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Assault courses for foxes

JANE CLAYTON Via email

| have watched rural foxes for
many years, but it was only when
| moved to urban Essex that | fully
realised just how agile they are.
Running along the tops of
fences is impressive enough,
but it is their jumping skills that
truly amaze. To enter our
garden, the local foxes have to
leap either an 1.8m-high fence
or a 1.4m fence, then pass
through a gap in a trellis that is

just 15x15cm at the top of their
leap. They manage both feats
with equal skill.

To access our garage roof (a
favourite siesta spot), they must
leap 1.92m. This must be close
to the upper limit of their ability
- | watched a fox fail to scale this
obstacle twice, succeeding only
on the third attempt. Are there
any records of foxes topping this
athletic performance?

A night at the races

JULIE MILSTEAD Via email

My son built an amazing remote-
controlled car, with a petrol
engine and a nifty turn of speed.
Unfortunately, living in London
limited the places that he could
race it, the best option being the
car park at our local health
centre. But this had to be done at
night, when it was empty.

At about 10pm on a very cold
winter night, we were watching
the car do laps around plastic
cones when we realised we had
company. At the other end of the
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car park sat a fox, as entranced
by the car race as we were. We
slowed the car down as it drew
level with Foxy and he waited for it
to move again. We did this several
times: Foxy was totally absorbed.
Eventually, his curiosity got the
better of him. He darted in, picked
the car up and tried to run off with
it. But the car is quite large and
he couldn’t carry it. After several
attempts at stealing it, he gave up
and ran off with one of the cones

¢ instead (with us in hot pursuit).

BBC Wildlife

KEITH WHITEHEAD Cardigan

“Meet Flick, our friendly fox”

ANN PANTON Grimsby, Lincolnshire

| first saw Flick playing with her
two brothers in our front garden in
2003. We put out food in the back
garden and she started to visit on

her own. | talked to her all the time,

and eventually sat on the patio with

food near me, never looking at her.

She smelled my hand, then

finally took a chicken leg from me.
We discovered she liked both of

us sitting on the patio. If we left the :
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door open, she was in the sitting
room like a shot and would pinch
anything - particularly shoes.

Flick had two cubs when she
was a year old. She’s now three
and has hardly missed a night:
she is totally relaxed with us and
treats us like family. She comes
into the house, unconcerned by
the tv or washing machine, and
has the most gentle nature.
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Dispelling urban myths

Many people think that foxes raid bins and kill pets...
but have we been giving them an unjustly bad name?

Laurent Geslin/naturepl.com

THERE ARE INNUMERABLE

myths about urban foxes, and
many of them centre around
greedy and/or desperate
foxes raiding dustbins and
massacring pets.
Fox hunters
often refer
disparagingly to

As most urban
foxes do not live

of pets, such as rabbits and cats.
Most urban foxes never attack
pets. Many years ago, I carried
out an extensive survey in north-
west Bristol and catalogued
every single pet
(rabbits, guinea
pigs, pigeons and
cats) that had been

urban foxes as for five years, lost over a period
‘dustbin foxes’, . of one year. Even
yet in reality they most will nev'er if you assumed The truth about cats and foxes:
rarely bother to eat a domestic pet_ that every pet that most encounters between

touch bins. Why

should they, when far better
quality food is left out for them
by local residents?

In 40 years of studying urban
foxes in Bristol, I cannot
remember ever seeing a fox
forage in a dustbin. Yet it is
virtually impossible to convince
anyone that this is the case. Even
now, when most city-dwellers
use heavy-duty wheelie bins that
are completely foxproof, the
myth persists.

The same applies to the killing
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had disappeared
had been taken by a fox, it
turned out that the maximum
loss was 0.2 pets per fox per
year, which works out as one pet
eaten every five years. Given that
most urban foxes do not live for
five years, most will never eat a
domestic pet.

SAFE PETS

Worried pet-owners can take
steps to further reduce even
these extremely low losses to
foxes. One simple precaution is
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foxes and cats will see Tiddles

winhing out over Reynard.

A PHOTO MYTH

to keep small pets such as
rabbits and guinea pigs in a
well-secured hutch at night.

As for cats — well, I have
witnessed many encounters
between foxes and cats. The
cats win every time, since the
foxes are reluctant to risk injury
when faced with such a
powerful foe. This seems to be
the experience of many people
who wrote in to Fox UK as well.
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Felix invites a fox cub in

JON SKONE Puncheston, Pembrokeshire

One warm summer evening, |
called Felix, one of my cats, into
the house. As he came towards
me, a fox cub appeared. Surely
there would be trouble, | thought.
Felix raised his tail in that salute
that cats give and sauntered to the
door. The cub followed him, his
nose rather too close to Felix’s
nether regions. | held the door
open, and Felix stalked between
my legs into the house, tail held
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high - the cub was close behind.

| was transfixed. What would
happen if our dog came to have a
look? | decided to keep very still and
quiet. Once in the house, the fox
cub stopped, turned back towards
me, sniffed gently at my feet,
looked up at me and then left as
casually as he had entered. Felix
went to his favourite chair and |
remained glued to the spot before
relaxing and closing the door.
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“The fox jumped over the cat”
MARJ & ROB HAMMERSLEY otford, Kent

Early one summer morning, our
cat was reclining in a catmint
bush, grooming herself. Suddenly
a fox appeared, meandering
through the garden. He spotted
her, sidled over and then, to our
amazement, leapt high in the air
over her head. Our cat swiped at
him, missing by an inch. The fox
turned and leapt over her in the
opposite direction. She lazily swiped
at him again and just missed.
They continued with this game

at least half a dozen more times,
the fox always staying just out of
reach. His judgment and timing
were superb. Eventually, the cat
grew bored with the game and
returned to her grooming. The fox
calmly accepted this and
sauntered off.

It seemed obvious that these
two knew each other well. They
were quite unfazed by the
encounter and not above having
a little fun together.

SARAH SKINNER Bracknell, Berkshire



“Foxes prefer flight

MEGAN PHILLIPS Richmond, Surrey

Until recently, | put food out for
foxes each night in the street
opposite our house and watched
them co-exist peacefully with local
cats. They seemed perfectly at
ease, even within a few feet of
each other. Competition for food is
another matter: when an adult fox
confronts an adult cat, the cat
wins every time, with the fox
always preferring flight to fight.
One night, | saw a young cat
atop our garden wall watching an

to fight”

adult fox feeding just below. The
cat was clearly deciding whether
to challenge the fox. Eventually, it
jumped down and moved towards
the bowl of food - at which point
the fox saw it off with minimal fuss.
The next night, the cat returned
and approached the bowl with
more confidence - the fox gave
way at once. | soon stopped
putting out food, because | found
| was feeding the neighbourhood
cats rather than the foxes.

A lightning escape

JACKI SOLMAN Plymstock, Devon

Returning from walking my
children to school one sunny July
morning, | let my border terrier,
Suzie, out into our small fenced
garden. | had started the chores
when | heard claws scrabbling on
the kitchen floor, followed closely
by something crashing into
cupboard doors and a second set
of claws scratching vinyl.

Suzie was standing guard in
the kitchen doorway, hackles
raised, growling viciously at
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something in the corner of the
room. Cowering under the table
was a terrified young fox. Would it
dash past me into the rest of the
house or risk tackling Suzie for
the safety of the garden?

An impasse lasted for minutes
and then the fox was gone. At the
speed of lightning, it leapt over
Suzie and disappeared, leaving
her perplexed and me pondering
how it escaped so quickly over
our 2m-high fences.
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Laurent Geslin/naturepl.com

Feeding foxes

When I'm asked “Should | feed foxes in my garden?”
my answer is “Why not? It's great fun.”

FOXES LIVING in urban areas
rely heavily on food put out for
them. While they have an
abundance of wild food — small
mammals such as voles and wood
mice, small birds, pigeons,
insects and earthworms — food
supplied by householders makes
up about half of their diet. In fact,
in my study area in north-west
Bristol, there is at least 150 times
as much food put out as the foxes
actually need each night.

So you may wonder why
you bother to feed foxes when
they already have so much
to eat. Well, it’s great fun.
Feeding makes foxes much
less wary, and they will often
be waiting for you when you
go out to feed them. This

gives you great opportunities
to learn to recognise them as
individuals and follow them
through their lives. You will
quickly discover that fox life is

Food supplied by
householders makes
up about half of the
diet of urban foxes.

FOX UK FEEDING FOXES

far more entertaining than any
soap opera, with family feuds,
infidelity, fights, struggles

for dominance in the group
hierarchy and very noisy sex.

There are, however, a few
things you should never do. Most
importantly, never feed foxes by
hand. If they become hand-tame,
foxes may well approach other
residents for food, and some
people find it frightening to have
a fox boldly walk up to them,
expecting to be fed.

Never encourage foxes into
your house or porch. Foxes that
get into the habit of being fed
in kitchens or encouraged into
houses through cat-flaps are
also likely to enter other houses
where their unexpected presence
could cause mayhem.

OVERFED FOXES

Finally, be sure not to overfeed
your foxes. If you give them
more food than they can handle,
two problems are likely to occur.
First, they will spend far too

Putting out food for foxes
offers fantastic opportunities
for watching them up close.

LR W e

much time in and around your
garden, since they do not have
to spend much time foraging,
and this can lead to excessive
fouling in and damage to your
neighbours’ gardens.

The other problem is that an
excess of food may encourage
young foxes to stay at home
rather than disperse in the
autumn. So you can end up with
a large social group, and again
this can annoy your neighbours.

WHAT TO FEED FOXES
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Mark Hamblin

Photographing foxes

Wildlife photographer MARK HAMBLIN explains
how to take great photos of your local foxes.

FOXES ARE OFTEN very visible in

our gardens and parks and provide
new and exciting opportunities for
photography. Contact with humans
has made some foxes increasingly
tolerant of people, and they can
become surprisingly tame — all great
news for photographers. To get you
started, here are my top tips to help
capture that magical moment.

1. Concentrate your photography

early and late in the day, when
foxes are most active.

2. Look for well-worn ‘fox paths’ or
an active earth in spring, where

(3]
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you can set up a camera nearby
and wait.

w

. Keep your distance to avoid
disturbance. Try photographing the
fox as part of its environment or use
a telephoto lens for close-ups.

. Position yourself downwind to
avoid detection and wear
camouflaged or dark clothing.

N

. Wear gloves, even in summer,
as foxes may well spot the
movement of your hands.

. Pay careful attention to the
background and either place the fox
in context or shoot against a plain
backdrop to make it stand out.

. Try to use backlighting
(photographing towards the sun) to
highlight the fox's ears and create
an attractive pictorial effect.

~
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. Keep a low profile and shoot at
eye level for more intimate
portraits.

. Be patient and remain still,
avoiding any sudden movements.

10. Photograph using natural light.

A sudden blast of flash will often

cause alarm.

0

ARNING

'S
al FOX Huntet
‘\}\‘lﬁ\gbe p\'osecuted!

The fox is a fascinating creature, but unfortunately
hunters still try to abuse and destroy this beautiful
animal. We are part of the majority who will not
tolerate this.

The recent Hunting Acts made hunting foxes with a pack of hounds
in England, Wales and Scotland illegal. In the wake of our first
successful prosecution under the Hunting Act, we have launched
a Prosecution Unit. Our staff and volunteer monitors are working
tirelessly across the country to gather evidence of illegal hunting
to secure prosecutions of those who break the law.
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83-87 Union Street, London SE1 1SG
Tel: 0845 330 8486
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YOUR QUESTIONS ANSWERED

Steve Harris knows more about foxes than anyone
else. Here he answers your queries.

Divided litters

Sometimes | see only
one or two fox cubs
with the vixen in my
garden, whereas at
other times | see five.
Do vixens split their
litters up?

Yes, and this is more
likely to happen as the
summer progresses.
Often, the rest of the
cubs will be less than
100 metres away, and i strategy. It may also help to
leaving them in different locations | reduce the build-up of parasites
is obviously a good safety ¢ among the litter.

Who breeds?
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Fox culling
Does culling foxes work?

Culling is not as permanent a
solution to a fox problem as it
appears. Each year, foxes produce
more cubs than they need to replace
losses, and in the autumn these
youngsters disperse far and wide
looking for vacant territories. If you
kill a fox, it will be quickly replaced.

In fact, the problem is often made
worse because, when you kill a fox,
more than one individual may move
in to contest the vacant territory. So
you may end up with more foxes
than you had originally, which can
lead to more problems.

And, of course, killing foxes is a
never-ending task. Hundreds of
thousands of foxes are killed each
year, yet this has had no detectable
impact on fox numbers. The cost is
huge, outweighing any losses
caused by the foxes.

So we need to think again about
how to solve fox problems. In the
long term, prevention is likely to be
the most cost-effective solution:
house your stock or pets properly;
use deterrents where they work;
clear rubbish and other such places
where foxes are living; and, where
the losses are low, stop worrying
and learn to live with them.

BBC Wildlife

1) Why do foxes like to cache their
food in my flowerpots?

M Is it true that dog foxes bark and
vixens scream?

1) Why do very young fox cubs fight
each other so viciously?

1) Why do fox cubs play tug-of-war
with their food?
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lose weight, call your local
i wildlife hospital or the RSPCA.

I feed a fox regularly in my i They may be able to trap it and

garden. One day, it turned up i treat the break, but then the fox
with a badly twisted hind leg, could well lose its territory
Wwhich | guessed was brokenas | y.¢ore it is ready to be released -
it was using the other three to a high price to pay. If it can

walk. What should I do? : recover naturally, this is better.

It looks awful, and the animal A high proportion of urban

will clearly be in pain, but if the i foxes in particular have healed
fox is not visibly losing condition, broken bones, and quite a lot

| suggest you leave it. Keep a ¢ limp, but this seems to have little
close eye on it, and if it starts to serious impact in the long run.

that buried it, but also by other
members of the social group.
The group will have favoured
spots, so each fox knows where
to look for food if it has been
unsuccessful foraging.

Foxes regularly cache food in
my garden. How long do they
leave the food buried, and is it
always found by the fox that

hides it? Most caches are temporary,
Often, when feeding foxes, you but raw eggs may be left buried
see them eat some food for weeks before recovery

straightaway and then bury the becau-se they last fora
rest in a flowerbed. This simply long time. N //

One of the best ways you can help animals
is by becoming a member of the RSPCA.

hides the food from potential
rivals. Most of it is usually
recovered before the night
is out, often by the
animal

National membership costs £17.50 a year for
over 18s, or £25 if you join with a partner.
To request an application form:

. telephone: 0870 33 35 999
or go to: www.rspca.org.uk/membership

PIC: ANDREW FORSYTH/RSPCA PHOTOLIBRARY

Fox with pigeon: Laurent Geslin/naturepl.com




Mange appears first on the rump
and then spreads to the rest of
the body. In the final Stages,
little hair is left and the fox will
be covered in thick scabs.

Foxes and disease

d -

News stories often whip up fears of foxes attacking or
passing on disease to humans. How real are these threats?

IN THIS PARANOID age, foxes

are often accused of spreading
diseases to people and their pets.
Yet the chance of catching any
disease from a fox is remote.
When I first started work on
foxes, the biggest fear was that
rabies would cross the Channel and
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infect our fox population. But the
risk of this happening is extremely
low. The biggest threat is probably
still posed by dogs brought to the
UK illegally, but even then the
chance of the disease spreading
from dogs to foxes is remote. After
all, rabies was common in dogs in

BBC Wildlife
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FOX UK 1) FOXES AND DISEASE

Britain until the early 19oo0s, yet
there was not one recorded case in
foxes. And if it does happen, there
are good contingency plans in place
to deal with the problem.

The other disease that gives
people cause for concern is the
intestinal roundworm Toxocara
canis. Though about half of the
foxes in Britain carry this parasite,

Rabies was common
in dogs until the early
1900s, but there was
not one case in foxes.

there is no evidence that they pose
a significant risk of infection to
either dogs or people. The parasite
is rare in humans, and the main
source of infection is from soil in
public parks and playgrounds that
has been contaminated by domestic
dogs. Hence the importance of
people clearing up after their dogs.
Foxes carry other parasites
and diseases, but so far there is
no evidence that they pose any
significant risk to domestic pets or
people. Yet while some pet owners

BBC Wildlife

are vocal about the alleged risks
posed by foxes, they ignore the fact
that most of these parasites are also
carried by their pets, and the risk
of them catching something from
their pet dog or cat is very real.

GROUNDLESS FEARS

The other main fear is of foxes
biting a baby or child. There are
occasional news reports of foxes
biting children, but the accuracy of
these stories is hard to determine.
One thing is clear: so far there has
been no serious attack on a human.

FOX BITE FACTS
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FOX UK FOXES AND DISEASE

URBAN FOXES AND MANGE

Mange is caused by a small mite
that burrows into the skin of foxes
— the same mite that causes
scabies in humans — and it can
devastate fox populations. The
disease was widespread in south
London when I started work there
in the early 19770s, and had been
prevalent for some time. It soon
spread into parts of north London,
where it had a disastrous impact
on the local fox population. In
Harrow, for instance, foxes all but
disappeared within a few months
of the disease appearing.

SPREADING DISEASES

Mange spread along the south coast
and then north in the 1980s and
1990s. It has now reached
Manchester, and is still on the move.

The normal pattern is for the
disease to kill a large proportion of
the local fox population, which
then takes some years to recover.
After that, the disease persists, but
fewer animals are infected and a
smaller number die.

Itis an incredibly distressing
condition: an affected fox loses most
ofits fur; its body becomes covered
in a thick, scabby crust, and the
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irritation is so bad that the animal
will gnaw its own limbs and tail. In
the early stages of the epidemic,
foxes tend to die about four months
after becoming infected.

We know very little about how to
treat the disease. In Bristol, large
numbers of people tried treating
local foxes with either Ivermectin
or a homeopathic treatment,
consisting of sulphur and
arsenicum, obtained from a fox
welfare organisation. Neither
treatment had any impact on the
disease, and virtually all the foxes
in Bristol died. However, as Fox UK
has shown, many people had much
greater success treating their foxes.

MANGE FACTS
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This Little Fox
Needed Help

We Helped Him
That's What We Do

Tiggywinkles, Aston Reoad, Haddenham, Bucks HP1T 8AF

Tel: 01844 292292, mail@sttiggywinkles.org.uk
www.tiggywinkles.com Registered Charity No. 286447

Help Us Help Them - Join Us Today




FOX UK} AHISTORY OF HUNTING

= = Midlands. As many early sporting HUNTING OVERSEAS 2
A history of hunting
woodland cover here at that time When the first colonists 8
Foxhunting was one of the most controversial wildlife and, perhaps not surprisingly, not arrived, foxes were absent =
issues in Britain. How traditional a pastime was it? that many foxes. Indeed, hounds from eastern USA, so there g
were often called off when it were numerous releases
appeared likely that the fox would betw.een 1650 and 1750 for
THE EARLIEST PEOPLE +o when scent trails were strong. be caught and killed. hu"t"_'g' e spreatfi west....
colonise Britain hunted foxes for The modern form of foxhunting SUSTAINABLE SPORT an: fd B 0T L
utilitarian purposes — to harvest was a recent invention, developed . . E— -
et ; ) So, even in the earliest days, hunts Foxes were released
their skins and meat. Itis unclear  in large part by Hugo Meynell, : o
o preserved foxes so they could be into Australia in
how Mesolithic people caught Master of the Quorn Hunt from
. hunted. As more foxes were needed the 1860s, also for
fox'es, but they probably used a 1753 to 1800: He gave foxhunting to support this new form of hunting. Within 100
variety of traps. the modern ingredient of pace — hunting years, they had
where a fox was pursued at speed ’ L :
th d: colonised most
As more foxes were across an open landscape by irr? uos:trelds were of the continent,
needed to Support a pack of hounds and P where there are
eople mounted on fast now about 25
. peop
hunting, thousands horses who wanted a million foxes.
were Imp orted. gallop and fences to
jump. The ideal from the Continent and sold at
In Tudor times, the standard location for this was Leadenhall Market. These ‘bagmen’

foxes were often released before the

hunt and recaptured at the end to

be hunted again another day. Some

of these imported foxes even

turned out to be young wolves.

Foxhunting became illegal in

Scotland in 2002, and in
England and Wales in

February 2005, but it

, continues within the law in
Ireland, North America

and Australia.

way to catch a foxwastorunanet  the open-field
along the sides of a copse and use ~ landscapes of the
dogs to drive the fox into the net, Modarn’ foxhunting
where it would be bludgeoned to dates from the
death. By then, active hunting with  18th century.
hounds was also taking place, but
it was very different to the practice
= we see today. There were no
specially bred hounds - instead,
foxes were often tracked to their
earths. And such hunts were only
possible early in the morning,

Andrew Fox/Alam
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“What a fox!”

TIM HARRISON Broadway, Worcestershire

| farm in the Cotswolds. In early
2002, | was standing on the road
by a wood when a dog fox crossed
in front of me. | could hear the
hounds about half a mile away.
The fox leapt a brook and dashed
to a clump of pollarded ash trees,
one of which he climbed speedily.
Five minutes later, the hounds
crossed the road on his trail,
followed by the rest of the hunt.
The pack split at the brook and six

hounds raced to the base of the
ash tree. By this time, the rest of
the pack was on another scent and
the hunt moved off down the valley.

About an hour later, | saw the
dog fox climb down and retrace his
steps back to the wood. Over the
next three seasons, | saw the same
behaviour four more times. When |
told the hunt master about this
after hunting was banned, he raised
his hat and said, “What a fox!”

KATHY TRUSSLER Hampshire

Outfoxed by the fox

DUNCAN BOYD via email

| was out hunting when my horse
cast a shoe, so | hacked back to
the village where | had left my
trailer. The hounds had gone
past the village and were about a
mile away.

| got off my horse, only to see a
fox jump onto the garden wall by
the pub. It trotted along the wall,
jumped up onto the roof of the
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adjoining outhouse, ran along the
roof ridge and then leaped up
onto the roof of the pub.

It then jumped up on the
chimney stack and disappeared
down the chimney! A few minutes
later a ground floor window of the
pub opened, smoke poured out
and the fox bounded out of the
window and ran off.

65



FOX UK ABETTER FUTURE

A better future?

Today, foxes in Britain are still treated appallingly.
It's time to change our attitudes.

AS FOX UK has demonstrated,

foxes are doing well in Britain.
They cause few problems and
most people like them.
So, it is rather surprising that
we treat foxes so badly. There is a
vocal minority in
| Britain that still

tries to promote
the view that foxes

are vermin and
b as such they

deserve
all they
get.
The rest
: of Europe
' seems to have much
more enlightened
views about foxes.
Many European
countries have a
close season for
foxes; they consider
it inhumane to kill
. oneor both of
' the adults and
* leave the cubs

to starve. Yet this is legal in Britain.
We are one of the very few
countries in Europe where it is
still legal to snare foxes. The level
of suffering this involves, both to
the foxes and to the other wild and
domestic animals that get caught
in these cruel traps, is immense.
Most European countries have
competency tests before people are
given a licence to shoot. In Britain,
anyone can shoot a fox. If they
wound it, no matter: to many
people, a wounded fox is a dead
fox because they believe,
erroneously, that it will die of blood
poisoning.

OUR POOR RECORD
It's not much of a record for a
country that prides itself on its
animal welfare standards. It’s not
much of a way to treat an animal
that gives a great deal of pleasure
to the majority of people in Britain.
It is about time we reconsidered
our attitudes to foxes and tried to
catch up with the rest of Europe.

BBC Wildlife
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FURTHER INFORMATION

The Southborough Centre, Draper
St, Tunbridge Wells, Kent TN4 OPG
= 01892 545468;
www.foxproject.org.uk

135 Higham Road, Rushden
Northamptonshire NN10 6DS
= 01933 411996;
www.nfws.org.uk

Probably the best for ‘encyclopedic”

information on the fox

General information about foxes

= 0870 555 5999

= 01844 292292 or = 01844 290494
(emergencies only)

Contact John Bryant

= 01732 357355; www.jbryant.co.uk
Read
by Trevor Williams and Andrew

© Wilson (The Fox Project, 2000).

by Philip
Baker, Stephen Harris and Piran White
(IFAW, 2004). Download from

i www.ifaw.org

by Stephen Harris
and Phil Baker (Whittet, 2001).
Comprehensive book on urban foxes.
by Doreen
King (Kingdom Books, 2000). Basic
information about urban foxes.
by Hugh Kolb

: (Whittet Books, 1996). A readable

account covering most aspects of rural
fox ecology.
by Martin Wallen (Reaktion

i Books, 2006). A detailed account of the
i fox in mythology.
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