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Introduction 
 The establishment of newly acquired land for the purpose of nature reserves is important for the 
conservation of habitat and species as a whole. On newly established nature reserves, it is important to 
gather preliminary data regarding the presence of animal species.  By gathering this preliminary data via 
basic studies, further studies can proceed regarding population analysis, habitat use and ranging behavior of 
the species in question.  
 The Wildcliff Nature Reserve is a reserve located in the Western Cape Province, South Africa. It 
occupies 955 hectares of fynbos and afromontane forest habitat. These ecosystems are rich in plant 
diversity as well as high levels of endemic animal species. The fynbos ecosystem is one of the richest 
ecosystems in terms of biodiversity and the conservation of this ecosystem is vital. The Wildcliff Nature 
Reserve is in the initial stages of providing protection to plant and animal species within this ecosystem.  
 Preliminary studies with a focus on mongoose presence at the reserve have not been conducted so 
far. At least four species of mongoose are known to occur sympatric ally in the Western Cape Province of 
South Africa, but information is lacking on their presence and distribution on the reserve. The purpose of 
this study was to gather baseline data on the presence of mongoose on the Wildcliff Nature Reserve 
supplemented by a continuation of small mammals surveys as well. This survey was conducted from 
December 2008 to January 2009. The survey employed capture and release methods and scat and track 
analysis. This survey will provide information on the presence and distribution of mongoose on the 
Wildcliff Nature Reserve.  
 
The Subfamily Herpestinae 



 

 

 Mongoose belong to the subfamily Herpestinae, which is the largest subfamily of carnivores in 
South Africa. The importance of middle level carnivores (meso-carnivores) within a habitat is largely 
overlooked. Meso-carnivores feed on a variety of small mammals and insects and stabilize population of 
smaller mammals. Without the presence of carnivores in an ecosystem, small mammal and insect 
populations can become out of control. Though these meso-carnivores are often not easily observed, their 
impact on an ecosystem won’t go unnoticed.  
 Four species of mongoose possibly occur on the Wildlcliff Nature Reserve.  The Small Grey 
mongoose is grizzled grey in color and around 64 cm in length. They are unsocial and occupy mainly bushy 
areas where they dig their nightly sleeping burrows. Home ranges are around 68 hectares but can overlap 
with other individual mongoose home ranges as well.  Their diet consists mainly of rodents, but will eat 
insects, fruit and even carrion (Cavallini and Nel 2005).  
 The Yellow mongoose is tawny in coloration and is around 57cm in length. They inhabit open 
areas of grassland or sparse scrub. They are considered to be loosely social, living in family groups of 4-13 
individuals. They live in underground burrows, sometimes even sharing burrows with other animals, such 
as suricates. Their diet consists mainly of insects, of which the harvester termite is most important (Apps 
2000).  The home range size is around 100 hectares which is inhabitant by small families, usually a pair 
with their young (Cavallini and Nel 1995). 
 The Large Grey mongoose is the largest of all day active mongoose and is dark grey in color with 
black coloration on the legs. The pelage is coarse and the tail is long-haired and bushy with a black tip. 
They frequent moist areas such as the edges of rivers, lakes or swamps. The diet is varied, mostly 
consisting of small mammals, frogs, insects and puff adders.  Large Grey mongoose is unsocial and 
solitary. They dig burrows within home ranges and mark their territory with permanent latrines on burrows 
(Skinner and Chimimba 2005).  The home range size is at least 68 hectares on which males and females 
share (Apps 2000). 
 The Water mongoose is a stocky mongoose with a reddish brown to black pelage. Their tail is 
bushy with long hairs and their average size is usually around 88cm. They have no webs between their toes 
which gives their spoor a distinctive look. They occur near water and forage on crabs, grogs, insects and 
bird eggs.  They occupy home ranges of 150-200 hectares and are solitary (Apps 2000). 
 
 
 
 
Methodology  
 
Site Selection  
 Seven sites were selected based on habitat type and areas where mongoose were reported to have 
been seen.  Grasslands were chosen to focus on capturing the yellow mongoose, while shrubby areas and 
waterways were selected for the Small Grey mongoose and the Water mongoose. The Large Grey 
mongoose is too big to fit in the trap selected for the study, so scat and track analysis was the only way of 
detecting presence for that species.  
 
Talari Stream 
 The Talari stream area was selected because observations of Small Grey mongoose have been 
previously noted in the fauna log in and around the talari house and stream. It consisted of waterside 
vegeation and thick brush, as well as some tall grass.  
 
Tarlari Road Meadow 
 This site was chosen for the open grassy habitat type and the observation of both Small Grey and 
Yellow mongoose on the road paralleling the area (wildcliff fauna log, wildcliff.org) 
 
Plattekloof Stream 
 This riverine area was chosen due to the water mongoose tracks that were present along the rivers 
edge. Although this mongoose is larger than the Small Grey and Yellow mongoose, it can fit into the 
Tomahawk trap used for the study (although not comfortably). This site was also chosen because it had yet 
to be surveyed for any mammal presence.  
 



 

 

Fynbos Road 
 The selection of this site was due to the multiple observations of mongoose along this road as well 
and the grassy and bushy habitat types.  During the study, there were also multiple termite mounds located, 
which is one of the primary insects that Yellow mongoose eat. Therefore, traps were placed near the termite 
mound areas.  
 
South Ridge Road 
 This site was selected for the grassy meadow with dispersed fynbos and pine. Although this site 
was not previously successful (Kempf and Amodeo 2008), the fynbos and meadow is still good habitat for 
mongoose. 
 
Rainfrog Dam 
 This site has not been previously trapped and was selected for the proximity to water and trees. It 
also has an abundance of undisturbed black wattle.  
 
Renosterveld Meadow 
 This this site was selected for the meadow habitat and Renosterveld vegetation as well as the 
active termites mounds in the area. 
 
Trapping Surveys 
  At each of the sites, 15 Sherman traps (23x9x8cm) and one Tomahawk trap (48x14x14cm) were 
placed in a transect line. All traps were placed at least 15 m apart. A GPS waypoint was taken at Sherman 
traps 1,5,10 and 15 as well as the Tomahawk. The Sherman traps were baited with oats and peanut butter 
and the Tomahawk was baited with cat food or apples and peanut butter. The traps were set out for a total 
of 2-4 nights. They were checked once in the morning and again in the afternoon. Sites that were in close 
proximity to the Heron house were left open all day because of the availability to check them easily. 
Otherwise, traps were not left open in the heat of the day.  
 Mammals captured in the Sherman traps were transferred to a plastic bag for handling and then 
measured, identified and hair clipped.  After a picture was taken, the animals were released. The animals 
captured in the Tomahawk trap were identified, pictures taken, and released. If a mongoose was captured, 
sex and age were noted as well as pictures taken. The animals in the Tomahawk trap were not hair-clipped 
because of the general caution of handling such animals.  
 
Scat and Track Surveys 
 When not checking traps, scat and track surveys commenced. Since studying mammals passively 
can be just as valid as hands-on studies, all track and scat found were recorded. These surveys involved 
walking stream edges and trails looking for and identifying scat. Pictures were taken of scat and tracks to 
be stored in the Wildcliff picture library and for general identification purposes. Scat and tracks were 
measured with a standard centimeter ruler and compared to the plates in Smithers Guide to Mammals of 
Southern Africa (2000) for identification.  
 
Equipment 
 
15 Sherman traps (23x9x8cm) 
1 Tomahawk trap (48x14x14cm) 
Bait for traps 
GPS 
Ruler in cm 
Plastic bags 
Latex gloves 
Data sheets 
Binoculars 
Scissors 
Field Guides  
Camera 
 



 

 

 
Results 
 
Three Small Grey mongoose were trapped during the study. The most successful sites were the Talari Road 
meadow and Fynbos Road. The Talari stream site was surprisingly unproductive. During past mammal 
studies at Wildcliff this was one of the most productive sites (Kempf and Amodeo 2008).  The Plattekloof 
produced no animals as well.  A total of 16 animals were captured during the effort and their locations can 
be found in Table 1.  The ongoing track and scat log was a successful passive study. Among mongoose 
tracks, many other mammal tracks and scat were observed and recorded (see Table 2).  Among those 
tracks, Water mongoose tracks were located at the Plattekloof stream.  (Soon after this study was 
completed, two water mongoose were seen at Wildcliff.) There was also scat found near the Talari Stream 
that very likely belongs to the Large Grey mongoose.  
 
Table 1- Animal capture locations 
Table 2- Track and scat log 
Table 3- Animal capture history and coordinates 
 
 
 
 
Discussion 
 
 Out of the six selected sites,  the Talari Road meadow and Fynbos Road produced the most 
animals. All mongoose were captured at these sites.  Both sites contained grassy meadow and fynbos 
habitat. As for the other sites, Talari stream was trapped during a full moon which can often deter animals 
from being very active and traveling large distances at night. The section of the Plattekloof that was 
surveyed was recently disturbed due to black wattle removal and human disturbance may have deterred 
animals from frequently the area. South Ridge Road remains a mystery as to why there were no animal 
captures, other than there was disturbance from pine and wattle removal that could distrupt animal activity.  
Another factor that can be applied to all of these sites when compared to the mammal study in August 2008 
is seasonal change. Summer months may have an abundance of food and animals are less likely to go into 
traps. Trapping in winter might prove to be more successful. There was also a challenge with ants entering 
the traps during the day and taking bait.  
 The purpose of this study was to determine mongoose presence on the reserve. Part of determining 
an animal’s presence is to locate what areas are utilized. Using past mammal studies conducted at Wildcliff 
(Kempf and Amodeo 2008) and the records from this trapping survey, a GIS map was created using the 
coordinates of captured mongoose from this study and the study performed in June 2008 (see Fig 1).  The 
map illustrates the areas that mongoose possibly utilize. These areas include Fynbos Road, Wildekrantz 
River, Talari Road meadow, and the Talari Stream.  Yellow mongoose home ranges are approximately 102 
square hectares, with an average of 6-7 individuals inhabiting that area.  In contrast the Small Grey 
mongoose home range size is around 68 square hectares with less a density less than ten individuals per 
100 hectares. (Cavallini and Nel 1995). A buffer of 500 meters was created around GPS location of Small 
Grey mongoose captures. This buffer determines the minimum area that is likely being utilized by Small 
Grey mongoose on the Wildcliff Nature Reserve. It was derived from the minimum home range size in 
hectares (Cavallini and Nell 1995), converted to meters and transformed into a circular polygon. Applying 
the information above, we can infer that the areas of utilization as mentioned above can support at least a 
family group of Small Grey mongoose with a home range of 68 hectares and possibly more individuals. 
Polygons were not created for Yellow mongoose because they were not captured during the study.  
 The Small Grey mongoose is the only mongoose that was captured during the study and this is 
likely due to the habitat requirements of this species. Small Grey mongoose can inhabit streamsides, 
fynbos, meadows and forests. The Yellow mongoose on the other hand requires termite mounds and 
grasslands for habitat, that of which Wildcliff is short of.  Although termite mounds were found during the 
study, large expanses of open grassland and termite mounds are needed to satisfy the habitat requirements 
of the Yellow mongoose.  Yellow mongoose have been observed crossing Fynbos Road but the locations of 
there burrow complexes remains unknown and requires further study.  
 The Large Grey and Water mongoose are too big the fit into the Tomahawk trap size and require a 



 

 

different trap to capture. Despite the lack of a trap to directly capture these mongoose, the evidence of 
tracks and scat found is a good indicator that these mongoose are likely present on the reserve.  
  
  
Suggestions for further research 
 
 The presence of Small Grey mongoose at different sites provides evidence that they utilize 
multiple areas on the reserve. Studies involving the capture of and radio-collaring mongoose would be 
beneficial to learn the movement patterns and distribution of mongoose on the reserve. To gain an accurate 
estimate of population size, at least 3-4 more traps would need to be purchased and placed at a single site 
and a mark and recapture study should be employed.   
 Identifying areas of use by the Yellow mongoose would require habitat mapping on the reserve to 
locate areas of large grassy meadows and termite mounds. Termite mound mapping is a possible method of 
habitat mapping as well.  
 Both the Large Grey and Water mongoose require larger traps for a study. Both of these species 
are known to frequent river banks and dense vegetation. Trapping at multiple locations along the rivers at 
Wildlcliff would provide a good presence/absence study regarding these two mongoose species.  
 Comparing small mammal trapping at previously trapped sites each year is a good way to estimate 
habitat quality. Employing further small mammal trapping studies would benefit the reserve greatly if it 
kept up each year.  
 
 
Table 1- Animal Capture Locations 
 Talari 

Stream 
Talari Rd 
Meadow 

Plattekloof 
River 

Fynbos Road South Ridge 
Road 

Vlei Rat  2    

Pygmy 
Mouse 

 1    

Striped 
Mouse 

1   5  

Forest Shrew  1    

Small Grey 
Mongoose 

 2  1  

 
 
 Rainfrog 

Dam 
Renosterveld 
Meadow 

Vlei Rat   

Pygmy 
Mouse 

  

Striped 
Mouse 

 3 

Forest Shrew   

Small Grey 
Mongoose 

  

 



 

 

Table 2- Track and Scat log 
Date Track or Scat Width (cm) Length 

(cm) 
Description Species Location 

12/11/08 Track 5.5 4 Webbing in 
between toes 

Water 
Mongoose 

Plattekloof 

12/11/08 Track 3 3 Claws showing Mongoose Plattekloof 

12/11/08 Track  3 No claw marks Genet Plattekloof 

12/11/08 Track 5 5 No mark of fifth 
toe 

Baboon Plattekloof 

12/12/08 Track   Claws showing Mongoose Talari Rd 

12/12/08 Scat 2 8 One segment, 
tapered at one 
end 

Large Grey 
Mongoose? 

Talari 
Stream 

12/19/08 Scat 1 3 Dark brown with 
one tapered end, 
no insect, maybe 
hair 

Small Grey 
Mongoose 

South Ridge 
Rd 

12/22/08 Scat 3 1 Tapered at one 
end, full of insect 
parts 

Mongoose 
or Genet 

Fynbos Rd 
almost to 
Hidden 
Valley 

12/24/08 Track    Mongoose Hidden 
Valley 

01/03/09 Scat 6 1 Containing hair 
and insect parts 

Mongoose Brush piles 
behind 
Heron House 

 



 

 

Table 3- Animal Capture History 
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Figure 1. Map of Trap and Capture Locations 
[to be updated] 
 



 

 

Figure 2. Photographs of Mammals Captured 
[to be updated] 
 
Small Grey Mongoose 
Pygmy Mouse   
Striped Mouse  
Vlei Rat  
Forest Shrew                                                                            
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