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Main text

Scavenging is a common behavior among many
mammals and birds (De Vault et al. 2003, Iyengar
2008). While the behavior provides easy access
to foods, sometimes in large amounts, it is also a
dangerous behavior as animals may get injured
or even killed by other animals when scavenging
(Iyengar 2008, Prugh and Sivy 2020). Red foxes
(Vulpes vulpes) are opportunistic predators and
scavengers that occur throughout a large portion
of the northern hemisphere (Lariviere and
Pasitschniak-Arts 1996). Red foxes have diverse
diets with scavenging often being an important
source of foods (Lariviére and Pasitschniak-Arts
1996). Here we report on two observations of red
foxes that were killed when scavenging from snow
leopard (Panthera uncia) kills in two different
parts of the snow leopard range.

The first observation of a red fox killed when
scavenging from a snow leopard kill was made in
the Sanjiangyuan Region on the Eastern Tibetan
Plateau in China (34° N, 94° E) on 24 April
2011. The observation was made when setting
up a camera trap at a snow leopard kill inside a
narrow valley (see Li et al. 2013 for detail). We
spotted a snow leopard climbing a slope as we
entered the valley. We judged the snow leopard to
be the same female that visited the kill with two
cubs the following night based on photos from
the camera trap that we set up at the site. We
found a bharal (Pseudois nayaur) carcass at the
bottom of the small valley and a dead red fox lying
5 meters away from the carcass. The fox had a bit
of blood dripping from the mouth but no other
clear wounds (Fig. 1). We suspect that the blood in
the mouth might have been caused by a nape bite
or suffocation associated with a throat bite by the
snow leopard. We put an infrared camera beside
the kill and recorded the snow leopard returning

Fig. 1. Red fox found dead at the kill site of a snow leopard
in Sanjiangyuan Region on the Eastern Tibetan Plateau in
April 2011. The fox had a bit of blood
dripping out of the mouth but no other clear wounds.

to the carcass at 16:24 which was approximately
one hour after we left the site. The snow leopard
fed on the carcass for 15 minutes during which it
called occasionally. It left the carcass at 16:38 and
returned to the carcass with two cubs at 18:58. The
cubs stayed at the kill until 19:40 and fed on the
carcass during most of the time. The female snow
leopard stayed at the kill until 20:18 and then
returned again from 20:47 to 21:47. A Tibetan
brown bear (Ursus arctos pruinosus) replaced the
snow leopards at the kill and was at the carcass
from 21:50 to 00:15 and then returned for a short
visit at 06:52. Neither the snow leopards or the
brown bear touched or showed any interest in the
dead fox. We saw snow leopard and fox tracks at
the kill site on the first visit to the kill site but no
signs from any other carnivores.

The second observation of a red fox killed
when scavenging from a snow leopard kill was
made in the Tost Mountains in Southern Mongolia
(43° N, 100° E) on 7 April 2018. The observation
was made at a cluster (an aggregation of positions)
from a GPS-collared snow leopard as part of
our work on snow leopard predation patterns
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(see Johansson et al. 2015 for details). Clusters are
visited after the snow leopards have left the kills
to avoid disturbing the animals. The cluster
where we found the dead fox was from an adult
male snow leopard that had killed a domestic
goat (Capra aegagrus). The snow leopard was at
the cluster from 15:00 on 27 March to 19:00 on
28 March and then returned to the kill from
04:00 to 19:00 on 31 March and, again, from
00:00 to 01:00 on 1 April. When we visited the
cluster on 7 April, we found a dead red fox ca

30 meters from the goat carcass. The fox had
a small drop of blood on the right flank but did
not show any other signs of outside trauma
(Fig. 2). The backbone of the fox was crushed
(soft) whereas the skull was hard and did not

Fig. 2. Red fox found dead at the kill site of a male snow

leopard in the Tost Mountains in southern Mongolia in
April 2018. The fox had a small drop of blood on the right
flank and the backbone was crushed but did not show any
other signs of outside trauma.

show any evidence of biting. We saw snow leopard
and fox tracks and what we judged to be snow
leopard and fox scats at the kill site but no signs
of any other carnivores.

The observations reported here are, to our
knowledge, the first reports of red foxes killed

when scavenging from snow leopard kills and
they illustrate the risks associated with scavenging
for red foxes and other small and medium-sized
predators (De Vault et al. 2003, Iyengar 2008). We
could not determine that these foxes were killed
by snow leopards as it is possible that they were
killed by other large carnivores. However, the
only other large carnivores present in these areas
were brown bears, wolves (Canis lupus), and dogs
(Canis familiaris) that generally kill by slashing
bites or bites and shakes that results in large
wounds (Ewer 1973). Felids, on the other hand,
generally kill by a strong bite to the throat or back
of the prey (Ewer 1973, Leyhausen 1979). The
evidence therefore strongly suggest that the foxes
were killed by snow leopards because there were
no signs of outer trauma on the foxes and we did
not see signs of any other large carnivores when
finding the dead foxes (the bear that visited the
carcass on the Tibetan Plateau visited the site after
we found the fox). Red foxes often scavenge foods
and we commonly see them and other scavengers
and their signs at the snow leopard kills in the
studies on the Tibetan Plateau and in southern
Mongolia (Li et al. 2013, Johansson et al. 2015).
Scavenging animals are often very cautions and
vigilant when scavenging (Wikenros et al. 2014)
and we sometimes see red foxes leaving the snow
leopard kills when visiting them after the snow
leopards have left the kills (Snow Leopard Trust,
Unpublished data). We therefore suggest that
red foxes are generally very cautious when at
the kill sites and that the majority of these visits
occur when the foxes perceive that the snow
leopards have left the kills given the potential risks
associated with this behavior.

Interspecific killing among carnivores is
relatively common (Palomares and Caro 1999,
Donadio and Buskirk 2006) and red foxes have
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been reported to be killed by wolves and lynx
(Lynx spp.) (Stephenson et al. 1991, Peterson 1995,
Jobin etal. 2000, Helldin et al. 2006). Carnivores may
kill other carnivore species to reduce competition,
avoid losing foods to scavengers, reduce the risk of
infant mortality, for consumption, or a combination
thereof where prey availability may affect whether
or not the dead animal is consumed (Palomares
and Caro 1999). The two foxes reported here were
untouched which suggest that they were killed
to avoid losing foods to scavengers rather than
killed for consumption. Snow leopards have been
reported to feed on red foxes occasionally although
it was unknown if the foxes in these studies were
killed by the snow leopards or scavenged (Lovari
etal. 2013, Lyngdoh et al. 2014).
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