Fabled,

‘Wild raccoon dogs head for tamer environs

By ASAKO MURAKAMI
Staffwriter
Raccoon dogs,  better
nown here as ‘tanuki,” have
een closely related to both
the culture and daily lives of
Japanese from ancient times.
Tanuki often feature in folk
ales as well as popular sto-
ries for children, usually ap-
pearing as slow-witted but
nevertheless amiable crea-
tures, They are freated, more
often than not, in an affection-
ate manner.

In folklore, they try to fool
humans by changing shape,
often transforming them-
selves into humans. Their ab-
sent-mindedness almost al-
ways prevents them from out-
witting humans. as they often
fail to hide their tails in their
clothes.

Tanuki, which live in most
parts of the country, from
Hokkaido to Kyushu, are thus
quite familiar to the Japa-
nese. Yet the wild animals
have been rarely seen in the
suburbs of large cities - until
quite recently.

“Tanuki now have an im-
age much like that of stray
cats in the city,” said Noriko
Kuwahara, chairwoman of
the Tama Hills Field Muse-
um.

She was speaking at a re-
cent tanuki symposium in
Machida, a city in the western
suburbs of the metropolis.

- Kuwahara, a 47-year-old
resident of Machida, became
interested in the subject after
seeing her first tanuki in 1988
< sadly a dead one left by the
side of a road, apparently
killed by a car.

She started collecting infor-
mation on tanuki living near
cities two vears ago. To her
surprise, she received eye-

witness accounts of the ani-
mals and various ofher relat-
ed information not only from
Machida residents but also
from people in other areas, in-

cluding Hachioji, also in west-.

ern Tokyo, and Kawasaki,
Kanagawa P cture.

Food supply dwindling

“1t’s not because the num-
ber of fanuki is suddenly in-
creasing but because they
simply cannot find food in the
woods anymore,” Kuwahara
said of the animals growing

“urban presence.

Staff at her museum have
found that there is a causal
relationship between the rap-
id housing development in the
Tama hills and the sharp in-
crease in tanuki killed by au
tomobiles.

Aeccording to the municipal
government’s public cleaning
division, the number of tanuki
killed on roads in 1590 in-
creased to 62, from 20 in 1986,

The group also collected in-
formation on damage the spe-
cies inflicts on crops and poul-
try.

Viewed as rural pest

Shizuo Susaki of Machida
told the symposium fhat most
of his Indian corn had recent-
1y been eaten by tanuki;

I tried many tricks to pro-
tect my corn tield, such as
digging a pit to trap them and
covering the plants with a net,
but they all failed,’’ Susaki
said in near despair.

Poultry farmer Kame 8aito
said the first fanuki attack on
her chicks was five years ago.
“About 20 to 30 chicks were
killed by the animal’’ she
said. “So, 1 caught it by set-
ting a trap two yvears ago, and
ave been keeping it (a5 a
precaution) ever since.’’

eating anything from berri

Captivity ruled out

About 230 people attended
the gathering to discuss how
to live in nony with tanu-
ki

“Tanuki have great phy
cal and social adaptability,”
said Hiroshi Ikeda of the Cul
tural Properties Protection
Department of the govern.
mental Cultural Affairs Agen-
oy,
Ikeda, who has been con:
ducting an ecological study of
tanuki for the last 15 vears
said the animals can survive
if there are some woods for

them fo live in and somethi
for them to eat.
They are frue omnivores,

]

to birds, he explained H
study found that during win
ter the animals forage for
scraps in residential areas.

At the symposium, several
participants who happened to
bring up tanuki said they feel
the animals should not be
raised in captivi

It would be b

tter for both
humans and tanuki pot to hve
100 near each other, observed
IKuo Kanai, who has studied
wild animals in Tokye for the
past 30 years.

But the rapid pace of urban
development has made it dif-
ficult to ensure the situation
remains unchanged, he said.
SIE you bring up the animal
from birth, you are responsi.
ble for feeding it. An animal
that is raised by humans can-
not go back to the woods and
stay alive.”’

Kuwahara said, “We must
recognize that tanuki as well
as other wild animals do live
in places around us . . We
should make our eity comfort:
able for both people and such

- wild apimals to live in.”
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By RIEKO TANAKA
Staftwriter

1f vou visit Shimane Prefec
ture this winter, vou may find
some elderly people wearing
new vest warmers made of

tanuki” for.

The Shimane Hunters! As

sociation has come up with
the idea of presenting 50 tra-
ditional Japanese vests as
gifts to the elderly this winter
in an effort to make best use
of furs from raccoon dogs that
are being killed off to keep
their local populations at
proper levels and thus protect
farms and wildlife from the
omnivorous animal,

“Until now, we hunters
used to simply throw away
the bodies of the raccoon dogs
we had to kil a spokesman
for the prefectural associa-
tion of hunters explained
“We hope our gifts will make
elderly people happy.'’ ,

In recent vears. the local
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