Longevity of a wild
bat-eared fox
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Longevity in wild bat-eared foxes (Otocyon megalotis)
has never been reported. Long lifespans might be
rare in most populations due to disease and predation
from larger carnivores. While conducting ecological
research on bat-eared foxes on private sheep farms
near Kimberley, Northern Cape, we documented
a wild bat-eared fox to be at least 9 years old. The
unusually old age of this fox might have been due to
lack of larger carnivores on the study site, including
black-backed jackals (Canis mesomelas), which
might normally predate on, or transmit diseases to,
bat-eared foxes.
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Bat-eared foxes (Otocyon megalotis) are a common
carnivore throughout southern and eastern Africa,
and several studies have investigated their behav-
iour and ecology (Nel 1978; Lamprecht 1979;
Malcolm 1986; Mackie & Nel 1989; Pauw 2000;
Maas & Macdonald 2004). Despite this, longevity
in wild bat-eared foxes has never been reported
(Nel & Maas 2004; Clark 2005). Long lifespans
might be rare in many populations of bat-eared
foxes due to two important causes of mortality:
disease and predation by larger carnivores. Bat-
eared foxes are prone to several diseases, includ-
ing rabies (Nel 1993; Thomson & Meredith 1993;
Maas & Macdonald 2004), canine distemper (Nel
& Maas 2004), and canine parvovirus (Steinel
et al.2000). Epizootics of rabies in bat-eared foxes
can be so severe, that up to 90% of local popula-
tions can die from this disease (Maas & Macdon-
ald 2004). Furthermore, many large carnivores
contract and transmit diseases such as rabies,
especially African wild dogs (Lycaon pictus;
Creel & Creel 2002) and black-backed jackals
(Canis mesomelas; Loveridge & Macdonald 2001),
suggesting sympatric populations of larger carni-
vores can be disease reservoirs for bat-eared foxes.

Bat-eared foxes also are prone to predation by
larger carnivores. For example, bat-eared foxes
have been killed by African wild dogs (Rasmussen
1996), lions (Panthera leo; Eloff 1984), leopards
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(Panthera pardus; Bothma & Le Riche 1984),
cheetahs (Acinonyx jubatus; Mills 1984a), brown
hyaenas (Parahyaena brunnea; Mills 1984b),
striped hyaenas (Hyaena hyaena; Kruuk 1976),
spotted hyaenas (Crocuta crocuta; Kruuk 1972),
and black-backed jackals (Schaller 1972). In fact,
Pauw (2000) indicated predation by black-backed
jackals was the greatest threat to young bat-eared
foxes.

On 11 August 2005, we captured and radio
collared an adult female bat-eared fox as part of an
ecological study of this species on a private sheep
farm (28°99'S and 24°81’E) near Kimberley,
Northern Cape. This female appeared very old at
the time of capture, as upper and lower incisors
were worn to the gum line, molars and premolars
were worn to near the gum line, and all four
canines were worn to nubs. On 12 October 2005,
this female died of apparently natural causes, and
the carcass was recovered from an underground
den (deposited in McGregor Museum, Kimberley;
MMK/M/7302). One lower canine was removed
and sent to Matson’s Laboratory (Milltown,
Montana, U.S.A) for sectioning and counting of
cementum annuli. The results indicated this fox
was 9 years and 1 month (assuming birth date of 1
September), with a high degree of confidence
(>95% accuracy level). The tooth section was
graded as ‘A’, meaning cementum characteristics
very nearly matched those of the standardized
cementum aging model for the species and tooth
type. Matson’s Laboratory has >35 years experience
aging mammalian teeth, and previous research
has shown these methods to be highly accurate for
aging fox species, including grey foxes (Urocyon
cinereoargenteus; Nicholson & Hill 1981), swift
foxes (Vulpes velox; Richholt & Carbyn 2003), red
foxes (V. vulpes; Monson et al. 1973), and arctic
foxes (Alopex lagopus; Bradley et al. 1981).

A captive bat-eared fox reportedly lived to
13 years and 9 months (Jones 1982), but we
believe an age of 9 years and 1 month in the wild
is exceptional for this species. Reasons for the
relatively old age of this bat-eared fox on the sheep
farm were unclear, but might have been due to
absence of larger carnivores, including black-
backed jackals, which might normally predate on,
or transmit diseases to, bat-eared foxes.
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