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New Findings of Riverine Rabbits in South Africa’s Arid Conservation Hotspot !
Between September 26 and 30 2005, Cape Nature and the Endangered Wildlife Trust’s Riverine Rabbit Working Group organised a comprehensive and very successful Riverine Rabbit survey, carried out by 25 dedicated conservationists of which 23 were on foot and two were on horseback. 15 Riverine Rabbits were counted in the central Kleinkaroo between Touwsrivier and Montagu and in the Ceres Karoo. In both regions the occurrence of this critically endangered mammal has only recently been discovered and this survey now confirms their presence!

These surveys may, at the first glance, look like a fun and adventurous hike through the back roads of the Karoo, but they are actually very costly and demanding exercises. During the past seven years comprehensive field surveys have been conducted throughout the Karoo in cooperation with the Northern and Western Cape’s provincial conservation authorities (partly funded by WWF-SA) and hundreds of kilometres of dense riverine areas in the central and upper Karoo region have been investigated and rummaged through with teams of 10 to 20 people and horses to locate and count one of southern Africa’s most endangered mammals, the Riverine Rabbit Bunolagus monticularis.

Despite the exciting news confirming their presence in two new areas, Riverine Rabbits are still largely a poorly known species. The Riverine Rabbit was first discovered in 1901 and even then was described as “completely unique and unlike any other species so far described” (Thomas, 1093). It was always assumed that its distribution range is limited to the areas more or less surrounding the Karoo towns of Sutherland, Calvinia, Fraserburg, Beaufort West, Victoria West, Carnarvon and Williston (mainly Nama Karoo ecoregion). The new discoveries now raise many questions: has the species successfully hidden itself for more than 100 years in other parts of the Karoo such as the Succulent Karoo in the Ceres, Montagu and Worcester Districts? Has the Riverine Rabbit always occurred there and people believed it is just another hare? Why are daily sightings of the species much higher in this part of the Karoo than in the formally known distribution range? More research is required to answer these and other questions to better understand this mysterious and scarce creature and to assist us to implement more effective conservation measures. 

The Riverine Rabbits is a habitat specialist that occupies a very restricted and specialised niche: the discontinuous and dense vegetation on soft and nutrient-rich alluvial soils associated with the seasonal rivers of the Karoo. Riverine Rabbits therefore function as a biological indicator for the river zones in the Karoo. In the arid Karoo, riparian zones are of enormous economical value for commercial farmers which they use for cultivation. In addition the dense riverine vegetation plays an important role as a buffer zone for grazing livestock during drought periods. The extinction of Riverine Rabbits in many areas of its former distribution range in the Northern and Western Cape is therefore indicative of the severe destruction, fragmentation and loss of this habitat. 

Both the Succulent and Nama Karoo biomes are under threat from grazing, agriculture and mining. The smaller Succulent Karoo is known to boast one of the highest levels of plant endemism and has been declared one of the three conservation hotspots in South Africa that also attracts the attention of international conservation initiatives. Both areas in which the occurrence of the Riverine Rabbit has recently been confirmed belong to the geographic priority areas of SKEP (the Succulent Karoo Ecosystem Programme) placing another critically endangered, endemic species on the Succulent Karoo’s list of threatened species.
Fortunately, all the farms in the Klein- and Ceres Karoo region where Riverine Rabbits have recently been discovered are owned by landowners who are committed to conserving their land for future generations and subscribe to the principles of sustainable biodiversity conservation on their properties. In many parts of the Karoo, landowners regard themselves as land stewards and manage their natural resources wisely. The network of conservancies and protected areas in this area is expanding with the aim of conserving Karoo biodiversity, and if this continues, the fate of the Riverine Rabbit in perhaps even more currently undiscovered areas will be secure – at least for now.

Please report any potential sightings to the Riverine Rabbit Working Group: Cell: 082 446 548.
THE RRWG IS PROUDLY SUPPORTED BY:


Agri-Expo, The Elizabeth Wakeman Henderson Charitable Foundation, the Mazda Wildlife Fund, Rand Merchant Bank, The Green Trust, WWF-SA, Zoological Society for the Conservation of Species and Populations and the Wildlife and Environment Society of SA.
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