-

GEOscope

Shadowing Civets

On the trail of Asia’s most elusive small carnivores

By T. R. Shankar Raman (text) and Kalyan Varma (photos)

EEP IN THE rainforest, the monotonous

plip-plip of the radio receiver kept
strange rhythm with the chill-chill calls
of the stream frogs. Dawn sent gentle
probing fingers of light through the
dense canopy, barely lighting the leaf-
strewn forest floor. Through the lifting
mist we walked, the rich earthy scent of
the forest in our nostrils, the morning air
fresh on our faces, dew condensing on our
eyelashes. For miles on all sides stretched
unbroken rainforests within the Kalakad-
Mundanthurai Tiger Reserve. These
exquisite forests swathe the slopes at the
southern end of India’s Western Ghats,
renowned for their biological diversity and
endemic species.

Ears glued to her headphones and
directional Yagi antenna held aloft,
biologist Divya Mudappa worked her way
through the undergrowth. We were on the
trail of the first radio-collared Brown palm
civet, one of Asia’s most elusive and least
known small carnivores. This civet species
is endemic to the tropical rainforests
of the Western Ghats mountain range
running along India’s west coast, a global
biodiversity hotspot.

In a swift operation the previous
night, after weeks of preparatory baiting,
Mudappa and her colleagues from the
Wildlife Institute of India had caught and
radio-tagged a sub-adult male, labelled
K70, and released him at the site of
capture. The activity-sensitive collar had
signalled a night of lively activity leading

Gleaming eyes or a dark shape is often all
that one sees of nocturnal animals like this
Brown palm civet (Paradoxurus jerdoni).
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to a lull as dawn broke. Our task was to
locate K70 within his home range and
identify the day-bed chosen by the civet.

Civets are small cat-sized mammalian
carnivores, primarily active by night and
known to use tree hollows and notches
to rest during the daytime. Yet, when
we finally located K70, we were in for a
surprise. This was no hollow or tree-notch;
K70 was curled up in a leafy nest of the
Indian giant squirrel placed on a stout
branch around 80ft up in a Syzygium tree.

Giant squirrels are sprightly arboreal
creatures that break twigs and leaves to
build nests, called dreys, in the tree canopy
of Asia’s moist tropical forests. Being rather
timid creatures, their dreys are chosen with
care on tall, large-boled trees. A single
Giant squirrel may build 4-8 dreys within
its home range of 2-3 acres, although it
does not use them all at the same time.
Within a civet’s larger home range, there
may be dozens of such nests, most unused.
The civets appear to capitalise on the
availability of these dreys, using some as
day-beds. Although no direct interaction
between squirrels and civets has been
seen, perhaps they occasionally operate
a civet-by-day and squirrel-by-night time-
share with an amicable switch performed
at dusk. As Mudappa’s research continued
and more civets were radio-tagged, she
found that over a third of the day-beds used
by Brown palm civets were Giant squirrel
dreys, the rest being in tree hollows, vine
tangles and the forks of branches.

.

In retrospect, it is curious that even
this basic aspect of the civet’s ecology
was unknown when the researcher began
her studies in 1998 with a WCS Research
Fellowship. Yet, this was so for the Brown
palm civet and remains the case for the
many civet species of South and South-east
Asia. Being nocturnal and cryptic, often
restricted to dense forests, civets have
been difficult to observe and document
in the wild. For most species, even today,
we know little about their distributional
range, food habits, habitat requirements,
social behaviour or breeding patterns in
the wild: almost all aspects we need to
know to understand civet ecology.

Yet, the tide is turning. Using a slew
of methods from traditional spoor
surveys and nocturnal spot-lighting with
binoculars to modern techniques such as
radio-telemetry, motion-sensitive infra-red
camera traps and DNA analysis, backed up
by hundreds of miles of footwork, biologists
are throwing light on the darkness that has
shrouded these elusive creatures. Studies
from South and South-east Asian forests,
particularly over the last two decades,
are helping to unravel the distribution
and ecology of the enigmatic civet. These
are timely studies, as large parts of this
region have high rates of forest loss and
conversion coupled with high human
populations. The handful of research
surveys carried out thus far has yielded
a mixed message. Civets appear resilient
to habitat loss and alteration in that they
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undamaged through their scats. The
civets of Sengaltheri were thus carrying
thousands of mature seeds from ripe fruit
picked from the branches of rainforest trees
or lianas and depositing them at various
distances in the surrounding forest—an
invaluable service of seed dispersal.
Through germination experiments,
Mudappa found that some species
appeared to benefit from such civet
dispersal: seeds from scats germinated
better or faster than seeds from ripe fruit
that had not been lucky enough to be
dispersed in this way. In some trees, such
s the elaeocarps that fruited copiously—
) perhaps too many fruits for them all
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their doomed seeds providing a
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for the Brown palm civet. Encounter and
photo-capture rates were higher here than
in other disturbed forests or plantation
areas. The team’s work also showed that
individual civet home ranges here were
less than 150 acres. This was considerably
smaller than the home ranges—some
larger than 750 acres—reported by WCS
Scientist Alan Rabinowitz from studies
in the seasonal dry tropical forests of
Thailand and also smaller than the 250-
acre ranges reported for Malay civets in
Borneo, which are the only comparable
studies available. Mudappa attributed
this to an adequate, year-round supply of
fruit and the dense, relatively undisturbed
wet evergreen forests all
around. On the flip side, she
surmised that in degraded
habitats, due to lower plant

and fewer suitable day-

occur at lower densities
concurrently with the larger
home ranges needed to
meet their needs. This was
partly confirmed when
she surveyed rainforests
fragmented by tea and
coffee plantations in the
Anamalai hills, another
region in the southern
7 Western Ghats. The number
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Mudappa'’s initial survey and later work
with another field biologist, Nandini
Rajamani, were encouraging. In nocturnal
surveys, they noted the species in dozens
of tropical rainforest localities, and even
in some shade-coffee and cardamom
plantations, from the southern tip of the
Western Ghats northwards to Goa.
Concurrently, an offshoot of
seed germination work carried out
Sengaltheri began to yield results that
seemed to point the way forward in
fragmented landscapes. At the end of
the germination study, it seemed only
natural that the numerous rainforest tre
and liana species raised could be plal
in degraded rainfores in 2000
reforestation project :
the Anamalai Hills
land BD e

ds of the seedlings have survived
o years. Coupled with natural
ion, these protected sites are
g to look more like rainforests.
tinues, one can visualise the re-
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atural cycles.
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" The ‘ e‘w‘ing call of a Large brown flying
squirrel sou nded from above and we
“sensed. rathier than saw its swooping glide
from a high branch to'land with a soft thud
against a low tree trunk nearby. A glint of
eyes in the undergrowth was a Mouse deer
that offered a glimpse before melting away
into the forest. The tree canopy almost
closed the sky over our heads, and only a
slight glimmering of starlight showed
through; the moon was yet to rise. Oblivious
to us, K70 moved briskly but silently away,
a mere shadow in the darkness, into the
rainforest of the night. |

4 Inset left: A Brown palm civet on a wild fig
tree in a rainforest in the Western Ghats.
Main: The Lion-tailed macaque, a fruit-eating
primate, is also endemic to this region.

Inset right: A Great hornbill in flight over

the rainforest canopy.

7/09 GEO 29




	GEO 26-27
	GEO 28-29


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile ()
  /CalCMYKProfile (Japan Standard v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2540 2540]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile ()
  /CalCMYKProfile (Japan Standard v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2540 2540]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


