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n-SCRIBE has notched up 10 editions!

We are proud to be celebrating writers who live, work and study in the City of Darebin. With a full suite of works  
hailing from Northcote to Reservoir and beyond, n-SCRIBE also features the adult and secondary school section winners  
of the Mayors Writing Awards for Poetry 2015.

n-SCRIBE allows writers access to publication, and via the working group, a collaborative process that shapes each edition. 
The work we received took us by surprise and offered insights into what it is to be living in this place and at this time. 
Transformation not only in the built environment but in a more subtle intimate ways, featured in many of the chosen works, 
as did a preoccupation with the changing nature of people and demographics in the North.

We look forward to introducing new writers to be published and welcoming back past contributors.

My huge thanks to the n-SCRIBE working group for their insight, good humour and enthusiasm for the project.

Happy reading 
Elizabeth Welch
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A GREAT NIGHT-TIME SECRET:  
FOXES AT DAREBIN PARKLANDS
An interview with Peter Wiltshire | Cynthia Troup

Peter Wiltshire has been a ranger at the Darebin Parklands for thirty years, and Senior Ranger since 1989. He is responsible 
for the development, maintenance, and administration of the parklands. Back in 2010, when interviewed for the local Leader 
newspaper, Peter mentioned that Victoria is home to an estimated one million foxes, with a density of ten foxes per square kilometre 
in Melbourne – a density higher than in rural areas, at four foxes per square kilometre. Cynthia Troup filed these facts away 
until 2014, when writing the theatre work Undercoat: A Parafoxical Tale. She sought Peter out at the offices of the Darebin Creek 
Management Committee, and recorded this interview.

CT Even if fumigation had 
seemed to succeed, fox 
populations can be very 
mobile, can’t they?

CT What was the third method 
that came to mind?

CT Peter, many thanks for 
agreeing to speak with me,  
as someone who knows a  
great deal about foxes in  
the inner urban landscape.

PW  Sure. I spoke to Ian Temby about the dens; he’s an expert on wildlife in 
Australia (he wrote the book Wild Neighbours: Backyard Wildlife). Ian has 
said that once you remove foxes, others will just move in to occupy the same 
dens. And, fair enough, although we try to destroy them, the dens at Darebin 
Parklands make good homes – for a roast chicken dinner, there’s a Red 
Rooster store just down the road! 

In reality, foxes are a great night-time secret, and you have to be looking for 
them to see them. They’re quite small, dainty animals, only a little bigger 
than feral cats. I lead night-time spotlight walks here, and sight an incredible 
number of foxes. Most of them are very, very nervous: they see you, and 
they’re flighty, moving continually. They disappear into the grass, they’re 
agile, extremely fast, well balanced. 

Even so, there are areas in the park where I can almost guarantee I’ll find 
foxes with a spotlight. Of course they’re always circling the wetlands, forcing 
all the waterfowl out into the middle of the water. 

PW  Oh shooting, because thirty years ago it was actually permissible to shoot 
foxes. Things have changed. These days baiting is permitted, and we’ve tried 
bait stations; that’s how we know how many foxes are around. It was amazing 
to discover how much fox activity takes place in the parklands, especially on 
the Banyule side. Anyway we’ve learnt that bait stations aren’t practical here, 
partly because of how many dog walkers use the parklands and refuse to put 
their dogs on leashes when requested. The poisoned bait could be picked up 
by domestic animals, and of course that would be tragic for pet-owners, their 
families, the community. Naturally enough members of the general public  
can become angry, even paranoid about baits. So we can’t risk baiting.

We know of two fairly large active dens, and we’ve tried fumigation with carbon 
monoxide flares, called Denco Fumes. When using them we found that we 
needed to be careful to avoid wearing any strong smells, such as aftershave or 
deodorant; we would have to be downwind of the den. Foxes are so sensitive, if 
you approach a den, well, they’re on to you! Every time we’ve used the flares, 
every time we think we’ve knocked out an active den, I’ve turned around – and 
a fox is there. It’s looking straight at us, as if to say, ‘good on you mate, what are 
you doing to my home?’ Fumigation has never worked here.

PW  I happen to see a lot of foxes: European red foxes, Vulpes vulpes. I admire 
them, they’re extraordinary creatures, and very pretty too. They also annoy 
me, they kill so many animals.

From my professional perspective, foxes are protected in the Darebin Parklands 
by default. In practice, we rangers are unable to control the fox population, 
even if we wanted to, because the means available for fox control are difficult 
to use in the urban environment, and because foxes are so smart, and so aware. 
Technically there are three control methods available to us, or rather two: 
baiting of foxes, and fumigation of fox dens. Both are unsatisfactory.
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CT For survival?

CT Are they alone when you 
spotlight them?

CT Speaking hypothetically, 
do you think that the fox 
population at the Darebin 
Parklands could continue 
to increase over time?

CT Over your time as Senior   
Ranger here, have you  
definitely seen an increase  
in the fox population?

PW  Yes, at night the waterfowl huddle in groups in the middle of the wetlands, 
while the foxes run around the water’s edge. There are more foxes in the 
urban area than in the country, by far. These days people keep their own 
chooks in their urban backyards. About three years ago, in Bennet Street 
Alphington, every household that was keeping chooks lost all their birds 
in one night – just wiped out. All the residents asked me, ‘what do you do 
about your foxes?’. Well, the foxes are probably under your house, they’re 
everywhere, their numbers are so high around here.

PW  Other than a vixen with cubs, they’re always solitary. Have that image of a 
tiger slinking through the grass, that’s what the foxes can look like. They’re 
easy to see during the spotlight tours; when we shine light on their eyes, they 
reflect green, like cats’ eyes. Possums’ eyes reflect an orange colour, but when 
we catch the foxes out around the wetlands, we see green eyes reflect back. 

PW  That’s a good question.

PW  To be honest, no. I started working here when the parklands were remnants 
of a tip site, and there were more foxes in this immediate area back then. 
They were such a problem that, with a co-worker, one of the first things  
I did was hire a company called Melton Aviaries. A group of guys arrived  
to hunt out the foxes with old – school shotguns and little fox terriers. We also  
had rabbits here, another invasive species. There are still rabbits upstream,  
but we eradicated rabbits from Darebin Parklands, and this had a dramatic 
impact on the number of foxes. 

Still, foxes adapt very easily, and new food sources appear: the car parks  
and rubbish bins of fast food outlets, for instance; a lot of local residents 
have pets, feed them outside, and there’s dog food to be had; we’ve built 
five wetlands here, and introduced waterfowl, another new food source. 
On balance I suspect that the level of the fox population is static at Darebin 
Parklands at the moment. 

Remember that foxes are opportunistic feeders. If they can’t catch chooks, 
they’re just as happy to eat insects, that’s why they’re such great survivors.  
Like bears, they can moderate their diet. We have a program to discourage 
Indian Myna birds in the Darebin Parklands, and if Mynas are caught in the 
traps, sometimes the foxes will manage to bite the birds’ heads off during the 
day. Ringtail Possums are usually taken by the Powerful Owls, but fox damage 
on an animal such as a Ringtail Possum or a Brushtail Possum is easy to see: 
usually foxes eat out the belly section, and leave the back leg muscles and the 
front leg muscles. They eat Blue-tongue Lizards, skinks, and there’s no doubt 
they’re after the waterfowl all the time. Especially in spring, one day I’ll see 
twelve ducklings on the pond, and the next day there are six. For Ivanhoe 
Wetlands we created two islands, purely so waterfowl can breed without the 
hindrance of foxes. Foxes don’t seem to kill the parrots and the lorikeets –  
the cats do that.
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PW  In some sense you’re asking about biological succession. Indian Myna birds 
are very aggressive, and in regard to arboreal species and native birds they’re 
probably wiping out biodiversity more quickly than the foxes. The Indian 
Mynas are the new real estate agents here. 

Will foxes take over the urban world? Well, as I said, we aren’t doing much 
about the foxes at Darebin Parklands, so I think the local fox population 
has achieved a sustainable level. I don’t think the foxes will overpopulate a 
single area, because a higher density would start affecting the health of the 
collective. My observation is that when the foxes move out, they shift into 
other areas and adapt. These parklands are not unique as an environment in 
which foxes can succeed: next door there’s an industrial site; the Yarra River’s 
not that far away, and Yarra Bend Park is the largest area of natural vegetation 
near the city – there are quite a few areas in which the foxes can spread out if 
they want to.

In terms of interaction between foxes and humans, foxes have great noses, 
for scent they’re very highly placed as a species. This means they’re always 
going to find edible rubbish discarded by humans. At the parklands we’ve had 
evidence of foxes opening our rubbish bins, particularly near the barbecue 
area. They learnt to jump onto the barbecues, lift the lids of the rubbish 
bins, and pull the rubbish out. In that situation we had to relocate the bins, 
and make sure that the lids are tricky to lift. I’ve also found evidence in fat 
bins, seeing fox footprints in cooking fat that has seeped out. At the dens I 
find scraps from McDonald’s and Hungry Jacks; burger wrappers and chip 
packets from all kinds of fast food outlets. Wherever people throw their 
rubbish out of cars, the foxes collect it and take it to their dens.

PW  I believe they’re the top of the food chain in Victoria; there’s nothing above 
them. Dogs might chase them and give them a scare, that’s about it!

PW  Oh yes, Indian Mynas, all the pests seem to be really smart, but foxes are 
super smart. They can make you feel foolish when you’re trying to observe 
them. They sense everything, they know where you are, what your program 
is, so in fact you don’t track foxes, foxes track you.

The Darebin Parklands is a bushland reserve of thirty-three hectares surrounding the Darebin Creek where it flows between the 
City of Darebin and the City of Banyule. You can find out more about the Darebin Parklands at www.dcmc.org.au.

Cindy Troup’s new work Undercoat: A Parafoxical Tale will be part of La Mama Theatre’s annual Explorations season in 
December 2015. It’s a supernatural tale of encounter with the Australian wilderness, in which the wilderness ‘answers back’   
as a provocative chorus of three red foxes.

CT It’s based on the idea of 
symbiotic dependence 
between humans and species 
such as foxes, particular 
kinds of birds, other highly 
adaptive creatures that are 
becoming ubiquitous in 
urban environments around 
the world. In principle, this 
represents an erosion of 
biodiversity. Yet in terms  
of nature flourishing with its 
own momentum, as species, 
the human being and foxes 
are both doing extremely 
well at this time of planetary 
environmental crisis.

CT What would be the fox’s 
natural predator in this kind  
of inner urban environment?

CT The fox is said to be one of  
the most intelligent animals  
in the world – 

A GREAT NIGHT-TIME SECRET: FOXES AT DAREBIN PARKLANDS | CYNTHIA TROUP | PAGE TWENTY FIVE



CONTRIBUTORS 
Ben Goldsworthy is a writer who has 
lived in Northcote for around 20 years. 
His work has been published in Island 
and Etchings, magazines. He recently 
became a father.

An Jiang is a current year 12 student. 
She writes sometimes and enjoys 
speaking about herself in third person.

Belinda Raposo has a passion for 
storytelling and spoken word  
poetry, with a love of queer history, 
stories of identity, migration and  
the urban landscape.

Tim Trewartha is a local writer 
who has published three books for 
children. One day he’d like to publish 
a few more.

Tania Chandler studied professional 
writing and editing at RMIT. Her  
first novel Please Don’t Leave Me  
Here will be published by Scribe in 
August 2015.

Lara Zembekis, a local resident who 
enjoys writing fiction.

Edward Caruso works as a book editor. 
He is working on a collection of poems, 
Latin leaves: something about America.

Lorelei Hapman studies at La Trobe 
University, she loves coffee, poetry  
and yoga above all things. 

Eugene Donnini a freelance writer  
and poet. 

Jayne Caruso is a published children’s 
author currently delving into other 
forms of writing.

Carl Walsh lives in Northcote and 
enjoys writing.

Anna Forsyth is a New Zealand 
writer, editor and musician based 
in Melbourne. She is currently 
completing a radio play and a short 
film. She moonlights as musician 
Grace Pageant.

Laura Brinson creates ferny landscapes 
in glass jars, makes wedding dresses  
and other costumes, lives in Melbourne, 
and writes prose and poetry.

Jaz Stutley has written poetry,  
short stories and children’s books;  
but she is currently engaged as a 
vocalist with several jazz bands,  
locally and interstate.

Andrew Brion is a Northcote  
based poet.

Cynthia Troup’s new work Undercoat: 
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La Mama Theatre’s annual 
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