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snow
patrol
Iceland’s Arctic foxes, long trapped and hunted for 
their fur, have found sanctuary in a remote nature 
reserve. Photographers orsolya and Erlend Haarberg 
met the curious carnivores of Hornstrandir.

photo story arctic fox

The year-round brown 
colour of this ‘blue’ Arctic 

fox in Iceland’s north-west 
provides camouflage 

among volcanic rocks and 
on the dark-sand shoreline 
– but offers no disguise in 

the expanse of a snowfield.

Introduction by jEff wilson
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w
hen we think of icons of the Arctic, the 
first animal that springs to mind is usually 
the polar bear. But a little carnivore that 
weighs one-fiftieth as much is arguably 
the mammal best adapted to life in our 

planet’s cold northern extremes: the Arctic fox. Hairy feet, 
small ears, a short muzzle and a snug, wrap-around scarf of 
a tail confer on this circumpolar species the ability to survive 
temperatures down to –50°C. This fox – like its larger red 
relative – also benefits from being a consummate omnivore 
and opportunist, enabling it to survive the seasonal peaks 
and troughs of food abundance in the tundra. 

But its most important adaptation is also its most visible: 
fur. Its coat is among the most insulated of any mammal, and 
provides a camouflage that changes with the seasons. The 
majority of the world’s Arctic foxes don white winter coats that 
are shed to reveal a rich brown summer pelage, but the fur of 
the ‘blue’ colour morph – globally unusual, but in Iceland 
comprising 65–70 per cent of the population – moults from a 
chocolate hue in summer to a blue-tinged brown in winter. 

The warmth and variety of their coats have not gone 
unnoticed by humans; in Iceland, where these images were 
taken, foxes have been trapped and hunted for their fur since 
the arrival of early settlers over 1,000 years ago, so it’s no 
surprise that the vulpine population here is largely wary and 
hard to spot. But in Hornstrandir Nature Reserve, in the far 
north-west, the foxes are protected; some have become 
diurnal, even friendly. With patience – and some tempting 
sausages – photographers Orsolya and Erlend Haarberg built 
a rapport with a few curious individuals, enabling them to 
capture the essence of Iceland’s only native land mammal.
Jeff Wilson, assistant producer of the BBC One series Frozen 
Planet, has filmed Arctic foxes on Ellesmere Island and Svalbard.

photo story arctic fox

BElow
Even in coastal 
areas, food can be 
scarce in winter, 
when foxes often 
fight over what 
scraps they can 
find. The individual 
on the left will 
be leaving this 
skirmish hungry 
– its submissive 
posture, rolling  
on its back, 
shows that it is 
subdominant.

lEft
A pair of males 
break off from their 
foraging excursion 
on the beach to 
chase each other 
along Iceland’s 
dark volcanic sand. 
The coast is a 
relatively reliable 
source of food –  
mostly carrion  
and invertebrates 
– throughout the 
year. Foxes of  
this ‘blue’ morph 
dominate in 
coastal regions, 
where their brown 
fur provides the 
best camouflage. 
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The Haarbergs are 
Hungarian/Norwegian 
nature photographers, 
and spent 10 months 
working in Iceland.
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tHE arctic fox’s coat is 
among tHE most insulatEd of 

any mammal, and providEs a 
camouflagE tHat cHangEs 

witH tHE sEasons.
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lEft
only a third of 
Iceland’s foxes wear 
white winter coats 
– good camouflage 
in snow or among 
the mountains but 
conspicuous on 
dark lava fields. The 
click of the camera 
shutter woke this 
dozing individual, 
which glared at the 
photographer for a 
few seconds before 
scampering off.

rigHt
Foxes are none too 
fond of water, 
despite the fact 
that they arrived in 
Iceland over the sea 
– albeit frozen – 
during the last Ice 
Age some 10,000 
years ago. With 
rivers rising after 
the spring melt, 
this stream was 
just narrow enough 
for a nimble 
individual to hurdle.

rigHt
In spring, Arctic 
foxes dash across 
the hard-packed 
snow, covering 
large distances as 
they patrol their 
territories. on 
the coast, where 
bird cliffs provide 
ample food in the 
breeding season, 
territories are 
smaller (only a few 
square kilometres) 
than home ranges 
in the interior.

aBovE rigHt
Frost has formed 
on this fox’s thick 
winter coat during 
the chill of early 
morning. such 
luxuriant pelts long 
yielded a livelihood 
for trappers, but 
became less 
valuable with the 
emergence of fur 
farms. Den-hunting 
– one of the oldest 
jobs in Iceland –  
is still undertaken, 
ostensibly to 
protect livestock 
and eider farms.

aBovE
In Iceland, the 
largest Arctic fox 
populations are 
found near cliffs 
where seabirds 
breed. This 
individual has 
scavenged the 
carcass of a fulmar, 
cast ashore by 
fierce winter waves.

photo story arctic fox

only a tHird of 
icEland’s foxEs 

wEar wHitE 
wintEr coats – 

good camouflagE 
against snow, But 

conspicuous on 
dark lava fiElds.
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photo story arctic fox

rigHt
sneaking away in 
cartoon-character 
fashion, a vixen 
discreetly retreats 
from two males 
fighting nearby. 

aBovE
Foxes are 
resourceful 
scavengers, 
feeding on 
mice, shoreline 
creatures or the 
carcasses of 
seals, whales, 
reindeer or 
sheep. In the 
autumn, they 
eat the ripening 
crowberries 
that grow wild in 
moorland areas 
and cache food 
for leaner times.

BElow
Two dog foxes 
kick up sprays 
of snow as 
they jostle for 
dominance. In the 
breeding season, 
foxes are highly 
territorial.

 
arctic fox
Alopex lagopus

FAcT FIlE

 lEngtH
Head and body: 50–75cm; 
tail: 25–42cm.

 wEigHt
3–4.5kg.

 id tips
Short legs, ears and 
muzzle; long, bushy tail. 
‘Blue’ morph chocolate 
brown in summer, paler 
brown-grey in winter. 

 diEt
In Iceland, mammal carrion, 
seabirds, fieldmice and 
berries; in rest of range, 
predominantly lemmings.

 lifE-cyclE
Pairs mate in February–
May; litters of up to 15 pups 
are born in April–July, after 
a gestation of 51–54 days.

 HaBitat
Circumpolar Arctic and 
alpine tundra, island coasts.

 status
Of Least Concern, but 
regionally threatened. Widely 
hunted, though the fur trade 
is now much reduced.

wHErE in tHE world

Arctic fox 
range


