
Some methods 

to study 

the small cats 
Shomita Mukherjee ONE OF THE MAIN reasons for would suffice. This can be done by 

studying the behaviour and ecology both direct and indirect means. 
of rare and endangered animals is to 
find new and better ways to conserve 
them. Since habitat and food are two 
of the most important resources for 
animals, it follows that information on 
these need to be obtained for plan­
ning any management strategy. Based 
on such basic information more de­
tailed studies can be then planned. 

TO DETERMINE STATUS 

The secretive, solitary and nocturnal 

DIREG METHODS: These rely on animal 
sightings, hence for felids that are noc­
turnal, the time for locati11g them 
should be around dusk, dawn and 

night Methods for obtaining direct 
sightings can involve random walks, 
walks on trails and roads, and vehicle 
drives through the network of roads 

in the area. Data-sheet may be pre­
pared, separately for foot and drive 
counts (see Table I for example). 

habits of small cats make them very It is important to note the approxi­
difficult to study. Obtaining direct mate total distance travelled per 
sightings is not easy and so one has to search, as the abundance of species 
largely rely on indirect evidences of can be expressed as encounter rates 
their presence, such as tracks or scats per kilometre (1.e. sum up all sightings 
(faeces). Since it is neither possible, obtained of each species in each habi­
nor necessary, to obtain total num- tat and divide by the total distance 
bers for determining the status of a travelled in that habitat). This data­
species, regular est1mates and trends sheet can be made separately for 

• of use of a habitat by the species each month so as to obtain a pattern 

Table I 
Foot counts for the month of August 1998 

Dote & Area Species Nos. Activity T otol Time spent 
Time (Habitat) distance in habitat 
of sighting covered 

120898 Scrub. Jungle Walking 2 km 2.5 hrs 
2000hr (kachha cat 1900-2130hr 

road) 

130898 Wetland. Fishing 2 Resting 3 km 2.5 hrs 
2200hr (main cat 21 00-2330hr 

road) 

130898 Wetland jungle Walking 
2300hr (main cat 

road) 
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of habrtat use through the year. The 
search effort timings - night and day -
can grve the trme of actrvrty rn the 
vanous habrtats whrch can be com­
pared and correlated to several other 
factors e.g. disturbance from human 
actrvrty, presence of other camrvores, 
prey habrts, etc. All other rnforma­
tron such as number of krttens (if any), 
therr approxrmate age, ere. should 
also be noted. 

INDJP./..CT METHODS : Several evrdences left 
behrnd by an anrmal can be used for 
estrmating its relatrve abundance. 

Scat counts - As wrth direct srghtrngs. 
specral efforts can be made to locate 
scats (dropprngs) of anrmals along 
marn and dirt roads. Data-sheets can 
be prepared to record area. distance 
travelled and number of scats found. 
of each species, rn that habitat The 
total number of scats located drvrded 
by drstance travelled will grve encoun­
ter rates for scats of each specres rn 
different habrtats, whrch can be com­
pared. One way of avording recount­
ing scats is to walk any trail or road 
JUst once and record locatrons of scats 
along rt wrthout collectrng them. 

Scats can provrde rnformatron on the 
food habits of the specres. But, as 
scats are used for markrng temtories 
and as means of communrcation be­
tween indrviduals of a specres, there 
rs a possrbility that collectrng all scats 
may disturb the animals. As such, 
there should be only hmrted collec­
tron whrch can be done for a month 
in each season over a period of one 
year and repeated on alternate years. 
However, one maJor problem wrth 
thrs method lies rn the rdentrficatron 
of scats of different carnrvores, par­
ticularly rn areas which have a large 
number of simrlar srzed and related 
carnrvores such as rn north-east India. 

Track counts - Tracks of anrmals, 

monrtored systematrcally over a long 

period in different habitats can give 
substantral rnformatron on use of a 
habrtat by a partrcular spec res. Tracks 
can be obtarned on patches of area 
cleared of vegetation. over whrch a 
thrn layer of soft sorlrs spnnkled. Many 
such plots can be lard rn a habrtat. 
spaced out at regular rntervals (e.g. 
500m.). These plots can be lard ad­
jacent to dirt tracts and anrmal trails 
as well as away from these. This 
method rs more feasible rn the dner 
areas wrth plenty of loose soft sorl. 

although several modificatrons may be 
made for other areas, e.g. usrng metal 
sheets wrth a fine layer of carbon col­
lected by smokrng it over a candle. 
These sheets can be placed as track 
plots at regular rntervals rn vanous 
habrtats. 

Other area specrfic methods can be 
desrgned to mrnimrze problems spe­
cific to the area. The locatron of these 
plots may be permanent or changed 
regularly. Data should be recorded 
every morning and the track plots set 
up again. However, srnce anrmals take 
some trme to adjust to any new fea­
ture rn therr surroundings, the first 
few days after plots are set up may 
not yreld results. Results of track plots 
are expressed as percentage vrsrta­
tron to plots rn a habrtat by a specres: 
Number of f2!!!ts wJth s�ns x I 00 . 

Toto/ number o{ plots 

If an area has more than one specres 
of simrlar srzed cat. therr tracks would 
be drfficult to drstrngursh and there 
would be a problem of evaluating 
relative abundance through tracks. In 
such a case. the results can be rnter­
preted for small cats as a g"oup J.e. 

areas of hrgh cat use can be identr­
fied. Of course, thrs would grve much 
less rnformation but rt would strll be 
valuable for conservation purposes. 

One way to get around the pmblem 
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Rules & Precautions 

�Take due permission of the 
forest department before 

collecting anything from field 
or prior to any trapping 

exercise. 

• Wear gloves for collecting 
scats to prevent transmission 

of dangerous parasites 
present in scats 

• Wear gloves and mask over 
mouth and nostrils while 
analyzing scats: or while 

handling rodents as some 
dangerous viral diseases can 
be transmitted through them. 

• Laboratories or rooms where 
scats are analyzed should be 

well ventilated. 

'" Prevent rodent faeces and 
urine from touching any part of 

your body. 

envi• Wildlife and f'I.'Otected Areas 

of track tdenttficatton ts to use cam­
era traps (a camera attached to a pres­
sure pad or an infra-red devtce which 
triggers the camera as the animal steps 
on the pressure pad or moves across 
the infra-red beam. In effect. the ant­
mal photographs rtselfl). 

These traps may be placed around 
areas and on paths that are intensively 
used by cats (1.e. areas where track 
plots show lots of cat tracks). The 
photograph will reveal the identrty of 
the cat species and the measurements 
of the tracks may show differences 
(if there are any) wtth other cat tracks. 
However, thts will be possible over a 
longer t1me penod when a range of 
track measurements can be obtatned 
for different species in that area. 

One tmportant factor to be noted ts 
that "status" ts a relattve term, hence 
tf a cat e.g. Jungle cat. ts recorded as 
common in an area, this should be 
relative to other areas where the cat 
IS found or to other cats found in that 
area, and must be stated as such. 
Without a systematic approach to 
obtain relative abundance, conclu­
sions on status can be erroneous. 
Loose usage of such terms can cause 
damage to the spectes concerned. 

It is advisable to use both, direct and 
indirect methods for more reliable 
conclusions. 

TO STUDY CAT FOOD HABITS 

As mentioned earlier, from direct 
observations of cats, only anecdotal 
records can be obtained after much 
effort wh1ch IS not enough to describe 
the food hab1ts of a species. Hence 
Indirect methods have to be used to 
get reliable estimates of their diet. 

Since scats contain all the undtgested 

rematns, these can gtve valuable 
information on the diet of predators. 

The scats should be teased apart and 
the remains of d1fferent groups of 
prey (mammals, birds, reptiles, Inver­
tebrates and vegetable matter) sepa­
rated. Most mammalian remains can 
be Identified to the spectes level by 
examination of ha1r and other remains 
such as Jaws and dentition (usually of 
rodents or insectivores such as 
shrews). 

The results can be Interpreted as 
stmple presence/absence of spec1es, 
given as percentage of scats having a 
particular prey species or as biomass 
consumed. For the latter, an 1dea of 
the body weight of the prey as well 
as the number of 1ndiv1duals of that 
prey species consumed is necessary. 
Body weight of most rodents, shrews, 
reptiles and birds are available from 
literature. The keys for the identifi­
cation of the prey rema1ns (feathers 
for b1rds, scales for reptiles, mouth 
parts and other body parts for inver­
tebrates) should be prepared when­
ever possible. 

Rodents can be 1dent1fied to the spe­
cies level from the1r dentttion. as the 
biomass calculations are applicable to 
this group alone. For thts, however, 
1t ts necessary first to establish a 
checklist of the spectes present in the 
area and sacrifice a few rodents to 
obtain their jaws for dentition pat­
terns. Once the dentition found in 
scats are tdentified and the number 
of whole Jaws counted, b1omass of 
each rodent species consumed can be 
obtained by simply multiplying the 
number of individuals of that species 
eaten with its average body mass. 

A comparison of diets of various car­
nivores can be made only if scats are 
properly identified. However, even 
if scats of all small carntvores in an area 
are pooled, valuable 1nformat1on on 
the diet of thts community as a whole 
can be obtained. D1et can be 
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compared over seasons and different 

habitats. Such information is not avail­
able for most places tn India and would 
be very useful for future studies and 
conservation of small carnivores. 

Knowledge of availability of prey spe­
oes in different habitats within an area 
can be compared to consumption. 
This would refine a study by giving 
probable reasons for diet changes (if 
any) between seasons and habitats as 
well as an idea of the preferred prey. 

TO DETERMINE PREY ABUNDANCE 

Stnce the prey species of the small 
carnivores belong to several groups 
(mammals, ground birds, other birds, 
reptiles, invertebrates), more than 
one method is usually required to 
cover all these. An initial pilot study 
of scats 1n each season can give an idea 
of the main food species for that 
period, and abundance estimates can 
be restricted to those groups in case 
time is a constraint. 

For mammals such as hare. and 
ground birds such as peafowl, par­
tridges and quails, track plots used for 
monitoring predator abundance can 
be used for prey as well. For rodents, 
standard methods are available which 
make use of live-traps. Several such 
traps (I 00-200) baited with some 
food (preferably peanut butter) can 
be set up in each habitat in a grid, 
wtth each trap at a fixed interval from 
the next (I Om or as desired). e.g.: 

Traps should be left 1n the place for 
a minimum of 3-4 days and nights. 
They should be shut for the day to 
avoid capture of birds and other 
unwanted species or should be 
checked regularly at 5-6 hourly inter­
vals during the day ( espeoally during 

summer) to avoid unnecessary death 

of captured animals. Baits should be 
renewed every evenmg and ntght. 
Total tra.p nights would be the total 
number of traps multiplied by the 
number of days. Hence if there are 
I 00 traps 1n a gnd kept for 5 days/ 
nights then the total trap effort would 
be 500 trap days/nights. Results can 
be interpreted as percent trapptng 
success of a species in a habitat 1.e. 
Number of catches made x I 00. 

Trap effort 

Food consumed can then be com­
pared to availability in each habitat 
and preferences, if any, obtained. 
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