Gerbilliscus vallinus — Brush-tailed Hairy-footed Gerbil

Taxonomy
Gerbilliscus vallinus (A. Smith, 1834)

ANIMALIA - CHORDATA - MAMMALIA - RODENTIA -
MURIDAE - Gerbilliscus - vallinus

Common names: Brush-tailed Hairy-footed Gerbil, Brush-
tailed Gerbil (English), Borselsterthaarpootnagmuis,
Borselsterthagmuis (Afrikaans)

Taxonomic status: Species

Taxonomic notes: Gerbilliscus vallinus was formerly
described under the genus Gerbillurus. However, based
on morphological differences (for example, larger body
size, darker pelage colour, and naked hindfoot soles)
between the Gerbilliscus species and those of Gerbillurus,
these groups were separated (Monadjem et al. 2015).
Based on chromosomal and molecular data, G. setzeri is
this species’ closest relative (Qumsiyeh et al. 1991;
Granjon et al. 2012). Two subspecies have been
recognised, namely G. v. vallinus from the Northern Cape
Province and G. v. seeheimi from the Namib Desert,
Namibia (Skinner & Chimimba 2005).

Assessment Rationale

Listed as Least Concern in view of its wide distribution
within the assessment region, presumed long-term stable
population, and because there are no major threats that
could cause rapid population decline. Populations are
subject to natural fluctuations. However, extensive
overgrazing may result in local habitat deterioration and
the effects of climate change on this species are currently
unknown. Both potential threats need to be monitored
systematically.

Regional population effects: The range extends across
South Africa and Namibia and there is contiguous habitat,
so dispersal is possible.

Distribution

This species occurs in southern Namibia and
northwestern South Africa where it inhabits gravel plains
or shallow sandy soils (Dempster et al. 1999). It occurs
predominantly on the gravel plains north of the Kuiseb
River in southwestern Namibia; and the Nama-Karoo and
Succulent Karoo biomes of South Africa. An isolated
population of the subspecies, G. v. seeheini, is located on
the flood plain of the Tsondab River, Namibia (Griffin
1990).

Population

It is considered fairly common, but exhibits naturally
fluctuating populations. It is the most abundant small
mammal in some areas, such as Brukaros-Berseba in
Namibia (Perrin & Dempster 2013). It is difficult to monitor
population trends owing to its patchy distribution and low
population densities which vary widely between years (not
because it is difficult to sample). No abundance or density
estimates are available for this species.

Current population trend: Stable
Continuing decline in mature individuals: Unknown
Number of mature individuals in population: Unknown

Number of mature individuals in largest subpopulation:
Unknown

Number of subpopulations: Unknown

Severely fragmented: No

Habitats and Ecology

This species is typically restricted to areas of consolidated
soils, bare gravel plains, dry river beds or shallow sand
overlying gravels with scant vegetation (Perrin & Dempster
2013), in regions typically receiving less than 150 mm of
rainfall. This gregarious species lives in sandy, complex
(branched) burrows reaching depths of 1.5 m (Roberts
1951). Burrows are found in areas with fine surface gravel
and constructed in mounds of loose soil around the base
of bushes, especially Phaeoptilum spinosum and
Rhigozum trichotomum (Downs 1989; Dempster et al.
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Figure 1. Distribution records for Brush-tailed Hairy-footed Gerbil (Gerbilliscus vallinus) within the assessment region

Table 1. Countries of occurrence within southern Africa

Country Presence Origin
Botswana Absent -
Lesotho Absent -
Mozambique Absent -
Namibia Extant Native
South Africa Extant Native
Swaziland Absent -
Zimbabwe Absent -

1999; Skinner & Chimimba 2005). The vegetation provides
a diet of insects, spiders, seeds and the leaves of grasses.
A litter size of 3.4 (range 1 — 5) was recorded in captivity
(Dempster & Perrin 1991). They are adapted to live in arid
and hot environments (Perrin & Dempster 2013).

Ecosystem and cultural services: Rodents are both
predators and dispersers of plant seeds in the
environment. Since these gerbils are hoarders, they may

serve in a limited capacity as seed dispersers. Seeds
taken into the burrows are likely to be consumed, but
some of the seeds scatter-hoarded in caches or buried are
often forgotten or abandoned, and if these escape other
seed predators, they may germinate and establish
seedlings. Additionally, this species is a valuable food
source for small nocturnal carnivores and owils.

Use and Trade

This species is not known to be traded or utilised in any
form.

Threats

No major threats have been identified for this species.
However, overgrazing of arid vegetation and increased
drought spells from climate change may potentially be
causing a decline in habitat quality. The effects of climate
change, however, cannot be verified without investigation
as some of the changes may in fact be beneficial for this
desert-adapted species.

Current habitat trend: Stable

Table 2. Threats to the Brush-tailed Hairy-footed Gerbil (Gerbilliscus vallinus) ranked in order of severity with corresponding

evidence (based on IUCN threat categories, with regional context)

_ Evidence in the . Scale of Current
Rank  Threat description scientific literature Data quality study trend
1 2.3.2 Small-holder Grazing, Ranching or Farming. Current Anecdotal - Ongoing

stress 1.2 Ecosystem Degradation: overgrazing leading to
habitat quality decline.
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Conservation

No conservation interventions are currently necessary for
this species. It is present within several protected areas
within the assessment region, including Augrabies Falls
National Park and the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park.

Recommendations for land managers and
practitioners:

e The species would benefit from suitable land
management practices: land owners should leave
corridors of grassland between grazed areas and
decrease stocking rates.

Research priorities:

e Effects of climate change on habitat quality and
distribution.

e Threats associated with livestock farming practices,
and the current status of overgrazing in the Nama-
Karoo Biome.

e Continued studies into the general ecology and
current population status of this species.
Encouraged citizen actions:

e Report sightings on virtual museum platforms (for
example, iSpot and MammalMAP), especially
outside protected areas.

e Barn Owl (Tyto alba) pellets should be collected and
deposited at an appropriate museum.
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be found in Mammal Red List 2016: Introduction and
Methodology.

The Red List of Mammals of South Africa, Lesotho and Swaziland

Gerbilliscus vallinus | 3



