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Fox hunting with dogs

Is it necessary to control foxes?
Supporters of hunting claim that fox hunting is a necessary form of pest control. In the nineteenth 

century, however, thousands of foxes were sold through London’s Leadenhall Market to hunt masters

who wished to restock their country. These days some hunts build artificial earths – underground

chambers designed to encourage foxes to live and breed in the area. In June 2000, the prestigious

Duke of Beaufort Hunt admitted to building artificial earths “to attract foxes to the countryside” 

as hunting is “all about conservation and control”.1 In January 2002 it was revealed by the

International Fund for Animal Welfare that foxes were feeding on deer carcasses that had been 

left on the Duke of Beaufort’s estate. 

In May 2002, an investigation by the League Against Cruel Sports revealed that even in upland 

areas such as Cumbria, which are perceived to have a greater need for fox control, sheep carcasses

were being dumped on hunting land adjacent to artificial earths.2 The Burns Committee described 

the active use of artificial shelters for foxes to encourage them to live in suitable places with a view

to hunting as “inconsistent with the stated objective of controlling numbers through hunting”.3

The Burns Inquiry found that there is a general perception amongst farmers, landowners and 

gamekeepers that it is necessary to control the fox population. Individual foxes can cause occasional

local difficulties but there is little evidence to support the view that the fox is a significant 

agricultural pest nationally. The Burns Inquiry concluded that while individual foxes may cause

some damage, fox predation is not a significant cause of lamb mortality in the United Kingdom.

Burns states, “It is clear that only a small proportion of foxes kill lambs; otherwise, lamb losses 

would be much higher”.4

Researchers from the University of Bristol examined the fox population during the foot and mouth 

outbreak in 2001 when hunting with dogs was banned and compared it to when hunts were in 

operation. Their findings, which were published in the science journal Nature in September 2002,

concluded that a ban on hunting with dogs would not result in a dramatic increase in fox numbers.5

An important scientific paper on fox predation and lamb mortality was published after publication 

of the Burns Report (White, P.C.L. et al (2000) Fox predation as a cause of lamb mortality on hill

farms. The Veterinary Record. 147. pp 33–37). The papers’ authors concluded that: “These figures, 

based on long-term observations, strongly suggest that fox predation is a relatively unimportant cause

of death among lambs in the UK”.

The RSPCA has been funding an examination of the costs of foxes to agricultural interests. The 

results of this have been published in the journal Wildlife Research.6 They show that predation by

foxes on lambs and other livestock is generally low and, in some circumstances, can be reduced 

by better husbandry or fencing. 

The data is based on questionnaire surveys of perceived losses and thus may overestimate actual 

losses. However, the information regarding lamb loss is in line with previous data and further 

illustrates that lamb losses are low – on average 0.4% of lambs born – and indoor lambing was 

found to be an effective preventative measure.

Furthermore, foxes are significant in the control of the population of rabbits, the principal prey species.

It is estimated that foxes are responsible for saving farmers around £100 million each year in 

agricultural damage by eating rabbits – a major cause of crop damage.7
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Gamekeepers maintain that fox predation causes heavy losses of pheasant and grouse. A major long 

term study of grouse moor in Scotland, published in 2000, found that predation on grouse by foxes 

and raptors only became really significant if the grouse population on the moor was already in decline. 

There are many causes of falling grouse numbers, including habitat management failures, disease

and weather. 

If farmers wish to control the fox population on their land the removal of dead sheep on which foxes 

are often known to feed has the potential to restrict fox numbers. In terms of promoting lamb survival, 

making improvements to ewe nutrition, attention to weakly lambs and the provision of shelter can

yield greater benefits than fox culling.

If farmers need to respond to local sporadic outbreaks of lamb predation by a rogue fox, then it is 

the individual fox that should be targeted. This is most effectively achieved by lamping – the use 

of a powerful beam of light to immobilise a fox at night, so that it can be shot by a skilled 

marksman with a rifle. The Burns Committee considered this to be the most humane method of 

fox killing.

Is fox hunting effective?
Many scientific studies, particularly those using computer population models, show that the fox 

population is very resilient to culling, because of the inward migration of young foxes into “vacant”

territories, from adjacent land. Only the most intensive and persistent culling could produce areas in

which the rate of culling exceeds the rate of inward migration. 

Fox hunting with dogs, in various forms, is a cultural and social activity, which has rarely been 

subjected to tests of efficiency. 

Burns reached a number of conclusions, including: “The overall contribution of traditional fox hunting,

within the overall total of control techniques involving dogs, is almost certainly insignificant in 

terms of the management of the fox population as a whole”.8 Furthermore, research carried out for

the Burns Inquiry found that shooting: “Has a much greater capacity to reduce fox populations”.9

Cubbing, the practice of hunting and killing cubs from August through to autumn: “Has no significant

effect on the longer-term population unless it reaches very high levels”.10

In lowland areas Burns concluded: “Hunting by the registered packs makes only a minor contribution 

to the management of the fox population, and terrier work, especially by gamekeepers, may be more

important. In these areas, in the event of a ban, other means have the potential to replace the hunts’

role in culling foxes”.11

Burns viewed upland areas as a separate case where: “There is a greater perceived need for control”

and where: “Fewer alternatives are available to the use of dogs, either to flush out to guns or for 

digging-out”.12

However, recent publications have suggested that factors such as vehicular access are not as limiting 

to the use of this technique in upland areas as Burns suggested. The use of a rifle and spot-lamping 

is already quite extensively used in upland areas. Although lamping may typically be undertaken

from an open-topped vehicle it is not a prerequisite for the activity. “Walking out”, either by 

oneself or with a partner holding the lamp are other options that are used (Robert Bucknall. 2001.

Foxing with lamp and rifle. Foxearth Publishing). The use of quad bikes provides other options.

Therefore, the Burns Inquiry caveat regarding fox control and the use of dogs in upland areas should

be re-examined. 

The RSPB protects nesting bird colonies on its reserves by shooting foxes when necessary. They do 

not allow the use of dogs to hunt foxes.

This clearly demonstrates that hunting with dogs does not perform any significant utilitarian role in 

relation to controlling foxes or the problems they may sometimes cause.
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Is fox hunting humane?
The Burns Inquiry concluded that hunting with dogs “seriously compromises the welfare” of foxes.13

The chase

The chase alone causes suffering to the hunted fox. This is an integral part of hunting and provides 

the so-called “sport”. The animal is located, flushed from cover and then pursued for a period of time. 

In fox hunting the chase may be prolonged artificially by blocking off underground escape routes

before the hunt starts. Chases can last for well over an hour, over six or seven miles, until the fox 

is caught by the hounds, flattens down into cover but is then caught, or escapes. If a fox finds 

underground refuge during the chase, terriers will usually be sent in after it. 

The fox is often prevented from following its innate danger evasion behaviour – hiding underground 

or escaping by a short flight within familiar territory. Studies on deer suggest that they make the

maximum possible effort to escape hounds. Research has found that pursued deer run to the point 

of exhaustion when their muscles are no longer able to continue to support running. Behavioural

observations (video evidence) suggest that foxes make a similar effort. Unless they escape or are

caught beforehand they eventually “give up” and lie still on the ground.

Professor of Animal Welfare at Cambridge University, Donald Broom, studied research concerning 

fox physiology, behaviour and ecology and concluded: “A hunt using dogs would be bound to cause

extreme fear and distress in the hunted animal.”14

The kill

Hunt supporters claim that when the hounds reach the fox it is killed instantly with a bite to the neck. 

Post mortem evidence, however, has shown that some foxes have been literally disembowelled

before being killed by hounds.

The Burns Committee examined two post mortems of hunted foxes killed above ground by hounds. 

In both cases the fox suffered multiple injuries before being killed. The Committee concluded that: 

“In a proportion of cases it (death) results from massive injuries to the chest and vital organs, although 

insensibility and death will normally follow within a matter of seconds once the fox is caught”.15

Lord Burns also said in Parliament: “…we came to the view that the experience of being closely

pursued, caught and killed by hounds seriously compromises the welfare of the fox and probably

falls short of the standards we would expect for humane killing”.16

Are more humane methods of fox control available?
Where fox control is perceived to be necessary, lamping using rifles, if carried out properly and in 

appropriate circumstances, has fewer adverse welfare implications than hunting with dogs. 

Summary
■ There is little evidence to support the view that the fox is a significant agricultural pest nationally.

■ Where fox control is perceived to be necessary, hunting with dogs is not the most effective form of control.

■ Hunting with dogs causes unnecessary suffering to foxes.

■ Where fox control is perceived to be necessary, more humane and effective alternatives exist, such as

lamping and flushing to guns if properly controlled.

In conclusion, it is clear that the continuation of fox hunting with dogs cannot be justified on the 

grounds that it is a necessary form of control. Where the killing of a particular fox is perceived to be

necessary, more humane and effective alternatives can be used which, if properly controlled, do not

involve the fundamental cruelty of chasing and savaging foxes with dogs.
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