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Introduction

Foraging capacity of carnivores may be limited or
modified by social mobbing of colonial nesting
birds. Published papers analysed spatio-tempo-
ral organisation and behaviour of colonial birds
during social defences against carnivore mam-
mals (Ven 1977, Clode et al. 2000). Effects of  and
the impact on the spatial organisation of colonies
and breeding effects has also became known
(Burness & Morris  1993, van der Kooij 1995, Craik
1997). However, the data on behavioural tactics
of carnivorous mammals during avian social mob-
bing are still found insufficient. Foxes Vulpes
vulpes are frequent predators of ground nesting
birds in different habitats of Europe (Goszczynski
1974, Goszczynski 1985, Blanco 1986,
Papageorgiou 1988, Jedrzejewski & Jedrzejewska
1992, Leckie et al. 1998,  Fedriani 1999, Tryjanowski
et al. 2002). They are also predators of ground
nesting raptors-Harriers Circus spp. (Schupbach
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1996, Dijkstra & Zijlstra 1997, Koks & Visser 2002).
Harriers are able to create groups that can per-
form social defence against terrestrial predators
limiting their foraging capacities (Watson 1977,
Kitowski 2003, Arroyo et al. 2000). The paper
presents an analysis of behaviour of foxes dur-
ing  social defences of Montagu’s Harrier. A hy-
pothesis that carnivores are able to control and
partially inspire behaviour of recruits is formu-
lated. Their counterattacks are performed under
particular, selective circumstances.

Material and methods

The study was carried out on calcareous marshes
near Chelm (5108' N, 2337’E, south-east Poland).
In this area (ca. 1300 ha) between 1989 and 1992
5-6 fox dens were known. In the period 1997-1999
the same area covered 9-10 fox dens (Polish Hunt-
ing Associacion-unpubl. data, I.Kitowski-
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unpubl. data). From 1989 to 1992 in the consid-
ered area nested up to 32-42 pairs of Montagu’s
Harriers (Krogulec & Leroux 1994). In the recent
years the number of pairs has decreased to about
20 breeding pairs (Kitowski 2002). From late June
till late August 12-hour, lasting from 8.00 till 20.00
observational sessions were carried out. Between
1989-92  152 sessions were made, which gave a
total of 1824 hours, and in the period 1997-1999
another 86 were added to make the grand total of
1032 hours. Altogether 238 sessions lasting 2856
hours were performed. A 10X20 binocular and a
60 X telescope were during observations from a
distance of  250 m.  The height of bushes on the
marshes whose size was of known, was used to
estimate the height of foxes’ jumps observed dur-
ing the study by comparison of both. For the cal-
culation prey mass following (Romanowski 1983)
individual Common Vole Microtus arvalis mass
was estimated as 20 g.

The frequencies were compared by 2 test with
Yates correction. And the medians were compared

with Mann-Whitney U-test. Trends were ascer-
tained Spearman rang correlation. The results are
presented as mean  SD (Fowler & Cohen 1992).

Results

Mobbing groups of Harriers

During the studies (n = 19) social defences of
Montagu’s Harriers against foxes were observed.
In the first period of study (lower number of foxe’s
dens)  (n = 8), defences occurred and (n = 11)
mobbing were performed in the second period
(higher number of  foxe’s dens). Social defences
involved 3-16 recruits, on average 7.64.7 recruits,
(n = 19) were involved in mobbing. The total time
of mobbing lasted:  504.6392.6 sec, range: 94-
1496 sec., (n = 19). Harriers performed 0-8 dives
onto foxes, in average: 3.572.7 dives (n=19).
There were clear  correlation between the number
of recruits involved and the duration of mobbing
(Spearman rs = 0.597, n = 19, p 0.001).

Table 1. Comparison of the composition and behaviour of counterattacked by foxes (Vulpes
vulpes) and left alone groups of Montagu’s Harriers (Circus pygargus)

Groups
counterattacked
by foxes ( n=5)

Groups left alone
by foxes  (n= 14)

Mann-
Whitney

U statistics

P

Number of recruits
involved in fox
mobbing

12.82.3 ind.
range:10-16 ind.

5.43.2 ind.
range: 3-14 ind.

U = 3 p 
0.05

Time spend on fox
mobbing by  recruits

671.5 466.3 sec.
range: 333-1476 sec.

430.5352 sec.
range: 94 -1462  sec.

U = 19 n.s

Number of dives
 performed by
recruits

7.21.1 dives
range: 6-8 dives

2.31.9 dives
range: 0-7 dives

U = 34 n.s

Number of juvenile
recruits  involved

3.40. 9 juv. recruits
range: 2-4 juv.

recruits

0.530.9 juv. recruits
range: 0-3 juv.

recruits

U =1 p 0.05

 Number juvenile as
percent of  total
number of recruits

 24.8 3.2%
range: 0.20-0.29%

 6.4 9.0%
range:0-0.21

U =3.5 p 0.05
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The behaviour of foxes during the avian
mobbing

While mobbing foxes kept jumping high to catch
one of the diving Montagu’s Harriers. In the first
period of studies only one high fox jump targeted
on a juvenile Harrier was noted. In the time of the
second part of studies four  counterattacks were
seen. Performed jumps were 1.5-2.5 m high. Over-
all, foxes tried to catch 3 adults and 2 young div-
ing individuals. The counterattacks on recruits
took place when a dive onto a fox was about to be
completed. At such moments foxes were close to
catching the recruits by touching their back or
wing. Mobbing groups of Harriers counterat-
tacked by foxes involved more individuals than
groups which were not attacked (Table 1). The
foxes also preferred counterattacking if the mob-
bing groups of Harriers involved more juveniles
in number and as  percent of all recruits (Table1).
However, differences neither in the duration nor
the number of performed dives were found be-
tween the attacked and not attacked groups of
recruits (Table 1). All the observed counterattacks
were performed between 7th and 16th of August.
In (90%, n = 19) cases the foxes were discovered
by birds on the meadows close to the marsh. In
(77%, n = 17) cases after the fox was detected by
recruits stepped into paths leading to Saw Sedge
covered the marsh. Then the foxes would pen-
etrate the area abandoned semicolonies of
Montagu’s Harriers, or bushes were juveniles of
Montagu’s Harrier perched frequently. In (23%, n
= 17) of cases  foxes moved away from  aban-
doned semicolonies after the detection. Differ-
ences were found for frequency of straits chosen
by foxes that had been previously detected by
recruits (2= 4.76, df = 1, p  0.029). All of the
catch trials of recruits by foxes were performed
when foxes were closest vicinity of the
semicolonies ( 60 m.).

The four  sequences of foxes’ behaviour lasting
25.07.0 sec., range: 17-33 sec. observed on the
meadows were really surprising. Foxes would stop
suddenly, sat down for a while and then lie down
on the one side of the body, in which position
they would spent from 4 to 7 sec. Such sequences
of behaviour were observed at two different

marshes during 3 interactions with flocks of re-
cruits. They took place before three described
counterattacks performed by foxes. Therefore, the
probability that such kind of behaviour occurs
during other mobbing sessions is high. Despite
dives that targeted the back or abdomen, no symp-
toms that could be taken as serious injury were
noted in foxes’ behaviour; to the contrary, foxes
kept penetrating the left colony area and than
moving away from the peat-bog. Such behaviour
made Harrier’s flocks broke up. During defences
the foxes never moved as fast as when chasing a
prey such as: European Brown Hares Lepus
capensis, Pheasants Phasianus colhicus.

DISCUSSION

At the beginning of 90’. a clear increase in the
number of foxes in Poland  was observed. Most
likely it resulted from program vaccination against
rabbies and recession in the fox skin market
(Bresinski & Panek  2000a, Bresinski & Panek
2000b). In the studied area an impact of the grow-
ing population of foxes on the diminishing number
of breeding pairs of Montagu’s Harrier was shown
(Krogulec & Leroux 1994,  Kitowski 2002).

The observed activities of foxes was a behav-
ioural response to reduction of available  verte-
brate prey exploited during spring and early sum-
mer. Such a reduction of availability of the verte-
brate prey has resulted from the end of breeding
period and dispersal animal that constitute an
important component of the diet. The factors
mentioned above particularly affected vertebrates
breeding abundantly in the ecotonal zone of the
meadows and the marsh, such as Lapwing Vanelus
vanelus, Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa,
Mallard Anas plathyrynhos, Redshank Tringa
totanus, and finally European Brown Hare (Buczek
& Buczek 1996,  I. Kitowski - unpubl. data). The
foxes in spring and summer hunted also on Com-
mon Voles whose importance grew in autumn and
winter time (I. Kitowski-unpubl. )data when other
prey is scarce, similarly to other Poland and Euro-
pean areas (Goszczynski 1985, Lanszki et al. 1999,
Jedrzejewski & Jedrzejewska 1992) The remains
of mentioned vertebrates were found in the exam-
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ined fox dense (I. Kitowski-unpubl. data). The
foxes response to decreased availability of prey
were attempts to penetrate the closest villages to
catch domestic animals, which was also noted in
other studies from Central Europe (Goszczynski
1985, Lanszki et al.  1999). However, human activi-
ties limited this behaviour and led to the extermi-
nation of particular individuals (I. Kitowski -
unpubl. data).

Paradoxically, it has been advantageous for foxes
to hold still the interesting of Harriers in mobbing
since it guaranteed occurrence of recruits in big-
ger groups what was proved by clear correlation
between the number of recruits involved and the
duration of social mobbing. It also made the prob-
ability of catching one of the recruits higher. The
foxes’ behaviour showed that they could even
invest in being hurt by the recruits, because it
allowed foxes to take the optimal decision about
attacking such a very attractive prey as adults of
Montagu’s Harriers (295g -males, 345g-females)
(Leroux  &  Bretagnolle 1996) and their juveniles
(315g males, 340g females) (Arroyo et al.  2000).
The such prey is the equivalent of 15-17 indi-
viduals of Common Vole.  Foxes’ counterattacked
on recruits when they are to completed the div-
ing, seemed to be effective due to well developed
jumping skills, which they used also in the con-
texts of interactions with other animals and their
foraging activity (Henry 1986,  Sargeant & Allen
1989,  Jedrzejewski & Jedrzejewska 1992). In the
period of abundant vertebrate prey (from April
till early July) events of mobbing were noted
(N=14), but none of the foxes tried to counterat-
tack (I.Kitowski - unpubl. data).

It should be noted, however, that the relations
between birds and foxes can be non-antagonistic
to which the registered playing between foxes
and birds (Blumstein & Foggin 1993) can serve
as an evidence. In the studied area cases foxes
being followed by Montagu’s Harriers were ob-
served. Harriers could have been using foxes as
the flushing agent of the prey (Kitowski 2003).
Very similar non-antagonistic relations between
Red Foxes and Hen Harriers Circus cyaneus are
known (Bandy & Bandy 1978).

Acknowledgements

I am greatly indebted to  M. Raczkiewicz and J.
Raczkiewicz for helping in field working.

References

Arroyo B.E., Mougeot F., Bretagnole V. 2000. Co-
lonial breeding and nest defence in
Montagu’s (Harrier Circus pygargus).
Behav. Ecol. and Sociobiol., 50: 109-115.

Bandy L., Bandy B. 1977. Marsh Hawks follow
hunting red fox. Wilson Bulletin, 90: 133-
134.

Blanco  J.C.1986. On the diet, size and use of home
range  and activity  patterns  of a red fox in
Central Spain. Acta Theriologica, 31: 547-
556.

Blumstein D. T., Foggin J.M.,  1993. Playing with
fire. Alpine Choughs play with a Tibetan
Red Fox. J. Bombay Natural History Soci-
ety, 90: 513-515.

Bresinski W., Panek M. 2000a. The situation of
fox in 90’s. in Poland. Results of monitoring.
In: Proceedings of Symposium: Biodiversity
and protection of mammals in Poland.
UMCS. Lublin. p. 28.  (In Polish).

Bresinski W., Panek, M., 2000b. The condition of
fox population in Poland at the end of the
nineties (monitoring results). In: Kubiak
S.(ed.): Small game animals as elements of
biodiversity of environment. WTN.
Wloclawek. Pp. 163-171. ( In Polish: abstract
in English ).

Buczek  T.,  Buczek  A. 1996.  Calcareous marshes
of Chelm region. IUCN Poland. Lublin. (In
Polish: abstract in English).

Burness  G.P., Morris R.D. 1993.  Direct and indi-
rect consequences of mink presence in a
common tern colony. Condor,  95: 708 -711.



 Behaviour of Red Foxes Vulpes vulpes during  of Montagu’s Harrier Circus pygargus social defences...

Clode D., Birks  J.D.S.,Mc Donald DW. 2000. The
influence of risk and vulnerability on preda-
tor mobbing by terns (Sterna spp.) and gulls
(Larus spp.). Journal of Zoology, 252: 53-59.

Craik C.1997. Long term effect of North American
Mink Mustela vision on seabirds in west-
ern Scotland. Bird Study, 44: 303-309.

Dijkstra C., Zijlstra M. 1997. Reproduction of the
Marsh Harriers Circus aeruginosus in recent
land reclamations in the Netherlands. Ardea,
85: 37-50.

Fedriani  J.M., Palomares  F., Delibes M. 1999.
Niche relations among three sympartic Medi-
terranean carnivores. Oecologia, 121: 138-
148.

Fowler, J.  Cohen L., 1992. Statistics for Ornitholo-
gists. BTO Guide 22.

Goszczynski J. 1974. Studies on the food foxes.
Acta Theriologica, 19: 1-18.

Goszczynski  J.  1985.  The effect of structural
differentiation of ecological landscape on
the predator -prey interaction . SGGW-AR
Warsaw:  (In Polish , abstract in English ).

Henry  J.D. 1986. Red Fox: Catlike Canine. Wash-
ington. Smithsonian Institute Press.

Jedrzejewski W.,  Jedrzejewska B. 1992. Foraging
and diet of red foxes in relation to variable
food resources in Bialowieza National Park,
Poland. Ecography, 15: 212-220.

Kitowski, I. 2002. Present status and protection
problems of Montagu’s Harrier in south-
east Poland. Ornitologischer Anzeiger, 41:
167-174.

Kitowski I. 2003. Inter-specific and temporal dif-
ferences in brood defence of adult
Montagu’s Harriers Circus pygargus and
Marsh Harriers Circus aeruginosus against
foxes Vulpes vulpes and avian intruders
during the post-fledging dependency

period.  Biota, 4: 33-42.

Kitowski I. 2003. Age-related differences  forag-
ing behavior of Montagu’s Harrier Circus
pygargus males in southeast  Poland. Acta
Ethologica,  6:  35-38

Koks J.B., Visser E.G. 2002. Montagu’s Harrier
Circus pygargus in the Netherlands: Does
nest protection prevent extinction ?.
Ornitologischer Anzeiger,  41: 159-166.

Kooij van der, H. 1995. Does Red Fox Vulpes
vulpes get Purple Heron Ardea purpurea
into a tight spot?. Limosa, 68: 137-142. (In
Dutch: abstract in English).

Krogulec J.,  Leroux A. 1994. Breeding ecology of
Montagu’s Harrier Circus pygargus on natu-
ral and reclaimed marshes in Poland and
France. In: Meyburg B-U., Chancellor R.D.
(eds.): Raptor conservation today Pica
Press, Berlin.  Pp 151-152.

Lanszki J.,Kormendi S., Hancz C., Zalewski, A.,
1999. Feeding habits and trophic niche over-
lap in a Carnivora community of Hungary.
Acta Theriologica, 44: 429-442.

Leckie F., Thirgood S., May R., Redpath S. 1998.
Variation in the diet of red foxes on Scottish
moorland in relation to prey abundance.
Ecography  21: 599-604.

Leroux A.,  Bretagnolle V. 1996. Sex ratio varia-
tions in broods of Montagu’s Harriers Cir-
cus pygargus. J. Avian Biol.,  27: 63-69.

Papageorgiou N.K., Sepougaris A.,
Christopoulou O.G, Vlachos C.G,  Petamidis
J.S. 1988. Food habits of the Red Fox in
Greece. Acta Theriologica, 33: 313-324.

Romanowski J.1988. Trophic ecology of Asio otus
(L.) and Athene noctua (Scop.) in the sub-
urbs of Warsaw. Polish Ecol. Stud., 14: 223-
234.

Sargeant A.B., Allen S.H.1989. Observed interac-



Kitowski I.

tion Between Coyotes and Red Foxes. Jour-
nal of  Mammalogy, 70: 631-633.

Schupbach T.1996. Kornweihen Circus cyaneus
als Beute von Fuchsen Vulpes vulpes ?.
Ornitologisher Beobachter, 93: 181-183.

Tryjanowski P., Goldyn B., Surmacki A. 2002. In-
fluence of the red fox (Vulpes vulpes,
Linnaeus 1758) on the distribution and
number of breeding birds in an intensively
used farmland. Ecological Research, 17: 395-
399.

Ven J. 1977.Functional and casual aspects of nest
distribution in colonies of the Sandwich Tern
(Sterna s. sandvicensis Lath.).  Behaviour,
20 (supll.): 1-193.

Watson  D.  1977. The Hen Harrier. Berkhamsted:
T & A.D Poyser Ltd.

Received: 31.03.2004.
Accepted: 15.04.2004.


