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reveals patterns of long-
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and adult Arctic foxes
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Long-distance dispersal plays a key role in species distribution
and persistence. However, its movement metrics and
ecological implications may differ whether it is undertaken
by juveniles (natal dispersal) or adults (breeding dispersal).
We investigated the influence of life stage on long-distance
dispersal in the Arctic fox, an important tundra predator. We
fitted 170 individuals with satellite collars during a 13-year
study on Bylot Island (Nunavut, Canada), and analysed the
tracks of 10 juveniles and 27 adults engaging in long-distance
dispersal across the Canadian High Arctic. This behaviour
was much more common than expected, especially in
juveniles (62.5%, adults: 19.4%). Emigration of juveniles
occurred mainly at the end of summer while departure of
adults was not synchronized. Juveniles travelled for longer
periods and over longer cumulative distances than adults,
but spent similar proportions of their time travelling on sea
ice versus land. Successful immigration occurred mostly in
late spring and was similar for juveniles and adults (30%
versus 37%). Our results reveal how life stage influences key
aspects of long-distance dispersal in a highly mobile canid.
This new knowledge is critical to understand the circumpolar
genetic structure of the species, and how Arctic foxes can
spread zoonoses across vast geographical areas.
1. Introduction
Dispersal is a major process in ecology and evolution, playing a key
role in species distribution and persistence [1]. Defined as the
movement of an individual from its natal to its first breeding area
(natal dispersal) or between successive breeding areas (breeding
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dispersal) [2], dispersal is largely involved in population dynamics, gene flow and the transmission of
diseases and parasites [3–5]. One type of dispersal, long-distance dispersal, is of particular interest given
its potential to profoundly reshape the distribution and genetic variability of species. Long ago, Darwin
[6] devoted two chapters of The Origin of Species to discuss long-distance dispersal and its implications
for species distribution. This form of movement was defined alternatively as dispersal beyond a certain
threshold distance (based on ecological knowledge of the species), or over distances that are substantially
longer than those reached by most individuals in the population [7].

Although long-distance dispersal has the potential to play a disproportionate role in population
demography and genetics, its rarity and unpredictability make it very difficult to quantify in most
species [7–9]. The study of long-distance dispersal has therefore long been associated with high
complexity and uncertainty [7]. In vertebrates for example, despite the astonishing progress of
radiotracking technologies [10], the high cost of tracking many individuals [11] combined with the
often high mortality rate of dispersing juveniles [12] and the unpredictability of adult dispersal [13]
make long-distance dispersal studies very difficult to conduct.

Dispersal involves three distinct stages, namely emigration (departure from the initial home range),
transience (displacement between the initial and final home ranges) and immigration (settlement on the
final home range) [14,15]. Tracking the whole dispersal process is crucial to understand dispersal
mechanisms. Indeed, individuals undertaking dispersal go through different behavioural states,
influencing movement metrics such as the timing, daily rate, length and linearity of movements [16–18].
Life stage may also have an important influence on movement patterns during dispersal [18–20]. Because
of their lack of experience and a higher propensity of being subordinate, juveniles are likely to have more
difficulties than adults to settle in a high-quality patch following long-distance dispersal [14,21].
Consequently, a general trend is that juveniles travel greater distances during natal dispersal than adults
do during breeding dispersal [2,18,22–25]. Timing of emigration may as well change with life stage
because of differential drivers of dispersal. For juveniles, inbreeding avoidance and competition for space
may synchronize emigration dates [26]. Specifically, emigration events should peak when individuals
become independent and undergo increased sibling or parent-offspring agonistic behaviours [27–30]. By
contrast, adults may emigrate when the sum of the reproductive value of their offspring surpasses their
own reproductive value [31] or when they lose their territory to a competitor, which might happen at
different times of the year. Regarding immigration, both juveniles and adults should settle before the
start of the breeding season to minimize the costs of skipping a reproduction event or reproducing with
a lack of site experience [32,33].

Most studies investigating the influence of life stage on long-distance dispersal have been conducted
on birds and fewer of them concern mammals. Dispersal is nonetheless omnipresent in terrestrial
mammals and long-distance dispersal is notably observed in carnivores, which usually travel greater
distances than herbivores and omnivores [34]. Canids are especially highly mobile, and records of the
longest annual distances travelled by terrestrial mammals are often found within this family group
[35]. Canids also show high variability in dispersal patterns, likely due to differences between species
in body size, diet and resource availability [36]. Notably, despite their small size, Arctic foxes (Vulpes
lagopus) show impressive long-distance dispersal, with trips of thousands of kilometres on land and
ice being reported from tag recoveries [37] and satellite telemetry [38–41]. The 3 kg Arctic fox is a key
terrestrial predator and facultative scavenger of the tundra showing extensive movements on sea ice
[42]. Genetic studies suggest that circumpolar populations linked by sea ice are one panmictic
population [43–45], testifying to the omnipresence of long-distance dispersal in this species.

Besides being a prime model for the study of long-distance dispersal, a better understanding of Arctic
fox movements also has practical benefits because the species is a critical vector of the rabies virus and
the Echinococcus tapeworm, both generating zoonoses and thus important public health concerns [46–49].
In addition, climate change is quickly reorganizing the phenology, distribution and structural
characteristics of Arctic sea ice, with effects on Arctic biodiversity needing urgent attention [50].
Concerns have been raised regarding the population connectivity and movements of species, such as
the Arctic fox, that use sea ice as a travelling platform [43,51]. Understanding the drivers of long-
distance dispersal requires the study of both external (food, competition, habitat, etc.) and internal
factors (sex, age, size, etc.). In particular, the respective contributions of juveniles and adults to long-
distance dispersal represent a key knowledge need since dispersal in general is characterized by much
greater participation of juveniles than adults. Yet, information about movements of juvenile Arctic
foxes is largely lacking [40].

We used data from an extensive 13-year satellite tracking study involving 170 Arctic foxes in the
Canadian High Arctic, to characterize long-distance dispersal in this species and test predictions about



Table 1. Predictions related to the long-distance dispersal of juvenile and adult Arctic foxes from Bylot Island (Nunavut,
Canada). Characters indicate whether predictions were supported (bold), partly supported (italics) or not supported (regular) by
our results.

predictions Ref

P1 a occurrence of emigration leading to long-distance dispersal is

higher in juveniles than in adults

[26]

b occurrence of successful immigration following long-distance dispersal is

lower in juveniles than in adults

[14,21]

P2 a juveniles should emigrate at the end of summer and thus be rather

synchronized

[26–30]

b adults should emigrate at any time and thus without synchrony [31]

c successful immigrants should settle before the start of breeding period, that

is no later than April

[32,33,52]

P3 a juveniles should travel for longer periods of time than adults

during the transience stage

[2,16–18,22–25,53]

b juveniles should travel over greater distances than adults during the

transience stage

c there should not be any difference between age groups regarding the

linearity of movements during the transience stage

d there should not be any difference between age groups regarding the daily

rate of movements during the transience stage

P4 sex should not affect the occurrence of emigration and successful

immigration, the timing of emigration and immigration, or the

various movement metrics measured during transience

[2,52,54,55]
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the effects of life stage on its three stages. Starting with the occurrence and immigration success of long-
distance dispersal events, we predicted (P1a) that the proportion of individuals engaging in this type of
movement should be higher in juveniles than in adults [26], but that juveniles should be less successful
than adults at securing a new territory (P1b). Following up with the timing of long-distance dispersal, we
predicted that juveniles should emigrate at the end of summer and thus be rather synchronized (P2a),
whereas adults should emigrate at any time and thus without synchrony (P2b). We also predicted
that successful immigrants should settle before the start of the breeding period, when pairs need to
secure a territory where they will raise their young, that is no later than April (P2c) [52]. Then,
regarding the transience stage, we predicted that juveniles should travel for longer periods of time
(P3a) and over greater distances (P3b) than adults, but we did not expect differences between age
groups regarding the linearity (P3c) or the daily rate (P3d) of movements [53]. When sample sizes
allowed, we tested the effects of sex on the above-studied parameters, predicting (P4) no sex effects in
this mainly monomorphic and monogamous species [2,52,54,55]. Finally, we investigated the direction
of long-distance dispersal events in juveniles and adults, as well as their respective use of sea ice and
land. With no basis to build robust predictions, these last objectives are mostly descriptive and aimed
at generating hypotheses for further testing. Predictions are summarized in table 1.
2. Material and methods
2.1. Study site
We worked in the south plain of Bylot Island (73°N, 80°W), which is part of Sirmilik National Park,
Nunavut, Canada. Between 100 and 110 fox dens were monitored annually in our 600 km2 study area
[56]. At this site, the Arctic fox is the main tundra predator [57] and its prey base consists mostly of
brown (Lemmus sibiricus) and collared lemmings (Dicrostonyx groenlandicus), together with the greater
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snow goose (Chen caerulescens atlantica) [58]. Bylot Island is surrounded by sea ice from late October to
late July [59]. It is part of the Canadian Arctic Archipelago which comprises around 36 500 islands
separated by many waterways, straits and channels spanning over 1900 km from north to south and
2400 km from east to west [60].

2.2. Capture and tracking of individuals
We obtained locations of Arctic foxes between May 2007 and September 2021 by tracking individuals
carrying collars equipped with Argos Platform Terminal Transmitters (models KiwiSat 202 and 303,
Lotek, Newmarket, Ontario, Canada; 95 g–115 g). We collared 148 adults (72 females and 76 males)
and 22 juveniles (8 females and 14 males) during 13 summer field seasons in 2007–2019, using
capture methods described in [42]. Argos collars transmitted daily from 13:00 or 14:00 to 17:00 UTC
with a repetition rate of 60 s. Transmission schedule was different for 10 collars that transmitted every
second day from 16 August–31 May (2007–2008) and for 12 collars that transmitted every second day
from 16 May–14 October (2009–2011). We only used the most accurate Argos positions, those with
location classes LC3, LC2 and LC1, which respectively correspond to positioning errors having a 68%
probability of being <250 m, <500 m and <1500 m [61]. Retained locations were then passed through
a speed filter implemented in R 3.6.3 [62,63] so that any location requiring unrealistic speed values
from the previous one was removed. Speed values (7 km h−1 cruising speed, with possible 12 min
acceleration bouts of 10 km h−1 for locations less than 10 min apart) were based on data obtained
from GPS collars in the same fox population [62]. One location per tracking day was kept, based on
the smallest location error. We mapped locations using QGIS 3.10 [64].

2.3. Characterization of long-distance dispersal events
We first verified that individuals were resident (lived in a territory) at the start of their tracking. For
juveniles, we simply ensured that captures occurred in the natal territory. For adults, we applied a 5
km radius buffer around the mean of the first two weeks of locations after capture and only retained
for analysis individuals with greater than or equal to 50% of these locations within this buffer
(hereafter called ‘territorial buffer’). Other individuals were considered transients and removed from
analyses. Buffer size was slightly larger than the average radius of an Arctic fox home range on Bylot
Island (approx. 3.5 km) [65] to accommodate short extraterritorial excursions.

2.3.1. Emigration

Arctic foxes can perform extraterritorial movements as part of their foraging activities [40], but these
movements include a return to the territory and are thus easily separated from dispersal. In a detailed
analysis of movements in the study population [40], it was observed that extraterritorial excursions
mainly remained within 80 km from the territory. In the larger red fox (Vulpes vulpes) studied in
Scandinavia, individuals dispersing straight-line distances >60 km represented outliers on the
spectrum of dispersal distances [66]. We, therefore, considered any extraterritorial movement that
reached a distance of greater than or equal to 80 km away from the boundary of the buffer during the
movement event and with no permanent return to the territory as long-distance dispersal. We
identified emigration date as the date of the last location in the initial territorial buffer.

2.3.2. Immigration

The establishment of a new territory following long-distance dispersal was identified by a final sedentary
stage, corresponding to greater than or equal to 50% of locations of an individual remaining in a 5 km
radius buffer for greater than or equal to 1 month. The proportion of locations and the size of the
radius buffer mirror the criteria used to confirm that individuals were sedentary at capture, and using
a one-month rather than two-week period to confirm the final sedentary phase allowed us to exclude
stop-overs sometimes observed during transience. We identified immigration date as the date of the
first location in the final territorial buffer. The long-distance dispersal was considered complete when
the fox established a new territory and incomplete when the tracking stopped during transience
because the fox died or the collar failed.

Calculated emigration and immigration dates were confirmed by visualizing dispersal movements
using QGIS v. 3.10 [64].
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2.4. Calculation of long-distance dispersal metrics and statistical analyses
Once emigration and immigration dates (or dates when tracking was interrupted by death or collar
failure) were obtained, transience of each individual was quantified by calculating its duration
(number of days), straight-line distance (Euclidian distance between initial territorial buffer borders
and last location of transience), minimum distance travelled (sum of straight-line distances between
successive locations obtained from initial territorial buffer and last location of transience), linearity
(straight-line distance divided by minimum distance travelled), initial bearing (angle between first
location of transience and the first location greater than or equal to 50 km from initial territorial buffer
borders), final bearing (angle between first and last locations of transience) and minimum average
daily movement rate (minimum distance travelled divided by number of travelling days).

We used Chi-squared tests to compare proportions of occurrence of long-distance dispersal and
immigration between age and sex groups (P1a-b; P4). To incorporate the circular nature of the timing
data (December being close to January), we used Watson’s U2 tests (package circular v. 0.4–93 in R)
to compare the circular distributions of the timing of emigration and immigration (P2a–c). The
package circular returns for the Watson’s test a range of p-values, rather than exact p-values. We
compared movement metrics across age and sex groups using Student’s or Welch’s t-tests (package
stats v. 3.6.2 in R), depending on the equality of variances, and performed a permutation t-test when
condition of normality was not met (P3a–d; P4). We used Rayleigh tests (package circular v. 0.4–93 in
R) to determine the presence of significant directional angles at the beginning (initial bearing) and at
the end (final bearing) of long-distance dispersal.

2.5. The challenges of studying long-distance dispersal
A full appreciation of our results requires a good understanding of how we minimized three
fundamental problems regarding the study of long-distance dispersal, namely its weak definition, the
narrative and qualitative nature of most of its reports, and the sensitivity of its measures to the scale
of methods [7].

First, we used an absolute distance definition of long-distance dispersal, specifically dispersal over an
80 km threshold. Absolute distance definitions refer to an ecologically relevant scale, for example, the
distance over which adults interact and reproduce [67–69]. Our choice of threshold was based on
a priori knowledge of the spatial ecology of the studied population [40] and seemed conservative for a
3 kg terrestrial mammal living in small territories, especially given the 60 km threshold that was
found to be adequate for red foxes [66]. An 80 km threshold is also in good line with the spatial scale
of long-distance dispersal in many other organisms (table 1 in [7]), with the notable exception of bird.

Second, satellite tracking is now a widely used method to track wildlife dispersers, particularly
carnivores [17,66,70]. Our large investment in satellite tracking (170 individuals receiving 191 collars)
made it possible to quantify many metrics in the studied population, thus moving away from earlier
natural history reports often limited to describing extensive movements in this species [38,39,41]. Our
large sample sizes also allowed us to compare some long-distance dispersal metrics across age and
sex classes, although not without statistical limitations.

Third, while the relevance of long-distance dispersal studies can be limited by their spatial and
temporal scales, the global coverage of the Argos satellite constellation [71] allowed us to track foxes
irrespective of their geographical location, thus removing spatial biases in disperser detection.
Furthermore, interannual variability in frequency and spatial extent of long-distance dispersal was
smoothed by the length of our 13-year study, while intra-annual variability in individual movements
was captured by the long (14 months) expected battery life of satellite collars. This minimized
temporal biases in disperser detection, and our results should be rather robust to problems caused by
sampling designs with inadequate spatio-temporal scales.
3. Results
3.1. Occurrence and immigration success of long-distance dispersal
Of the 170 collared Arctic foxes, 4 (2 adults, 2 juveniles) had their collar failing within two weeks of
capture, 7 adults were transients when captured and 4 juveniles died in their natal range during the
first two months of tracking, thus leaving 155 individuals for further analyses (figure 1, top two



collared Arctic foxes
(170)

removed from analyses
(9)

residence (99), short-distance
(5) or interrupted breeding

dispersal (8)

incomplete
(17)

incomplete
(7)

mortality
(10)

collar failure
(7)

mortality
(3)

collar failure
(4)

complete
(10)

complete
(3)

long-distance
breeding dispersal

 (27)

long-distance
natal dispersal
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(148)
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Figure 1. Fate of 170 Arctic foxes equipped with Argos Platform Terminal Transmitters on Bylot Island (Nunavut, Canada) in 2007–
2019 and tracked from 2007–2021. Long-distance dispersal was defined as a movement with no permanent return reaching ≥
80 km away from the boundary of the initial territorial buffer where they resided when captured. Unique ID and individual
fate of all individuals are reported in the electronic supplementary material, table S2.
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rows). Of these, 10 juveniles (1 female, 9 males) and 27 adults (12 females, 15 males) undertook long-
distance dispersal (figure 1, third row, and figure 2, a1 and b). The transience stage of all long-distance
dispersal can be visualized in electronic supplementary material, video S1, a dynamic map available
in electronic supplementary material. A larger proportion of juveniles (62.5%) than adults (19.4%)
engaged in long-distance dispersal (x22 ¼ 44:36 , p < 0.001), thus supporting P1a. In addition,
interrupted natal dispersal events were suggested for 4 juveniles (2 females, 2 males) that died shortly
after leaving the den site but <80 km away from their natal range (figure 2a2). The two remaining
juveniles (1 female, 1 male) established a new home range near their natal territory (short-distance
dispersal) (figure 1, third row, figure 2a2). Finally, short-distance breeding dispersal events were
suggested for 5 adults (5 females), interrupted breeding dispersal events for 8 adults (5 females, 3
males) and the remaining individuals (45 females, 54 males) were considered as residents (figure 1,
third row). Note that interrupted breeding dispersal events could also be interrupted extraterritorial
excursions, but the death of the individual (2 females, 1 male) or the failure of the collar (3 females, 2
males) made it impossible to separate the two options.

Among the foxes undertaking long-distance dispersal, only 3 juveniles (3 males) and 10 adults (6
females, 4 males) settled in a new territory (figure 1, fourth row). The proportion of juveniles (30%)
managing to settle after performing long-distance dispersal did not differ from that of adults (37%)
(x21 , 0:001; p = 0.992), thus contradicting P1b. Note that among individuals engaging in long-distance
dispersal but for which settlement was not recorded, the proportion of cases ending with a
documented death was relatively similar for adults (58%) and juveniles (43%) (figure 1, bottom row).
3.2. Timing of emigration and immigration
Emigration dates of juvenile long-distance dispersal were spread from July to October and clearly peaked
in August, with no event taking place from November to June (figure 3a), thus strongly supporting P2a.
Emigration dates of adult long-distance dispersal occurred from October to April without peaking at any
particular time, and no event took place from May to September (figure 3b), which only partially
supports P2b. Distributions of emigration dates clearly differed across age groups (Watson’s U2 =
0.606, p < 0.001).

Immigration dates were strongly concentrated in spring (figure 3c,d ). Immigration of juveniles
following long-distance dispersal occurred in April–May (figure 3c) but sample size was too small
(n = 3) to allow robust inference regarding P2c. Immigration of adults following long-distance
dispersal peaked in May–June (figure 3d ), too late to support P2c. No immigration occurred between
August and February. The distributions of immigration dates through time were similar across
age groups, although larger sample sizes might have revealed differences (Watson’s U2 = 0.159,
0.05 < p < 0.10).
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Figure 2. Long-distance dispersal paths of juveniles (a1; n = 10) and adults (b; n = 27) from Bylot Island between 2007 and 2021.
Paths of interrupted natal dispersal (n = 4) and short-distance natal dispersal (n = 2) are presented in the inset map (a2). Dots at
the end of the paths indicate successful dispersal with immigration (white) or tracking ending during transience by collar failure
(gray) or fox death (black). a1 mostly shows Baffin Island, a2 mostly shows Bylot Island (located at the northern tip of Baffin), and B
mostly shows the Canadian Arctic Archipelago, located between mainland Canada and Greenland.
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3.3. Movement metrics during transience
Juveniles performing long-distance dispersal mostly travelled along the eastern coast of Baffin Island
(figure 2a1), while none of the adults performing long-distance dispersal followed such a trajectory
(figure 2b). Adults rather travelled in all directions, some of them reaching Ellesmere Island,
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Figure 3. Timing of emigration (light gray) in juvenile (a; n = 10) and adult (b; n = 27) Arctic foxes and timing of immigration
(dark gray) in juvenile (c; n = 3) and adult (d; n = 10) Arctic foxes undertaking long-distance dispersal after being equipped with
Argos Platform Terminal Transmitters on Bylot Island (Nunavut, Canada) in 2007–2019.
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Greenland, Quebec and the Yukon border. The transience stage lasted significantly longer in juveniles
than adults (table 2 for all p values), hence supporting P3a (table 2). This result held true whether
only complete or all long-distance dispersal were considered, and effect sizes were large (ca. 3 months
versus ca. 5.5 months on average in adults/all long-distance dispersal versus juveniles/all long-
distance dispersal, table 2). There was strong evidence for the minimum distance travelled during
transience to be larger in juveniles than adults when complete long-distance dispersal were considered
(on average 4804 km versus 1853 km, table 2), thus supporting P3b. However, when all long-distance
dispersal were considered, or when straight-line distances were compared, there was no evidence for
travelled distances between juveniles and adults to differ, thus weakening support to P3b. Juveniles
clearly travelled in a less linear way than adults during transience (table 2), contradicting P3c.
Regarding average movement rate (P3d), the evidence was unclear, with adults travelling almost twice
as fast as juveniles when all long-distance dispersal were considered, but at a similar rate when only
complete long-distance dispersal was considered (table 2).

3.4. Sex effects
In adults, there was no evidence that sex influenced the occurrence of long-distance dispersal (females
(n = 12): 17.9% versus males (n = 15): 20.8%, x21 ¼ 0:049, p = 0.825) or the proportion of complete
long-distance dispersal (females (n = 6): 50.0% versus males (n = 4): 26.7%, x21 ¼ 0:72, p = 0.397), thus
supporting P4. The metrics shown in table 2 were also tested for sex effects, with no significant
differences found (electronic supplementary material, table S1), again supporting P4. Sex biases (P4)
could not be tested for juveniles given that only one juvenile female undertook long-distance dispersal.

3.5. Direction of travel and use of sea ice during long-distance dispersal
The analysis of travel directions of individuals performing long-distance dispersal indicated that bearings
were generally not uniform (table 3). When considering all long-distance dispersal, upon departure,
juveniles mainly took initial bearings to the northwest or east (figure 4a), but most settled or ended
their course at a final bearing to the southeast (figure 4c). On the contrary, most departing adults
initially headed southward (figure 4b) and approximately kept that heading until the end of their
course (figure 4d ). Results showed a similar trend when only complete long-distance dispersal was
analysed, although not statistically significant, perhaps due to much reduced sample sizes (table 3).
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juveniles adults

(a) (b)

(c) (d)

initial bearing

final bearing final bearing

initial bearing

complete LDD
incomplete LDD

complete LDD
incomplete LDD

Figure 4. Initial and final bearings for complete and incomplete long-distance dispersal (LDD) undertaken by juvenile (initial: a,
final: c, n = 10) and adult (initial: b, final: d, n = 27) Arctic foxes tracked from Bylot Island (Nunavut, Canada) in 2007–2019.

Table 3. Mean angle in degrees (± SD) and mean resultant length and its p value obtained from the Rayleigh test (mean
resultant length varies between 0 and 1, where 1 means few variations between the bearings) when analysing the initial and
final bearings of juvenile and adult Arctic foxes undertaking long-distance dispersal from Bylot Island (Nunavut, Canada). Data
from long-distance dispersal events followed by successful settlement (Complete) are shown separately to allow more meaningful
data interpretation. ‘All’ includes both complete tracks and incomplete tracks interrupted by collar failure or fox death.
Superscripts (�) highlight when angle distribution is significantly different from randomness.

juveniles adults

complete (n = 3) all (n = 10) complete (n = 10) all (n = 27)

initial

bearing

8.3° (± 0.7) 14.8° (± 0.9) −157.4° (± 0.8) 150.2° (± 1.0)

0.62 ( p = 0.354) 0.56 ( p = 0.040) � 0.56 ( p = 0.039) � 0.41 ( p = 0.009) �

final bearing 138.8° (± 0.2) 124.3° (± 0.9) −139.3° (± 0.9) −163.7° (± 0.9)

0.95 ( p = 0.052) 0.55 ( p = 0.042) � 0.52 ( p = 0.063) 0.05 ( p = 0.001) �
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Both juveniles and adults generally spent a considerable amount of time on the sea ice during long-
distance dispersal, but there was no evidence that average percentage of time spent on land versus sea ice
differed across age groups (table 2). When considering all long-distance dispersal, juveniles travelled at a
higher rate on sea ice than on land (t = 2.89, p = 0.010), but that was not the case when considering
complete long-distance dispersal (t = 1.52, p = 0.204). Adults travelled at the same rate whether on land
or sea ice (All long-distance dispersal, t =−0.83, p = 0.412; Complete long-distance dispersal, t =−1.60,
p = 0.127). When daily movements rates on the same medium (land or sea ice) for both age classes
were compared, adults moved two to three times faster on land than juveniles, a trend that was
statistically significant when all long-distance dispersal were considered (table 2). However, both
adults and juveniles travelled at the same daily movement rate when on the sea ice (table 2).
4. Discussion
Our long-term satellite tracking of juvenile and adult Arctic foxes from Bylot Island allowed us to
monitor multiple long-distance dispersal events and test detailed hypotheses about an animal
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behaviour that is remarkably difficult to study. We first evaluate the relevance of our findings regarding
Arctic fox ecology, then discuss how this study advances our understanding of long-distance dispersal
in animals.

4.1. Significance of long-distance dispersal for Arctic fox ecology
Using an extended dataset, we confirmed previous findings (figure 2 in [40], where long-distance
dispersal was called ‘nomadism’) that a high proportion of dispersing adults in our study population
disperse over long distances. Whereas the prevalence of long-distance dispersal is difficult to compare
across species because of the various ways in which it is defined, this behaviour seems exceptionally
high in Arctic foxes. Indeed, several published records of long movements by terrestrial animals come
from this species studied in Alaska [41,72], Canada [39] and Svalbard [38].

Phylogeny cannot explain the high prevalence of long-distance dispersal in Arctic foxes because the
two most closely related species, the kit fox (V. macrotis) and the swift fox (V. velox) [73,74] do not show
high rates of this type of movement [75,76]. Ecological conditions are a more likely driver since other
populations show low rates of long-distance dispersal, such as in Iceland [77] where food resources
are abundant and reliable, and unoccupied dens are abundant [54]. Hypotheses for the high long-
distance dispersal rate from Bylot could involve high local fox densities, food resources that are highly
heterogeneous in space and time, and a virtual absence of barriers to fox movements during most of
the year [78–81].

As predicted (P1a), the occurrence of long-distance dispersal was far greater in juveniles than in
adults, following the trend observed in most animal species. Breeding dispersal is positively correlated
with age in our study population [40], the oldest individuals potentially being the least able to defend
their territory against competitors. It is surprising that immigration success was similar for juveniles
than adults (P1b contradicted), since the broader experience of adults should facilitate their
establishment, as observed in swift foxes [29]. However, as adults dispersing from Bylot tend to be
the oldest, and thus potentially less competitive individuals [40], senescence may remove the
advantages that experienced adults have over juveniles. Immigration success was generally low for
juveniles and adults performing long-distance dispersal. This is coherent with the costs associated
with long-distance dispersal, but the interpretation of our results is limited by our inability to
evaluate reproductive success after settlement [82].

As predicted (P2a), emigration was seasonal and well synchronized in juveniles, but not in adults.
The July–October pattern of emigration observed in juveniles fits data from red and kit foxes [75,83],
where departures often correspond to an increase in littermate aggressions as juveniles become
independent in late summer. Bimodal patterns of emigration were observed in other canids, where a
second peak was triggered by aggressions from adult competitors during the breeding season
[28,29,84,85]. We did not observe this second peak, perhaps due to reduced sample sizes. The pattern
observed in adults, with emigration dates spread from October–April (P2b partially supported),
suggests that emigration is relaxed during the breeding season when adults invest in parental care
[86,87] and resource availability is at its highest [58]. The degraded conditions of travel on sea ice in
July–October may also help explain adult emigration phenology, thus fitting the hypothesis that
emigration is postponed until conditions optimize dispersal success [88,89]. Note that juveniles did
emigrate before ice formed around Bylot in November; their initial phase of transience was thus
limited to the island, resulting in restricted movement patterns.

Immigration phenology was similar between age classes and concentrated in May–June (9 of 13
observations). This was too late to allow birthing and pup rearing in a den, thus contradicting P2c.
This observation could reflect the difficulty to find a new territory for most foxes performing long-
distance dispersal, highlighting its high cost and again suggesting that it could result from the intense
competition in the source population.

The differences in long-distance dispersal metrics between juveniles and adults during transience are
of high interest given the paucity of literature on this matter. Minimum distances travelled were
extremely high, reaching thousands of km in both juveniles and adults. The largest minimum
distances travelled were >6000 km in both age classes, well over previous records (e.g. 3506 km [38]).
The longer duration of transience observed in juveniles than adults (P3a) fits their earlier emigration
but rather similar immigration dates. Such a longer duration of transience translated into a larger
overall distance travelled by juveniles (P3b), but not into a larger distance between their source and
destination territories. This is to be directly related to their initial phase of transience restricted to
Bylot Island because of the absence of sea ice in fall. This restricted movement pattern may also
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explain that juveniles overall travelled in a less linear way and tended to show smaller average daily
movement rates than adults (P3c and P3d contradicted). We therefore suggest that the observed
differences in transience metrics between juveniles and adults are at least partially due to the insular
situation and temporal dynamics of sea ice. Several other Arctic fox populations are coastal and
depend on sea ice during parts of their life cycle [90], so our results could inspire new hypotheses
regarding dispersal patterns in other populations.

We found no sex difference in long-distance dispersal metrics, as predicted (P4). Even if dispersal is
generally male-biased in mammals, males and females can disperse evenly in monogamous species [2,55].
This is also supported by earlier works on wolves [91] and some Arctic fox populations from Iceland and
Sweden [77]. However, in some Arctic fox populations, juvenile females disperse less often and over
shorter distances than males [92,93], reflecting the high flexibility of Arctic fox social organization and
dispersal [92,94]. Patterns may therefore differ between populations, depending on local ecological
conditions. Larger sample sizes, particularly for juveniles, will be needed to robustly address this question.

The strong gene flows detected between Arctic fox subpopulations linked by sea ice [43,44,95] has
long shown that individuals disperse across sea ice. Our finding that foxes engaging in long-distance
dispersal from Bylot Island spent nearly half of their transience time on sea ice is thus not surprising.
It confirms that decreasing sea ice extent and duration will affect Arctic fox movements and genetic
structure [96]. A more surprising finding, however, is that juveniles and adults used different
dispersal routes, juveniles being much more likely than adults to travel on the sea ice adjacent to the
east coast of Baffin Island. When combined with the different long-distance dispersal phenology of
juveniles and adults, this suggests that natal and breeding dispersal might be differentially affected by
climate warming as connectivity between Arctic land masses is disturbed [97].

The Arctic fox is the main reservoir and vector of the Arctic rabies virus variant [98], a zoonotic
disease potentially fatal to humans. Little is known, however, about the ecological mechanisms
driving where and when rabies occur in fox populations [98,99]. Our results shed light on this
problem in four ways. First, the high proportion of individuals undertaking long-distance dispersal
explains that Arctic foxes can spread the rabies virus efficiently across the Arctic. Second, the scale of
observed movements confirms that this species can spread the virus at a continental scale, as
suggested by temporal correlations in the number of rabies cases between adjacent areas across
northern Canada [100]. Third, whereas juvenile dispersal is traditionally seen as a main building block
for the virus spread, we show that the role of adults should not be underestimated, especially in
efforts to model rabies outbreaks [101]. Finally, genetic analyses suggest that rabies spreads among fox
populations via the dispersal of rabid individuals from north to south [102]. This hypothesis is
supported by the general southward orientation of long-distance dispersal observed from Bylot
Island. The higher tundra productivity in the southern than in the northern Arctic, and the
geographical barriers (notably Lancaster Sound) north of Bylot could explain this pattern. To close,
although much less is known about the epizootiology of Echinococcus multilocularis than that of the
rabies virus, it will be useful to investigate how our findings help to understand the transmission of
this tapeworm which causes fatal liver infection in humans [103].

4.2. Determinants and outcomes of long-distance dispersal in animals
This Arctic fox case study contributes to our understanding of long-distance dispersal in animals as it
reduces the gap between observations and theory. It notably helps to better understand the transience
stage since we could monitor complete paths despite the large efforts required for tracking highly
mobile species. Our empirical data allow us to highlight differences from theoretical models, which
often assume that individuals distance themselves from their starting point at a constant rate and in a
constant direction [104]. The presence of temporary stop-overs, quick returns near the initial area and
other direction changes bring interindividual variability that should be considered in the study of
transience patterns [66].

Although the benefits of undertaking long-distance dispersal might be predictable based on
environmental characteristics, not all individuals can afford the costs of long-distance movements,
thus explaining the persistence of different dispersal strategies [105,106] in our system. We confirmed
that this movement can be influenced by life-history traits such as age class. However, it would be
interesting to investigate how other individual characteristics, like body condition and personality,
could influence the probability and metrics of long-distance dispersal [1,14,107].

Long-distance dispersal may represent a high-cost high-gain strategy for individuals, but there could
also be population- and community-level implications [15], such as the rate of spread of an expanding
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population [108,109], the connectivity among populations [110], and the spatio-temporal patterns of
genetic diversity [111]. Regarding the latter, unlike short-distance dispersal where the pure diffusion
spread should lead to an increase in genetic differentiation along the expansion range [112], long-
distance dispersal has the potential to attenuate genetic differentiation by proceeding in allele
exchanges between core and peripheral populations [113]. Although this is modulated by the relative
frequency of long-distance dispersal, this has the potential to lead to panmictic populations where
genetic variability is low. Our results confirm the important connectivity that can result from this
large-scale movement [43–45].

Ethics. Fox handling procedures were approved by the Animal Care Committee of Université du Québec à Rimouski
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Data and relevant code for this research work are stored in GitHub: https://github.com/chaireBioNorth/
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The data are provided in electronic supplementary material [115].
Authors’ contributions. R.G.: conceptualization, data curation, formal analysis, investigation, methodology, visualization,
writing—original draft, writing—review and editing; S.L.: conceptualization, data curation, formal analysis,
funding acquisition, investigation, methodology, supervision, validation, visualization, writing—original draft,
writing—review and editing; D.B.: conceptualization, data curation, formal analysis, funding acquisition,
investigation, methodology, project administration, resources, supervision, validation, visualization, writing—
original draft, writing—review and editing.

All authors gave final approval for publication and agreed to be held accountable for the work performed therein.
Conflict of interest declaration. We declare we have no competing interests.
Funding. This work was supported by the BIOS2 NSERC CREATE program (grant number PV118026-FONCER), the
Canada Foundation for Innovation (grant number 11578), the Canada Research Chairs Program (grant number
203475), the Fonds de recherche du Québec - Nature et technologies (FRQNT) (grant number 132631), the Natural
Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada (NSERC) (grant number 227080-2009), the Network of
Centers of Excellence of Canada ArcticNet (grant number 2007-WILDLIFE), and the Northern Scientific Training
Program (Polar Knowledge Canada) (grant number 2007-PFSN-UQAR).
Acknowledgements. We thank the many field assistants who collected data on Bylot Island, and the Sirmilik National Park
of Canada, the Polar Continental Shelf Program (Natural Resources Canada), the Kenneth M Molson Foundation, and
the community of Mittimatalik for their support. Two reviewers provided very helpful comments.
References

1. Clobert J, Danchin E, Dhondt AA, Nichols JD. 2001

Dispersal. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.
2. Greenwood PJ. 1980 Mating systems, philopatry

and dispersal in birds and mammals. Anim.
Behav. 28, 1140–1162. (doi:10.1016/S0003-
3472(80)80103-5)

3. Murray JD, Stanley EA, Brown DL. 1986 On the
spatial spread of rabies among foxes. Proc. R. Soc.
B 229, 111–150. (doi:10.1098/rspb.1986.0078)

4. Schwartz MK, Mills LS, McKelvey KS, Ruggiero LF,
Allendorf FW. 2002 DNA reveals high dispersal
synchronizing the population dynamics of Canada
lynx. Nature 415, 520–522. (doi:10.1038/415520a)

5. Winters JB, Waser PM. 2003 Gene dispersal and
outbreeding in a philopatric mammal. Mol. Ecol.
12, 2251–2259. (doi:10.1046/j.1365-294X.2003.
01896.x)

6. Darwin C. 1859 The origin of species by means
of natural selection. London, UK: John Murray.

7. Nathan R. 2005 Long-distance dispersal
research: building a network of yellow brick
roads. Divers. Distrib. 11, 125–130. (doi:10.
1111/j.1366-9516.2005.00159.x)

8. Nathan R. 2001 The challenges of studying
dispersal. Trends Ecol. Evol. 16, 481–483.
(doi:10.1016/S0169-5347(01)02272-8)
9. Levin SA, Muller-Landau HC, Nathan R, Chave J.
2003 The ecology and evolution of seed
dispersal: a theoretical perspective. Annu. Rev.
Ecol. Evol. Syst 34, 575–604.

10. Kays R, Crofoot MC, Jetz W, Wikelski M. 2015
Terrestrial animal tracking as an eye on life and
planet. Science 348, aaa2478. (doi:10.1126/
science.aaa2478)

11. Hebblewhite M, Haydon DT. 2010 Distinguishing
technology from biology: a critical review of the
use of GPS telemetry data in ecology. Phil.
Trans. R. Soc. 365, 2303–2312. (doi:10.1098/
rstb.2010.0087)

12. Levitis DA. 2011 Before senescence: the evolutionary
demography of ontogenesis. Proc. R. Soc. B 278,
801–809. (doi:10.1098/rspb.2010.2190)

13. Therrien J-F, Gauthier G, Pinaud D, Bêty J. 2014
Irruptive movements and breeding dispersal of
snowy owls: a specialized predator exploiting a
pulsed resource. J. Avian Biol. 45, 536–544.
(doi:10.1111/jav.00426)

14. Bowler DE, Benton TG. 2005 Causes and
consequences of animal dispersal strategies:
relating individual behaviour to spatial
dynamics. Biol. Rev. Camb. Phil. Soc. 80,
205–225. (doi:10.1017/s1464793104006645)
15. Clobert J, Baguette M, Benton TG, Bullock JM.
2012 Dispersal ecology and evolution, 1st edn.
Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

16. Ims RA, Yoccoz NG. 1997 Studying transfer
processes in metapopulations. In
Metapopulation biology, ecology, genetics and
evolution (eds IA Hanski, ME Gilpin), pp. 512.
New York, NY: Academic Press.

17. Elliot NB, Cushman SA, Loveridge AJ, Mtare G,
Macdonald DW. 2014 Movements vary according
to dispersal stage, group size, and rainfall: the
case of the African lion. Ecology 95, 2860–2869.
(doi:10.1890/13-1793.1)

18. Delgado MdM, Penteriani V, Nams VO, Campioni L.
2009 Changes of movement patterns from early
dispersal to settlement. Behav. Ecol. Sociobiol. 64,
35–43. (doi:10.1007/s00265-009-0815-5)

19. Bekoff M, Daniels TJ, Gittleman JL. 1984 Life
history patterns and the comparative social
ecology of carnivores. Annu. Rev. Ecol. Syst. 15,
191–232. (doi:10.1146/annurev.es.15.110184.
001203)

20. Orgeret F, Péron C, Enstipp MR, Delord K,
Weimerskirch H, Bost CA. 2019 Exploration
during early life: distribution, habitat and
orientation preferences in juvenile king

https://www.movebank.org/cms/webapp?gwt_fragment=page=studies,path=study942774711
https://github.com/chaireBioNorth/ArcticFoxLDD
https://github.com/chaireBioNorth/ArcticFoxLDD
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.7521679
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0003-3472(80)80103-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0003-3472(80)80103-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rspb.1986.0078
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/415520a
http://dx.doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-294X.2003.01896.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-294X.2003.01896.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1366-9516.2005.00159.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1366-9516.2005.00159.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0169-5347(01)02272-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.aaa2478
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.aaa2478
http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2010.0087
http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2010.0087
http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2010.2190
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/jav.00426
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/s1464793104006645
http://dx.doi.org/10.1890/13-1793.1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00265-009-0815-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1146/annurev.es.15.110184.001203
http://dx.doi.org/10.1146/annurev.es.15.110184.001203


royalsocietypublishing.org/journal/rsos
R.Soc.Open

Sci.10:220729
14

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
ttp

s:
//r

oy
al

so
ci

et
yp

ub
lis

hi
ng

.o
rg

/ o
n 

09
 A

pr
il 

20
24

 

penguins. Mov. Ecol. 7, 1–7. (doi:10.1186/
s40462-019-0175-3)

21. Sergio F, Blas J, Forero MG, Donázar JA, Hiraldo
F. 2007 Sequential settlement and site
dependence in a migratory raptor. Behav. Ecol.
18, 811–821. (doi:10.1093/beheco/arm052)

22. Paradis E, Baillie SR, Sutherland WJ, Gregory RD.
1998 Patterns of natal and breeding dispersal in
birds. J. Anim. Ecol. 67, 518–536. (doi:10.1046/
j.1365-2656.1998.00215.x)

23. Dale S, Lunde A, Steifetten Ø. 2005 Longer
breeding dispersal than natal dispersal in the
ortolan bunting. Behav. Ecol. 16, 20–24.
(doi:10.1093/beheco/arh129)

24. Kentie R, Both C, Hooijmeijer JCEW, Piersma T.
2014 Age-dependent dispersal and habitat
choice in black-tailed godwits Limosa limosa
limosa across a mosaic of traditional and
modern grassland habitats. J. Avian Biol. 45,
396–405. (doi:10.1111/jav.00273)

25. Cayuela H et al. 2020 Determinants and
consequences of dispersal in vertebrates with
complex life cycles: a review of pond-breeding
amphibians. Q. Rev. Biol. 95, 1–36. (doi:10.
1086/707862)

26. Kapota D, Dolev A, Bino G, Yosha D, Guter A,
King R, Saltz D. 2016 Determinants of
emigration and their impact on survival during
dispersal in fox and jackal populations. Sci. Rep.
6, 24021. (doi:10.1038/srep24021)

27. Bekoff M. 1977 Mammalian dispersal and the
ontogeny of individual behavioral phenotypes.
Am. Nat. 111, 715–732.

28. Gese EM, Mech LD. 1991 Dispersal of wolves
(Canis lupus) in northeastern Minnesota, 1969–
1989. Can. J. Zool. 69, 2946–2955. (doi:10.
1139/z91-415)

29. Kamler JF, Ballard WB, Gese EM, Harrison RL,
Karki SM. 2004 Dispersal characteristics of swift
foxes. Can. J. Zool. 82, 1837–1842. (doi:10.
1139/z04-187)

30. White PCL, Harris S. 1994 Encounters between red
foxes (Vulpes vulpes): implications for territory
maintenance, social cohesion and dispersal.
J. Anim. Ecol. 63, 315–327. (doi:10.2307/5550)

31. Morris DW. 1982 Age-specific dispersal
strategies in iteroparous species: who leaves
when? Evol. Theor. 6, 53–65.

32. Part T. 1991 Philopatry pays: a comparison
between collared flycatcher sisters. Am. Nat.
138, 790–796.

33. Marr AB, Keller LF, Arcese P. 2002 Heterosis and
outbreeding depression in descendants of
natural immigrants to an inbred populations of
song sparrows (Melospiza melodi). Evolution 56,
131. (doi:10.1554/0014-3820(2002)056[0131:
HAODID]2.0.CO;2)

34. Sutherland GD, Harestad AS, Price K, Lertzman KP.
2000 Scaling of natal dispersal distances in
terrestrial birds and mammals. Conserv. Ecol. 4, 16.

35. Joly K et al. 2019 Longest terrestrial migrations
and movements around the world. Sci. Rep. 9,
15333. (doi:10.1038/s41598-019-51884-5)

36. Moehlman PD. 2019 Intraspecific variation in
canid social systems. In Carnivore behavior,
ecology, and evolution, pp. 143–163. Cornell
University Press.

37. Garrott RA, Eberhardt LE. 1987 The arctic fox. In
Wild furbearer management and conservation in
North America (eds M Novak, J Baker), pp.
395–406. Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources.

38. Fuglei E, Tarroux A. 2019 Arctic fox dispersal
from Svalbard to Canada: one female’s long run
across sea ice. Polar Res. 38, 3512. (doi:10.
33265/polar.v38.3512)

39. Tarroux A, Berteaux D, Bêty J. 2010 Northern
nomads: ability for extensive movements in
adult arctic foxes. Polar Biol. 33, 1021–1026.
(doi:10.1007/s00300-010-0780-5)

40. Lai S, Bêty J, Berteaux D. 2017 Movement
tactics of a mobile predator in a meta-
ecosystem with fluctuating resources: the arctic
fox in the High Arctic. Oikos 126, 937–947.
(doi:10.1111/oik.03948)

41. Pamperin NJ, Follmann EH, Person BT. 2008 Sea-
ice use by arctic foxes in northern Alaska. Polar
Biol. 31, 1421. (doi:10.1007/s00300-008-0481-5)

42. Lai S, Bêty J, Berteaux D. 2015 Spatio–temporal
hotspots of satellite–tracked arctic foxes reveal
a large detection range in a mammalian
predator. Mov. Ecol. 3, 37. (doi:10.1186/s40462-
015-0065-2)

43. Geffen E et al. 2007 Sea ice occurrence predicts
genetic isolation in the Arctic fox. Mol. Ecol. 16,
4241–4255. (doi:10.1111/j.1365-294X.2007.
03507.x)

44. Norén K et al. 2011 Arctic fox Vulpes lagopus
population structure: circumpolar patterns and
processes. Oikos 120, 873–885. (doi:10.1111/j.
1600-0706.2010.18766.x)

45. Norén K, Dalén L, Flagstad Ø, Berteaux D,
Wallén J, Angerbjörn A. 2017 Evolution, ecology
and conservation—revisiting three decades of
Arctic fox population genetic research. Polar Res.
36, 4. (doi:10.1080/17518369.2017.1325135)

46. Tabel H, Webster WA, Casey CA. 1974 History
and epizootiology of rabies in Canada. Can. Vet.
J. 15, 271–281.

47. Davidson RK, Romig T, Jenkins E, Tryland M,
Robertson LJ. 2012 The impact of globalisation
on the distribution of Echinococcus
multilocularis. Trends Parasitol. 28, 239–247.
(doi:10.1016/j.pt.2012.03.004)

48. Gesy KM, Schurer JM, Massolo A, Liccioli S, Elkin
BT, Alisauskas R, Jenkins EJ. 2014 Unexpected
diversity of the cestode Echinococcus
multilocularis in wildlife in Canada.
Int. J. Parasitol.: Parasites Wildl. 3, 81–87.
(doi:10.1016/j.ijppaw.2014.03.002)

49. Nadin-Davis SA, Fehlner-Gardiner C. 2019
Origins of the arctic fox variant rabies viruses
responsible for recent cases of the disease in
southern Ontario. PLOS Neglect. Trop. D. 13,
e0007699. (doi:10.1371/journal.pntd.0007699)

50. Hirawake T et al. 2021 Response of Arctic
biodiversity and ecosystem to environmental
changes: findings from the ArCS project. Polar Sci..
27, 100533. (doi:10.1016/j.polar.2020.100533)

51. Settele J, Scholes R, Betts R, Bunn SE, Leadley
P, Nepstad D, Overpeck JT, Taboada MA. 2014
Terrestrial and inland water systems. In Climate
change 2014: impacts, adaptation, and
vulnerability. Part A: global and sectoral aspects.
Contribution of working group II to the fifth
assessment report of the intergovernmental
panel of climate change), pp. 271–359.
Cambridge, United Kingdom and New York, NY,
USA: Cambridge University Press.
52. Audet AM, Robbins B, Larivière S. 2002 Alopex
lagopus. Mamm. Species 713, 1–10. (doi:10.
1644/0.713.1)

53. Bascompte J, Vilà C. 1997 Fractals and search
paths in mammals. Landsc. Ecol. 12, 213–221.

54. Tannerfeldt M, Angerbjörn A. 1996 Life history
strategies in a fluctuating environment:
establishment and reproductive success in the
Arctic fox. Ecography 19, 209–220.

55. Dobson S. 1982 Competition for mates and
predominant juvenile male dispersal in
mammals. Anim. Behav. 30, 1183–1192.
(doi:10.1016/S0003-3472(82)80209-1)

56. Lapierre Poulin F, Fortier D, Berteaux D. 2021 Low
vulnerability of Arctic fox dens to climate change-
related geohazards on Bylot Island, Nunavut, Canada.
Arct. Sci. 7, 746–761. (doi:10.1139/as-2019-0007)

57. Bêty J, Gauthier G, Korpimäki E, Giroux J-F.
2002 Shared predators and indirect trophic
interactions: lemming cycles and arctic-nesting
geese. J. Anim. Ecol. 71, 88–98. (doi:10.1046/j.
0021-8790.2001.00581.x)

58. Gauthier G, Berteaux D, Bêty J, Tarroux A,
Therrien J-F, McKinnon L, Legagneux P, Cadieux
M-C. 2011 The tundra food web of Bylot Island
in a changing climate and the role of exchanges
between ecosystems. Ecoscience 18, 223–235.
(doi:10.2980/18-3-3453)

59. Canadian Ice Service. 2020 Archives; weekly
regional ice charts; eastern Arctic region.

60. Hund AJ. 2014 Antarctica and the Arctic circle: a
geographic encyclopedia of the earth’s polar
regions [2 volumes]. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO.

61. CLS. 2016 Argos User’s Manual. See http://
www.argos-system.org/manual/ (accessed on 1
September 2020).

62. Christin S, St-Laurent M-H, Berteaux D. 2015
Evaluation of Argos telemetry accuracy in the
High-Arctic and implications for the estimation
of home-range size. PLoS ONE 10, e0141999.
(doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0141999)

63. R Development Core Team. 2020 R: A language
and environment for statistical computing.

64. QGIS Development Team. 2021 Geographic
Information System API Documentation.

65. Rioux M-J, Lai S, Casajus N, Bêty J, Berteaux D.
2017 Winter home range fidelity and
extraterritorial movements of Arctic fox pairs in
the Canadian High Arctic. Polar Res. 36, 11.
(doi:10.1080/17518369.2017.1316930)

66. Walton Z, Samelius G, Odden M, Willebrand T.
2018 Long-distance dispersal in red foxes Vulpes
vulpes revealed by GPS tracking. Eur. J. Wildl. Res.
64, 1–6. (doi:10.1007/s10344-018-1223-9)

67. Higgins SI, Nathan R, Cain ML. 2003 Are long-
distance dispersal events in plants usually
caused by nonstandard means of dispersal?
Ecology 84, 1945–1956.

68. Kinlan BP, Gaines SD, Lester SE. 2005 Propagule
dispersal and the scales of marine community
process. Divers. Distrib. 11, 139–148. (doi:10.
1111/j.1366-9516.2005.00158.x)

69. Trakhtenbrot A, Nathan R, Perry G, Richardson
DM. 2005 The importance of long-distance
dispersal in biodiversity conservation. Divers.
Distrib. 11, 173–181.

70. Davidson SC et al. 2020 Ecological insights from
three decades of animal movement tracking
across a changing Arctic. Science 370, 712–715.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s40462-019-0175-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s40462-019-0175-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/beheco/arm052
http://dx.doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2656.1998.00215.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2656.1998.00215.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/beheco/arh129
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/jav.00273
http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/707862
http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/707862
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/srep24021
http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/z91-415
http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/z91-415
http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/z04-187
http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/z04-187
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/5550
http://dx.doi.org/10.1554/0014-3820(2002)056[0131:HAODID]2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1554/0014-3820(2002)056[0131:HAODID]2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-51884-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.33265/polar.v38.3512
http://dx.doi.org/10.33265/polar.v38.3512
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00300-010-0780-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/oik.03948
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00300-008-0481-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s40462-015-0065-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s40462-015-0065-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294X.2007.03507.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294X.2007.03507.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0706.2010.18766.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0706.2010.18766.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17518369.2017.1325135
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pt.2012.03.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijppaw.2014.03.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pntd.0007699
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.polar.2020.100533
https://doi.org/10.1644/0.713.1
https://doi.org/10.1644/0.713.1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0003-3472(82)80209-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/as-2019-0007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1046/j.0021-8790.2001.00581.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1046/j.0021-8790.2001.00581.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.2980/18-3-3453
http://www.argos-system.org/manual/
http://www.argos-system.org/manual/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0141999
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17518369.2017.1316930
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10344-018-1223-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1366-9516.2005.00158.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1366-9516.2005.00158.x


royalsocietypublishing.org/journal/rsos
R.Soc.Open

Sci.10:220729
15

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
ttp

s:
//r

oy
al

so
ci

et
yp

ub
lis

hi
ng

.o
rg

/ o
n 

09
 A

pr
il 

20
24

 

71. Witt MJ et al. 2010 Assessing accuracy and
utility of satellite-tracking data using Argos-
linked Fastloc-GPS. Anim. Behav. 80, 571–581.
(doi:10.1016/j.anbehav.2010.05.022)

72. Eberhardt LE, Garrott RA, Hanson WC. 1983
Winter movements of Arctic foxes, Alopex
lagopus, in a petroleum development area. Can.
Field-Nat. 97, 66–70.

73. Geffen E, Mercure A, Girman DJ, Macdonald DW,
Wayne RK. 1992 Phylogenetic relationships of
the fox-like canids: mitochondrial DNA
restriction fragment, site and cytochrome b
sequence analyses. J. Zool. 228, 27–39. (doi:10.
1111/j.1469-7998.1992.tb04430.x)

74. Mercure A, Ralls K, Koepfli KP, Wayne RK. 1993
Genetic subdivisions among small canids:
mitochondrial DNA variation of swift, kit, and
arctic foxes. Evolution 47, 1313–1328. (doi:10.
1111/j.1558-5646.1993.tb02157.x)

75. Koopman ME, Cypher BL, Scrivner JH. 2000
Dispersal patterns of San Joaquin kit foxes
(Vulpes macrotis mutica). J. Mammal. 81,
213–222. (doi:10.1644/1545-1542(2000)081<
0213:DPOSJK>2.0.CO;2)

76. Ausband D, Moehrenschlager A. 2009 Long-
range juvenile dispersal and its implication for
conservation of reintroduced swift fox Vulpes
velox populations in the USA and Canada. ORX
43, 73. (doi:10.1017/S0030605308001622)

77. Angerbjörn A, Hersteinsson P, Tannerfeldt M.
2004 Consequences of resource predictability in
the Arctic fox - two life history strategies. In
Biology and conservation of wild canids (eds DW
MacDonald, C Sillero-Zubiri), pp. 163–172.
Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

78. Chesemore DL. 1968 Notes on the food habits
of Arctic foxes in northern Alaska. Can. J. Zool.
46, 1127–1130. (doi:10.1139/z68-161)

79. Wrigley RE, Hatch DR. 1976 Arctic fox
migrations in Manitoba. Arctic 29, 147–158.

80. Eberhardt LE, Hanson WC. 1978 Long-distance
movements of Arctic foxes tagged in northern
Alaska. Can. Field-Nat. 92, 4.

81. Poulin M, Clermont J, Berteaux D. 2021
Extensive daily movement rates measured in
territorial arctic foxes. Ecol. Evol. 11,
2503–2514. (doi:10.1002/ece3.7165)

82. Cayuela H, Rougemont Q, Prunier J, Moore J-S,
Clobert J, Besnard A, Bernatchez L. 2018
Demographic and genetic approaches to study
dispersal in wild animal populations: a
methodological review. Mol. Ecol. 27,
3976–4010. (doi:10.1111/mec.14848)

83. Harris S, Trewhella WJ. 1988 An analysis of some
of the factors affecting dispersal in an urban fox
(Vulpes vulpes) population. J. Appl. Ecol. 25,
409–422. (doi:10.2307/2403833)

84. Ballard WB, Whitman JS, Gardner CL. 1987
Ecology of an exploited wolf population in
south-central Alaska. Wild. Monogr. 98, 3–54.

85. Harrison DJ. 1992 Dispersal characteristics of
juvenile coyotes in Maine. J. Wildl. Manag. 56,
128. (doi:10.2307/3808800)

86. Strand O, Landa A, Linnell JDC, Zimmermann B,
Skogland T. 2000 Social organisation and
parental behavior in the arctic fox. J. Mammal.
81, 11. (doi:10.1644/1545-1542(2000)081<
0223:SOAPBI>2.0.CO;2)

87. Garrott RA, Eberhardt LE, Hanson WC. 1984
Arctic fox denning behavior in northern
Alaska. Can. J. Zool. 62, 1636–1640. (doi:10.
1139/z84-237)

88. Cote J et al. 2017 Behavioural synchronization of
large-scale animal movements – disperse alone,
but migrate together? Biol. Rev. 92,
1275–1296. (doi:10.1111/brv.12279)

89. Bonte D et al. 2012 Costs of dispersal. Biol. Rev.
87, 290–312.

90. Berteaux D et al. 2017 Harmonizing circumpolar
monitoring of Arctic fox: benefits, opportunities,
challenges and recommendations. Polar Res. 36,
2. (doi:10.1080/17518369.2017.1319602)

91. Mech LD. 2020 Unexplained patterns of grey
wolf Canis lupus natal dispersal. Mammal. Rev.
50, 314–323. (doi:10.1111/mam.12198)

92. Goltsman M, Kruchenkova EP, Sergeev S,
Volodin I, Macdonald DW. 2005 Island
syndrome in a population of Arctic foxes
(Alopex lagopus) from Mednyi Island.
J. Zool. 267, 405–418. (doi:10.1017/
S0952836905007557)

93. Ehrich D, Carmichael L, Fuglei E. 2012 Age-
dependent genetic structure of arctic foxes in
Svalbard. Polar Biol. 35, 53–62. (doi:10.1007/
s00300-011-1030-1)

94. Elmhagen B, Hersteinsson P, Norén K,
Unnsteinsdottir ER, Angerbjörn A. 2014 From
breeding pairs to fox towns: the social
organisation of arctic fox populations with
stable and fluctuating availability of food. Polar
Biol. 37, 111–122. (doi:10.1007/s00300-013-
1416-3)

95. Carmichael LE, Krizan J, Nagy JA, Fuglei E,
Dumond M, Johnson D, Veitch A, Berteaux D,
Strobeck C. 2007 Historical and ecological
determinants of genetic structure in arctic
canids. Mol. Ecol. 16, 3466–3483. (doi:10.1111/
j.1365-294X.2007.03381.x)

96. Fuglei E, Ims RA. 2008 Global warming and
effects on the Arctic fox. Sci. Prog. 91, 175–191.
(doi:10.3184/003685008X327468)

97. Gaston AJ, Gavrilo M, Eberl C. 2012 Ice bridging
as a dispersal mechanism for Arctic terrestrial
vertebrates and the possible consequences of
reduced sea ice cover. Biodiversity 13, 182–190.
(doi:10.1080/14888386.2012.719177)

98. Mørk T, Prestrud P. 2004 Arctic rabies – A
review. Acta. Vet. Scand. 45, 1. (doi:10.1186/
1751-0147-45-1)

99. Muller-Landau HC, Levin SA, Keymer JE. 2003
Theoretical perspectives on evolution of long-
distance dispersal and the example of
specialized pests. Ecology 84, 1957–1967.
(doi:10.1890/01-0617)

100. Simon A, Beauchamp G, Bélanger D, Bouchard
C, Fehlner-Gardiner C, Lecomte N, Rees E,
Leighton PA. 2021 Ecology of Arctic rabies: 60
years of disease surveillance in the warming
climate of northern Canada. Zoonoses Public
Hlth. 68, 601–608. (doi:10.1111/zph.12848)

101. Simon A, Tardy O, Hurford A, Lecomte N,
Bélanger D, Leighton P. 2019 Dynamics and
persistence of rabies in the Arctic. Polar Res. 38,
3366. (doi:10.33265/polar.v38.3366)

102. Nadin-Davis SA, Falardeau E, Flynn A, Whitney
H, Marshall HD. 2021 Relationships between fox
populations and rabies virus spread in northern
Canada. PLoS ONE 16, e0246508. (doi:10.1371/
journal.pone.0246508)

103. Henttonen H, Fuglei E, Gower CN, Haukisalmi V,
Ims RA, Niemimaa J, Yoccoz NG. 2001
Echinococcus multilocularis on Svalbard:
introduction of an intermediate host has
enabled the local life-cycle. Parasitology 123,
547–552. (doi:10.1017/S0031182001008800)

104. Bunnefeld N, Börger L, Moorter Bv, Rolandsen
CM, Dettki H, Solberg EJ, Ericsson G. 2011 A
model-driven approach to quantify migration
patterns: individual, regional and yearly
differences. J. Anim. Ecol. 80, 466–476. (doi:10.
1111/j.1365-2656.2010.01776.x)

105. Stamps JA, Krishnan VV, Reid ML. 2005 Search
costs and habitat selection by dispersers. Ecol.
Soc. Am. 86, 510–518.

106. Lowe WH. 2010 Explaining long-distance
dispersal: effects of dispersal distance on survival
and growth in a stream salamander. Ecology 91,
3008–3015. (doi:10.1890/09-1458.1)

107. Cote J, Clobert J. 2007 Social personalities
influence natal dispersal in a lizard. Proc. R. Soc.
B 274, 383–390. (doi:10.1098/rspb.2006.3734)

108. Kot M, Lewis MA, van den Driessche P. 1996
Dispersal data and the spread of invading
organisms. Ecology 77, 2027–2042. (doi:10.
2307/2265698)

109. Neubert MG, Caswell H. 2000 Demography and
dispersal: calculation and sensitivity analysis of
invasion speed for structured populations.
Ecology 81, 1613–1628. (doi:10.1890/0012-
9658(2000)081[1613:DADCAS]2.0.CO;2)

110. Kojola I, Kaartinen S, Hakala A, Heikkinen S,
Voipio H-M. 2009 Dispersal behavior and the
connectivity between wolf populations in
northern Europe. J. Wildl. Manag. 73, 309–313.
(doi:10.2193/2007-539)

111. Ibrahim KM, Nichols RA, Hewitt GM. 1996 Spatial
patterns of genetic variation generated by different
forms of dispersal during range expansion. Heredity
77, 282–291. (doi:10.1038/hdy.1996.142)

112. Hallatschek O, Hersen P, Ramanathan S, Nelson
DR. 2007 Genetic drift at expanding frontiers
promotes gene segregation. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci.
USA 104, 19 926–19 930. (doi:10.1073/pnas.
0710150104)

113. Fayard J, Klein EK, Lefèvre F. 2009 Long distance
dispersal and the fate of a gene from the
colonization front. J. Evol. Biol. 22, 2171–2182.
(doi:10.1111/j.1420-9101.2009.01832.x)

114. Gravel R. 2023 chaireBioNorth/ArcticFoxLDD:
Open Data - Long-term satellite tracking reveals
patterns of long-distance dispersal in juvenile
and adult Arctic foxes (Vulpes lagopus) (V.1).
Zenodo. (doi:10.5281/zenodo.7521679)

115. Gravel R, Lai S, Berteaux D. 2023 Long-term
satellite tracking reveals patterns of long-
distance dispersal in juvenile and adult Arctic
foxes (Vulpes lagopus). Figshare. (doi:10.6084/
m9.figshare.c.6399726)

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.anbehav.2010.05.022
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7998.1992.tb04430.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7998.1992.tb04430.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1558-5646.1993.tb02157.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1558-5646.1993.tb02157.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1644/1545-1542(2000)081%3C0213:DPOSJK%3E2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1644/1545-1542(2000)081%3C0213:DPOSJK%3E2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0030605308001622
http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/z68-161
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ece3.7165
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/mec.14848
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2403833
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/3808800
http://dx.doi.org/10.1644/1545-1542(2000)081%3C0223:SOAPBI%3E2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1644/1545-1542(2000)081%3C0223:SOAPBI%3E2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/z84-237
http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/z84-237
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/brv.12279
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17518369.2017.1319602
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/mam.12198
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0952836905007557
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0952836905007557
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00300-011-1030-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00300-011-1030-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00300-013-1416-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00300-013-1416-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294X.2007.03381.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-294X.2007.03381.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.3184/003685008X327468
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14888386.2012.719177
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1751-0147-45-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1751-0147-45-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1890/01-0617
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/zph.12848
http://dx.doi.org/10.33265/polar.v38.3366
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0246508
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0246508
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0031182001008800
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2656.2010.01776.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2656.2010.01776.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1890/09-1458.1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2006.3734
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2265698
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2265698
http://dx.doi.org/10.1890/0012-9658(2000)081[1613:DADCAS]2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1890/0012-9658(2000)081[1613:DADCAS]2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.2193/2007-539
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/hdy.1996.142
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0710150104
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0710150104
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1420-9101.2009.01832.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.7521679
http://dx.doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.c.6399726
http://dx.doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.c.6399726

	Long-term satellite tracking reveals patterns of long-distance dispersal in juvenile and adult Arctic foxes (Vulpes lagopus)
	Introduction
	Material and methods
	Study site
	Capture and tracking of individuals
	Characterization of long-distance dispersal events
	Emigration
	Immigration

	Calculation of long-distance dispersal metrics and statistical analyses
	The challenges of studying long-distance dispersal

	Results
	Occurrence and immigration success of long-distance dispersal
	Timing of emigration and immigration
	Movement metrics during transience
	Sex effects
	Direction of travel and use of sea ice during long-distance dispersal

	Discussion
	Significance of long-distance dispersal for Arctic fox ecology
	Determinants and outcomes of long-distance dispersal in animals
	Ethics
	Data accessibility
	Authors' contributions
	Conflict of interest declaration
	Funding

	Acknowledgements
	References


