves or dogs (they have rounded pupils in comparison). The red fox’s eyes will be covered in more detail in the next chapter.

It wasn’t until these animals reached the Old World (the term used to describe the world – comprising of Europe, Asia, and Africa – prior to famous explorer and navigator, Christopher Columbus, voyaging to the Americas) after migrating from North America, that they began to evolve further.

It’s believed that the species of red and Arctic fox we know today are in fact both descendants of a prehistoric fox, called the Eurasian red fox (Vulpes alopecoides), which could be found living across southern Europe roughly 2.6 million years ago.

DEFINING A FOX

As time has gone by and evolution has played its natural and expected role, it’s now no longer a simple task of determining members of the Caninae family into those who are classed as true foxes and those who are not – especially without the help of DNA analysis.


[image: images]
The crab-eating fox, belonging to the Cerdocyon family.



Scientific research has shown that some animals that have the word ‘fox’ in their name, aren’t even foxes at all. For example, a species known as the crab-eating fox found in South America in actual fact belongs to the Cerdocyon family, which are not closely related to true foxes at all. They are the only species in their genus.

This means that, by evolutionary standards at least, not every ‘fox’ is in fact a fox.

THE WORLD’S FOXES

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, there are numerous species that include the ‘fox’ name, but in actual fact, not all of them carry the DNA of a true fox. Take the flying fox for example, which isn’t even a fox but a bat! Over the next few pages, we’ll be taking a look at the true fox species that can be found on our planet.


[image: images]
Not all foxes are foxes – check out this flying fox!



Red fox (Vulpes vulpes)

The red fox is one of the most famous and instantly recognisable orangey-red mammals on the planet, no matter what part of the world you live in or where you happen to spot them. With the exception of humans, they have the largest natural distribution of any land mammal in the world. A native species throughout Europe, parts of northern Africa, North America, and temperate Asia, as well as having been introduced to the Falkland Islands, some regions of North America, and Australia (most commonly released in these areas by European settlers in order to be hunted), it’s no wonder that red foxes are also known by the name of the common fox.

Studying the fossilised remains of the red fox suggests that this iconic creature has been a European resident for a minimum of 400,000 years. In the UK alone, red fox fossils have dated back as far as 330,000 years! A hardy and clearly resourceful creature, the red fox is the only species of wild canid found living – quite comfortably in some parts – in the UK.

Second to human beings, the red fox is the furry title holder for the largest natural distribution of any land mammal on Earth, which may be the reason why the IUCN list the red fox as being of Least Concern on their Red List. However, that doesn’t mean that the red fox is free from threats. These risks and threats will be touched on throughout this book, especially in chapter eight.


[image: images]
The unmistakable red fox (Vulpes vulpes).



Arctic fox (Vulpes lagopus)

Standing around 28cm tall and weighing no more than 9kg, not surprisingly given their name, the Arctic fox calls the polar regions their home. Often living primarily inland and away from coastal areas, they rely on smaller animals, such as lemmings and sea birds, to survive.

Living in groups – known as a skulk or leash – Arctic foxes are built for their frozen surroundings. Their pure white fur not only provides them with the perfect camouflage during the cold winter months but also keeps them well insulated, capable of withstanding temperatures as low as -58°F! Similar to other species of fox, they can also be seen using their thick, bushy tails as a blanket, wrapping it around themselves to stay warm.

When summer arrives, Arctic foxes have no need for their white coat. That’s why their fur changes to a brown or grey colour instead, which allows them to blend in with the rocks and plants that are no longer covered in snow and ice. As previously mentioned, they mainly prey on rodents, birds, and sometimes fish. However, if food happens to become scarce during the winter, these resourceful foxes will follow polar bears (at a distance) and feast on any scraps they leave behind.

The Arctic fox is listed as being of Least Concern on The IUCN Red List, with a stable population trend. This species is however recorded as being at risk from regional diseases and various pollutants, as well as the fur industry, from which the demand is (thankfully) starting to decline.


[image: images]
Can you see the Arctic fox (Vulpes lagopus)?



Fennec fox (Vulpes zerda)

The fennec fox is the smallest of all living canids (mammals belonging to the dog family) on the planet. This desert-dwelling species – famous for its small size and large ears, which can measure at least 15cm in length – lives in north Africa, as well as the Sinai and Arabian peninsulas. Weighing approximately 1.5kg, the fennec fox sports an impressive black-tipped tail that can reach lengths of up to 31cm.

Fennec foxes spend most of the day in their underground burrows, away from the scorching sunshine. If they do need to venture above ground during the day, especially if it is too hot, they are able to regulate their temperature through extreme panting, reaching up to 690 breaths per minute. Their ears also work to release heat from their bodies as well as to listen out for prey buried deep beneath the sand. Typically emerging at night to hunt, fennec foxes survive on a diet of small animals, insects, eggs, and fruit.

Despite the fennec fox being listed on The IUCN Red List as being of Least Concern and having a stable population, these big-eared canines are still under threat from our presence, including the construction and regular use of roads and railroads, the process of drilling for oil and gas, and being hunted by humans to be illegally traded as pets or to be put on display.


[image: images]
Check out the ears on the fennec fox (Vulpes zerda).



Corsac fox (Vulpes corsac)

Widely found across northern and central Asia, the corsac fox calls arid steppes (dry, grassy plains) and semi-deserts its home, commonly living in burrows dug by other animals such as marmots. Measuring up to 60cm in length with a 35cm tail, the corsac fox is smaller than a red fox but feature larger ears and legs, and tends to have a grey or reddish grey thick coat containing silver tints, with white fur on their bellies and chins.

These nocturnal creatures lead a nomadic lifestyle, preferring to migrate south when snow and ice make hunting their prey more difficult. Unlike most other species of fox, the corsac fox will commonly join forces in the winter when food is scarce to create small hunting packs, with some individuals even choosing to live together in the same burrow. The main bulk of their diet is rodents but they also eat insects, birds, plants, and even pikas (small, mouse-like mammals).

Last assessed in 2014, the corsac fox was categorised as being of Least Concern on The IUCN Red List. However, their current population trend remains unknown but they are threatened by the livestock farming and ranching industry, as well as from hunting so that humans can ‘own’ them as pets or display animals.


[image: images]
The corsac fox (Vulpes corsac) is smaller than the red fox.





Nomadic: referring to a lifestyle that involves moving around a lot.



Kit fox (Vulpes macrotis)

Similar to the fennec fox, kit foxes are well adapted to their desert surroundings in the south-west US and Mexico, with their large ears (measuring up to 95mm), small bodies, and nocturnal way of life. Their coat, which is often a rusty grey colour, has a distinctive black mark at the very end of its tail.

Kit foxes spend the majority of their day in their dens, which they have either dug out themselves or have taken from other animals, such as prairie dogs, rodents, or American badgers. There are usually several dotted around their territory that can have multiple entrances, all of which are usually covered with thick brush. Commonly only exiting their dens to hunt, their diet consists mainly of small mammals, including cottontail rabbits and kangaroo rats. However, kit foxes are not strictly carnivorous and will snack on fruits, such as cactus fruits and desert tomatoes, from time to time.


[image: images]
Kit foxes (Vulpes macrotis) have black tips on their tails.



Despite the fact that the kit fox was assessed as being of Least Concern by the IUCN back in 2014, their population was reported to be declining. The threats they are currently facing are mostly as a result of humans – from housing and farming, to transportation and being hunted.


Nocturnal: creatures who are most active during the night therefore spend the majority of the day sleeping.



Bengal fox (Vulpes bengalensis)

The Bengal fox, which is also known as the Indian fox, is a native species of the Indian subcontinent and is widespread across the foothills and non-forested regions of India, Nepal, and Pakistan. Since they do not fear humans, their burrows can sometimes be found in agricultural fields, buried up to one metre below the surface. If surrounded by humans, Bengal foxes will often lead a more nocturnal life, to avoid crossing paths. Hunting at night, this species is mostly opportunistic and has a varied diet, including insects, small rodents, birds and their eggs, reptiles, and fruit.

Similar to the kit fox and the fennec fox, this species also sports a black-tipped tail. One of the main differences, however, is that the Bengal fox’s bushy tail accounts for as much as 60% of its overall body length. As with many desert species of fox, they too have large ears, believed to be an evolutionary adaptation that helps them to adequately regulate their body temperature, allowing them to cope better within their extremely hot environment.


[image: images]
The tails of Bengal foxes (Vulpes bengalensis) can make up to 60% of the body’s length.



Although they occupy a wide range, during their last IUCN Red List assessment in 2016 Bengal foxes were deemed as having a decreasing population. They remain categorised as being of Least Concern; however, Bengal foxes are at huge risk from being hunted or trapped by humans, losing their habitats to industrial areas and agricultural farming, as well as becoming incredibly unwell as a result of contracting invasive, viral diseases.


Opportunistic: species that are able to adapt to their environment by exploiting any new resources or situations as they arise.



Cape fox (Vulpes chama)

Also known as the silver fox thanks to its silvery coat colouration, one of this small mammal’s most identifiable features is its tail, which is almost half as long as its entire body length at approximately 35cm.


[image: images]
The Cape fox (Vulpes chama) is also known as the silver fox.



The only species from the Vulpes family to exist in Southern Africa (south of the equator), the Cape fox can be found living in arid savannas and semi-desert scrubs. Despite being predominantly nocturnal, young cubs can often be spotted during the day playing outside their dens. Cape foxes are not territorial and will often have overlapping ranges – some even share dens communally. In spite of this unusual and somewhat unique sense of community, they typically hunt alone, preying on rabbits, small rodents, insects, and small reptiles.

But the bat-eared fox lives in Southern Africa...

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, there are foxes on our planet that aren’t really foxes and the bat-eared fox (Otocyon megalotis) is one of them! Found in Eastern and Southern Africa, this mammal is the only species in its genus and can be identified by its raccoon-like eye mask.

In 2014, the Cape fox was listed on the IUCN Red List as being of Least Concern with a stable population. However, as well as the wild animals that they prey on, Cape foxes are known to target livestock, which often gets them into difficulties with the humans that keep them (who legally have the correct permissions to remove any potential threats that could put their livestock at risk). It’s estimated that over 2,500 Cape foxes are killed every single year, which is equal to around 16% of the population.


[image: images]
Despite its looks, the bat-eared fox (Otocyon megalotis) isn’t actually a fox!



Rüppell’s fox (Vulpes rueppellii)

Widespread in arid regions of north Africa and the Arabian peninsula, the Rüppell’s fox population has been forced into occupying more extreme habitats as a result of the presence of the red fox. To cope with this, they have evolved to have a grey-tinted coat, helping them to blend in with their dry, rocky surroundings. Similar to other desert-living foxes, this species features large ears and fur-padded feet, which helps stop the sand from burning their paws in the hot weather.

The Rüppell’s fox is known to scent mark its territory, similar to many other species in the Vulpes family. However, when it feels threatened, a Rüppell’s fox has the ability to lift its tail and spray an obnoxious-smelling secretion from its anal glands to defend themselves – just like a skunk!


[image: images]
The Rüppell’s fox (Vulpes rueppellii) is able to blend in with its surroundings.



Assessed by the IUCN back in 2015, this species is categorised on the Red List as being of Least Concern, reportedly with a stable population. However, despite living in remote, arid areas, the Rüppell’s fox still faces a regular threat of being trapped and hunted by humans, as well as succumbing to various diseases.

Pale fox (Vulpes pallida)

The pale fox can be found living across a stretch of Africa, in a band travelling west to east between the true desert of the Sahara and the sub-Saharan savannas. They live in extensive networks of dens that are dug deep below the Earth’s surface, and some tunnels can reach up to 15 metres in length. A mainly nocturnal creature, pale foxes tend to live in packs containing three mature individuals – commonly a single female and two males.

Although they look similar to many other species that live in sandy regions, the pale fox can be identified by the dark rings that surround their eyes and the bushy tail that is often as long as their body, featuring a black mark on its tip. Their pale, sandy coat helps to camouflage them as they hunt rodents, birds, and small reptiles. Pale foxes have also been known to eat bird’s eggs, insects, and vegetable matter, such as wild melons.

Even though this species features as being of Least Concern on The IUCN Red List, their population trend is unknown, with an estimate of between 10,000–99,999 mature individuals thought to be left in the wild – a pretty large margin by anyone’s standards. Their threats are mostly from human presence – farming, drilling for oil, the construction of roads, and being hunted – but they are also suffering from the ever-changing climate and the need to find more suitable habitats as a result.

Tibetan fox (Vulpes ferrilata)

Found living in elevated rocky and brush-filled desert regions across the Tibetan plateau, as well as in Nepal’s Mustang Region and in Ladakh in India, the Tibetan fox is able to carve out their dens underneath rocks or, alternatively, burrow in between piles of boulders with ease. Varying in coat colour, which is not surprising given the diverse range of habitat they must blend into in order to survive, they can be identified by their tawny backs, as well as their white tails and muzzles.

Tibetan foxes are known to be monogamous and stay with their mate for life. Both the male and female fox share responsibility when it comes to raising their young, as well as permanently living and hunting together, too. Opportunistic animals, this species will eat anything it can catch – from rodents and rabbits, to small ground birds and small mammals known as pika.


[image: images]
The Tibetan fox (Vulpes ferrilata) lives in elevated desert regions.



In 2014, the Tibetan fox was assessed as being of Least Concern despite their population trend being unknown. Humans are known to trap Tibetan foxes to be used in the fur industry, which is rife in the higher regions of Tibet and Nepal where people commonly use the fur to make hats (as it is said to protect the wearer from the harsh cold winds). Tibetan foxes are also believed to be at risk from the pika they eat, which are often poisoned since these animals are viewed as pests for eating farmed vegetation and for damaging land by digging burrows.


Monogamous: in the animal kingdom, this term could be used to describe a pair of adult animals that form an exclusive pair bond for either just one breeding season or for life.



Blanford’s fox (Vulpes cana)

With habitats stretching from Israel to Afghanistan, across the mountains of the middle east, the small Blanford’s fox prefers to call the rocky, steep slopes, canyons, and cliffs its home. Due to the nature of their environment, they are one of the very few species of fox that is able to regularly climb and scale the rocky cliffs.

The Blanford’s fox shares similar features to other desert-dwelling foxes, such as large ears and a long, bushy tail, which helps them to balance as they climb, jump, and navigate their treacherous terrain. They sport a slender snout and are often described as being cat-like both in appearance and movement. They are strictly nocturnal hunters, and the Blanford’s fox diet is mostly made up of insects, such as beetles, grasshoppers, and termites, as well as wild fruits.

Globally, the Blanford’s fox is listed as being of Least Concern on The IUCN’s Red List (last assessed in 2015), with a stable population trend. However, when this species was assessed specifically in the Mediterranean in 2008, they were deemed as being Vulnerable – meaning that they are considered to be threatened with global extinction to some degree. Risks to the species include habitat loss as a result of the construction of urban and recreational tourist areas, as well as being hunted or poisoned indirectly through the food they eat.

As mentioned in the introduction, the remainder of this book will focus on red foxes – one of the most widely recognised species in the world – that primarily live in the UK.
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The Blanford’s fox’s (Vulpes cana) tail helps them to balance.




CHAPTER TWO

The Red Fox’s Anatomy and its Spectacular Senses



Anatomy

With a head and body length measuring as much as 90cm, and a bushy tail adding anywhere up to 55.5cm to their overall length, the red fox is the largest of the true foxes (within the Vulpes family) found on the planet. Males are often slightly larger than females, weighing up to 14kg and standing approximately 60cm tall – that’s a similar size to that of a small-to medium-sized dog.

However, these measurements tend to differ depending on the country the red fox lives in. For example, populations found living in North America are traditionally smaller than those found across Europe.

Skeleton

A red fox’s skeleton is similar in shape and structure to that of a small-to medium-sized mammal, such as a domesticated dog or cat. It is believed to be made up of around 170 bones, including vertebrae, pelvic bones, and even finger bones.

As you can see, red foxes have flat, elongated skulls with large, forward facing eye sockets. The position of their eyes is believed to help them locate and catch any unsuspecting prey that may be positioned directly in front of them.

Attached to the lower and upper jaw are approximately 42 teeth, which include four large (and sharp) canine teeth towards the front of the mouth and 10 molars towards the back. Combined with their powerful jaws, they use their teeth in a scissor-like motion, moving up and down to slice through flesh or crush the bones of their prey.

Unlike other species of canids, such as wolves, coyotes, and some breeds of domesticated dog, red foxes are unable to bare their teeth as a warning sign to other animals and humans when they are feeling threatened. This is because they lack the facial muscles required to do so.



[image: images]
The skull of a red fox.



Fur coat

Despite its name, the upper parts of a red fox’s coat can vary in colour, from a pale yellow-tinted red, to a deep brown-tinged red. Their underside on the other hand, can be either white, ashy, or slate-coloured.

Red foxes grow three different types of hair: a coat of long coarse guard hairs that provide the animal with water resistance; a second which is more of a soft fine underfur that helps to keep them insulated by trapping air close to the skin; and a final coat of intermediate hairs, which are shorter and thinner versions of guard hairs. Without this thick, triple coat, red foxes are said to be relatively thin underneath it all, with some weighing on average just 4.5kg.

In some parts of the world, it’s quite common for the red fox to be confused with its distant cousin, the gray fox (Urocyon cinereoargenteus) – a species of New World fox that lives in forested, brush covered, and rocky areas ranging from Canada to the northern parts of South America. The reason for this confusion is down to several factors: not only do their ranges and habitats overlap, but some red foxes have patches of grey fur on their bodies whereas some gray foxes can feature red patches of fur on their coats!

To add further confusion, there is a mutant strain of red fox that lives in northwestern Europe, called the Samson fox. The only noticeable differences between the two species are found in their coat – but you’d have to get a little bit closer to be able to tell. The Samson fox doesn’t have the same long guard hairs as the red fox and their underfur is often tightly curled.
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A red fox’s fur coat can vary in colour.
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The red fox’s distant cousin, the gray fox (Urocyon cinereoargenteus).



When it comes to staying cool through the process of sweating, red foxes don’t actually sweat in the way that we do. They do have sweat glands, known as the apocrine glands, which are linked with their hair follicles but, unlike our glands, theirs do not release water. These glands are instead believed to be used in scent marking (see chapter five for more on scent marking). For red foxes to keep cool, heat is actually released from the areas of the fox’s body that is covered with the shortest fur, such as their face, ears, and limbs (legs and paws).

Red foxes are said to moult at least once a year. However, there is some debate that this process could actually occur twice a year and scientists are still undecided on whether this is the case. Usually, red foxes begin moulting in April, with the loss of their winter coat working its way up gradually from their feet and legs. By September, their winter coat is completely gone, but this is very short lived as it will start growing back the following month ready for the cold period ahead.


New World: generally referring to species and events that lived or took place after the exploration of the Americas (North America, Central America, and South America) in 1492.



Face

It’s common for red foxes to be mistaken for certain breeds of domesticated dog, especially if all you catch of them is a quick glimpse in the early hours of the morning before the sun has risen in the sky. As previously mentioned in this book, red foxes belong to the canine family, so it’s certainly no surprise that their faces resemble that of dogs with their long muzzles, pointy ears, and wet-looking noses.

A red fox’s piercing eyes are one of these creatures most striking features. Their irises turn yellow when they become adults and – unlike the majority of canids – their pupils are vertical slits, just like those of cats. This special adaptation means that they can hunt their prey in a wide variety of light conditions. Using their eyelids, which close horizontally just like ours do, red foxes are able to regulate the precise amount of light that enters their eye, which can help them pinpoint the tiniest of movements far out in the distance.

Their eyes also contain a special reflective layer called the tapetum lucidum, or the ‘tapestry of light’, which in Latin loosely translates as ‘bright carpet’. Located behind the fox’s retina is this layer that reflects light – such as moonlight or more artificial sources, including street lighting or car headlights – back through the eye, making them appear as if they are glowing. This particular membrane is something that is commonly found in nocturnal mammals as it helps them to see better in the dark. That’s because the eye is repurposing the light to illuminate what’s in front of them – it’s basically nature’s torches!
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A red fox’s face is unmistakeable.




Retina: a layer found at the back of the eyeball that transforms light into electrical signals that get sent to the brain to form a visual image.




Membrane: a thin layer of material that can either work as a partition, boundary, or lining in various parts of the body.



This special layer is also found in other mammals and, depending on the angle, may appear to glow as a different colour such as yellow, red, or green. You may have noticed this if you’ve ever shone a torch out across a field during the night only to see a pair of glowing circles shining back at you, or if you have taken a photo of your pet whilst the flash was on, only for them to have glowing eyes in the picture. Should only one eye reflect the light, this could indicate that something is wrong with their non-reflective eye, which could be as a result of illness or injury.
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You can see the red fox’s tapetum lucidum glowing brightly in the night.
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Check out their teeth!



As previously mentioned, adult red foxes have a total of 42 teeth: 12 incisors, 16 premolars, 10 molars, and 4 canines. All of these teeth play a vital role in latching on to and eating their prey. However, regardless of how many teeth they have, foxes don’t actually chew their food. Instead, they use what are known as their shearing or carnassial teeth – characteristics of most carnivores – to chop the meat and cartilage into smaller chunks, in that famous scissor-like motion which allows them to swallow easily in one go.

Red foxes have large, pointed ears, which are typically coloured black on the tips. They are highly mobile sensory organs that serve the animal in capturing and directing sound into the ear canal. They can move independently of one another, which helps them in pinpointing exactly where a sound is coming from – even if it’s behind them! Just like the job of our eyebrows, eyelashes, and nose hairs, red foxes have fur lining the inner ear which stops dirt particles from entering the ear canal and potentially causing damage or leading to an infection.

Long limbs

Commonly, the lower part of a red fox’s legs and feet are black in colour. And, though they may appear to be incredibly slender, their legs help them reach speeds of up to 48kmph and are built for the need to sometimes travel long distances in search of food. Not only that, their powerful legs can assist in their hunting of small animals that may be buried under deep snow, allowing them to leap as high as 6ft in the air!
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Red foxes aren’t red all over.



At the end of their strong, elongated legs is their feet. Red foxes have four toes – two at the front and one on either side of the foot – and an oval-shaped paw pad at the back. But they also have a fifth digit, known as a dew claw, on the back of their leg that sits approximately 15mm above the ground (so will never be seen in a paw print that has been left behind in mud or snow).

Interestingly, some species of fox – such as the Gray fox – are the only ones found within the dog family capable of retracting their claws just like cats. With that said, this isn’t a feature possessed by the red fox. Instead, their sharp claws protrude from their four toes at all times and are used to catch their prey, ward off predators, or dig should they need to build a den or reach food that may be buried underground. They’ve also been known to climb trees in order to settle down to sleep on the lower, more sturdy branches.

If you’ve ever seen the underside of a domesticated dog’s paw, you’ll know that they have a small amount of fur in between their paw pads. A red fox’s paws on the other hand have thick fur in between their paw pads, and even have fur on the pads themselves, which helps to reduce how much noise they make as they’re walking – perfect for sneaking up on unsuspecting prey. It also helps the animal retain heat in their bodies as and when they need it most.
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Red foxes are capable of leaping as high as 6ft tall.



Bushy tail

As mentioned earlier, their thick, fluffy brush can reach lengths of more than 55cm and often features a white or black tip. In a similar way to some other creatures, a red fox will choose to use its tail during the colder months to stay warm by curling it around their bodies and even wrapping it around its nose for extra cosiness. From time to time, they have been spotted resting their faces on it, in an attempt to use their tail as a pillow!

Like many other species of canid, the red fox has a special gland on their brush located 7.5cm from the root of the tail known as the ‘violet gland’, which they use as a method of communication. The chemicals they release are said to smell like violets based on a particular scent commonly found in the aromatic purple flowers. This could be because red foxes do actually consume the flowers themselves or it may be because they eat animals that feast on the flowers, so ingest the chemicals indirectly. Either way, red foxes will choose to scent mark using this gland – as well as using urine and faeces – to alert other foxes of their presence. Red foxes also have glands either side of their bottom, the chemicals of which aren’t reported as smelling as floral as the odour that is released from the violet gland.
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A blanket and a pillow – what a handy tail!

Differences between males and females

Attempting to tell the difference between a male and a female red fox can be tricky if you’ve spotted one on its own. Generally, male red foxes – known as dogs – are around a fifth heavier than the females, which are commonly referred to as vixens, and have broader, more dome-shaped heads.

One of the more obvious ways – if you dare to get so close – is to take a look at their genitalia. During the winter, when red foxes are more likely to mate, the dog’s testes will have become more visible between their hind legs. Whereas, once a vixen is lactating (producing milk for her young) later on in the year, the fur found on her belly will be brick red in colour (compared to the white or grey that it normally is) and her eight teats will be fairly clear to see.

Spectacular Senses

Now that we’ve taken a look at the red fox’s anatomy, we can better understand how these incredible creatures’ senses work. It’s these very senses that make them superb hunters, finely-tuned to pinpoint the specific location of their prey – even if they are buried deep beneath the snow!

Hearing

A red fox’s hearing can help them in two ways – during the hunting process and as a means to stay safe by listening out for danger. Their ears contain rigid flaps, known as the auricle or pinna, which help to direct sounds straight into the ear canal. It’s believed that each ear is able to rotate by approximately 150° as a means of locating the source of a sound regardless of which direction it is in.

This mammal’s hearing is incredibly sensitive, so much so that it is able to pick up on the low frequency sounds made by small prey, such as rodents, rustling through dead leaves and foliage or even under densely packed snow. So it’s unsurprising that hearing is one of their strongest senses. After all, a red fox has the ability to hear a mouse squeak from as far as 30m away!
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Their ears act just like satellite dishes.



Whenever a red fox hears something that they are uncertain about, their immediate reaction is to run for cover. Regardless of the obstacles that are in front of them – whether that’s jumping over ditches, squeezing under fences, navigating their way through dense bramble, or running along walls – red foxes are able to manoeuvre all of these at top speeds in order to reach safety.

Sight

A red fox’s vision is their second strongest sense. It’s believed that a red fox’s ability to hunt prey is similar to that of a T-Rex (we all know the scene I’m referring to) – they mostly rely on movement. Without it, red foxes will quite often walk past a stationary invertebrate or crouching rabbit and not even realise that they’re there.

Red foxes are classed as arrhythmic mammals, which means that they are active both during the day and the night. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, unlike many other animals that have round pupils (including other canids), red foxes have vertically slit pupils.

On the assumption that red foxes hunt based on movement, their pupil shape allows the animal to focus in on their prey with laser-sharp precision – especially if the prey is moving laterally along the horizon. They do this by squinting their horizontal eyelids, reducing the amount of light entering their eyes. All of these things added together means that they are able to hunt in any type of light conditions.
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Red foxes are famous for their vertically slit pupils.



When it comes to their field of view, it’s believed that a red fox’s spans approximately 260°, with the remaining 100° being their blind spot at the back of their heads. To put this into context, we as humans have roughly 180° field of view whereas rabbits have a 360° field of view, thanks to where their eyes are positioned on their heads.
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A rabbit’s eyes are positioned on the sides of its skull.
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A red fox’s eyes tend to be positioned further forward on its face.



However, a red fox’s degree of overlap, which is also referred to as binocular vision and will help an animal judge distance, is around 40°. This comes in useful for when they need to chase down prey or scale fences.


Field of view: the term used to describe the entire area a living being can see without moving their heads.



Smell

Believed to be one of the least strong senses that a red fox possesses – and even then, it’s still pretty good – is their sense of smell. Although not as strong as a domesticated canine’s, this doesn’t hamper them when it comes to their ability to hunt, navigate, notice changes in their surroundings, or seek out a mate.
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Red foxes have noses similar to domesticated dogs.



Red foxes are able to pick up airborne substances as a result of the scent’s molecules entering the nose and interacting with the receptors that line their nostrils. It’s these nasal receptors that then transmit the signal to the brain that the animal has smelled something worth paying attention to.

Just like a domesticated pooch, a red fox’s nose is often moist. It’s believed that animals with wet noses have a greatly improved sense of smell because scent particles traditionally stick better to a wet surface. It’s also thought that having a wet nose helps an animal determine wind direction. Just think about when we’re outside, if we stick our finger in our mouth then hold it up in the air, we’re able to tell which way the wind is blowing because it would get cold and dry on the side the wind was blowing towards. The fox’s nose works on exactly the same principle.

Red foxes rely on their sharp sense of smell as a means to communicate with one another through urine and scent marking, but also as a way to locate food, avoid dangerous encounters with any nearby predators, and to help find their breeding partner.

Unusually, red foxes are able to taste scent markings left by other animals, but there’ll be more on that later on in this chapter.


Receptors: a cell or organ that reacts to external stimulus and is able to transmit signals to the relevant part of the body.



Touch

Red foxes are of course covered in hair, some of which allows them to physically feel the world around them. Just like many other mammals, red foxes have long whiskers – or vibrissae – protruding from their faces, which can measure up to 11cm in length. It’s these stiffened hairs that are extremely sensitive to any type of contact, whether that be another animal, a static, non-living object, or even a change in the air.

Whiskers tend to sit as much as three times deeper in the skin compared to the other hairs found on the fox’s body. When these whiskers reach their optimum length, they tend to measure the same width as the animal – so if you were to measure from the tip of one whisker on one side to the tip of the other whisker on the other side, this would be a similar width to the red fox’s body. This helps the animal gauge whether they’d fit through various gaps without getting into any bother.

However, when you think of an animal’s whiskers, you’re not alone if the first thing that pops into your head are the ones just mentioned above that are found on the animal’s faces. But one of the most fascinating things about a red fox’s anatomy is that they also have whiskers on their front legs! These stiffened hairs are located around the wrist joint and are thought to provide the red fox with information as to where their body is positioned during a hunt as they brush up against grass/foliage, or other objects within their immediate environment.
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Their whiskers can measure as long as 11cm.



Their furry paw pads also give the red fox important sensory information from everything they walk on. It’s likely that they help the animal to negotiate tricky routes, such as thin, unstable fences or wobbly tree branches with ease, which is especially useful whilst they are out hunting and don’t want to put a foot wrong.

Taste

An adult red fox’s tongue, on average, measures around 12cm in length and roughly 2cm in width. It’s believed that their sense of taste is not as well developed as a human’s and there aren’t that many sour-sensing taste buds in their mouths, known as the vallate and foliate papillae.
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Red fox tongues are said to have the texture of fine sandpaper.



Similarly to that of domesticated cats, the texture of a red fox’s tongue can be likened to that of fine sandpaper. In felines, this type of tongue allows them to rasp meat from bones as well as act as a comb when it comes to grooming their fur. Grooming isn’t only used as a way to keep themselves clean though, but also to help hide their scent from any potential predators that may be lurking nearby.

When it comes to grooming, in a similar way to species such as chimpanzees and many other primates, red foxes have been observed grooming one another as a means of strengthening their social bonds within their family group. Both the animal doing the grooming and the recipient seem to enjoy the activity. It’s believed that a lack of grooming might result in an individual – who presumably would be lower in the social hierarchy of the family – feeling isolated, meaning that they will be more likely to leave the group in search of starting their own family elsewhere.

Another way in which they use their mouths and sense of taste is by engaging a part of their bodies called the vomeronasal organ or Jacobson’s Organ. This organ is made up of tissue that is similar to the tissue found within the animal’s nose. Opening into the roof of the fox’s mouth, the vomeronasal organ is believed to play a part in their ability to detect scent. By ‘tasting’ the scent, a red fox is able to gain information such as whether a nearby female is ready to mate.



[image: images]
Grooming can strengthen family bonds.



Vocals

It’s thought that red foxes use as many as 28 different calls, all meaning different things. So it’s hard to believe that they’re mostly silent animals! Red foxes make the most noise during the breeding season, which predominantly spans the winter months. They most often communicate with one another through a series of growls, yelps, screams, and short yapping barks. However, the most common noise you’re likely to hear is the barking call of a dog (male fox) or the spine-chilling scream of a vixen (female fox).

A male’s bark sounds much like that produced by a domesticated canine. Making a typical ‘woof’ sound, they will use this call as a way of communicating both with friends and any nearby rivals.

Whereas a vixen’s scream actually sounds like a human screaming, so people often become quite alarmed when they are woken up by it in the dead of night. This call follows more of a ‘Wooo’ sound that rises sharply before tailing off in volume. They use this to make male red foxes aware that they are ready to breed.



[image: images]
Red foxes produce a variety of calls throughout their lifetime.



Before they reach adulthood, red fox cubs have their own way of vocalising with the rest of their family. If you’re lucky enough to discover a fox den or perhaps spot a family of foxes whilst out in the countryside, you may just about be able to hear a sound along the lines of ‘ack-ack-ack’, which will be the cubs making themselves heard.

When cubs are in the weaning stage and their mother starts to leave them on their own to hunt for food, they will often make their tiny voices heard should they get hungry. They will produce quiet barking noises that may sound like sad whimpers in order to gain the vixen’s attention and encourage her to return with food as soon as possible.


CHAPTER THREE

A Year in the Life of a Red Fox



Where does the lifecycle of any animal begin? Is it from the day they are born and take their first breath, or does it start with the mating adults, who are responsible for creating the newborn cub in the first place?

Regardless of which comes first (we won’t be entering into a ‘chicken or egg’ debate right now), the circle of life is truly never ending.

For the purposes of this chapter, we will be starting with the arrival of the newborn cubs.

Welcome to the world little one

A vixen will head into a den shortly before giving birth but it traditionally won’t be one that the red foxes have dug out themselves. Instead, vixens will most often find an abandoned underground den that used to belong to a marmot or a rabbit, and work to enlarge it to ensure it meets their needs. They will also make sure that there are extra dens available should the original den ever become disturbed and unusable. These could be located underground, in a hollow log or tree, in a cave, or among some rocks.

Entering the world weighing between 50g and 150g, fox cubs are covered in thin woolly grey fur and sport a white-tipped tail. Like many newborn creatures, fox cubs are born with both their eyes and ears closed, which means that they are temporarily blind and deaf from birth. They have a pink nose which, after around a week, turns black in colour.

Known as kits, cubs, or pups, baby red foxes tend to be born in the spring – in the UK this is often in the second half of March. Typically, they will be surrounded by their siblings, with vixens having litter sizes of four to six cubs on average per season.

For the first two to three days of their lives, the mother refuses to leave her newborns alone for even a single second – not even to feed or drink. Since the cub’s fur is so woolly, it doesn’t provide them with the insulation they need to survive. This is why they rely on their mother for the initial two to three weeks to help regulate their body heat and act as their much-needed thermal blanket to stop them from catching hypothermia.
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A vixen cares for and guards her newborn cubs.




Hypothermia: a situation in which the body loses heat quicker than it can produce heat, resulting in an abnormally – and quite often dangerously – low body temperature.



Newborn cubs only begin to open their eyes and ears between the first ten to 14 days of their lives. During this time, their first milk teeth start to appear along the upper jaw, with their lower jaw teeth growing through just a few days later. When they are just over a month old, their eyes change from the pale cloudy blue that they are born with to a deep amber, which they will have throughout adulthood.

But it’s not just their eyes that change colour. Their coat goes through a dramatic transformation in just a matter of weeks. As mentioned, originally born with woolly grey fur, by the time the red fox cubs reach the age of two weeks old, this has changed to a chocolate-brown colour. By the age of three weeks, dark patches have started to appear surrounding their eyes, and, despite still being woolly in texture, cubs are believed to be their adult colouring by the time they are six weeks old. It’s not until a couple of weeks later, when they are eight weeks old, that their coat becomes glossier as their long, adult guard hairs grow through (see chapter two for more information on a red fox’s coat).
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Red fox cubs are born with piercing blue eyes.
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Red fox cubs are born with grey, woolly coats.
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They’re thought to be their adult colouring at six weeks old.

Down in the den

Now that the cubs have arrived and are nestled safe and sound in the den, the vixen will rely on the male dog fox to supply the food she needs for her and her babies to survive. It’s in this very den that she raises her litter during the early weeks of their lives.

When they are four to five weeks old, the cubs can be found napping, playing together, and grooming one another down in the comfort of their den. They are entirely dependent on their mother’s milk, which is high in protein and sugar but fairly low in fat. It’s this wonderful concoction that will assist young cubs with their muscle growth. Vixens traditionally have three or four pairs of teats, which is why it may be more difficult to rear a litter any larger than eight cubs – it would be tricky to make sure there was enough to go around.

However, it’s important to remember that what goes in must come out! At this point in their lives, cubs aren’t able to empty their bowels and go to the toilet by themselves without a little help from mum. That is why their mother will lick the cub’s bottoms on a regular basis to encourage them to release their waste, which she will then eat. As disgusting as this may sound, they do this as a way of avoiding infection and to remove any foul smells that could give the location of their den away to any potential predators. It’s believed that this way of going to the toilet takes place every two hours until the cubs are able to go to the toilet unassisted.

It’s after this five-week point that these curious cubs will begin to venture out of the only surroundings they’ve ever known to explore the world above ground. However, they won’t go too far as they still need their mother’s milk to survive and will continue to suckle until they are six to seven weeks old.

When the cubs are around seven weeks old, they have generally been weaned off of their mother’s milk (although vixens do keep producing milk for up to twelve weeks after birth, just in case). This is great news for the vixen as, not only has she lost as much as 30% of her bodyweight from feeding and caring for her litter for the last two months and will need to build up her strength again now that her young have been weaned, but their full set of milk teeth have also now grown through by this point and could cause a nasty nip if they were to continue suckling. Instead, the cubs now rely more on solid food – well, solid food that’s been regurgitated by the vixen. Yum.
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A mother greets her cub.



A time to learn

By the time they reach nine weeks old, the cubs have moved out of the den and into their new play area above ground. Once outside, they will start to investigate the world away from the den, wandering a little further each day. This is when they will also start experimenting with truly solid (non-regurgitated) food. Signs to look out for as to whether a den is occupied, is if there are food scraps or an odour of rotting food, as well as flattened plants and small droppings, surrounding the entrance.
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A row of curious fox cubs.



By the time the month of May has come around, the cubs will have grown in confidence. These cheeky red fox cubs can often be seen on warm days running around noisily as they play, especially during the late and early hours of dusk and dawn. It’s this playful behaviour that they learnt back in the den that will help them strengthen their muscles, develop their hunting skills, and really define their natural instincts – all of which will help them to survive adulthood. Despite this, they are still not old enough to leave the den and fend for themselves, which is why they continue to rely on adults to bring them food throughout the night.

As the cubs grow stronger, the vixen leaves them on their own for longer periods of time whilst out hunting. Since the cubs are still vulnerable to attacks from predators, the male dog fox will continue to watch over them to keep them safe from harm. However, not all red fox fathers play the same role in their cubs’ lives. Some males are doting fathers, fiercely protecting them and helping the mother with raising them. Whereas others take a more laid-back approach, choosing to take more interest in anything other than their cubs.

When the female red fox is away hunting, she will also choose to bring back toys for the red fox cubs to play with from time to time, which will help to develop their skills even more. If the family lives in more urban areas, these playthings could include dog chews, plastic balls, or even people’s shoes. Basically, it’s anything that these foxes are able to snatch from outdoor areas that they find intriguing – so be warned not to leave your things lying about outside if you don’t want them to be pinched by these curious animals.
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Play fighting is vital for learning new skills.



In July, as a result of the adults becoming incredibly thin after spending so many months providing for their cubs, the vixen and male dog fox begin to feed their litter less and less. Although this may sound mean, it’s actually a clever way of encouraging the cubs to start joining them on their hunting trips, so they can more or less switch from feeding them to competing with them for prey. Even though it may seem harsh, this is the best way to encourage the red fox cubs to explore and start hunting for themselves.

Red foxes reach the body size of an adult by the time they are just four and a half months old. However, despite being an adult’s body size, they won’t weigh the same as a red fox adult at this point, weighing in at a very low 3kg. Interestingly, male dog foxes tend to grow a lot faster, having overtaken their female siblings by around the time they are roughly four weeks old.

In the months of August and September, the cubs will be perfecting their hunting capabilities. It can take a few weeks for them to fully master the mousing pounce (which is covered more in chapter six), so they tend to start small and feast on easier treats such as earthworms and berries until then.
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Watching their parents hunt can be the best start in life.



All grown up

As October arrives, most of the male red fox cubs start to leave the litter. These young males will search for empty territories that they can claim, although, sadly, many are often killed in car accidents as they wander further afield and explore the unknown land around them. Some female red fox cubs will also begin leaving the family in November time. This means that competition for territory and food is heightened further and is something that adults will commonly fight over.

It’s at this time that the cubs are now indistinguishable from the adults as their winter coats have now fully grown through. The cubs that decide to stay with the family group, especially the vixens, will help to raise their mother’s future litters as a non-breeding female. It’s these ‘Aunts’ that gain the valuable experience by watching their own mothers raise young cubs, which will then help them with their own offspring later.

Despite the fact that many of the red fox cubs have yet to perfect their hunting skills at this point when it comes to larger prey such as mammals and birds, some are forced to leave the safety and comfort of the den and their family unit by increasingly hostile family members. It’s a very sad statistic that 60% of red foxes tend not to survive their first year of life as a result of lack of hunting skills and accidents involving humans and their vehicles.

Finding the one

Red foxes become sexually mature when they reach the age of ten months old. However, many often don’t reach breeding status until another year after this. They mate just once a year as female red foxes have a short breeding window of just three weeks. It’s believed that, in the UK, January marks the beginning of the main mating season so don’t be alarmed if you start to hear red foxes becoming more vocal with their screams and barks in the dead of night if you have them in your local area.

This is commonly the vixen calling out to make any nearby males aware that she is approaching the time to mate, as discussed in chapter two.

Once a dog and a vixen have coupled up, they form something known as a pair bond. This is where the two individuals will hunt and travel together for the duration of the vixen’s breeding window before they decide to mate. Red foxes are traditionally monogamous and will stay with the same partner for as long as they are alive (new pairings are often formed as a result of one of them dying, which is more commonly known as social monogamy). However, this belief has long been contested and, where observed, the scenario of a red fox mating with multiple others has been attributed to population density and availability.
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Searching for the right one can be tricky, no matter the species.
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Once together, always together.



The action of two red foxes pairing together can also be referred to as mate guarding. This is because the male red fox tends not to let the vixen out of his sight just in case he loses her to a rival or misses his opportunity to mate and produce the next generation of his blood line within that very short three-week fertile window.

As previously mentioned, it’s this pair bond that is critical for the survival of their cubs. Having the male red fox support the vixen by bringing food to the den allows her to raise her litter successfully, some of which can be pretty large. Other animals for instance, such as cats, don’t have this type of pair bond with the males so the female is forced to raise her kittens alone, leaving them vulnerable to attack when left to fend for themselves whilst the mother is away hunting.

Another, albeit less romantic, way that red foxes show they are part of a pair is that they will mark their partners with their scent glands as well as using their urine to cover them with their scent. This behaviour is primarily a sign of dominance.


Preparing for their arrival

Preparing for a newborn – regardless of the species – can be a life-changing and somewhat stressful time in any being’s life. The cycle of mating and giving birth in the world of red foxes, however, generally tends to happen around the same time each year.

As alluded to earlier in this chapter, by the time February arrives, many vixens will now be pregnant so you’re unlikely to spot any female foxes within these months.

However, even if you were to see a vixen at this time, it wouldn’t be all that obvious if she was actually pregnant. Vixens show very little of the typical swelling of pregnancy and it’s only suspected that she may be carrying baby foxes if there is an increase in appetite followed by the swelling and change in colour of her teats.

Instead, during this time, she will be working to clear a den or safe space in which to give birth, which is why they become incredibly secretive ahead of the arrival of their cubs. An underground den could measure as long as 23m and have multiple entrances and chambers. The vixen will fill a special room in the burrow, known as the nesting chamber, with leaf matter in order to make a comfy bedded space to have her cubs. There will also be other chambers used for things such as storing food. This intricate underground system of burrows is called an ‘earth’.
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Red foxes dig for many reasons, including building a den and burying food.



Feeding inside the womb

During a red fox’s pregnancy, similarly to many mammals including us humans, vixens will grow a placenta – an organ responsible for supplying a baby or babies with the oxygen and nutrients they need to grow.

After a short pregnancy of between 49 and 58 days, vixens will typically give birth during the peak birth period in the month of March. Providing there is an earth available and the mother hasn’t been caught short or been forced to leave the den for any reason, the cubs will typically be born underground. The average size of a red fox litter tends to be four or five cubs; however, it’s not uncommon for as many as eight to be born at any one time.

As previously mentioned at the very beginning of this chapter, the male red fox is now in charge of ensuring their family is well fed so that the cubs are able to survive their first few weeks of life by leaving food at the entrance for the vixen to collect and bring inside the den. He won’t actually get to see the cubs until they begin emerging from the den.
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Vixens don’t ever leave the den until the cubs are old enough.



We are family

As with most animals that form groups, red foxes also adhere to a strict dominance hierarchy. In general, a hierarchy among a litter is established within the first two months of their lives. The dominant cub(s) will benefit from receiving more grooming from adults, are respected more highly within the wider social group, and will also gain access to food a lot quicker than their subordinates, helping them to grow much faster.


What’s a group of foxes called?

A group of foxes is known as a skulk. This unusual collective name stems from a Scandinavian word that translates as something that waits, lurks, or moves stealthily, hinting at the ways in which red foxes typically behave when they’re out in the wild patrolling their territory or searching for a snack.



Their social groups can be made up of as many as three or four adults, traditionally featuring a dominant pair with only one of the vixens breeding. However, in some larger groups, up to three vixens have been known to breed and their cubs will either be reared separately or raised as one large litter, known as litter pooling. Either way, non-breeding females have been known to lactate spontaneously allowing another vixen’s pups to suckle – something that can contribute enormously to the successful raising of the litter.
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Even as young adults, siblings will continue to squabble with one another.



Even though some red foxes live in groups, they may only spend a few minutes a day interacting with the other members. However, when a subordinate wishes to interact with a dominant individual in the group, they will approach them by keeping their body low to the ground either by crouching or rolling onto it’s back, before wriggling around at the dominant fox’s feet, almost like when a puppy tries to (adorably) please their owners.

But it’s not all sweetness and rainbows in the group. As the cubs turn into mature adults, their harmless squabbling develops into full-on fighting, in which they can be seen standing up on their hindlegs and pushing each other over in a battle of strength. The weaker of the two, deemed the loser of the battle, will traditionally be chased away and may even be bitten on their behind as a harsh reminder of who was the strongest.

The circle of life

In the wild, red foxes tend to live fairly short lives. It’s thought that this can be as little as three years, since 80% of red foxes unfortunately die before their third birthday. In captivity however, they can live much longer to ages of between ten to 12 years old.
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Road accidents are one of the biggest killers of red foxes.



Sadly, as mentioned before, around 55-60% of red foxes die within their first year of life as a result of being killed by cars, attacked by dogs, or from a harsh winter and a lack of food, leading to starvation. This means that it is unlikely they ever had the chance to breed and continue their family line.

This short time on Earth also often means that vixens will only have the ability to breed two or three times during their lives.

The topic of what happens when a red fox reaches the end of their life is covered in more detail in chapter seven.

Do red foxes hibernate?

As you have learnt, red foxes have a very busy lifecycle and, since they have the ability to thrive in all sorts of environments, there is no requirement for them to hibernate in order to survive the colder months.


CHAPTER FOUR

Our Relationship with Red Foxes



Our relationship with red foxes has always been somewhat rocky no matter what part of the world you live in. You inevitably have those who love to see red foxes roaming their local neighbourhoods, absolutely fascinated by the animal’s inquisitive nature, and then there are of course others who view these creatures as pests and nuisances who spread disease and kill people’s pets. Either way, the truth is that red foxes – especially in urban areas – aren’t likely to be leaving any time soon so, in most instances, it’s about learning to live alongside them as harmoniously as we possibly can.

In this chapter, we’ll take a look at both viewpoints in a bid to promote understanding of this controversial topic.

Comforts of the city

Since red foxes can adapt to any type of environment, it’s not surprising that they have settled into the city and urban way of life fairly smoothly. Often seemingly confident and unfazed by the human presence, red foxes tend to thrive where there’s people – from farmlands and countryside villages, to large cities and busy suburbs.

A common sight on the city streets of the UK since the 1930s when they first began to appear in the greener parts of London, the red fox has since made its home in almost every town and city possible.

Sometimes, vixens will choose to den beneath decking, sheds, or porches if there are limited options to have their young in more natural surroundings as in a forest or grassland environment. If possible, it’s advised that the fox family are left alone and permitted to stay until the cubs emerge when they are old enough before you move them on. Once you are absolutely certain that the den has been vacated, and you don’t wish for them (or any other animals) to make it their new home, consider safely blocking any entrances to make sure it is less inviting in future.
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Red foxes are just as at home on the streets as they are in the woods.




The most unusual living spaces

Red foxes aren’t fussy when it comes to where they lay their head at night. At the time the UK’s tallest skyscraper, called the Shard, was being constructed in London back in 2011, a red fox decided to temporarily move in... 72 storeys from the ground! Nicknamed Romeo by the construction team, it is believed to have survived on the scraps they left around as they worked on site. But the 72nd floor of any building isn’t the ideal living quarters for a wild animal. The fox was eventually captured and given a health check at a nearby animal centre before being released back into the local borough.



The general rule is to leave foxes be, and the majority of people pay no notice to these creatures and continue with their day as normal. However, others fear that they may be in danger when in the red fox’s presence. Despite their confident demeanour, the majority of red foxes are naturally afraid of people and will scarper if they feel you have gotten too close to them.
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Vixens will den almost anywhere that’s warm, dark, and feels safe.



If they are a lot bolder than the average fox and do attempt to approach you – most likely out of sheer curiosity or because another human has been feeding them – but you don’t wish for them to come any closer, you can easily scare them away by making a loud noise to startle them, squirt water in their direction (not on them) using a garden hose or small water gun, or even throw a small object in their direction, such as a tennis ball (again, so long as you don’t actually hit them with it – this is just as a means of scaring them away).

Should I fox-proof my garden or encourage them to visit?

Although there’s no real way to fully fox-proof your garden, in general, it’s not a good idea to try to encourage foxes to visit either. Even though the intentions may come from a good place and you want to ensure that the animals are well fed for example, it’s important to remember that these are wild animals that need to maintain their hunting skills in order to survive. Plus, once you have fed them that one time, they will remember and are likely to keep returning for more and more (feeding foxes is discussed further in chapter six). You may also encourage larger numbers of them to gather, which could result in the spreading of disease and fighting.
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You can try to fox-proof your garden but these curious creatures will always find a way in.



Those who are not looking to encourage red foxes into their garden may instead be hoping to try to ‘fox-proof’ their garden due to the fact that they have pets or livestock of their own that they wish to keep safe. Since red foxes are known for preying on small mammals, it’s important to keep any domesticated animals, such as guinea pigs, rabbits, and chickens, indoors or housed in sturdy, impenetrable runs, hutches, and pens when left unattended. Since red foxes are able to dig under fences, consider burying a metal footer to surround the domesticated animals’ enclosure to ensure that there really isn’t any way that the foxes could get in and cause havoc.

If you are a cat owner and are aware of foxes living in your area, you may be concerned that your feline may become a target. However, since many adult cats are of a similar size to red foxes, and with their fierce reputation when it comes to defending themselves, foxes are often deterred from taking felines on. After all, if ever a fight does break out between a red fox and a cat, it’s usually the fox that bears the brunt of the battle. Kittens on the other hand, or adult cats that weigh less than 2.5kg, may be much more appealing. The best way to avoid the worst happening is to keep your animals indoors or supervise them at all times when outdoors to ensure that red foxes cannot reach them.
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Even wire fences can’t keep red foxes out.



Dog owners generally needn’t worry about their pooch being attacked by a red fox, unless the domesticated dog has threatened the red fox’s young in which they would naturally respond by defending their cubs. That’s why it’s important to keep an eye on your canine at all times and never leave them unattended, especially when off the lead in a red fox’s natural habitat, such as a wooded area.

Even if you don’t have a pet or livestock to protect but wish to make your garden an unattractive place for red foxes to visit, you could consider implementing the following:


• Invest in motion-activated sprinklers as these will startle the unwanted visitor since the red fox would have initially seen the garden as being unoccupied and safe to enter.

• Install a device that makes a noise deemed uncomfortable for red foxes, such as motion-sensitive alarms or transistor radios.

• Scatter products commonly used to repel domestic dogs from entering front gardens since these will have a similar effect on foxes.

• If you catch an unwanted visitor in the act and spot it in your back garden, produce a loud noise to scare them away, for example using a loud voice or banging on a pot or a pan.



Another thing to consider if you are a pet owner (or former pet owner) is in relation to burying deceased pets in your back garden. Even though it can be reassuring to have your beloved animal nearby, the unfortunate thing is that a red fox wouldn’t understand why there was an animal buried there and would simply see it as an easy to reach meal. No matter how deep you had buried them, the fox would find it and, even once your pet’s body was no longer there, the red fox would continue to return and keep digging up the same spot just on the off chance that there was something else in its place.

Becoming the norm in our everyday culture

You may have heard of the common phrases ‘sly as a fox’ or ‘wily as a fox’ being used in our everyday language to describe someone that is cunning and clever, and there’s a very good reason for it. Red foxes are deemed to be incredibly intelligent animals, able to relocate food they’ve buried a few days prior, knowing how to outwit predators, and being able to survive in some of the world’s most extreme environments.

So, it’s no surprise that red foxes play a huge part in UK culture yet are often portrayed negatively as the villains of the story. This is illustrated in literature, including the Bible and in children’s books, such as Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Jemima Puddle-Duck, as well as in films, such as Disney’s Zootropolis (or Zootopia) from 2016, in which the red fox’s character was a con artist. However, in some stories they have also begun to be portrayed in a more positive light, with red foxes being the heroes of the story. Take Disney’s animated interpretation of Robin Hood (1973) for example, in which he was played by a red fox who stole from the rich and gave to the poor, or Roald Dahl’s The Fantastic Mr Fox, who – although initially said to be sly – tries to turn his life around for his family.
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A red fox showing just how intelligent they are as a species.



But it’s not just films and books in which we frequently see the red fox appear. In the UK, there are more than 50 pubs (public houses) that feature the word ‘fox’, from The Fox Inn to The Old Fox. There’s also a popular bingo website whose whole brand surrounds this animal, called Foxy Bingo. A football (soccer) team called Leicester City Football Club features a red fox on their emblem and are nicknamed ‘the foxes’. And, thinking outside of the UK, there are also worldwide brands, such as Firefox and Fox Racing, whose logos – which feature the red fox – are instantly recognisable.

Going back to film however, in the 1981 animated Disney classic, The Fox and the Hound, an orphaned red fox cub and a hound pup – who is destined to grow up to be a hunting dog – start off their lives as the best of friends. It’s not until they become adults that societal pressures and seemingly emerging natural instincts take over, and they are forced to become enemies. Even though this story ends (somewhat) positively in that the strong bond the pair had as youngsters prevailed and saw the hound protect the fox from the hunter (which is also the hound’s owner), unfortunately this isn’t the case in today’s society.

The ‘sport’ that is fox hunting

The hunting of foxes using dogs that track the wild animal’s scent, is said to go back as far as Ancient Egypt as well as being present in many countries who had Greek and Roman origins and influences. In the UK, red foxes have been hunted for sport for centuries. It’s believed that this practice began in Norfolk, England, in 1534, when a farmer attempted to catch a fox with the help of his farm dogs.

Prior to the eighteenth century, it was a widely shared view that red foxes were vermin, so farmers and landowners would regularly hunt them as a way of protecting their livestock from potential attacks as well as to obtain their highly prized fur. This was until foxhunting developed into the modern ‘sport’ it is now.

The sport, as we know it today, traditionally involves people riding on horses behind a pack of hunting dogs as they strive to pick up and follow the scent of a red fox, although the humans involved may also follow on foot, in vehicles, or on motorbikes. Once they have discovered a scent, and ultimately the red fox, the pack will chase the mammal to the point of exhaustion and, once it has been caught, will use their sharp teeth to kill it. Sadly, it’s been revealed that this is very rarely a quick death for the red fox. Traditionally, the hunters cut off the red fox’s tail to keep as their trophy.

Sadly, red foxes caught up in these hunts suffer enormous physical and mental stress, regardless of the final outcome. To escape danger in the wild, red foxes would retreat and find solace in their dens. However, some hunts hire people to block the entrances to these dens on the morning of the activity so that the animal has nowhere to hide. Even if a red fox manages to find some way to escape the hunt underground, terriers are often sent down after it whilst the people work to dig the fox out before killing it.
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Fox hunting in Britain dates back to the 1500s.



From 1934 onwards, the likes of Germany and other European countries imposed a ban on the sport of fox hunting. However, there are many parts of the world in which the sporting activity is still legal, such as the United States, Canada, Australia, and France to name a few.

In 2002, Scotland introduced a ban on the hunting and killing of foxes by hunters on horseback partaking in the activity with their dogs. Two years later, in 2004, England and Wales also banned the hunting sport as a result of concerns for the animals’ welfare. These laws are known as the Protection of Wild Mammals (Scotland) Act 2002 and the Hunting Act 2004, which will be discussed in more detail later on in the book. Sadly, fox hunting is still legal in Northern Ireland.

In response to these bans, hunting groups in England and Wales invented a new activity called ‘trail hunting’ in a bid to get around the restrictions. Trail hunting involves the placement of an animal-based scent (commonly fox urine) in areas in which red foxes are knowingly to be found. Part of their rules is that the individual who laid the scent cannot inform those who control the hunting dogs where the scent has been placed. This way, if the hunting dogs were to follow the scent of a live animal instead and, ultimately end up chasing and killing a red fox, the pack’s controllers are able to claim that they didn’t know their dogs were chasing a live animal instead of the pre-set ‘trail’.
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People on horseback surrounded by hunting dogs is a familiar sight during a fox hunt.




Not on our land!

In 2021, the National Trust declared that trail hunting was banned from taking place on its land in England and Wales. In the same year, Natural Resources Wales – who look after vast ranges of countryside and forest areas in Wales – also banned trail hunting on its land.
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Hunting dogs are trained to follow the scent of a fox.



Despite the fact that there are some people who believe that fox hunting should continue since it’s considered to be a ‘British tradition’, a national poll in 2017 revealed that more than eight out of ten people in the UK are against fox hunting. If you feel passionately about bringing fox and trail hunting in all forms to an end and you’d like to know what you can do to help make this happen, you can find out how to get involved in chapter eight.

In the name of ‘fashion’

Aside from being hunted for sport, one of the other main reasons that red foxes were (and still are) hunted by humans is for their fur, otherwise known as their pelt, to be used in the name of fashion. To ensure that the fashion industry has a steady supply, fox pelts – especially those of silver foxes (a melanistic variation of the red fox) – are commonly obtained from fox farms. It’s here that foxes are bred and reared, often kept in small cages in sheds, until their coats are fully grown and, at the age of around ten months old, are killed and skinned for their fur.
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A melanistic variation of the red fox, also referred to as the silver fox.



Evidence has revealed that the practice of humans using and selling fox fur in Britain, dates back to the Stone Age (3.3 million years ago), a time in which people had started to create and use stone tools. Back then, and in some indigenous communities today, fur was primarily used as a way of keeping warm. It wasn’t until the tenth century in northern Europe that wearing fur became more of a status symbol, with those high in power and riches choosing to wear it for fashion purposes as scarfs or muffs, or as the trim on coats and jackets.


Melanistic: where there is an increased amount of melanin, causing an organism’s skin, fur, feathers, or eyes to have black or nearly black pigmentation.



The process of farming foxes began in 1890 on Canada’s Prince Edwards Island, as hunting wild foxes for their fur was deemed to be traditionally quite difficult and tiring work. As of 1925, there were close to 400 fox fur farms across the Alaskan Islands, which had amassed a total population of approximately 36,000 foxes. However, in the 1980s, anti-fur campaigns are said to have helped to reduce the popularity of wearing fur in the mainstream fashion industry, prompting the start of the closures of many fur farms around the world.
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Animal fur is still used in today’s fashion industry.



How many foxes?

To make one full-length coat completely of fox fur, a total of 14 foxes will be killed and skinned for their pelt.



Even though fox fur farming is still a substantial industry in many parts of the world, the practice is deemed illegal in the UK as a result of the Fur Farming (Prohibition) Act 2000 and the Fur Farming (Prohibition) (Scotland) Act 2002. When fur farming was banned in the UK, the 13 fur farms that were in existence closed with immediate effect. As it stands, there are currently three fur farms still in operation within the Republic of Ireland, although none of them are responsible for producing fox skins.

Fox fur farming has been banned in many European countries, while others have just banned the farming of certain species. Finland is attributed to being the largest fox pelt producer of any country in Europe. It’s reported that European fur farms are responsible for producing fur that is worth approximately 1.5 billion Euros.

How common are red fox attacks?

Despite what is shown in the headlines, stemming from some of the most unfortunate and unique instances, red foxes aren’t (on the whole) a threat to humans. The only time that they could pose a risk is if the animal is rabid, which in itself is very rare. Plus, the fox strain of this disease has rarely – if actually ever – been transmitted to a human within the UK, so you’d have to be incredibly unlucky to contract rabies should you be close enough to get bitten.

Even though fox attacks on humans are very rare, that’s not to say they don’t happen. Usually, if a red fox has attacked someone – whether that be an adult or a child – it’s because the animal has felt threatened or cornered and was simply trying to defend itself against the potential of something bad happening. With that said, there have been isolated incidents in the past that have had no explanation or reason for the attack.

To put this into context, it’s believed that there are a handful of fox attacks per year in the UK. Whereas the NHS (the UK’s National Health Service) state that more than ten people go to hospital every day in order to seek treatment for a bite from a pet dog, with at least one adult and one child dying every year on average as a result of being attacked by a domesticated canine.

In the US, a staggering 5 million people are bitten by domesticated dogs every year and a further 400,000 people are victims of being bitten by a domesticated cat each year. Whereas the statistics for fox attacks in the US is deemed as statistically insignificant, meaning that so few happen that there are minimal records kept on the incidents as a whole.
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If a red fox attacks, it’s most likely as a result of fear and wanting to defend itself.



Sadly, especially as is the case in the UK media, as soon as the news of a fox attack breaks, these animals are branded as menaces and pests that need to be culled immediately. The fact of the matter is that this couldn’t be further from the truth. The irony is that the British press tend to hype up fox attacks so, despite releasing footage showing how people handle wildlife – whether that be television presenters or members of society who have ‘tamed’ red foxes and handfeed them in their kitchen – people then led by this example think they can do it too. Sadly, this is just asking for trouble and sees us entering a vicious, never-ending news cycle.

That’s why it’s advised that if you were to discover a red fox trapped in your house, shed, or any other enclosed space, open the doors and they will scarper very quickly of their own accord.

Fox-loving heroes

Even though there are people in this world who believe that fox hunting and fur farming are acceptable ways to treat these wild animals, there are also lots of people out there who are working hard to ensure their safety and preservation.
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There are experts out there who help red foxes back to health, ready to be re-released into the wild.



The RSPCA (the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals) is most commonly people’s first port of call when they discover a sick or injured wild animal. Since 1824, they have worked to rescue, rehabilitate, and release or rehome any and all of the animals they are called out to help. In the case of red foxes, especially in the event that they are tiny red fox cubs, the charity will evaluate the situation and capture the mammal(s) if they feel that they need to be seen by a veterinary professional and be cared for at one of their wildlife centres, before being released back into the wild.

A UK-based charity, called The Fox Project, is dedicated to assisting and protecting red foxes who may be sick, injured, or abandoned in the South of England. Founded in 1991, it works as a Wildlife Information Bureau, advising and informing governments, media outlets, and the public with science-based information; a Fox Deterrence Consultancy, which supplies information on the most humane ways to ease conflicts with red foxes; and provides a Wildlife Ambulance Service and Wildlife Hospital, which admits and treats more than 1,000 red foxes every year.


Hungry foxes… or maybe not!

In the three decades that The Fox Project has been rescuing these animals, they claim that they have never found a starving adult fox, indicating that they’re incredibly versatile when it comes to their diet, more details of which will be discussed in chapter six.



Another organisation that has the red foxes’ best interests at the heart of the charity is the League Against Cruel Sports. Founded in 1924, this UK charity’s mission is to make the hunting of animals for sport a thing of the past. They seek to investigate and expose any individuals and organisations that are breaking the law in treating animals cruelly through their ‘sporting’ activities as well as work hard to campaign for current animal protection laws to be strengthened.

The National Fox Welfare Society works tirelessly to treat any and all red foxes who have contracted sarcoptic mange in the UK and require treatment. They do this by posting out the treatment, free of charge, to people who report that they know of a red fox who is suffering with the disease (which is discussed further in chapter seven) and is able to administer it using food in their back garden. The Society is able to do this through the support of public donations.

There are many other charities, both in the UK and around the world that help red foxes in need. At the back of this book, there’s a whole section on how you can get involved as well as details on where you can find lots more information on helping red foxes in your area.


CHAPTER FIVE

What they Leave Behind



As we touched on in the first chapter of this book, red foxes can be found living in so many different parts of the world. From Europe and parts of America, to Australia and even the Falkland Islands, this species of fox is incredibly widespread.

They make their homes in habitats that offer a range of vegetation types, such as tilled fields or grasslands, along the edges of forests, and nearby to marshes. With that said, they are animals that have the ability to adapt to all sorts of scenarios and have been found living in environments ranging from arid desert land to the Arctic tundra. Depending on the quality of their habitat, their home ranges can be between five–13km2 in good areas or between 20–50km2 if found living in a poorer area in which they need to travel further afield to find everything they need to survive.

Each habitat range tends to be occupied by one adult male and either one or two females, as well as their offspring. At certain times of the year, for example in the winter when food is scarce, these ranges may overlap slightly but they will be fiercely defended by its owners. Typically, these animals will stay within the same home range for their entire lives. Some settle as close to their place of birth as 10km, whereas others will move as far as 400km away.

As with any animal, you don’t necessarily have to see the creature to be able to confirm that it’s been there. Thankfully, there are lots of signs to look out for when hoping to catch a glimpse of these mysterious mammals.

Tracks

Aside from searching through the stickiest mud, one of the best ways to spot animal tracks is after freshly fallen snow has settled on the ground. This white, glistening blanket can help to reveal the secretive lives of the animals that call these places home. That’s because, no matter how hard they try, if they walk on this snow, they’ll inevitably leave footprints – known as tracks – behind.
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One of the best ways to track a red fox is after it has snowed.



You can identify the tracks of a red fox by looking at the overall shape of the print, which looks like the outline (roughly) of a diamond. As previously mentioned in the book, foxes have four toes – two positioned at the front of the foot and one on either side – as well as an oval-shaped pad towards the back. If you look closely enough, you may even see where the animal’s claws, situated at the end of each toe, have pressed into the snow as they walked. In the clearest of prints, you may even be able to see the impressions of the hairs that cover the pads of their feet.

Since they all belong to the same family, it’s easy to mistake fox tracks for those of a domesticated dog; however, there are ways to tell them apart. Fox tracks, for example, are fairly narrow with their toes placed close together. This is what makes them appear to have a diamond-shaped print. They will also measure approximately 5cm long and no more than 4cm wide. A domesticated dog’s tracks on the other hand will be slightly rounder in shape and, anything larger than the red fox’s measurements would indicate that a pooch had left them behind instead.
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Red foxes traditionally walk in a straight line.



Some may also say that a red foxes tracks look like those made by domesticated cats. However, since these felines are able to retract their claws, the presence of claw marks would indicate that they indeed belonged to a red fox.

Another way to work out if a red fox had just walked through where you are right now is by the distribution of the tracks. Red foxes, being the elegant and often stealthy creatures that they are, will commonly travel in straight lines. They will, unsurprisingly, also follow the boundary of their territory, on what will be one of their regular routes that they use over and over again. Whereas domesticated dogs on the other hand, have a habit of moving around quite erratically at times, whether that’s as a result of being playful or wanting to explore everything that they can smell, so will very rarely produce a straight line of tracks.

Cunningly, a red fox will often walk by placing their hindlegs in the tracks left by their front legs – a behavioural trait that is called direct registering. Doing this makes it appear that whatever animal had just moved through, actually had two legs instead of four!

Scratch marks

Aside from noticing the traditional footprints that red foxes may leave behind in the snow or soft ground, another way to confirm that they have been present is through scratch or bite marks.

As this book will touch on later in this chapter, red foxes have scent glands both on their feet and in their mouths, so it wouldn’t be unusual to notice that they had been marking their territory in this way.

Also, since they are opportunist scavengers, you may notice scratch and/or bite marks surrounding pet enclosures that are outdoors in your back garden. Red foxes have even been known to chew through chicken wire in a bid to reach the domesticated birds housed inside. So, if you find any of these signs around your animal’s enclosure(s) it’s time to check they’re fully secure in case the red fox returns to try again.

Red foxes tend to have long claws and, like many species of Canid, love to dig! They do this for a number of reasons – whether that’s to dig something up or to bury animal remains or another type of food that they plan on eating at a later date. That’s why holes, mounds, or recently excavated earth are quite a common sight when foxes live in your local area.

Scat

All animals have to eat to survive and, of course, as we’ve already established, what goes in must come out! Red fox droppings – also known as scat – are traditionally dark in colour, are relatively long and somewhat wavy in shape, and will commonly taper off at one of the ends. These droppings will often measure around 2cm thick and up to 9cm long, and will be covered in a layer of mucus, which helps to stop any sharp contents, such as claws, bones, or teeth, from scratching the red fox’s insides as it exits their body.

However, this visual description is a generalisation and may differ based on what each individual red fox has eaten. For example, during the summer months, when small mammals are found in abundance, red fox scat is commonly paler in colour due to the amount of calcium contained in the prey’s bones. Whereas in the late summer through to autumn and winter, a red fox’s scat may be darker and more jelly-like as a result of the high volume of blackberries it has been feasting on.

That’s why, if you’re still not sure whether a poop was left by a red fox – and you dare to get even closer –, you’re likely to find undigested leftovers from their most recent meals still in there. This could include bits of animal fur or hair, the pips of various wild grown fruits, or even crushed up pieces of bone.
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You can’t mistake a fox poo when you see one!



It’s believed that around 90% of a red fox’s meal is pooped out within two days, although most would have already been expelled within a little over a day. On average, a red fox will poo around five times every day.

Whatever is found in there, it’s important to remember that just because it’s in their poop, it doesn’t mean that they actually killed that particular animal. As mentioned before, red foxes are scavengers so may have eaten something that was a result of another’s kill, may have come across an animal that died naturally, or may have ingested another animal’s stomach contents.

Since red foxes like to use their scat as a way to mark their territory, sometimes you’ll find poo that has been strategically placed. If you’re in the countryside, foxes are most likely to deposit their scat on or near to stones, logs, or large tufts of grass – anything high up as, this way, it can’t be missed by any intruders who may not be aware that this particular territory is already occupied.
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Red foxes are known to mark their territory with their faeces.



However, if you have red foxes living near your home, you may find that they have claimed your back garden as their territory by leaving a scat right in the middle and, unfortunately, there’s nothing you can do to stop them. Red foxes have the ability to leap over fences and walls more than two metres tall, as well as squeeze themselves through a 10cm2 gap, so there really is no way of keeping them out of your garden.

Also, since these mammals use their scat and urine to mark their territory, you may start to find that they have scent marked a variety of your garden belongings. They’re super inquisitive beings so anything new or exciting that you add to your garden will most likely take their fancy, meaning that you may soon discover that they’ve scent marked your dog’s new water bowl or perhaps you left a pair of shoes outside by mistake that now has a warm, squishy addition inside – that’s why it’s important to always check inside before you put your foot in!

Why do dogs love to roll in or eat fox poo?

If you’re reading this and you’re a dog owner, it’s highly likely that you’ve experienced at least once in your life a time in which your beloved pooch has either rolled around in or – worse still – eaten fox poo whilst out on your walks. And if you haven’t, lucky you!

As you can imagine, fox poo absolutely reeks. So, to have your dog roll in it, regardless of whether they have short or long fur, is all kinds of disgusting. Sadly, no one knows for sure why they love doing this so much but one of the most widely believed reasons stems from their natural instincts, which dates back to their ancestors.

Even today, wolves love to roll in poo as a way of disguising their own scent. After all, who would want to eat anything that smells like poo?! Plus, perhaps more interestingly, if an animal rolls in the poo of their prey, it may very well be the case that their prey thinks the smell is just coming from themselves or another of their species, allowing the poo-covered predator to sneak up behind the prey ready to attack.

Alternatively, since domesticated dogs don’t naturally prey on red foxes, it could actually be seen as a compliment. Some studies believe that our pet canines do this as a way of blending in and potentially being accepted by the mature red fox that the poop originally came from.

Another amusing suggestion as to why pet dogs enjoy rolling in red fox poo is simply because they like the smell. Despite the fact that it smells awful to us, these domesticated canines strategically roll in it so that it covers their neck, shoulders, and backs. Who doesn’t enjoy splashing a particular fragrance over their necks every now and again? Clearly some of these cheeky pooches are just doing the same thing.
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Some dogs love to roll around in fox poo – it’s a real treat! (For them, not you.)



As to why they eat it, that’s another matter that has yet to be figured out. However, whatever the (somewhat grotesque) reason, it can actually be incredibly harmful to them depending on exactly what they’ve ingested. Eating red fox poo can put your canine at great risk of picking up whatever parasites and diseases the animal may be carrying at the time of defecation (chapter seven delves into more detail on the various illnesses red foxes can suffer from), so it’s best that they don’t eat it – as difficult as that is to control.

Unfortunately, unless they’re kept on a short leash at all times – which wouldn’t be fair on your dog – there isn’t any way to deter them from rolling in or tucking into any red fox poo they come across. However, ensuring you work on strong recall, such as a command of ‘leave it’, should help them to learn in time what “treats” they should be ignoring.

Scent markings

Despite this not being a specific form of scent marking, red foxes have a generally musky odour about them that tends to linger shortly after being in a specific area.

Scent marking, however, is a process that many animals use as a means to communicate with others through smell. Animals will deposit their odour in specific locations from either their specialised scent glands or using their urine and faeces primarily to make their presence and territory known to others. Since Mother Nature – for example, rain and wind – can reduce the strength of an animal’s scent over time, it’s imperative that they continuously top it up to ensure that their boundaries are made clear to all who are not welcome.

Nevertheless, scent marking is incredibly complex. Each odour has a specific chemical signature that helps to identify each individual animal, revealing information such as the animal’s gender, how healthy they are, and their reproductive status (whether they are ready to mate). This is also true of the domesticated dogs many of us call furry members of the family, which is why it’s so important to let them sniff every now and again when you’re out for your walks – their brains are busy processing hundreds of pieces of information left behind by the other dogs that have walked the same route, potentially moments before you.
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Red foxes scent mark with their urine.
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Red foxes also have scent glands on the bottoms of their feet.



Red foxes are animals who scent mark the borders of their territories with their urine, which is commonly a very strong and unmistakable odour that will be picked up instantly by other foxes. Just like domesticated dogs, male red foxes will tend to lift one of their hind legs to urinate whereas females, being more ladylike, will often squat. Their urine is said to contain some of the chemicals that can be found in the defensive sprays of skunks, with both scents described as being incredibly unpleasant and somewhat musty. And, just like a skunk’s spray, if you were to get red fox urine on your skin, it would be incredibly difficult to wash off and can linger for weeks.

As well as the glands found near their tails and bottom (see chapter two), red foxes also have special scent glands on the soles of their feet. It’s believed that they use these to mark out their most-walked routes, which they can then use as a navigational aid when darkness falls and light availability is low.

But that’s not all. Red foxes also have scent glands in their mouth. They will gnaw on tree branches and even rocks to release their scent as a way of marking their territory or, in a similar way to the glands on their feet, remind them of where they have been before.

Dens

As touched on in chapter three, red foxes will only use dens when they have a litter of cubs, and it’s actually only the breeding female that uses them. However, when a social group has designated or commandeered a den, this could be shared with two pairs of breeding foxes and may even be passed down through the generations.
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You’ll only ever see the entrance of a red fox’s den – the rest will be hidden underground.



These dens can most commonly be found close to water, as well as somewhere with plenty of cover and an ample supply of prey. The entrance to a red fox den typically measures 18–23cm in diameter and vixens will often have more than one den ready should they need to move their cubs to another if she feels they are not safe to remain at the original den.

When non-paired red foxes or those out of the breeding season bed down to sleep, they will most commonly do so out in the open. Curling into a ball-like shape, similar to a domesticated cat or dog, red foxes will wrap their thick brush around their bodies and even cover their noses with the tip of their tail to stay warm. Known as a lay, there may be a small hole or dip of their curled-up bodies imprinted into the grass or snow, along with a few pieces of fur and tracks surrounding the area for confirmation that a red fox had recently slept there.

Leftovers

Another way of identifying that a red fox lives in the area or has at least recently passed through, is by the scraps they leave behind. The next chapter will cover a behavioural trait known as caching, which involves the hiding of food.

However, sometimes a red fox may just end up leaving some behind. This could be intentional, purely because it’s not something they want any more, or it could be as a result of having to leave quickly and they didn’t have time to take it with them or bury it on the spot.

If you happen to discover a dead bird and you wonder whether a red fox may have been involved, have a look at what’s left. If there are clumps of the animal’s body with the feathers still sticking out of it, then it’s more than likely to have been a red fox as they will sheer at the flesh as they try to eat it. In comparison, when a hawk or other type of raptor kills a bird, they will often pluck the feathers out one by one. This process tends to result in small scars left behind on the bird’s body where the raptors beak has caught it when pulling at the base of each quill.

What about in urban areas?

All of the above can be much easier to spot when out roaming the countryside or woodland areas. Let’s be honest, how can anyone possibly find tracks on a pavement? With that said, the red foxes that live in cities tend to be much braver around humans and live in smaller territories, so it’s quite likely that they’d happily make their presence known.
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Red foxes love to hang out near train tracks.



One of the easiest ways to see them – if you’re lucky enough to have them in your local area – is in your very own back garden. That’s not to say that they should be encouraged to visit your garden by offering them food (as covered in chapter four and as will be discussed in further detail in the next chapter, too). But, if you are lucky enough to have them pass through or even den in your back garden, this would be one of the simplest ways to observe them without having to actively go looking for them.

Should you not be so lucky to have them visit your home, or perhaps not have the option of looking out over a back garden, other good spots to keep an eye out for red foxes in built-up areas (so long as they are safe to visit) include landfill sites, which they love to forage through; surrounding train tracks, as they will commonly construct their dens in railway embankments; and in cemeteries, which are common areas of interest for red foxes since they are so quiet thus making the perfect spot to build a den.


CHAPTER SIX

What’s on the Menu?



We all need food to survive. Regardless of whether it’s a mammal, bird, invertebrate, or any other type of animal, food is one of our most critical resources and is one that often dictates where an animal lives based on the availability of said food.

There are two main ways of finding out what an animal eats. The first is by observing the creature as they eat. The second is by examining their scat, as discussed in the previous chapter. However, as previously mentioned, this second option can sometimes be misleading as the contents found in a red fox’s faeces may in fact be what their prey had eaten as opposed to what the fox had actively set out to hunt and eat.

Red foxes have one of the most varied diets of any Canid on the planet and, unsurprisingly, they have extremely strong stomachs as a result. They are commonly categorised as carnivores – meat-eating animals, with the Latin word ‘Carnivora’ translating as ‘to devour flesh’ – although technically speaking they’re omnivores since they eat both meat and vegetation.
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Do you know what’s on a red fox’s menu?



However, did you know that red foxes can further be categorised into a group known as facultative carnivorans? This means that they eat meat when it’s available but also have the ability to consume, and more importantly survive on, other food sources such as plant-based materials and carrion.

This chapter will touch on many, but not all, of the various things a red fox will commonly eat – their diet is so vast that an entire book could easily be written on the topic.


Carnivoran: a word used to describe an animal that actively chooses to have meat in their diet as opposed to accidentally eating it whilst devouring something else or consuming very little meat overall.




Carrion: the decaying flesh of already dead animals (i.e., animals that were not killed by the animal that is about to or intends to eat it).



In the early days

As with most mammals on this planet, red foxes will suckle from their mothers when they are first born for the first four weeks or so of their lives. It’s thought that each cub will need around 130g of milk every day to survive. Traditionally, they are weaned off of their mother’s milk by the time they reach seven weeks old, which is when they will be needing closer to 320g of food per day. The weaning process starts with the mother regurgitating food for her cubs before moving onto fetching them live prey that they can ‘play’ with before eating.
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A litter of super-hungry cubs.



This process allows the red fox cubs to begin practicing their hunting skills as they start leaving the den ready to explore. They pounce on and eat things such as insects and worms, which make up a small portion of their diet.

During the weaning stage, as they transition from milk to solids, the main foods the cubs rely on are the birds and larger mammals the adults bring to the den. Surprisingly, the adult red foxes will only eat the smaller prey, such as voles and mice, during this time.

Once they begin venturing further afield with their parents, the cub’s confidence will naturally start to develop. Although they may at first spend their time hiding in bushes and flowerbeds whilst the parent finds food for them, it won’t be long before they start bounding out and begging to tuck in.
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Cubs love to pounce on small prey, such as worms and insects.



In the hopes of feasting on the prey caught by the dog or vixen, cubs will beg by lowering their bodies close to the ground and wagging their tails excitedly. They will also start to nuzzle their parent’s mouth whilst letting out a little whine.

As they get older, the cubs will start to fight between one another in a bid to be the first to get to the food. To try to look the biggest and baddest cub around, they will arch their backs (just like cats do) and raise their hackles. They bow down their heads and produce a high-pitched sound, which is described as a ‘kek-kek-kekking’ noise.

It’s this behaviour that will help them to survive as adults, ensuring that they get enough food to eat and can also stop other foxes from pinching their meals.


Hackle: the hairs found on the back of an animal’s neck and shoulders, which stand up on end as part of their fight or flight response.



Out on their own

Red foxes are mainly nocturnal creatures, predominantly more active at twilight – the time between day and night as the Sun sits below the horizon. However, it’s quite common to spot these mammals during the day, too.

Now fully grown, these mammals only need to eat approximately 10% of their overall bodyweight – between 450g and 550g give or take – each day in order to survive. This may not sound like much but when you think that red foxes spend roughly a third of the time that they are awake searching for their food, it seems like an awful lot of effort for very minimal return.

However, as with many animals, their food intake requirements will fluctuate depending on what time of year it is, such as throughout the winter when they’ll need more food just to be able to stay warm. During late spring and early summer, it’s believed that female red foxes will require more food because they will be responsible for feeding their litter, so will naturally need to consume more in order to produce enough milk. Some say that vixens will even need twice as much food once the cubs have arrived. Whereas male red foxes will require more food over the winter months since they’ll be more active during the breeding season at the beginning of the year.

As omnivores, red foxes will feast on a variety of foods as adults. This includes fruits and grasses, as well as small mammals such as rabbits, mice, voles, and squirrels, small garden birds (including feral pigeons) and their eggs, and invertebrates, including caterpillars, beetles, crickets, crayfish, and grasshoppers. Since red foxes are actually quite good swimmers, even though they don’t particularly like the water and will avoid it unless absolutely necessary, they have been known to use their paws (just like a pet cat would) to catch fish – even if it’s your favourite goldfish from your garden pond!
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Birds are one of the main animals red foxes prey on.



Surprisingly, red foxes have been observed eating grains too, especially sunflower seeds. They’re known as scavengers for a reason and will often eat any carrion they may come across, such as animals who may have been a victim of a road traffic accident or shot by a hunter.

When red foxes feed, if they don’t want to eat everything they have in front of them but also don’t want to leave it behind for something else to snap up, they actually hide it away. Red foxes have been observed storing surplus food under snow, dirt, or even leaves, and are very skilled at remembering exactly where they put it. This will be covered a bit more later in this chapter.



[image: images]
They can even be great at fishing!



It’s all in the technique

Despite sometimes living within an extended yet complex social system or family, red foxes typically forage and hunt alone. Unlike wolf packs that are capable of taking down much larger prey, or African wild dogs that are better able to defend their prized kill from scavenging hyenas, red foxes are always on the move. They continuously patrol their territory at speeds of no more than 8mph as a way of building up the perfect picture when it comes to the best places to find food and the right times in which to be there.

A red fox’s hunting method varies depending on the type of prey it is trying to catch. For example, if they have a bird or a rabbit in their sights, they have the ability to creep silently towards it before stealthily rushing up and pouncing on it. They do this by either utilising whatever cover they have around them, such as tall grasses, or, if out in the open, they will approach in plain sight, freezing every time the prey looks in their direction before they’re close enough to pounce. Should the rabbit slip away and make a run for it, red foxes can reach sprints of up to 31mph where needed.
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The ‘mousing pounce’ is one of their most popular hunting techniques.



Whereas, if the unfortunate target is a mouse, the red fox will remain motionless as they watch and listen in order to pinpoint exactly where the rodent is. Once they are certain of the mouse’s precise location, the fox will rear up onto its hind legs before leaping high into the air from its standing position and put all of their might into their forearms to pin the mouse to the ground. Amazingly, red foxes use their tails to steer their bodies in different directions mid-air! This technique is one of their most famous and can be impressively accurate, which is why they will most commonly use it to capture any small mammal they come across.

This ‘mousing pounce’ as it is so often named, is a technique that is learnt and perfected by red fox cubs from the time they reach six months of age. They first practice the skill on unsuspecting beetles and other invertebrates to begin with, as they’re slower moving than the small mammals they’ll one day be hunting.

Flexible dinner plans

Earlier on in the chapter, we discussed how the red fox is defined as a facultative carnivore. It’s this way of life that means this particular mammal isn’t a fussy eater – they can’t really afford to be. Most of the time, they will adjust their food choices based on what is available during that season.

Many of the small animals they feast on, for example mice and voles, experience fluctuating populations throughout the year. In times in which their populations are high, red foxes will stuff their faces with as many they can catch. However, during periods in which these small mammals are hard to find, red foxes will choose to snack on fruits and insects to keep them going instead.

Their food choices also revolve around where they are located. Within countryside, farmland, and wetland areas, wild prey can be found in abundance. However, things tend to change when these mammals end up living in busier areas such as towns and cities, where rabbits, mice, and voles aren’t often easy to come by or, in some cases, are not even present.

Even though red foxes will eat different things dependant on the season, this doesn’t mean that they struggle to find food during the winter like many other animals so often do. They really do live up to their scavenger name and will eat whatever they can find.

Save some for later

It’s quite common to witness a red fox wandering around with food in their mouth or, perhaps, running off with it when there’s humans around and this is because they are planning on burying it to enjoy later. This behaviour is known as caching (pronounced cash-ing) and involves the red fox hiding it quickly before another animal has the chance to steal it.

The process of caching usually involves a red fox using their front paws to dig a hole big enough for their goods to fit in. They carefully place their treats into the freshly dug hole before using their snouts to begin covering it with nearby soil and vegetation. Once happy that their prize cache is properly concealed, the red fox will tend to walk backwards in a bid to brush away their previous tracks so not to give the secret location away to other hungry animals.

There are a number of reasons as to why a red fox may choose to cache their food. One of the biggest reasons is because there aren’t any guarantees in the natural world that you’ll get a meal every day. So why wouldn’t you want to store some away to eat on a day where food may be scarce? Another reason may be because they have had the opportunity to overhunt and, instead of wasting it or leaving it for another animal, they would rather hide it away for another time.

When living in a residential area, a red fox will commonly flit between gardens to repeat the process with their food – something known as scatter caching – allowing them to return later when they get hungry. They do this so that there’s less chance of losing everything to a competitor that’s managed to discover all of their treasure, which would be the case if they buried everything in just one place (called a larder cache). The only issue red foxes may come up against is remembering where they’ve buried it all in the first place!
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Why wouldn’t you want to save some for later?



That’s why it’s not unusual to find dead animals buried in flowerbeds, under a pile of leaves, or hidden in other parts of the garden. Should you come across a red fox’s cache in your own back garden (and it is safe for you to do so, for example, if you don’t have dogs or children visiting your garden), leave it where it is as the fox will more than likely return within the next few days to finish it off.

As gross as it may seem, sometimes a red fox’s cache is more maggot than the original animal but, since they eat insects anyway, it’s enjoyed just as much – after all, foxes aren’t fussed about adhering to sell-by dates!

You can’t outwit a red fox!

Red foxes, unless responsible for the survival of their own young cubs, are typically out for themselves. So, when it comes to caching, if they believe that another animal knows where they have stored their food, they will dig it up and re-bury it elsewhere. The threat doesn’t even need to come from another red fox for them to exhibit this behaviour as the likes of badgers and domesticated cats have also been known to commit daylight robbery when it comes to red fox caches.

Another way that red foxes demonstrate their intelligence is in the relocation of their caches. You’d assume that it was purely based on smell but, in actual fact, it’s believed that this actually comes down to how good their memory is. We’re not even talking just the rough area either, as red foxes are able to remember the exact location of their cache as well as what’s in it.

They also have a cunning way of remembering whether a cache is empty, which inevitably saves them the time of having to dig up the soil to find out. Some red foxes have been spotted urinating on empty caches once they have removed all of the contents. This leads us to believe that the foxes will know on approach that the smell of urine indicates that there isn’t any food available in a previously chosen cache location.
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Sniffing out whether a cache is already empty.



Their diet isn’t just wild

When we think of wild animals and what they eat, we think about all of the things they hunt and forage for in their natural habitats. However, aside from the fruits, vegetables, and animals they feast on, red foxes will also consume any edible human rubbish that hasn’t been disposed of properly, any pet food that has been left unattended, as well as any domestic poultry that they may unfortunately be able to gain access to.

This behaviour is what leads to red foxes gaining a bad reputation of being nuisances. On a regular basis, red foxes will be blamed for any damage or littering that they didn’t even cause just because they’ve been spotted eating the ‘treats’ that have spilled out of the rubbish bin – despite the fact they didn’t knock over the bin in the first place!

And then there’s farm animals or those kept as pets. Although red foxes are portrayed as having uncontrollable appetites for farmyard hens, piglets, and even little lambs, as well as people’s rabbits and guinea pigs, the truth is that this is a very rare occurrence. It’s believed that red foxes are responsible for only 2% of poultry farm losses and, in other instances, haven’t even killed the livestock that they’re seen eating. Whichever the scenario, it’s important to remember that red foxes have no understanding of the fact that these animals are livestock and not for eating – they just think their luck is in with this easy meal!

For ways to keep your livestock and beloved pets safe, check out the section in chapter four all about ‘fox-proofing’ your garden and animal enclosures.
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Red foxes are happy to eat whatever they can find… even if it comes from the bin!



Is it wise to feed a red fox?

There is certainly a fair amount of controversy surrounding this topic. As discussed in chapter four, in general it’s best not to feed red foxes in your garden or local area if you can help it. However, according to The Woodland Trust, so long as you feed them in the right way, you can maintain a healthy balance.

The main things to consider when feeding red foxes includes avoiding attempts to try to touch, tame, or hand-feed them. As mentioned previously, red foxes are wild animals and are not domesticated like our beloved canines that become furry members of our family. Encouraging red foxes to take food from your hand or even enter your house to do so may make them less weary of humans and may also encourage them to approach other people – or even enter homes uninvited – in the hopes that they’ll be given some food.

When it comes to the food you offer them, be sure to leave out things that they can’t easily take away and bury elsewhere – more specifically, in yours or your neighbour’s gardens! The majority of their diet is meat, so leaving things such as cooked or raw meat, or even tinned dog food, would make a tasty snack. Red foxes have even been known to enjoy things such as fruit, cheese, cooked vegetables, and peanuts, but it’s best not to leave these out too often since our ‘human food’ traditionally is not part of their usual diet (unless it’s berries or fruit that they’d usually forage for in the wild).
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Despite the controversy, you should really avoid hand-feeding red foxes.



The more time red foxes spend around humans, the more comfortable and confident they become. Although this may seem lovely at first, this could pose huge risks to the animals especially in scenarios where humans are out to hurt them, such as during fox or trail hunting trips. To ensure they don’t become overconfident, resist from leaving out excessive amounts of food at any one time and make sure you cannot be seen by them during their visit.

Lastly, make sure that any food you do leave out that hasn’t been eaten by the red foxes is not left out for days on end as you might get more than you bargained for in the form of unwelcome visitors – rats! You can also discourage these rodents from coming to your garden by making sure that you stick to a schedule when putting out food for the red foxes as, once they’ve learnt when the food’s available, it’s less likely that there’ll be any left for the rats to feast on as it would have all been gobbled up long before.
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If you spot a red fox in your garden, and are happy to do so, leave it be.




CHAPTER SEVEN

Do Red Foxes have Predators?



When we think of foxes, especially the ones living in the UK, we often imagine them as being at the top of their respected food chain. Nothing could possibly be larger than them or want to eat them, right?

The zoological definition of a predator is a creature (not solely an animal) that catches, kills, and eats another animal. Therefore, in more simple terms, predators hunt for food. The reason why this is so important to highlight before we go on is because, in some countries, red foxes are killed by other animals but not necessarily to be eaten.

Let’s take a look at a red fox’s predators to help us gain a better understanding of where they sit on the pecking order.

What eats a red fox?

Although red fox cubs are the most vulnerable when it comes to predators, in certain countries, adult red foxes are just as equally at risk of attacks from animals such as coyotes, wolves, lynx, badgers, domesticated dogs, and bears. However, these events very rarely occur as a result of being preyed on to be eaten. Instead, the main reason for these large mammals to kill red foxes is more of a way for them to remove a potential competitor from the area that they live and, most importantly, hunt in.

Red foxes and coyotes typically have the same diet when it comes to their mammalian prey. Naturally, to ensure that no one else is feasting on what they believe to be their food from their territory, the coyotes will look to permanently remove the red foxes from the equation. This behaviour of removing a predator in order to thrive is known as competitive exclusion. Once they have killed a red fox, they will very rarely eat it, which is why they are not considered to be one of the red fox’s predators. Similarly, other large mammals, such as wolves, lynx, and bears, as well as smaller domesticated dogs, will kill red foxes on occasion but will not feast on their remains.
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Bears and coyotes are just two of the animals that prey on red foxes in certain parts of the world.



Despite the fact that all of the above-mentioned mammals have a huge impact on the red fox population, red foxes are believed to have very few true predators. That’s until we get to the feathered animals – eagles.

There’s one species of eagle in particular – the golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) – that is known for preying on red foxes in the UK and across Europe. Even though red foxes don’t make up a large portion of their diet, these raptors are capable of carrying 4–5kg of weight in their claws. So, when you consider how vixens weigh 5.5kg on average and dog foxes can weigh up to 7kg, it’s not surprising that young red foxes will often feature on this bird’s menu. That’s not to say that they won’t attempt to hunt and kill fully grown adults, too – the golden eagle may instead choose to eat their kill at the scene of the crime, as it may just be too heavy to carry elsewhere.

Given their size, red fox cubs are a common target, too. Other species of bird, including goshawks, the European eagle owl (Bubo bubo, also known as the Eurasian eagle owl), and the Bonelli’s eagle (Aquila fasciata), as well as animals such as snakes, minks, ermines, long-tailed weasels (Neogale frenata), and skunks, have been known to prey on cubs when the opportunity presents itself.
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Golden eagles are one of the red fox’s only true predators.



More surprisingly, red foxes have been witnessed killing and occasionally eating other red foxes. Aside from infanticide, adult red foxes may resort to killing other red fox adults for reasons that have yet to be understood. In terms of them eating their own kind, this is more likely to happen if they stumble across an already dead red fox (such as roadkill) that they could then scavenge for themselves when food resources are low.

With all that said, a red fox’s most significant threat, despite not technically being classed as a predator (even though some fox meat has been found for sale for human consumption in butchers and foxes are sometimes hunted for food in countries such as Mongolia), is humans.


Infanticide: when red foxes kill their young and the young of others for either food, to remove possible competitors, or simply as the outcome of overly aggressive fighting.



People: a red fox’s biggest threat

As discussed in chapter four, red foxes are unfortunately at most risk from humans – whether that’s directly, through hunting or their persecution, or indirectly, as a result of farming practices (in the form of pesticide usage and other pollutants) and road traffic accidents.

The estimates given for the red fox population in the UK (both rural and urban combined) can vary from anywhere between 250,000 to 430,000 individuals. However, it’s believed that as many as 400,000 red foxes die every year as a result of being hunted, killed in a road traffic accident, or through natural causes. Even though the numbers might seem a bit odd at first, as we’ll discuss further in the next chapter, red foxes tend to produce enough cubs to replace those who are killed every year. So, in actual fact, these numbers would make complete sense.

It’s estimated that 100,000 of these red fox deaths can be attributed to being hit by moving vehicles as the animals attempt to cross the road. A further 80,000 of these mammals are thought to die as a result of being shot, primarily by gamekeepers. Many more red foxes fall foul to snares left by hunters or by being chased and killed by hunting dogs (as covered in chapter four).

Unfortunately, red foxes aren’t a fully protected species and humans are still permitted in the UK, by law, to kill them using cage traps and snares, as well as shooting them with a licensed firearm. It’s only if people are discovered to have caused a red fox ‘unnecessary suffering’ that they will be prosecuted in the form of a jail sentence or being issued a fine for as much as £40,000. Causing unnecessary suffering includes the use of bows/crossbows to kill a red fox, deploying self-locking snares that continue to tighten as the animal struggles to free itself, gassing or poisoning them, destroying or blocking their occupied dens, using explosives (other than the licensed firearms), and using other animals as bait or decoys to trick the red foxes to come out from their safe hiding places.
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Around 100,000 red foxes are believed to be killed in road traffic accidents in the UK every year.



Other issues that red foxes face, especially those that live in cities and built-up areas, include the physical hazards most commonly found in people’s back gardens. These animals come up against tall fences and various forms of netting – whether that’s covering vegetation or ponds – as well as open bodies of water, such as swimming pools and fishponds. All of these can lead to red foxes, especially young cubs, ending up injured or dead as a result of falling off fence ledges, getting caught up in netting to the point where they choke, or struggling to stay above water should they accidentally fall in.

Sadly, all of these human-caused events and environments don’t always lead to the red fox’s immediate death. If not killed instantly, these animals can be left very badly hurt and some may even be left with life-changing injuries that could – eventually – result in a very slow and painful death.
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Red foxes can navigate all sorts of environments, including narrow fences.



In sickness and in health

As with any animal, whether they are wild or domesticated, catching diseases and viruses that make them sick is inevitable – especially when they can’t rely on modern medicines to prevent them from getting it in the first place or make them feel better when they’re suffering just like we can. As well as the most common issues that animals face, such as fleas, ticks, and intestinal worms, red foxes certainly have to put up with a wide variety of diseases and illnesses during their lifetime.

Red foxes are one of the primary carriers of rabies – a disease spread by saliva that can cause partial paralysis, staggering and unsteadiness on their feet, can lead to the animal self-mutilating, and can switch their normal behaviour to either incredibly aggressive or unusually tame. The good news is that treatment can be 100% effective when administered in time.

For the majority of the last century, Britain has been more or less rabies-free thanks to the stringent checks carried out when people transport animals across its borders. This is because the disease can be fatal to both animals and humans alike if left untreated. The only way that rabies can be discovered and transmitted within the UK is if someone brings an infected animal in illegally. However, there are well-prepared plans in place to deal with such an outbreak if they were to occur.


Self-mutilation: an unfortunate and often unstoppable sequence of behaviours that result in causing themselves harm or injury.




Rabies be gone!

According to Public Health England (the UK government department that works to protect and improve people’s health and wellbeing), the last recorded non-bat case of rabies was back in 1902.



The presence of this disease can also be confused with another condition known as mange. Similarly, a red fox with mange may look incredibly unwell and behave uncharacteristically tame around humans. However, mange is caused by a parasite that irritates the skin – so much so that a fox may attempt to chew their own tail off in a bid to stop the itching, leading to extreme hair loss.
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This red fox is looking particularly unwell and may be suffering from mange.



In Canids, there are two types of mange. The first is known as sarcoptic mange. Also more commonly known as scabies, this form of the skin disease is highly contagious to other animals as well as humans and, if not treated, will spread incredibly fast and lead to their death as a result of emaciation. The second type is called demodectic mange. This cannot be spread to humans and, since the mites live on the hairs as opposed to under the skin, it will not lead to severe irritation and is rarely fatal for the red fox.

Another condition that red foxes are particularly prone to is the intestinal worm, known as Toxocara canis (or dog roundworm). Even though it can lead to toxocariasis in humans, especially young children, as a result of soil or sand that has been contaminated with an infected animal’s faeces entering the person’s mouth, it is incredibly rare and treatable when caught early.


Emaciation: when a creature is too thin or weak to survive.




Toxocariasis: an infection that can cause a range of symptoms from a cough and temperature to skin rashes and breathing difficulties.



Other conditions and diseases that red foxes are susceptible to include:


• Parvovirus (often shortened to Parvo) – a highly contagious and fatal disease that affects the intestines and bones, or the heart in young cubs.

• Ear canker – a species of mite that lives in the ears and leads to inflammation of the ear canal.

• Distemper – a highly contagious virus that affects the respiratory, immune, gastrointestinal, and central nervous system, along with the skin.



With that said, despite the wide range of diseases that affect red foxes, they are generally perfectly healthy animals and not the disease-carrying scavengers that are often portrayed within the media and across the wider society. So, it’s important to keep in mind that, if you happen to see a red fox that is looking somewhat rough around the edges, they may not necessarily be sick, it could just be that they’re in the middle of their seasonal moult (as discussed in chapter two).

What to do if you find a sick or injured red fox

As we’ve now covered, red foxes are susceptible to contracting the same diseases as those that affect domesticated dogs, such as parvo, rabies, and mange.

However, the main reason that red foxes – especially those that live in urban areas – die in the UK, is from being hit by a vehicle. However, not all animals are killed instantly in this way leaving many injured and in need of help.

Should you find an injured red fox in the UK and wish to help them, you are encouraged to contact The National Fox Welfare Society (their details can be found towards the back of this book). An alternative option would be to seek assistance from the area’s local veterinary surgeon. They may be a little hesitant at first to get involved with wild animals but many will offer their services in the bid to help any living being.

Seeking help is especially true if you happen to find a red fox that is caught in a snare or trap. No matter how much you wish to get involved to stop the animal’s suffering, you should never attempt to free the animal as you run a very high risk of actually injuring yourself in the process. Also, if the red fox has been legally caught (as mentioned above, if this was through the use of a free-running snare or cage trap), then you may be accused of committing an offence by trying to set them free. Instead, the best course of action – all whilst ensuring that you are keeping your distance so not to cause any distress to the animal – is to get in touch with a wildlife organisation that will be able to help. In England and Wales, this could be the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA), which is a charity specialising in animal welfare and rescue.


[image: images]
Red foxes don’t deserve to live a life behind the wire.



In many other parts of the world, making the local Animal Control centres and/ or veterinary clinics aware of a red fox that is in danger – whether through injury or illness – is the best port of call in the first instance.

Either way, unless trained to do so, you should never approach or attempt to help a red fox that may be in distress. It’s these actions that may result in the animal lashing out as a result of feeling frightened and not understanding that your intentions are good with you trying to help and not harm them further.

But what about a litter of abandoned cubs?

The unfortunate thing is that some red fox mothers, who have litters depending on them, may be killed in road traffic accidents or by hunters. So, if you stumble across a group of red fox cubs that you suspect may have been orphaned in this way, you need to be absolutely certain that this is the case before intervening.

The best thing to do is observe the litter from afar to ensure that they are not attacked by another animal whilst the vixen is absent. It could be that the female red fox is simply away from her young because she is hunting and plans to return to feed them shortly. Usually, if this is the case, the cubs will be lying altogether quietly or playing and will seem fairly content with the situation.
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It’s important that you are absolutely certain the cub has been abandoned before intervening.



However, if they appear agitated and are making plaintive barking sounds, and no adult red fox has returned for at least three to four hours, then it’s quite possible that something has happened to their mother and they may need assistance.

If you discover a red fox cub out on their own, away from the litter, it’s more than likely that the little one has wandered off and become lost. As much as you’d want to help, do not touch them and keep your distance. Their barking calls will alert an adult red fox to their location and, providing the cub hasn’t ventured too far, an adult fox will soon be along to pick them up and return them to the safety of the family.

In either of these scenarios, it’s important to keep your distance and refrain from touching them until you are certain they are on their own. Being too close will stop any adult red fox from approaching to collect or return them to their litter and handling them will transfer your human scent to the animals, which will make it harder for the adult fox to recognise their young.

Once you have confirmed to the best of your knowledge that your intervention is needed, the best thing to do is get in touch with an organisation such as Animal Control, a wildlife rehabilitator or charity, or a local vet.

In the meantime, whilst you are waiting for the professionals to arrive, to ensure that the litter or cub stays safe and warm (should they appear to be cold), place them in a cardboard box that has low sides so that they can both see out and be seen by a potentially returning red fox. To make things extra comfy, place a towel, blanket, or warm hot water bottle in with them. Be sure to wear gloves at all times and handle the animals as little as possible.
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Calling in the experts can sometimes be the best way to help them.



Once you have helped them to get settled, leave them where you found them or, if it’s not safe, somewhere nearby that will be, then back away, just in case an adult red fox returns to them – you wouldn’t want to scare them away with your presence.

If they are still alone when the experts arrive, you did everything you could and now they will be professionally cared for until they can be re-released into the wild.

Can red foxes be kept as pets?

The short answer is no.

Despite a handful of stories talking about people who claim to have ‘tamed’ red foxes and now treat them like domesticated pets in their homes, red foxes are wild animals, meaning that their behaviour can be unpredictably wild.

In general, red foxes aren’t happy when kept in captivity. They are animals that need lots of space to exercise and, as a result of not having the space they need, can be deemed as ‘acting up’ by gnawing or scratching furniture, digging up gardens, as well as leaving their strong and quite unpleasant odour around the house – all of which are extremely normal behaviours for a red fox in the wild.
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It’s recommended that red foxes are not kept as domesticated pets.



However, this view of not keeping wild foxes as pets hasn’t always been shared by everyone around the world. In 1959, a Russian scientist named Dmitri Belyaev began an experiment that set out to discover how to tame foxes so that they would live and behave in the same way as the domesticated dogs we know and love today.

Belyaev was fascinated by the process in which our pet canines descended from wild and vicious wolves, developing different physical and behavioural traits through thousands of years of breeding and evolution.

In a bid to domesticate wild foxes, a team from the Institute of Cytology and Genetics based in Novosibirsk, Russia, set out to speed up all of those centuries of natural evolution by selectively breeding the most tame and non-aggressive individuals with one another. A total of 45,000 silver foxes (a variant of the red fox) were raised during the controversial experiment, but after 35 generations of foxes, their experiment had been a success and they had managed to produce what they described as tame foxes.

The team running the experiment, which is still ongoing to this day despite Belyaev’s death in 1985, now has a few hundred of these domesticated foxes in their care. These animals share all of the traits of a domesticated canine, from wagging their tails as a human approaches and longing to be around humans, to licking their keeper’s hands and even begging for a pat on the head.

However, as a result of the experimental process that domesticated them, these animals no longer resemble foxes. If anything, they’re described as looking more similar to a breed of dog known as a corgi. These domesticated foxes have shorter tails and legs, as well as a different coat colour and pattern to the silver foxes that they even originated from. Some even feature curled tails and floppy ears.

This change in the domesticated fox’s physical appearance led the team to believe that an animal’s behavioural traits were linked to the way they looked – somewhat of a phenomenon that became known as domestication syndrome.

Many have criticised the experiment and its findings, since it’s now believed that the foxes weren’t even wild in the first place. A more recent study, conducted by a US geneticist called Elinor Karlsson from the University of Massachusetts Medical School and the Broad Institute of MIT and Harvard, suggests that the animals were actually obtained from a fur farm in Canada (these findings were based on genetic testing), and may have already been bred to grow a particular coat colour and pattern.

The debate as to whether domestication syndrome is actually real is still ongoing.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Their Importance and Decline



Hopefully, after reading everything you’ve read so far, you’ll agree that red foxes are a pretty important species and we’d certainly miss having them around if they were ever to become extinct.

Their importance

Many people may view red foxes as a nuisance species, often wrongly portrayed as vicious scavengers that will make a mess by tearing bin bags apart or as creatures that will attack people’s pets, but they actually play a really important ecological role in our world.

Red foxes are a natural way of helping to control the populations of the animals they prey on, such as rabbits, insects, and rodents, which are commonly classed as vermin. It’s been discovered that in areas in which red foxes were being killed, the number of rodents had risen to uncontrollable levels. So much so, that farmers were sometimes forced to reintroduce new red foxes to the area surrounding their land in a bid to help deal with the problem, since the rodents would often feast on their livestock’s food.

Not only that but, in the more urban areas that red foxes occupy, they have actually been known to become somewhat of a clean-up service. That’s because, as covered in previous chapters, red foxes are helpful scavengers, so can often be found eating any scraps of discarded food they come across… they’re really not fussy!

This species is also responsible for helping spread the seeds of the fruits and vegetables they eat, just like many birds and other fruit-eating animals do. This in turn means that there are more fruit trees and plants growing in various locations for other animals to enjoy, encouraging the survival of the vegetation itself.

And then there’s the benefits red foxes bring to people’s mental health and wellbeing just by the animals being near them. These inquisitive creatures are capable of bringing so much joy to those who love to watch them simply going about their lives – whether that be in the countryside or the back gardens and streets of built-up villages, towns, and cities.
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You may not see them but they will more than likely see you.



Their decline

Although it’s tricky to calculate exactly how many red foxes there are living in the UK at any one time, according to a 2013 Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) report, it’s estimated that there is roughly one fox for every 150 people residing in the UK. This figure is based on the higher population estimate of around 430,000 individuals.

Sadly, as mentioned in the previous chapter, it’s common for many red fox cubs to die prematurely as a result of being attacked by predators, such as dogs or badgers, and for red fox adults to lose their lives as a result of being hunted or being caught up in road traffic accidents.

However, it’s a common myth that the urban red fox population – meaning those found living in urban areas – is on the rise. As previously hinted at, these mammals have an interesting way of regulating their numbers all on their own. They do this by controlling the number of cubs they have every year and, somehow, each of the cubs that reach adulthood is almost the exact same figure as those adult red foxes who pass away.

This means that if a cull of red foxes was introduced, these creatures would respond by giving birth to more young and taking over the areas in which red foxes once lived as a way of ensuring that the population remains at the same level as before the cull took place.

During the late 1940s and into the ‘50s, a UK governmental department (which was called the Ministry of Agriculture and Food back then) began trapping and shooting red foxes that were living in south-east London. However, their numbers were unaffected and their population continued to spread through to the inner suburbs. By the 1970s, many London boroughs were culling foxes and some were even pumping cyanide gas into their dens in the hopes of preventing the red fox cubs from ever reaching adulthood.
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Red foxes have an amazing way of ensuring they maintain a healthy population.



The London borough of Bromley was one such area that even went as far as hiring a full-time fox control officer who would shoot more than 300 red foxes a year in residents’ back gardens. Yet again, these efforts made no difference to the urban red fox population.

Once it was realised that the cullings in London weren’t having the desired outcome of reducing the red fox population, they were deemed a waste of time and money, and most councils ceased operations in the 1980s.

With all that said, it was discovered in 2018 that Britain’s red fox numbers had actually fallen by more than 40% since the Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) began monitoring mammals in 1995. BBS is made up of wildlife organisations such as the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO), the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC), and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB). Unfortunately, there isn’t yet a definitive answer as to why this could be.

What’s in place to protect them?

In the previous chapter, we touched on how the red fox isn’t technically a fully protected species in the UK, as it is still legal to kill them in particular ways. However, there are a number of laws in place that help to protect these animals living in the UK to a certain extent.

Hunting Act 2004 and the Protection of Wild Mammals (Scotland) Act 2002

As mentioned in chapter four, setting domesticated hunting dogs upon wildlife in the traditional sport of fox hunting is illegal in England, Scotland, and Wales. Despite both of these laws prohibiting people from partaking in the so-called sport, there is plenty of evidence to suggest that it still takes place under the cover of trail hunting. Sadly, there are loopholes in this law that are regularly exploited in order for this type of hunting to continue legally, such as for pest control and scientific research.

Pesticides Act 1998

Commonly mislabelled as a pest species, red foxes are sadly often the targets of illegal poisoning through the use of various agricultural chemicals, including pesticides in pellet, spray, or gas form. Even though this act’s legislation now falls under a variety of other acts, it marked the beginning of an annual report produced by the Wildlife Incident Investigation Scheme, called Pesticide Poisoning of Animals – Investigations of Suspected Incidents in the UK, which monitors how pesticide usage affects wildlife in the UK through the investigation of deaths and illnesses suspected to be as a result of pesticide poisoning.



Pesticides: chemicals used to kill insects or vegetation, such as weeds, that cause harm to crops or livestock.



The Wild Mammals (Protection) Act 1996

This particular act is one that focusses on the welfare of animals as opposed to species conservation. It was the first act of its kind to protect any and all wild animals suffering from deliberate acts of cruelty at the hands of a human. This includes, but is not limited to, the beating, kicking, dragging, or drowning of any wild mammal. However, there are exceptions to the act, such as events in which it would be deemed as a mercy killing (ending their suffering if considered to be too badly injured to be saved) or as part of lawful pest control.

The Wildlife & Countryside Act 1981

Made up of four parts, covering both the protection of wildlife and the designation of protected areas within the countryside and national parks, this act prohibits the use of snares that, in the case of intending to capture a red fox, tighten to less than 23cm in circumference. Sadly, unlike many other animals, red foxes are not one of the species that have been afforded special protection under this act from being captured, injured, or killed, or from having their breeding grounds or shelter obstructed or destroyed.

Despite the number of loopholes that can be exploited in these acts, if an individual is found guilty of committing crimes under any of these laws, they will be subject to a fine of as much as £40,000 as well as imprisonment for up to twelve months.

How to help bring an end to fox and trail hunting in the UK

In chapter four, we took a brief look at fox hunting and how it still takes place today under the guise of trail hunting. If you agree with the 80% of people who are against this ‘sport’, there are a number of things you can do to help bring an end to this cruel practice once and for all.

Firstly, you can contact your local MP or, if you live outside of the UK, whoever represents you and your interests at a governmental level. In your letter or email, ask that they encourage their fellow members to support a stronger, if not complete, ban on fox hunting of all kinds.

You could also consider raising awareness of these hunts amongst your friends, families, colleagues, and wider networks in an attempt to encourage more people to write to their local representatives.
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Red foxes should only run because they want to – not because they’re being chased.



Finally, if you know of any landowners or managers that are allowing things such as trail hunts to take place on their land, you could try to encourage them to stop permitting the persecution of foxes by forbidding entry to the hunts and their dogs.

Find out more ways in which you can get involved with helping to preserve and conserve red foxes and their natural habitats in the next few pages.


Get Involved



Using everything you’ve learnt in this book, you can now start to notice the signs as to whether a red fox has been where you are – whether that’s the paths you are taking on your countryside or woodland walks, or perhaps as you’re sat in your very own back garden.

Where are the best places to spot a red fox?

Although red foxes seem to have populated most places around the world, sightings will often be both unexpected and incredibly brief (unless they’re a particularly confident individual!). With that said, since red foxes are so widespread, there unfortunately isn’t one specific answer that will guarantee you the chance of seeing one. However, wherever you are, you are most likely to spot a red fox at either dawn or dusk since that is when they tend to be the most active.

During the daytime, red foxes prefer to hang out in more sheltered, secluded areas, which could be either above or below ground. This could be in their den (or earth) or under structures such as a garden shed that happens to be standing on bricks or blocks, allowing the animals to squeeze in underneath.

This is especially the case when there are young cubs around. So, specifically in the UK, your best chance of observing wild red foxes for longer than a glimpse would be during the months of April and May, once the cubs have emerged from their earth to begin exploring the wild outdoors. If you’re lucky, you’ll get to watch them practise their hunting skills and play fight whilst their parents are out fetching their dinner.

In order to witness these red fox cubs playing without startling them back into the safety of their dens, it’s important to find somewhere to watch them from that is far enough away and will keep you hidden at the same time – and that includes being downwind (so having the wind blowing in your face as opposed to blowing behind you, on the back of your head) too, as you wouldn’t want them to catch a whiff of your scent!

Another great spot – although it’s certainly not for the faint-hearted – would be to position yourself in view of an active rabbit’s warren. However, before you settle down for the day, be sure to investigate the immediate area for tracks, scat, and other giveaway signs (see chapter five for more information on what to look for) that there are indeed red foxes nearby. Once you’ve been able to confirm their presence, follow the similar principle as above – far enough away as not to distract or startle, and definitely downwind – and sit tight. When red foxes live nearby or have a rabbit warren on their regular route, they tend to visit quite frequently in the hopes of catching a rabbit or two whilst there.
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Trying to stay hidden is the best way to spot a red fox.



If you really want the best possible chance of viewing red foxes in their natural habitats – or any wild animal for that matter – the best place to do so is in a tree hide. Being high up and hidden ensures that you won’t be seen by these land-dwelling mammals – and they most likely won’t be able to smell you either! You’ve just got to be prepared to spend an entire day up there, waiting very patiently.

One particular type of location that might help you to spot a red fox, which may actually come as a bit of a surprise, is a field containing cattle. As stinky as it may be, the splattering of cow pats and heavily disturbed ground makes the area a goldmine for finding earthworms – one of the red fox’s favourite treats!


[image: images]
Unsuspecting rabbits commonly find themselves on a red fox’s menu.



If after all this you’re still not having much luck in spotting a red fox, check out your nearest nature reserve. If it’s managed by the likes of National Trust, the Wildlife Trusts, or RSPB, you can ask one of the rangers or volunteers who work there for help as they may be able to share their valuable insight on the best spots to look out for these elusive animals.

Setting up your garden

If you know that red foxes visit your garden but you haven’t been lucky enough to catch them in the act just yet why not consider setting up a video recorded or motion-sensing camera? By doing this, you will be able to capture any movement between dusk and dawn, and the best part is that you don’t have to sit out all night in a hide in the cold hoping they’ll visit (unless that’s what you prefer to do, of course!).

Once you have observed them enough times using your equipment, you may notice a pattern in the red foxes’ visits. This will help you to know the best times that you need to look out for them, especially if you did fancy seeing them live in front of your very eyes – just be sure to wrap up warm as it can get chilly when the Sun goes down!

As mentioned in previous chapters, it’s not encouraged to leave food out in your garden in the hopes that it’ll attract red foxes – they could become reliant on you and less wary of strangers, or it could lead to too many foxes deciding to visit, which turns into scrapping and potentially spreading disease. That’s why it’s best that you allow them to visit naturally, on their own terms, with little to no human intervention.

How to capture red foxes on camera

However you decide to observe red foxes in their natural habitat – whether that be out in the open countryside, high up in a treetop hide, or in the comforts of your own back garden – there are lots of ways to capture the moment you laid eyes on these animals.
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Although they are fairly elusive creatures, with enough patience, you’ll be given incredible photographic opportunities in no time.



First thing’s first, you’ve got to find them and know their location – how else would you photograph red foxes if you didn’t know where they were? Using the advice from earlier on in this chapter, along with the signs you need to look out for from chapter five, you’ll be able to tell if a red fox lives in or has been nearby to where you’re looking for them.

Once you’ve found them, sit tight and be patient. Position yourself far enough away so that you don’t disturb them and either get as low to the ground as possible or climb high up in a hide so that you can be as camouflaged as can be. This will mean that the animals can feel comfortable enough to be themselves and live their lives as normal, even with you being near to them.

Although they may not make it obvious, they definitely know you’re there watching them. As discussed in chapter two, they have super sharp eyesight and a keen sense of smell, especially if you’re not positioned downwind. That’s why it’s important to let them get used to you being in their territory and close to the family home. All it takes is time, patience, and the ability not to startle them whilst you’re there. Also, by giving the red foxes the time they need to get used to you, you’ll in turn be rewarded with getting to learn their behavioural pattern over a certain period of time, which will help you during future visits.

One of the best times to spot a red fox, as mentioned previously, is during the months in which cubs have begun to emerge from their den, which is commonly during the springtime. To give yourself the best opportunities to catch them on camera, the best time to capture something truly magical is said to be at sunrise, especially when the mornings are still cool.

Since you will most likely be working in tricky lighting conditions, what with it being dawn and/or dusk, and the fact that you’re also attempting to capture subjects that will be quite far in the distance and are capable of darting off at a moment’s notice, you need to make sure you know your camera inside and out.

One of the other things to take into consideration is whether you wish to invest in a tripod since you’ll likely be sat or lying in the same position for a considerable amount of time and holding a camera in place waiting for the perfect shot could be rather taxing on your arms. Think about one that is adjustable so that if you are fairly low to the ground, you wouldn’t have your camera poking out above the long grass, which would ultimately give your position away to your subjects.

It’s also important to remember that red foxes can be quite wary creatures so, even though some photographers choose to do so, it’s best not to use your flash when trying to capture them on camera. Instead, invest your time in learning how to utilise your shutter speed (how quickly your camera’s shutter opens and closes), aperture (the opening of the camera’s lens which lets in the light), and ISO (your particular camera’s sensitivity to light) in order to get the best results.

Lastly, although it probably goes without saying, once you have finished for the day, be sure to leave nothing behind except your footprints and perhaps some disturbed foliage (if you’ve chosen to lay on the ground). Leaving foreign objects such as food wrappers, containers, or forgetting pieces of equipment could be hazardous to the red foxes, and many other species of wildlife, should they be found and mistaken for something edible.
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Even this red fox agrees that a tripod is a good investment!



Helping to preserve red foxes for future generations

The best way in which we can work to ensure that red foxes remain on this planet for many generations to come, is to make sure that their natural habitats are protected. This includes forests and grasslands that, one day, may be cleared so that the land could be used to build houses or other premises, construct roads, or be used for agricultural purposes.

Even though red foxes are clearly able to survive in urban areas, they are still wild animals and we should be working to keep them in their wild surroundings for as long as possible, especially since that is where their most natural prey can be found, too.

Of course, should you already live in an urban area and are aware that red foxes regularly visit your back garden, you can work to ensure that it is a safe environment for them (should you be content with their presence). This could include removing any objects that could be deemed as dangerous or cause them harm, such as keeping your gardening tools locked away, ensuring that they have a shaded area should they need to rest, as well as leaving out fresh water for them to drink, especially during the hotter weather.


[image: images]
A red fox’s curiosity can lead them to some unwanted places.



As mentioned in the final chapter of this book, getting in touch with your country’s government as a way to encourage new laws and policies that will go further to protect red foxes from persecution and hunting, is one of the most important things we could do as a society to help these animals thrive.
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Disclaimer



The author, editors, publishers, or any individuals or businesses associated with the creation of this book are not to be held liable should any red fox related incidents take place as a result of reading this book.

Any action taken by the reader after reading The Secret Life of Foxes are at their own risk.

All of the facts and information included in The Secret Life of Foxes were accurate at the time of writing.
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