
 
ARE YOU ON TARGET FOR GRAY FOX? 

 
 Nearly every trapper knows how important it is to be “on location” when putting in sets. 
Even so, trappers who haven’t yet learned how to pick the best locations, still have some success 
with canines due to the great distances traveled by critters like coyotes and red fox. With these 
nomads, if you make enough sets with good attractants, odds are a coyote or red fox will 
encounter your traps if given enough time.  
 
 That same approach doesn’t always work, however, with the short-legged gray fox. The 
gray is not the great traveler like his taller cousins. As a result, if your sets aren’t in the right 
spots, your odds of success are quite low. Frequently I hear trappers say something like, “I only 
catch a few gray fox every year .  . . mostly I catch reds or coyotes. I guess we just don’t have 
many grays here.” Now it may be that trappers who catch few gray fox, in fact don’t have many 
gray fox in their area. However, I suspect in some instances location is the culprit, not a lack of 
gray fox.  
 
 Unlike the coyote or red fox, whose home range may encompass miles of terrain, gray 
fox are homebodies, content with a much smaller area. The size of the fox’s home range depends 
on many factors, including food supply, cover, terrain and competition. Radio telemetry studies 
from across the country indicate average home-range size also varies according to sex and 
geographic location. For example, in West Virginia, researchers found the average home range 
for males was 240 acres, while that of females was 185 acres. In southern Illinois, males 
occupied 336 acres on average, while females used only 264 acres. Male fox in east central 
Alabama had a home range of 1,614 acres and females were 1,547 acres. Out west, results from 
Utah showed males were 252 acres while females were 280. A California study of female gray 
fox found an average home range of 301. All of this data underscores the need to be on target 
when you pick your set locations. 
 
 Throughout most of the gray fox’s range, its habitat is usually shrub lands and brushy 
woodland, on hilly, rough, rocky, or broken terrain. Dense vegetation is also important for 
daytime resting.  In the eastern United States, gray fox are closely associated with deciduous 
forest, particularly where it borders agricultural or brushy habitats. In the New England states, 
studies show gray fox favor hardwood or mixed forests, thickets and swamps as well as mixed 
woods and fields. In contrast, surveys in Wisconsin indicated gray fox were most abundant near 
brush-covered bluffs and hillsides where woods and farmland were interspersed. From Virginia 
to southern Georgia, optimal gray fox habitat consists of woodland-farmland edge, while the 
Texas post oak woodlands are also good gray fox habitat. In the western mountain states, gray 
fox are found in California, Nevada, Utah, Oregon, Washington, Arizona, Colorado and New 
Mexico. Here, their habitat includes rocky hillsides, mountainsides, deep canyons, ledges, 
boulder piles, brushy ravines and gravel washes. 
 
 So what should you look for when choosing set locations for gray fox? In a word, water. 
Studies show grays often use riparian areas as the center of their home range, and are reluctant to 
leave them. In fact, several studies demonstrated that gray fox were seldom captured more than a 
half mile from water.  



 
 Good gray fox habitat also requires shelter. Unlike a coyote or red fox, the stubby-legged 
gray fox doesn’t count on speed to escape predators, so he is typically not found in the wide open 
areas, pastures or fields frequented by his two larger cousins. Nor does he depend on a system of 
burrows or holes, like a kit fox. Instead, the gray seeks the shelter provided by thickets of 
shrubbery, copses of trees, and piles of rocks. Using the thick underbrush, or the safety of trees, 
gray fox easily outmaneuver would-be predators like coyotes or even bobcats. I have watched 
gray foxes escape coyotes on two separate occasions. Each time, the fox was so far ahead of the 
coyote, and so confident in its escape, that it paused frequently to pinpoint the location of the 
pursuing coyote.  
 
 Once you’ve found good fox habitat, it’s time to zero in on precise locations. Watch for 
funnels and narrow spots that channel and confine a traveling fox. Brushy ravines, the edges of 
meadows or fields, stream crossings, strips of timber, brushy hedgerows, rocky outcrops, and 
converging trails are all good bets. In the rolling pinion-juniper country I trap, a narrow dirt road 
through the trees is a great find, and every time a ravine or wash crosses the road, I make at least 
one set on each side of the road. Sets made under the canopy of large trees, or against a south-
facing rock will often keep rain and snow from hampering the operation of your traps.  
 
 Because grays live in smaller areas, the chances of making multiple catches is good, so 
my theory is that any location that is good enough to warrant a single set, is probably good 
enough to put in multiple sets. In fact, studies show that gray fox tend to remain in multiple 
family groups (with young from the current year and past years living in the same area as the 
parents). My most common arrangement is a big, showy dirt hole with bait in the bottom, backed 
up by several nearby flat sets or mouse-hole sets. Doubles and triples within 10 to 20 yards of 
each other are common. Gray fox are very vocal animals with frequent barks to threaten 
predators or intruders. When trapped, they no doubt vocalize a distress sound which probably 
calls other grays in the area.  
 

Grays love beaver castor or fish, so a little dab of either one of these odors on a stump or 
rock with a trap up close to the odor is an easy and successful set up. It takes less lure than you 
would think. Grays have good noses and since they don’t travel too far from the center of their 
home range, they will encounter your lure easily if you are on location. Generally, if you haven’t 
made a catch in 2 to 3 nights, you’re outside the resident fox’s territory and it’s unlikely you’ll 
connect. So do your homework, and get on target with gray fox.  
 


