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Introduction

Bat-eared foxes (Otocyon megalotis Desmarest 1822) are

known for insectivory, with their jaws and dentition

specialized for a primarily myrmecophagous diet (Clark,

2005). The harvester termite (Hodotermes mossambicus

Hagen 1858) and other invertebrates comprise to 90%

of the diet, with vertebrates typically forming < 2% of

their stomach or scat content (Bothma, 1966; Kuntzsch

& Nel, 1992; Klare, Kamler & Macdonald, 2011). One

source reports lagomorph remains in bat-eared fox scat,

classifying it as carrion (Stuart, Stuart & Pereboom,

2003). Whereas bat-eared foxes have been observed to

actively hunt murid prey, it appears unlikely that they

are capable of hunting larger prey such as lagomorphs,

given their large size (1.5–4.5 kg: Stuart & Stuart,

2001) relative to the foxes (3–5.3 kg: Clark, 2005).

Further, Andrews & Evans (1983) proposed that bat-

eared foxes’ specialized dentition and jaw muscles are

too weak to hold or kill prey larger than rodents. It may

therefore be considered novel and perhaps unexpected

that, in this short note, we describe the first direct

observation of a bat-eared fox hunting and killing a hare

(Lepus sp.).

Methods

This observation is part of an ongoing ecological study

of wild bat-eared foxes habituated to the presence of

observers on foot, at the Kuruman River Reserve

(28°580S, 21°490E) in the Northern Cape, South Africa.

At the time of this observation, the study population

consisted of ten habituated bat-eared foxes (five males,

five females). Project data are collected on a nightly

basis, with observers using a handheld spotlight and

Android Samsung tablet (programmed with Cyber-

tracker software) to collect observational data, following

subjects at a distance of 3–5 m for 2 h per observational

session.

Results and discussion

On 14 November 2014, one of the two authors (P.J.J.)

was following an adult female bat-eared fox foraging

within her usual home range. At 21 : 37, a hare (genus

Lepus; species uncertain due to poor lighting conditions)

came within close proximity to the fox (2–4 m from the

fox; 4–6 m from the observer). The bat-eared fox,

partially hidden from view amidst tall grass, immediately

gave chase to the lagomorph. The hare appeared to be

in fully fit condition, and responded instantaneously to

the fox’s chase. Over a distance of < 6 m, the hare only

switched direction once, and the fox successfully

pounced on her prey. She directed her first bite to the

hare’s neck/throat, but did not instantly kill it, as the

hare’s vocalizations continued while the fox carried her

prey back to the location where the chase began. No

‘canid deathshake’ (Kleiman & Eisenberg, 1973; Estes,

1991) was observed. This suggests that the bat-eared fox

killed the hare through suffocation, analogous to the

method used by big cats (Kleiman & Eisenberg, 1973;

Estes, 1991). In a similar observation of a canid hunt, a

single black-backed jackal (Canis mesomelas Schreber

1775) inflicted a throat bite on an adult impala,

Aepyceros melampus Lichtenstein 1812 (Kamler, Foght

& Collins, 2010). The bat-eared fox consumed the hare’s

limbs whole, after briefly nibbling on the hare’s head

and ears, then opened up the hare’s abdomen using her

forepaws. At this time, a male bat-eared fox from the

same social group approached and also began eating at

the hare. No fighting or dominance behaviour was

observed between the two foxes, who are familiar with

one another. Twenty-eight minutes elapsed from the

capture of the hare until the majority of the prey animal*Correspondence: E-mail: lerouxa3@qwa.ufs.ac.za
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was eaten, with only the head, ears and skin left behind.

At this stage, the female fox took some body parts away,

uneaten, possibly to provision her offspring.

Our observation contrasts with some degree with Maas

& MacDonald (2004), cited in Klare, Kamler & Macdonald

(2011), who described that bat-eared foxes specifically

avoided the hair, skin and bones of large vertebrate prey

remains (carrion) used to bait traps. Although the hare’s

skin was mostly avoided, both bat-eared foxes consumed

limbs (including small bones) whole. It can be assumed as

a hypothesis that the female bat-eared fox has had

previous experience in hunting hares and applied the

strategy of focusing on the energetically valuable limbs

and innards, while the male fox also spent time consuming

the less rewarding tail.

The foxes’ invertebrate prey base (K. Jumbam, unpub-

lished data; Nel, 1990) was likely to be ample during the

summer season, when this event was observed. We

would not therefore have predicted the hunting of large,

risky prey, as bat-eared foxes could easily be hurt or

maimed while the prey fights back (cf. Mukherjee &

Heithaus, 2013). However, this specific individual’s

motivation levels may have been particularly high, as

we observed her with dependent pups less than three

weeks after the hare hunt occurred, and she was seen to

chase a hare unsuccessfully on at least one more

occasion (February 20, 2015). It is likely that her high

nutritional need during gestation and/ or lactation

(Oftedal & Gittleman, 1989) would have driven her to

attempt to take more risky prey, as was indeed also the

case for lactating black-backed jackals (Klare et al.,

2010).

These observations establish that, in contrast to prior

expectations, bat-eared foxes are capable of hunting

animals larger than rodents, namely hares. At this site,

interactions between hares and bat-eared foxes are typi-

cally neutral, with foxes showing no more than mild

interest, or the hare avoiding direct interaction with foxes.

However, we have demonstrated here that bat-eared foxes

do not have to restrict themselves to eating carrion (i.e. the

remains of large vertebrate prey) in the absence of

sufficient small prey animals: in over 506 h of observation

at this site, we have never observed foxes eating carrion.

We therefore advise researchers who rely on nonobserva-

tional methods to determine diet, to remain cognizant of

the possibility that even small carnivores with insectivo-

rous diets can be opportunistic and take relatively large

and agile prey items.
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