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On Becoming a Detective




My first flock of chickens came with a 1-acre (0.4 ha) ranchette in a rapidly suburbanizing area, where the chief threats were dogs, rats, and ever-tightening zoning regulations. For the past 35 years, however, my husband, Allan, and I have happily raised chickens and other poultry on a densely wooded Tennessee farm at the end of a gravel lane, where we feel privileged to occasionally spot a bobcat, coyote, raccoon, fox, skunk, or opossum (and, once, a bear!) wandering through our farm. Much of the time we wouldn’t be aware of these potential predators passing within yards of our poultry yard — demonstrating no interest in our various flocks — if it weren’t for the motion-sensitive cameras we use to monitor their comings and goings.


Shortly after we moved to this farm, the neighbors informed us that it is impossible to keep poultry here; sooner or later any flock we attempt to keep would fall victim to one of the many predators that lurk nearby. Undeterred, we immediately raised a flock of laying hens. Soon, ducks and geese were swimming in the pond behind our house, turkeys were parading around our barn, and guinea fowl were patrolling our orchard.


During the decades we’ve lived here, our various flocks have, for the most part, coexisted with the wildlife. The operative phrase is “for the most part,” because every now and then one of those magnificent creatures that share our farm visits our poultry yard, resulting in an unhappy outcome for one or more of our domestic birds.


Allan and I console ourselves by reminding each other that wild animals have to eat, too. Just as we plant extra vegetables in our garden to have enough for ourselves after the rabbits, rodents, and songbirds take their share, we generally raise more chickens and other poultry than necessary to satisfy our personal need for eggs and meat.


But still, it’s maddening to have a bobcat make off with one of our turkey hens. And it’s difficult not to get upset when an owl kills a favorite rooster and leaves all but the head. What a waste.


Once we get over the initial shock of losing a bird, we set about trying to identify the perpetrator. Then we look for ways to deter it by improving our poultry yard security. Maybe the electric fence isn’t working as well as it should be. Maybe our solar predator lights are no longer recharging. Maybe the chickens, or the predators, have scratched out a gap under a gate. Maybe we need to keep our birds confined indoors until later in the morning.


The way we see it, the wildlife was here first. We, along with our domestic poultry, are the intruders. Because we introduced poultry into this forest, it’s our job to ensure that our birds are not more enticing and easier to obtain than the predators’ normal and natural fare.


Too many poultry keepers get preoccupied with frustration killing. When I run across an online forum describing an attack by one or another predator, the discussion typically focuses on ways to kill or relocate the unfortunate creature. What a sad state of affairs when poultry keepers are more interested in the legalities of eliminating a predator than in learning better ways to protect their flocks.




The premise of this book is that a predator attack is the fault not of the predator, but of the poultry keeper. Those of us who undertake poultry keeping take upon ourselves the obligation to keep our birds safe from harm.


This book is, therefore, not about how to trap or kill predators that attack your poultry. Rather, it explains why killing or relocating predators is a decidedly bad idea that, ultimately, is only a temporary measure. This book will help you determine which predators are likely to appear in your area (and, just as important, which are not), give you insights into their behavior, and use the information to devise effective ways to keep your poultry safe. Along the way, I hope you will come to appreciate and enjoy the wildlife that share your little patch of earth.




How to Use This Predator Detective Guide




This book is organized into two parts. The first six chapters offer an overview of poultry predation, discussing the nature of predators, how to identify a predator that has taken an interest in your poultry, and steps you can take to protect your birds using practical, nonlethal solutions.


The remaining chapters profile individual predator species, describing such important details as their telltale signs, behavior patterns, and documented geographic range. After you use the guidelines in part 1 to determine what type of predator you most likely are dealing with, part 2 will help you narrow your choices based on where you live and the clues you find. Deterrent options suggested in these profiles are described more fully in chapters 4 (Controlling Predators) and 5 (Fence Defenses).


The appendix includes a predator worksheet. Consult the maps included with the predator profiles and use this worksheet to mark the predators that are likely to appear in your area. Realize, however, that individual animals can stray quite far from the known population range for their species. When you are faced with a predator problem, this worksheet will help you quickly focus on probable suspects.


Every poultry keeper experiences predation at one time or another. A variety of wildlife, especially those feeding young, take an interest in chickens and other poultry as quick and easy meals. The more we humans encroach on their habitat, the smarter these animals get, and the smarter they get, the smarter you have to be to outsmart them.


This book is here to show you the way.
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Part OneThe Offense
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1. Scene of the Crime




“There is nothing like firsthand evidence.”


Sherlock Holmes




Everyone who keeps poultry sooner or later experiences that heart-stopping moment of realization that a predator has come to call. A typical first reaction is to rush in, assess the damage, and clean up the mess. But stopping to carefully survey the scene can give you valuable clues toward determining what type of predator was involved, and therefore what precautions you can take to prevent a future recurrence.


Although this initial survey can be extremely helpful in narrowing down the list of potential predators, it may not provide a conclusive identification. Further clues may be found in the form of tracks, scat, and other signs left at the scene, as described in the next chapter. In an active poultry yard, however, where such signs already may have been obliterated, your first best guide is to examine where, how, and when birds died or went missing.





Poultry Predation




Each predator species has a typical way of killing and consuming its prey. “Typical” is the operative word. Not all animals within a single species work in exactly the same way. Further, younger members of the species may work in a slightly different manner than the older, more experienced members. Still, certain clues can point you in the right direction. For starters, mammals and raptors leave different sets of signs.


When birds are missing from the poultry yard, among the important initial clues to note are how many are missing, their age and size, and any damage to the fence or coop that may indicate whether the predator walked or flew. When birds are left dead at the scene, again note the number of birds involved, their age and size, and the condition of the facilities, as well as the appearance of the remains. Photographing the remains will give you a visual record of which parts were left behind, as well as recording the day and time of your discovery.




Chicks Missing


When baby poultry go missing without a trace, the culprit is usually a snake, a rat, or a house cat. None of these predators is capable of carrying off a mature chicken but can disappear one or more chicks in no time flat. In general, when small birds are missing, suspect a smaller predator. Larger predators capable of carrying a mature chicken, or even a turkey or goose, are more likely to do so than bother with smaller, younger ones.


A snake will eat whole chicks, leaving no evidence behind, except maybe the snake itself. We once found a black rat snake in our homemade wood-and-wire brooder after it had gulped down a couple of chicks and then — having gotten too fat to slip back out through the wire — curled up under the heat lamp to sleep off the fine meal.


Rats, too, can disappear baby chicks without a trace. A rat will pull a baby chick down into its tunnel, but if the bird is partially grown it may get stuck at the entry. You may find the bird, having been pulled head first, with its feet sticking out of the tunnel opening.


Domestic and feral house cats can easily disappear baby birds. One year, I lost a batch of chicks to a feral cat that was feeding her kittens in a nearby vacant lot. Another year, I lost several goslings that were housed with their parents behind a chain-link fence. I couldn’t fathom what was getting to them until I happened to see the little goslings pop through the fence to graze on the lawn, then have trouble squeezing their fattened bellies back through the fence. Nearby, intently watching the goslings, was the neighbor’s cat.


I accidentally learned the best way to train a cat to leave chickens alone when my own new kitten followed me to the chicken yard. She took an interest in some baby chicks following a mother hen, whereupon the hen puffed up to twice her normal size and charged the kitten. For the rest of her life, that cat laid her ears back and skulked away whenever a chicken got close.




Other potential threats to baby poultry include ground squirrels, foxes, skunks, minks, and weasels. Among predatory birds, those that favor baby poultry include the smaller hawks — such as sharp-shinned and zone-tailed hawks — along with crows and ravens. Ducklings and goslings on open water are additionally susceptible to being nabbed by a snapping turtle, a large fish such as northern pike or largemouth bass, or a young alligator.






Don’t Discount Herbivores




Numerous accounts have documented cattle, sheep, deer, and other normally herbivorous animals eating baby poultry or even eggs. Some researchers believe that once an herbivore accidentally gets a taste of chick or egg while grazing, it will deliberately seek more of the same. Others speculate that the unusual appetite may be triggered by a mineral deficiency, most notably calcium. In any case, if baby poultry or eggs go missing where cattle, sheep, or deer graze, don’t overlook the possibility that an herbivore may have devoured them.







Grown Birds Missing


Mature poultry that disappear without a trace may have been carried off by a fox, coyote, dog, bobcat, eagle, owl, or hawk. Foxes and coyotes can disappear a large number of birds within a short time without leaving any signs, and they will hunt during the day when feeding young. A bobcat usually takes one bird at a time and may leave a trail of feathers. Domestic dogs are particularly careless about scattering feathers, along with injured and killed poultry.


Although a hawk rarely carries off a large chicken, a big hawk can snag a bantam, as well as a growing chicken or other type of poultry. An owl, too, may carry away a small bird, but it is more likely to leave a dead bird with just the head missing. Neither hawks nor owls are shy about marching right into the coop for a snack. One morning I opened the coop door to find a young owl snugged in among the roosting chickens. Another time I found a hawk inside the coop, wrestling with a sizable cockerel.


An eagle usually carries the bird away from the coop and then picks its bones clean, leaving nothing but a skeleton, sometimes not far outside the poultry yard. After missing one of our chickens, we once found this calling card in the middle of our hay field.


Raccoons, too, will carry off a chicken or duck. They may raid the coop as a cooperative venture and then squabble over their kill. As with an eagle, you may find the carcass some distance from the house, but only the organs will be eaten and the feathers will be scattered around.




On rare occasions, a house cat (usually feral) will kill a mature chicken, eating the meatier parts and leaving the skin and feathers, and sometimes other parts, scattered around. A bobcat usually carries away the bird to eat elsewhere and may bury, or cache, any uneaten part to snack on later. A fox or mountain lion will do the same. You can sometimes find the cache by following a trail of feathers and blood. Coyotes and bears also cache; in their case the carcass is more likely to be torn apart rather than left largely in one piece.






Assessing Punctures




Examining a dead bird for punctures left by teeth or claws can give you helpful clues. The easiest way to assess puncture marks is to skin the victim and examine both the underside of the skin and the flesh beneath the wounds in the skin. Punctures made by a mammal’s teeth are typically not as deep as those made by a raptor’s talons. The tissue between a pair of tooth punctures is typically crushed, but rarely so if the wounds were made by talons.


Poultry with talon punctures may also have beak punctures on the back and breast. If the victim’s breast has been eaten away, look for triangular beak marks along the breastbone.


If, on the other hand, you believe the wounds were made by teeth, their size and distance apart can provide additional clues in identifying the predator responsible. For example, tooth punctures made by a coyote will be larger, deeper, and at least an inch apart compared to the smaller, shallower, and more closely spaced marks left by a weasel. After measuring the distance between puncture marks, consult the table Average Distance between Canine Teeth Punctures.







Birds Dead or Wounded


Bitten birds, either dead or wounded, may have been attacked by a dog. If they are young birds and the bites are around the hock, suspect a rat, which may also seek protein by pulling off and eating feathers from birds on the roost. If the bites are on the leg or breast, the biter is likely an opossum. Possums like tender growing birds and will sneak up to the roost and bite a chunk out of the breast or thigh of a sleeping bird. On the rare occasion that a possum outright kills a chicken, it usually snacks right then and there.


Chickens found dead in the yard, but without any missing parts, were probably attacked by a dog. When the bird stops moving, the dog loses interest, leaves the bird where it died, and seeks a livelier playmate. Don’t discount the possibility that the perp might be your own dog. I once found a dozen dead fryers lined up neatly on the walkway next to my fish pond. I was gazing at them while trying to guess what kind of predator could have done such a thing when my new puppy came happily bounding up with yet another bird to add to his collection.




Like dogs, weasels and their relations (ferrets, fishers, martens, minks, and so forth) engage in killing sprees. If you find bloodied bodies surrounded by scattered feathers, you were likely visited by a member of the weasel family. Fishers and martens may kill and stash chickens to come back and eat later. Weasels can sneak into housing through an opening as small as 1 inch. They sometimes run in family packs that can do significant damage in an amazingly short time.


If you suspect a predator has been casing your coop, and you find dead birds with no obvious injuries other than possibly being flattened, the only thing you know is that the predator frightened them. In trying to get away, they piled in a corner or against a wall and the birds unfortunate enough to end up at the bottom of the pile suffocated.






[image: Captioned image]

When threatened with bodily harm, guinea fowl typically release handsful of undamaged feathers, leaving you to seek other clues.







Parts Missing




Parts missing from a dead bird can help you identify the culprit. A chicken found next to a fence or in a pen with its head missing is most likely the victim of a raccoon that reached in, grabbed the bird, and pulled its head through the wire. Or a bird of prey could have frightened your chickens into fluttering against the wire, and any that got stuck in the wire had their heads bitten off.


When you find a bird dead inside an enclosure with its head and crop missing, your visitor was a raccoon. If the head and back of the neck are missing, suspect a weasel or mink. If the head is missing and the front of the neck is eaten, perhaps down into the breast, and your bird has been plucked, the perpetrator is a raptor.


Just as a raccoon will reach into a pen and pull off a chicken’s head, so will it also pull off a leg, if that’s what it gets hold of first. Dogs, too, may prowl underneath a raised pen, biting at protruding feet and pulling off legs. Birds bitten around the rear end with their intestines pulled out have been attacked by a weasel or one of its relatives.





Poultry Predator Detective Key






















	

One or two birds killed













	

Typical Clues




	

Possible Predator









	

Head bitten off, claw marks on neck, back, and sides; carcass carried away and partially covered with litter; prefer larger poultry (turkey or goose)




	

bobcat,* cougar, lynx









	

Skeleton picked clean, scattered feathers




	

coyote









	

Young or small birds bitten into




	

ground squirrel









	

Entrails eaten through cloaca; breast or thigh of young bird bitten into (bird possibly still alive)




	

opossum









	

Only head missing; or neck, breast, and crop chewed, entrails may be missing; bird pulled into fence or pen wire and partially eaten; maybe carcass found away from housing, with feathers scattered




	

raccoon









	

Chicks killed, abdomen torn out or eaten (but not muscles and skin), maybe lingering odor; older birds mauled, neck opened up, heads missing




	

skunk









	

Chicks pulled into fence, wings and feet not eaten; feathers and parts of young birds strewn, meaty portions eaten, tooth marks on bones, wings and loose skin with feathers remain




	

cat (domestic or feral)









	

Breast and legs eaten, small bones bitten through, toes curled, remains scattered or buried




	

fox









	

Only head and front of neck (or part of breast) missing; or entire chicken eaten on site, only skeleton and plucked feathers remain




	

hawk









	

Only head and front of neck (or part of breast) missing, or deep marks on head and neck; maybe feathers scattered around fence post




	

owl









	

Bruises and bites on legs of young birds; or partially eaten with head down tunnel




	

rat









	

Large poultry (goose or turkey) disemboweled




	

wolf
































	

Multiple birds killed













	

Typical Clues




	

Possible Predator









	

Birds torn apart or missing, intestines scattered, fence or building torn into, scat nearby




	

bear









	

Birds mauled and bitten all over body, with broken necks, but not eaten (one may be missing); fence or building torn into; feet pulled through cage bottom and bitten off




	

dog









	

Hatchlings with tiny tooth punctures in head; bodies of small birds neatly piled, killed by small bites on head, neck, and body; back of head and neck missing; possible musky odor




	

mink









	

Chicks dead, possible faint lingering odor




	

skunk









	

Some birds missing, some remain with broken necks, feathers strewn around and trailing away




	

coyote,* fox









	

Rear end bitten, intestines pulled out; not much eaten (may cache birds to eat later); feathers widely scattered




	

fisher, marten









	

Bites on neck and body, bruises on head and under wings, back of head and neck missing, intestines pulled through cloaca, bodies neatly piled; possible faint skunk-like odor




	

weasel









	

Heads and crops eaten, sometimes also breast; gate may be open




	

raccoon




































	

One bird Missing













	

Typical Clues




	

Possible Predator









	

No clues, or feathers trailing near water




	

alligator, river otter









	

No clues, or a few scattered feathers




	

hawk, owl









	

No clues, or feathers scattered or trailing




	

bobcat, coyote, fox, cougar, lynx









	

Fence or building torn into, feathers scattered




	

dog









	

Small bird missing, no clues or a few scattered feathers, possible lingering musky odor




	

mink






























	

Multiple Birds Missing













	

Typical Clues




	

Possible Predator









	

No clues, or feathers of large poultry (turkey or goose) scattered or trailing




	

bobcat









	

No clues, young waterfowl missing




	

bullfrog, snapping turtle









	

No clues or scattered feathers; possibly dead birds left behind with broken necks or neck feathers missing




	

coyote, fox









	

No clues, or gates/doors open




	

human









	

Chicks or young birds missing, wet feathers scattered




	

opossum









	

Small birds missing, bits of coarse fur at point of entry, gates/doors open




	

raccoon









	

Chicks or young birds missing, no clues




	

snake,* cat,* rat, raven













	

*Most common


Note: Cross-reference the crime-scene clues detailed in this table with the timing of the attack, as best you can determine it. See the table for details on the periods of greatest activity for the likeliest suspects.



















Poultry Feathers as Clues




Poultry feathers left by a predator can provide important clues as to the animal’s identity. If feathers are scattered around at random, the predator is likely a mammal. If feathers create a trail leading away from the poultry yard, the mammal is probably a bobcat or a fox. If feathers are concentrated within a circle, the predator is an eagle, falcon, or hawk.


Let’s say, for instance, that you find the skeletal remains of a bird surrounded by a mess of feathers. Coyotes and raptors both eat the flesh off the bone and leave the skeleton largely intact. The pattern of the feathers, whether scattered or forming a circle, will tell you (respectively) whether you’re dealing with a coyote or a raptor.


Damage to the feathers themselves provides another clue. Although it’s not entirely definitive, feather damage can be helpful when combined with other clues found at the scene. Here’s what to look for.
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Quill shattered. A great horned owl uses its strong beak to pluck out feathers by grasping the base of the quill, leaving feathers whole and possibly with the quill end shattered.
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Quill crushed. A falcon also uses its beak to pluck feathers by the base of the quill, leaving feathers whole with the quill end flattened.
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V-shaped marks on shaft. A hawk plucks out feathers by grasping them partway up the shaft, often leaving V-shaped beak marks on the shaft.
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Quills cut raggedly. A raptor may shear off feathers, leaving the tips of quills in its prey. The quill ends will likely not be flattened and will not show bite marks.
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Feathers crimped. Besides plucking feathers with its beak, a raptor may also use its feet, leaving feather shafts bent in two places, like an elongated Z.
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Quills cut neatly. A coyote may pluck out whole feathers but also uses its molars to bite off feathers where they enter the skin, neatly shearing off the tips of quills at a consistent angle and leaving them slightly flattened. Groups of feathers bitten off together remain as clumps, held together by saliva. A fox also shears feathers at the quill tip.
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Damaged webbing. A fox uses its canine teeth to shear off feathers, usually farther up the quill than a coyote would bite, and may also pluck feathers (commonly tail feathers) by gripping them partway up the shaft, leaving the web rumpled looking.









	



[image: An illustrated cluster of feathers with chewed up quill bases]





	

Quills chewed. A bobcat uses its molars to chew off small clumps of feathers, leaving quills looking jagged rather than neatly sliced through.









	



[image: An illustrated cluster of feathers torn into pieces]





	

Pieces of feathers. A weasel, with its small mouth and teeth, bites off feathers in pieces and at varying angles.









	



[image: An illustrated cluster of feathers with flesh still sttached]





	

Flesh clinging to quills. Bits of skin clinging to the tips of feather quills indicate the feathers were plucked by a scavenger from an already dead bird. Clean quills indicate the bird was plucked immediately after being killed by a predator.

















Disrupted Setting Hen




Having a nest raided of its eggs is bad enough, but when the nest includes a setting hen, the hen as well as the eggs could be lost. Of course you’d want to protect a setting hen for the duration of the brooding period, but sometimes a hen — particularly a duck, goose, guinea, or turkey hen — has ideas of her own. When a nest is raided, a few clues may help you determine whodunit.


Some egg predators — including badgers, crows, ground squirrels, raccoons, and skunks — will typically eat a hen’s eggs without killing the setting hen. They may attempt to steal eggs out from under the hen, or they may harass her until she leaves the nest while they enjoy their meal.


A setting hen that voluntarily leaves the nest to eliminate, grab a bite to eat, get a drink, and (in the case of waterfowl) maybe take a quick swim covers her eggs with feathers and other nesting material before departing. If a predator startles her off the nest or has carried her away, the eggs will be left uncovered.


Some predators will eat both the hen and her eggs. Signs that a predator got the hen may be blood spots in or near the nest, and maybe a few random feathers. The dead hen may be found nearby, whole or partially eaten. If the latter, note whether the head is attached, detached, or missing.


A red fox will kill a hen by biting her in the neck and then will typically carry the hen away to eat elsewhere, leaving only a few feathers and perhaps a flattened area of vegetation where the hen was temporarily set aside while the fox filled up on eggs. A mink will kill a hen by biting her in the head or upper neck and then, after eating a few eggs, may drag the hen to its den for dinner. A coyote will partially eat the hen, often including the head, leaving the remains near the nest. A bobcat will typically snatch the hen and immediately carry her away, leaving you to wonder where she went.





Egg Predation


Many predators like poultry eggs as much as poultry keepers do. If and when such predators have access to your hens’ nests will depend on the nature of your setup and on the type of poultry you keep. Indoor nest boxes are more likely to be visited by small, agile creatures. Outdoor nests — such as those favored by ducks, geese, guineas, and turkeys — are exposed to all the same predators plus the larger ones that tend to be wary of entering an enclosure from which escape may be difficult. Accordingly, your indoor nests are more likely to be visited by a crow, jay, ground squirrel, mink, or rat than by a badger, bobcat, coyote, or fox.


One of the first things to consider when eggs start disappearing is whether or not one (or more) of your own hens is eating them. Chickens, both hens and roosters, can develop the bad habit of eating eggs out of the nest. You may find an empty, partially eaten eggshell, or no shell at all. One sign of egg cannibalism is nesting material that’s been dampened by sticky egg goo. The egg eater will quite likely have a yolk-smeared beak. Another indication that a chicken might be the culprit is finding the same signs in several nests. Most other egg predators typically won’t stay long enough to travel from nest to nest inside a coop.




Another consideration is the possibility that a nest full of empty shells was not the victim of foul play, but rather the eggs were incubated and hatched behind your back. This occurrence is more likely when the eggs have been hidden outside the coop proper. A hatching chick of any poultry species breaks out of its egg by rotating its head around the blunt end of the shell, chipping away a narrow slit until the top (approximately one-third) of the shell separates from the bottom two-thirds. The shell membrane typically curls inward around the edges of the opening, and the inside of the empty egg shows signs of blood vessels. Sometimes the smaller end piece gets turned around and becomes cupped inside the larger piece of shell.


An egg that was eaten by a skunk may initially look like it hatched, but if you examine the shell you’ll see a difference. After making a hole in the end of the shell, the skunk licks out the contents, in the process pressing its nose against the edges of the hole and crushing them inward. Further, a skunk typically opens an egg at the pointed end, while a chick hatches at the blunt end of the shell. Lingering odor may or may not be an additional clue, since other egg predators sometimes also smell “skunky.”


Once you have determined that the missing eggs neither hatched naturally nor were eaten by your own chickens, signs found at the scene can help you determine the predator’s identity. Such signs include eggs missing without a trace, the appearance of any shells left behind, and disturbances in and around the nest.




Eggs Missing


Some predators carry eggs away from the nest without leaving any signs. That, itself, can provide a possible clue. When I find occasional eggs missing from nest boxes inside the coop, the first predator I suspect is a rat snake, especially if I’ve seen one hanging around hunting for rodents. Sometimes the snake is easy to ID because it curls up in the nest to sleep off its meal of fresh eggs.


Crows and ground squirrels can also disappear eggs. A ground squirrel may eat an egg in the nest, leaving the shell, but may just as well take the egg away, brazenly rolling it through the coop and out the pophole door while the chickens watch. The squirrel might then come back for seconds.


We don’t have ground squirrels here in Tennessee, but we do have crows. So far they haven’t ventured inside our coop to pilfer eggs, but when a crow finds a guinea nest hidden in our hayfield, it keeps visiting the nest until the eggs are all gone, at which time the guineas typically seek a new place to start a nest. Meanwhile, the crow thumbs its beak at us by leaving empty shells along our driveway. Jays, magpies, and ravens are similar to crows in their appetite for eggs.




A rat may roll an egg down into its tunnel. We’ve not had that happen inside our coop, where we rarely see a rat, but once a rat removed eggs from a nest a duck made under an apple tree in our orchard. When we put a ceramic egg in the nest, it disappeared, too — for a couple of days, until the indignant rat shoved it back out of the tunnel entrance.


Coyotes, foxes, and domestic dogs may also pilfer eggs — usually from a nest outside the coop — without leaving any clearly visible signs. A canine either eats an egg on the spot or carries it away in its mouth. Close inspection of the nest may reveal signs of pawing if the perp was either a coyote or a dog.


Minks and weasels, too, may eat an egg at the nest or carry it away. Unlike a canine, though, neither a mink nor a weasel will disturb the nest itself. Minks and weasels also are less reluctant than canines to enter a coop to pilfer eggs.
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Foxes are among the many predators that enjoy nutritious eggs.







Eggshell Remains


Not all predators of the same species consume eggs in the same way, and even individual predators may use variable tactics during a single visit or subsequent visits. An animal or bird that may remove eggs without leaving any sign may just as well dine at the nest, leaving pieces of shell. Crows, ground squirrels, minks, and weasels, for example, may either remove eggs entirely or eat them on the spot. Egg size influences the decision: larger eggs for eating in, smaller eggs for takeout.


The appearance of shell pieces left in or near a nest can provide important information as to the predator’s identity. Clues include whether the shell was opened on the side or at an end, the size of remaining shell pieces, whether they were left in or away from the nest, and whether or not any egg residue remains inside the shell fragments.


Hole size. Many egg thieves first make a small hole in an egg’s shell. Some predators then either lick out the contents or tip the shell to drink the contents. Others make the hole bigger so they can more easily get to the contents. If more than 75 percent of the original shell remains intact, the hole is considered to be “small.” If more than 50 percent but less than 75 percent of the original shell remains, the hole is considered to be “large.” In general, the size of the hole is relative to the size of the predator. Badgers, foxes, raccoons, and skunks typically leave shells with large holes. The wily coyote may break this rule by leaving more shells with small holes than with large holes.




Hole position. An egg normally rests on its side; therefore most egg eaters open the egg by making a hole on the top side of the shell. Birds, including chickens, typically open a shell from the side, as does a coyote or a fox. Egg thieves with dexterous front paws may tilt an egg on end and bite into the shell at the pointed end. Ground squirrels, raccoons, rats, and skunks are end openers. Many predators leave shells with a large hole that extends from the side to an end (or from the end to the side). Others leave shells with a hole both on the side and at an end, or with multiple holes. The size of the egg relative to the eater influences where the animal starts. If the predator is large in relation to the egg, it is more likely to open the shell from the side. If the egg is large in relation to the predator, the animal is likely to open the shell at the pointed end.


Shell parts. Some predators, including opossums and raccoons, may eat the contents of an egg in the nest and then eat the shell, leaving bits of shell fragments. Fragments may also be left by an animal that pecks or bites into the shell and then carries the egg away to eat elsewhere. Such fragments might not be obvious unless you deliberately look for them. Messy badgers, on the other hand, either crush eggs in their mouth and spit out the wad of shells or trample empty shells, leaving them flattened in the nest. An egg’s size and shell thickness affect an animal’s ability to crack the egg open, as well as the amount of shell breakage necessary to get at the contents. A ground squirrel, for example, might crush a thick-shelled egg under its body, rather than attempt to chew into the end.


Tooth punctures. A thief that pecks a shell or grasps it between its teeth may leave small punctures — with a diameter of 3⁄8 inch or less — on the shell that are distinct from the opening through which the egg’s contents were extracted. Minks, weasels, and other small mammals open a shell by repeatedly biting into it, leaving paired punctures made by their canine teeth. Coyotes, too, may leave canine tooth marks in shells. The size of any punctures found in the shell, and their distance apart, can be helpful in determining that the predator is a mammal, how big the animal might be, and therefore what species it could be. For example, punctures left by a coyote will be at least an inch apart, while those of a mink will be about half an inch apart, and those of a weasel will be less than half an inch apart. (See Average Distance between Canine Teeth Punctures.)


Shell location. Shells left in a trail, scattered, or accumulated away from the nest — and how far they are from the nest — can provide clues. If all the shells are left in or close to a nest, the perp would typically be either a skunk or a raccoon. If a single raccoon was the raider, the shell pieces likely will be in one place; if a ’coon family had a party, the pieces will be more scattered. Both skunks and raccoons may leave a trail of shells leading away from nest. Shells found well away from the nest were more likely left by a crow or a ground squirrel.




Egg size can influence shell location — smaller predators may have a difficult time moving large eggs. A crow, for example, is likely to eat a goose or turkey egg in the nest but carry away a chicken, duck, or guinea egg. On the other hand, I once saw a skunk roll a goose egg away from a setting hen’s nest, while her irate mate honked in protest. The skunk’s eagerness to get the egg apparently overcame its fear of the gander.


Egg residue. Some predators are adept at licking the inside of a shell clean. Messier thieves may leave some of the contents inside the shell or drip egg goo into the nest. Birds, including chickens, as well as minks may leave some of an egg’s contents in the shell, while coyotes, foxes, ground squirrels, raccoons, and skunks generally will not. When a lot of egg residue drips onto the nesting material, the work is likely that of a badger, opossum, or chicken.







Egg Thief Detective Key


















	

Typical Clues




	

Possible Predator













	

Some eggs missing, crushed shells or empty shells with large holes in side, no yolk residue, nest and surrounding area trampled, evidence of digging, eggs cached nearby




	

badger









	

Some eggs eaten, crushed shell pieces clinging to shell membrane




	

cat (domestic or feral)









	

Empty, partially eaten shell or no shell, nest wet and messy




	

chicken









	

Some or all eggs missing, no clues or empty shell with small jagged hole or holes in side, left in nest or (more often) deposited nearby




	

corvid









	

Some eggs missing, no clues or bits of shell in pawed nest, some shells with small holes in the sides scattered away from nest, no yolk residue, maybe 1"-apart tooth punctures in intact parts of shells




	

coyote, dog









	

All eggs missing, no clues, or shells found away from nest with longwise holes in sides, no yolk residue




	

fox









	

Some eggs missing, no clues or partially eaten eggs, or shells with large irregular end holes with finely serrated edges scattered away from nest or trailing away




	

ground squirrel









	

Some or all eggs missing, no clues or shells in nest with one or more narrow longwise holes tapered at both ends, yolk residue in shell or spilled into nest




	

gull









	

Some eggs missing, no clues or shells with long narrow holes, fine tooth marks around hole edges and through intact parts of shells containing yolk residue, in and close to, or trailing away from, a nest near water




	

mink









	

Most eggs crushed, shells chewed into small pieces, yolk residue on shells and spilled into nest




	

opossum









	

Some eggs eaten, shells with large crushed-in round holes in end and shell fragments in or near nest, no yolk residue, shells and nest trampled




	

raccoon









	

No clues or hole chipped in side or end of empty shell




	

rat









	

Some or all eggs missing, no clues




	

snake









	

Some eggs eaten, shells with large crushed-in oval holes in side or end, left in or near torn-apart nest, no yolk residue




	

skunk









	

Eggs gradually missing over days, no clues or shells with long narrow holes with finely serrated edges and tooth marks through intact parts of shells, in and close to nest




	

weasel













	

Note: Likelihood of a visit by any specific egg predator depends on whether the nest is inside or outside a coop, and whether or not the coop is secured at night.


















Typical Eggshell Clues










	



[image: An illustrated egg with a small hole on the side]






	



[image: An illustrated egg with a large hole on the side]






	



[image: An illustrated egg with a lengthwise narrow hole on the side]











	

small hole on the side = corvid, coyote, fox, rat




	

large hole on the side = badger, chicken, skunk




	

lengthwise narrow hole on the side = gull, fox, mink, weasel









	



[image: An illustrated egg with a small hole on the end]






	



[image: An illustrated egg with a large hole on the end]






	



[image: An illustrated crushed egg shell]











	

small hole on the end = rat




	

large hole on the end = ground squirrel, raccoon, skunk




	

crushed shell = badger, cat, ground squirrel, opossum
















Other Clues




Besides the condition and location of any remaining shells, other important clues include whether any whole eggs remain in the nest, whether eggs were removed from the nest and hidden nearby, and the extent of damage caused to the nest during the raid.


Eggs left in nest. Some greedy predators pilfer all the eggs when they raid a nest. Others take one or a few at a time and leave the rest for later. Predators that don’t necessarily take all the eggs in a nest include coyotes, badgers, birds, ground squirrels, raccoons, minks, and weasels. The number of eggs in the nest, the number of egg thieves at work, their size, and how hungry they were all influence whether or not any eggs will be left. A single crow may pilfer one egg at a time, but if the crow is training fledglings, the entire nest may be cleaned out in short order. Similarly, one raccoon may not polish off a nest full of eggs, but a family of raccoons likely would. A small or less hungry predator could become sated before eating all the eggs, perhaps leaving an egg partially eaten.




Some clever egg predators, including magpies and ground squirrels, attempt to hide any eggs left in the nest by covering them with nesting material. This sign is difficult to spot because it looks pretty much as if the eggs were covered by the hen that laid them. The main difference is that when a hen visits her nest, the number of eggs increases; when a predator visits, the number decreases.


Cached eggs. Some predators remove eggs from a nest and stash them for a later meal. A red fox, for instance, may cache eggs but will do so far enough from the nest that most likely you would not find the cache. A coyote, too, may stash eggs away from the nest, sometimes one here and one there.


A badger, on the other hand, will hide one or more eggs in a hole dug close to the nest and then cover the eggs with soil or debris. A sign of digging or disturbed soil and debris near a nest where eggs are missing is a pretty good indication that a badger was the culprit.


Nest wrecked. Some nest-raiding predators not only steal the eggs but also wreck the nest by pulling apart and scattering the nesting material. Animals that may disturb or destroy a nest include badgers, coyotes, skunks, and crows and their kin. A gang of raccoons may trample a nest without scattering nesting material.


Tracks and trail clues. Tracks, scat, odors, and other signs (as described in chapter 2) can be helpful in identifying an egg thief. But just because an animal was in the area does not necessarily mean that it raided the nest. On the other hand, if you find empty shells covered with fox poop or sprayed with skunky-smelling fox urine, you can be pretty certain a red fox ate the eggs and then left his calling card.






Case History





Curiosity Killed the Goose




Geese are inquisitive creatures that check out novel things by nibbling at them. Our Embdens were fond of resting in the shade underneath our pickup truck, where they persisted in checking out the wiring. After twice replacing the truck’s destroyed wiring harness, we confined the geese within a fence enclosing their pond and a small grove of pine trees.


One morning I found one of the female geese lying dead at the edge of the pond. I could see no marks on her to indicate that she had been attacked by a predator. The other geese appeared to be healthy and unconcerned, indicating that they had not been traumatized by a predator attack.


The goose’s death remained a mystery until a few days later when I was mowing around the pine trees and discovered a rather large hornet’s nest hanging from a low branch. The bottom half of the paper nest had been nibbled away, and bits of paper were scattered on the ground.


My conclusion is that the goose spied the strange thing hanging from the pine branch and checked it out in her usual way — by nibbling at it. Irate hornets swarmed out to pay her back for destroying their handiwork.


Hornet venom has some of the same components as bee venom, but it also contains high levels of acetylcholine, which intensifies both pain and reaction to the venom. Multiple stings most likely caused shock, respiratory failure, and death to the unfortunately inquisitive goose, and the sting marks were hidden from view beneath her thick multilayer plumage. Luckily, we haven’t run across another hornet nest on our farm.








[image: An illustration of a goose attacking a hornet's nest and being attacked by a swarm of hornets]
















Blaming the Wrong Critter




Some predators are also scavengers that eat carrion (things that were already dead when the predator got there). Scavengers that commonly also attack live chickens include coyotes, dogs, opossums, raccoons, raptors, and rats. If you see one of these animals chewing on a dead chicken, you can’t always be sure if it killed the chicken or was just taking advantage of some other predator’s fresh kill.





Signs of Scavenging




Crows, magpies, ravens, gulls, and even other chickens will pick at the flesh of a dead chicken. Unless you are able to inspect the body soon after the kill, the actual predator’s characteristic signs may be obliterated by the scavenger, making the real perp’s identification more difficult.


Crow relatives (corvids) and gulls are not strong enough to kill mature, healthy poultry, so if you see one of them pecking at a body, they are likely scavenging some other predator’s kill. An exception would be if the bird being pecked had been ill or injured. Then a corvid or gull might attack the weakened bird, starting with the eyes. A sign that the bird was killed by a corvid or gull is bloody eye sockets; if the eye sockets are not bloody, the bird was already dead before the scavenger got there. Another sign that the bird was killed by a corvid is bloody debris on nearby vegetation, where the corvid wiped its beak after dining.


Hawks and eagles may also feed on carrion. By examining feathers plucked from the victim, you may be able to determine if your bird was killed by the raptor or if the raptor came along and discovered the dead bird. Feathers with a little tissue clinging to the quills were pulled from a cold, dead bird. Feathers with smooth, clean quills were plucked while the killed bird was still warm.


Other signs of scavenging include the absence of blood. Poultry fed on as carrion do not bleed. Further, scavengers do not leave the characteristic tooth or claw marks that are left by predators.


A chicken that has prolapsed may have a similar appearance to a hen that was attacked by a weasel or one of its relatives. The protruding pink tissue of a prolapse attracts other chickens to peck, and if they peck long enough and hard enough before you intervene, they will eventually pull out her intestines. A hen with bites around the cloaca and intestines pulled out may well be the victim of cannibalism within the flock.


Other signs of cannibalism that may be mistaken for signs of predation are missing toes and wounds around the top of the tail of growing chickens. A hen with slice wounds along the sides of her back got them from being repeatedly mated by a sharp-clawed rooster.
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