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I was greeted by a vixen. Not just any vixen, but the one that is systematically eating about half a valley's marmot pups.

We'd just snowshoed into Gothic, Colorado, the site of the Rocky Mountain Biological Laboratory, and were standing outside the door to my cabin, when she sauntered up, sat down about 2 m away from us, and yawned fetchingly. "Go away", I said, "no food here". She yawned again then walked slowly away, glancing back hopefully.

The vixen (who has become a bit ragged after weaning many young) and her handsome mate have become a regular feature at the Lab since some winter caretakers fed her a few years ago.

In the years that followed, the foxes have provided us our own "Vulpine Manor". We watch them catch mice, voles, and pocket gophers. We watch them come back with birds in their mouths and give them to their adorable kits. We watch them hunt marmot pups the day they emerge from their burrows, cache them during serial sorties against the marmots, and eventually bring them to their now very hungry and growing kits. If you stay long enough, you can watch the kits disperse. I typically leave before then, depressed and frustrated.

I study marmots. Not just any marmots, but a population that has been continuously studied since 1962.

That's when now Emeritus Professor Ken Armitage began trapping and watching marmots at the RMBL. Ken started one of the world's longest running studies of individually marked animals that continues to provide priceless ecological and behavioral information.

These marmots are not just any marmots because we follow them throughout their up to 15 year lives. We know about how climate change affects them (they emerge earlier, but sometimes through deeper snow packs).

We know what makes good habitat (safe places with good visibility and rocks to protect them from predators), and what makes populations go extinct (living in dangerous places with poor visibility and few rocks to protect them from predators).

We know that they communicate risk by alarm calling and that they track the reliability of individual callers. We know that they have the ability to recognize long-extinct predators by sound and smell.

And now a fox couple is eating half a valley's marmot young. On average 50% of pups make it to their second year of life. But now, because of these two foxes, we have entire social groups that lose all of their young before their first hibernation. It's a profound impact because marmots only breed once per year.

One female, after losing two consecutive litters to a badger, produced some offspring the third year, before losing all of her remaining litters to the fox. Her last litter was a record-9 pups (the average is about 3.5).

She'd had enough after that and while she survived hibernation, she died early the next year, exhausted and probably quite sad because of her paltry reproductive legacy despite heroic efforts.

The lesson here isn't about marmots, it's about inadvertent effects of feeding animals. Because of the kindness of a few people a few winters ago, the foxes became particularly habituated to humans. This allowed the foxes to specialize on marmots (and other small mammals and birds) living around humans.

Unlike the wiley coyotes we see early in the year that fade into the background when people return to the valley, the foxes remain and have discovered a good thing to feed the appetites of their own kits-marmot pups.

Humans create a myriad of impacts on the environment. Sometimes, blinded by issues of global warming, pollution, and population explosions, we don't think about smaller, but consequential localized effects. Anything that influences predators may have particularly pernicious localized effects.

I love and value a rich predator community, but human interference with predators creates unintended consequences.

While we may know that it's not good to let house cats hunt birds and small mammals, we should also be careful about the overt or unintentional feeding and habituation of predators to humans. The welfare of your local ecological community depends on it.
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