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Bat-eared foxes:  
The elusive member  
of the dog family 
By Peter Hudson
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EDITOR’S  DEN

The Bat-eared fox, easy to 
confuse them as a small fox, but 
biologically very different. 
 
A member of the canid family, this 
is a elusive and special mammal. 
Even for a seasoned African wild 
life expert like Dr. Peter Hudson, 
the Bat eared fox is difficult to 
observe due to their elusiveness 
 
They are the only member of 
their genus and special. The Bat-
eared fox is another reminder to 
look beyond the well known and 
charismatic species and peer into 
the interesting lives of the lesser 
known species. 
 
In this article Dr. Peter Hudson 
explains what set these animals 
apart, and why they are indeed 
special. The biology and feeding 
habits are intriguing and provokes 
the question how they evolved to 
be like this. 
 
Even though they are considered 
to be of least concern from 
a conservation stand point, 
their dietary habits make them 
depended on the health and 
availability of the large areas of the 
African savannah. 
 
We thank all the photographers 
who contributed the images 
for this edition, no mean feat 
considering that these animals are 
elusive and also difficult to spot 
and pin down amongst the grass. 
 
Our next edition will focus on the 
Nile monitor. Please be ready with 
your monitor images.

Raghul Patteri 

Editor 

Photo by: Nisha Purushothaman
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FOUNDERS’ NOTE

Welcome to the 35th edition of PTAware! As we 
move into June 2025, we shine a spotlight on a 
lesser-known yet fascinating species, the Bat-
eared fox. Known for their oversized ears and 
social behavior, these small canids play a crucial 
role in maintaining the ecological balance of 
grassland ecosystems. 
 
Each edition of our free online magazine is a 
tribute to the beauty, complexity, and vulnerability 
of wildlife. We explore the complete life cycle 
of the Bat-eared fox, highlight the growing 
conservation challenges they face, such as habitat 
loss and human-wildlife conflict, and discuss 
practical steps toward their protection. 
 
Through powerful storytelling and evocative 
photography, we aim to foster greater awareness 
and empathy for species that often go unnoticed. 
Thank you for joining us on this journey of 
discovery and conservation. 
 
Let’s continue to learn, respect, and protect the 
wild, one story at a time. 
 
Sincerely,

Hermis Haridas &  
Nisha Purushothaman  
Founders - Paws Trails Explorers
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Peter Hudson is a scientist, photographer, 
and conservationist. He undertook his 
first scientific expedition to Africa at the 
age of 21 and has been a regular visitor 
ever since. Passionate about nature, 
he manages his own 36-hectare nature 
reserve in Pennsylvania which is home to 
bears, bobcats, and other animals. 
 
In his professional career, Peter is 
the Willaman Professor of Biology at 
Penn State University. The focus of his 
research has been the infectious diseases 
of wildlife and in particular how new 
diseases emerge. For the past 11 years, he 
has been working on how and why viruses 
move from bats to humans in an attempt 
to predict when viral spillover occurs. 
He has also been studying the wolves 
in Yellowstone, tortoises in the Mojave 
Desert, and bighorn sheep in Idaho.  
 
Peter is the Conservation Director 
at Paws Trails and uses his skills as 
a scientist and educator to increase 
awareness about conservation issues. 
He is supported by two interns at 
Paws Trails: Hayden Kissel and Shreya 
Menon. He is also heavily involved with 
the Random Good Foundation that 
undertakes storytelling for social change. 
He is an adjunct Professor at The Nelson 
Mandela African Institute of Science and 
Technology based in Arusha, Tanzania, 
and a Fellow of the Royal Society.
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THE STORY

Bat-eared foxes: The 
elusive member of the 
dog family 
By Peter Hudson (Conservation Director, Paws Trails)  
Images by: Deepa Girish & Nisha Purushothaman
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Photo by:  © Deepa Girish
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Prediction is important in wildlife 
photography. You need an 
understanding of the animal’s 
ecology and behaviour to know 
where and what the animal is going 
to do next, so you can position 
yourself and the light for capturing 
a beautiful and insightful image that 
tells a story. No point driving up and 
scaring the animal off and ending 
up with a “butt-shot”, or positioning 
yourself on the wrong side of a 
tree when waiting for a leopard to 
descend. I am not bad at predicting 
where we can see a species and 
predicting their movements 
although, when it comes to the Bat-
eared Fox (Otocyon megalotis), 
I seem to fail every time. Classic 
statements that lead me to failure 
are: “We saw them here with cubs 
yesterday so we should be able to 
find them again” or “they favour this 
termite rich habitat so they should 
be hunting here somewhere”. I have 
ultimately come to the point of view 
that you just can’t make predictions 
about Bat-eared foxes, they are 
elusive and special, and you should 
be thankful for every opportunity 
you get. 
 
Special features of the Bat-eared 
Foxes 
 
These miniature members of the dog 
family are so special and different 
that it is worth having a quick look 
at how they differ from all the other 
canids like jackals, foxes and wolves. 
Here are five features that make 
them distinct and special members 
of the dog family and good aspects Photo by © Deepa Girish
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of the biology for you to think about 
them when photographing. 
 
First, Bat-eared foxes have a 
remarkable number of teeth, more 
teeth than any other member of the 
dog (canid) family and indeed more 
than any other placental mammal, 
only the marsupials have more. Most 
of the members of the dog family 
have 42 teeth but the Bat-eared fox 
has a total of up to 50 teeth with 
three upper and four lower molars on 
each side of the mouth, compared 
to the usual two upper and three 
lower molars in other canids. This is 
thought to be associated with their 
insectivorous diet and the fact they 
spend much time eating termites.  
 
Second, they feed almost exclusively 
on insects and rarely drink water. 
Since their diet includes mostly 
termites and ants they get most, if 
not all their water, from consuming 
termites. Seeing a bat-eared fox 
drink would be exceptional. 
 
Third, while the foxes have 
exceptionally large ears that help 
them locate their insect prey, their 
ears are full of blood vessels and are 
used primarily for controlling their 
body temperature in the dry areas 
they inhabit. Not being tied to water 
bodies during the dry periods means 
they can reduce their chances of 
being caught by predators.  
 
Fourth, unlike most canids the 
males do most of the parental care. 
They stay with the cubs most of the 
time, do the grooming and protect 

the pups while the females focus 
on foraging. I suspect this allows 
the females to recover after giving 
birth and balance their own survival 
against the provisioning of the pups. 
Unlike the other dogs, they rely more 
on visual communication as opposed 
to scent marking.  
 
Fifth, while they do look like dogs, 
at first glance resemble the Fennec 
fox, being small with large ears, they 
are not closely related. The bat-
eared fox is the only living species 
in this genus and is considered a 
basal species in that it evolved away 
from the other canid species about 
4 million years ago (Figure 1). The 
Bat-eared fox is a really special 
member of the dog family, and 
contrasts with the Fennec fox, which 
is a true Vulpes. The real reason they 
look similar is through convergent 
evolution; they evolve to be similar 
since they have modes of life – eat 
insects and need to keep cool with 
big ears 
 
Behaviour of Bat-eared foxes in the 
Masai Mara  
 
Back in the 1980s a researcher called 
JR Malcolm1 spent eight months 
studying Bat-eared foxes that lived 
within a 35Km2 area south of the 
Talek River in the Masai Mara. The 
Olare Orok river that runs through 
the Mara Trails camp runs into the 
Talek river and is south of the camp, 
so this study was done in our part of 
the Mara. Malcolm found 6 different 
family groups of Bat-eared foxes 
living in this area, although it wasn’t 
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Photo by © Nisha Purushothaman

always easy watching them and 
he had to focus primarily on their 
breeding dens. One of the issues 
is that these foxes do not become 
habituated to vehicles and people, so 
unless you are careful, they run away 
before you have even appreciated 
that they are there. They seem to 
prefer the short grass prairies in 
the months May-October and can 
be found foraging in areas where 
the large herds of Wildebeest and 
other ungulates have been grazing 
intensively. Take it from me, they 
are not easy to photograph when 
they are in the long grass. However, 
should you find them when they are 
foraging and you haven’t disturbed 
them, they will often spend up to an 
hour in an area foraging. They stalk 
through the grass listening for the 
movement of beetles or termites 
and you will see them move their 
heads to focus on the sound, then 
stick their nose into the base of the 
vegetation to grab the insect or do 
a pounce, coming up to 50cm off 
the ground before diving nose first 
to grab the insect. Sometimes, they 
will dig a hole to try and extract the 
prey, digging down 10cm and then 
crunching their prey. In the Mara, 
they focus primarily on ants, beetles 
and termites but will occasionally 
take bird eggs or carrion.  
 
In the Mara, they live in groups of 
two to four adults, usually a male 
with one or more females and they 
do not defend exclusive territorial 
areas. Unlike the other canids, they 
do not defend exclusive territories, 
and their ranges overlap with their 

neighbours. They will let neighbours 
walk close by and they are often 
amicable playing with the pups of 
neighbours before moving back to 
their own den. Neighbours will often 
work together to keep jackals away 
from their den. 
 
Unlike the other canids they do 
not appear to perform any scent 
marking but communicate with at 
least nine different vocalizations. 
Most of these are low pitched and 
are used when communicating 
within the group to keep in contact 
and include some whistling and a 
“who-who” call. The high-pitched 
yapping and barking sounds are 
used as alarm calls to warn others 
of a potential predator. They show 
strong visual displays and when 
approaching another fox will show 
appeasement by lowering their head 
and ears while the receiver acts 
more dominant. The tail is often 
arched as an “inverted U” during 
aggression. 
 
In the Mara they breed during 
September and October, and these 
are the best months to see them 
and be sure of finding them again. 
Outside the breeding season they 
seem to move dens often, hence 
the problem with tracking them. 
The dens are often close to each 
other and close to the short grass 
areas where they forage and this 
is where they spend most of their 
time during the day. Mostly they are 
monogamous but there can be two 
or more females with the male and 
at night, the male invariably stays 
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behind to care for the cubs 
 
Termites and Bat-eared Foxes in the 
African Savannah 
 
The Bat-eared fox is not considered a 
threatened species and is listed as a species 
of least concern, but I have concerns 
about the future of the African Savannah 
ecosystem. The foxes rely heavily on 
termites and the termites themselves are 
the hidden but critical engineers of this 
ecosystem that recycle vegetation into 
nutrients for future plant growth that in 
turn sustains the diverse herbivore fauna of 
the African savannah. Many of their species 
are threatened by desertification and the 
increasing drought issues in Africa. Habitat 
destruction including the change from 
pastoral land to agricultural land reduces 
the abundance of the good termites and 
encourages the pest species. Large areas 
of natural savannah and sustaining the 
termites, including their predatory Bat-
eared foxes is essential.  
 
Footnote 
 
1.	 Linblad-Toh, K. et al (2005). Genome sequence, 
comparative analysis and haplotype structure of the 
domestic dog. Nature 438, 803-819

2.	Malcolm, J.R, 1986. Socio-ecology of Bat-eared 
foxes (Otocyon megalotis). J. Zool., Lond. (A) 
208,457-467

Figure legend.  This is the phylogeny of the species 
in the dog (canid) family and shows the evolutionary 
tree of relationship similarities between the different 
species. Note how the Bat-eared fox is a basal 
species and broke away from the other species many 
years ago while most of the not closely related to 
any of the other members of the canid (dog) family. 
After 1. Bat-eared foxes evolved away from other 
canids in southern Africa during the Early Pliocene, 
around 4 to 3.5 million years ago, making them one 
of the oldest and most distinct living canid lineages

Photo by © Nisha Purushothaman
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WIDE IN THE WILD 
By Nisha Purushothaman
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