
 

Small birds spice up the already diverse diet
of spotted hyenas in Namibia
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Spotted hyena hunting birds at a waterhole in Namibia. Credit: Miha Krofel

Spotted hyenas are known for hunting (or scavenging) larger mammals
such as antelopes and occasionally feed on smaller mammals and
reptiles. Being flexible in the choice of prey is a strategy of
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generalists—and this even extends to small passerine birds, as scientists
from the Leibniz Institute for Zoo and Wildlife Research (Leibniz-IZW)
and the University of Ljubljana observed in Namibia.

Spotted hyenas pursued red-billed queleas, picked them from the ground
or the surface of a waterhole and swallowed them whole, at a success
rate of approximately one bird every three minutes. These observations
were described for the first time in word, photos and videos in Food
Webs.

The diet breadth of hyenas is matched by few other carnivores. Spotted
hyenas (Crocuta crocuta) are known to hunt a variety of larger mammals
such as zebras and antelopes in southern and eastern Africa—but also
ostriches, flamingos, reptiles, other carnivores. They also scavenge on
carcasses from giraffes to elephants and cattle. Until now very few
observations of hyenas feeding on small birds were reported.

"In our paper we describe for the first time the hunting and feeding
behavior of spotted hyenas on red-billed queleas (Quelea quelea), a
passerine bird known for its huge flocks, at a waterhole in the Etosha
National Park in Namibia," say Rubén Portas and Dr. Miha Krofel,
scientists working for the Leibniz-IZW and the University of Ljubljana.

On two different days they observed, filmed and photographed spotted
hyenas chasing flying birds or picking them from the ground or the
water surface, and devouring them whole at the waterhole. "We observed
that a single hyena can catch on average one bird every three minutes,"
the scientists conclude from their observations.

The scientists could draw some conclusions about the feeding behavior
of spotted hyenas from their observations.

"It adds to the known variety of the spotted hyena diet and hunting
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tactics, since this behavior has not been documented before," says
Portas. "It confirms their flexibility and ability to exploit foraging
opportunities and obtaining food from unusual sources. We can also
provide a first estimate on the capture rates and the food intake of
hyenas hunting passerine birds."

As the observations were limited to a single waterhole, it is possible that
the described foraging tactic was specific to the hyenas from the
observed clan and occurred as an opportunistic response to an abundant
food source, the authors say. Between May and August, thousands of
wintering red-billed queleas gather at waterholes in Namibia.

Portas and Krofel regularly carry out field research on vultures, lions,
leopards and hyenas and investigate carnivore-scavenger interactions and
information transfer in the scavenger community for the and InterMuc
projects in Etosha National Park.

  More information: Ruben Portas et al, Spotted hyena (Crocuta
crocuta) predation on passerine birds in Namibia, Food Webs (2024). 
DOI: 10.1016/j.fooweb.2024.e00340

Provided by Forschungsverbund Berlin e.V. (FVB)

Citation: Small birds spice up the already diverse diet of spotted hyenas in Namibia (2024,
March 28) retrieved 27 April 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2024-03-small-birds-spice-diverse-
diet.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

https://phys.org/tags/field+research/
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.fooweb.2024.e00340
https://phys.org/news/2024-03-small-birds-spice-diverse-diet.html
https://phys.org/news/2024-03-small-birds-spice-diverse-diet.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

