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The fox that learned to “walk on water”

Pubblicato: Domenica 2 Novembre 2014

Four paws moving in the dark night, a pair of eyes
turn red as they reflect the headlamps of cars approaching. Then a moment later, just the
bare asphalt road, as the animal instinctively runs off, maybe to catch prey, or to feed its
young. These could be the opening lines of a novel, or a children’s story, or even the first line
of a tale destined to end immediately after, cut short by the wheels of a car. The
characters in this story are foxes, hedgehogs, badgers, small rodents, and, as we shall see,
even frogs and toads. These animals are local, and they need safe crossing places to go
through. But there are other animals, mammals such as porcupines, considered "foreign";
about twenty years ago, they could be found in North Lazio, but now, they are moving north.

Even this small mammal, an unexpected guest found in these parts, invited here by climate
change, even this animal, with its long spines, has to travel. In the case of the porcupine, its
favourite highway, to move north, is the “Appennino”. Then, there is the River Po and the River
Ticino, which they manage to swim across. Here, however, the risk is great, because
sometimes the impact with the man makes every attempt to find shelter fruitless.

So, like the fox, and many other small animals to be found in Italy, a realm of biodiversity in
danger, the porcupine must be helped.

The second stage of this trip (read here the project and the first stage), accompanied by the
LifeTib projects, starts here, from the invisible points under the roads, under the asphalt, which
allow the dominant species to drive quickly by, without noticing what is happening on the
ground, except, in the morning light, when they see the silent carnage that has taken place.

VALLE LUNA – Stopping for a second by a small stream, a little more than a rivulet that flows
down to the lake, means diving into a world that is unfamiliar but within easy reach.
Sometimes, it just for a phone call or a cigarette, before getting back into the car, a stop for
only a few minutes on the bank. We are in Schiranna, before a double roundabout where there
is a bar, right on the bank of the river Valle Luna. The water is very shallow, but when it rises,
it can be a problem for the animals that come down from the Campo dei Fiori, to take
advantage of this natural passage to go from one place to another. The intervention of support
and "defragmentation" of passages (which still has to be done) entails making the river
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"continuous", that is, allowing animals to transit by making one of the two banks higher than
the other; by doing this, also when the river is full, a viable passage is available. In these
cases, the alternative is crossing the road.

BARDELLO – Another example, this time in progress and almost complete, can be seen a
short distance from the lake. It is below the level of the road, near the "new" bridge built along
the main road, on the edge of Bardello and Gavirate. The river is the one that gives its name
to the village of ice houses, not far from where we came across Ludwigia, the Asian weed, last
week. But here we are in the middle of the river, which has already begun its journey from a
few hundred metres away; after about ten kilometres, the Bardello dives into Lake Maggiore,
in Bozza, in Besozzo. Along this stretch, the river provides an opportunity that no animal can
miss: predators and prey move along the banks. Just below the bridge, the work of installing
large boulders, which will serve as a path, so that the animals can avoid the road, is almost
complete.

BREGANO, THE FROGS ROUTE – Not only mammals, however, are victims of crossing
highways and provincial roads. In spring, frogs, toads and amphibians spawn in the lake, in
the wetlands, such as the Brabbia Marsh. Here, a practically invisible intervention saves the
lives of thousands of amphibians every year: a wolf hole in the upper part of the road allows
frogs and toads to pass under the road and end up in the forest that leads down to the reed
thicket. Here, they find water, and safety. Along Via Garibaldi, which crosses the SP18 main
road that connects Biandronno to Bregano, a similar operation is going to be carried out along
Highway 233 in Valganna. Near the Fonteviva pond, an underpass is going to be built. During
the breeding season, barriers are also put up to prevent the amphibians from crossing in
places other than the passage.

These are just two examples of the many underground "routes" that protect invisible but very
useful animals. In the food chain, they play a regulatory role, by feeding on many insects that
are pests for humans, most notably, the mosquito.

So, if, one night, you happen to pass near Bardello, when the Valle Luna is full, do not panic if you
think you see animals walking on the water; it is nothing miraculous, they are just going home.
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