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Taxonomy 

Thryonomys swinderianus (Temminck 1827) 

ANIMALIA - CHORDATA - MAMMALIA - RODENTIA - 

THRYONOMYIDAE - Thryonomys - swinderianus 

Common names: Greater Cane Rat (English), 

Grootrietrot, Rietrot (Afrikaans), Tswidi (Sesotho), 

Sepoopoo, Letswidi, Lebodi, Tlhêkgê (Setswana), Livondo 

(Swati), Nhleti (Tsonga), Tshedzi (Venda), Ivondwe (Zulu) 

Taxonomic status: Species 

Taxonomic notes: No subspecies are currently 

recognised (Monadjem et al. 2015). 

Assessment Rationale 

Listed as Least Concern because of its wide distribution 

within the assessment region, its documented range 

expansion and continuous expansion into large parts of 

the Free State and North West provinces, its tolerance of 

habitat modification and ability to thrive in agricultural 

landscapes, its occurrence in numerous protected areas, 
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and because there are no major threats that would cause 

population decline. It has also become more common in 

urban areas and is regularly encountered in and on the 

edge of large cities and towns such as Pretoria, 

Johannesburg, Welkom and Kroonstad. No conservation 

interventions are necessary at present. Conversely, its 

spread along the Vaal and Orange River systems must be 

monitored as control operations may be necessary if 

research proves that they exacerbate ecosystem 

degradation. The consumption of this species as 

bushmeat or from captive-bred sources implies that it 

could potentially be utilised sustainably as a source of low-

carbon protein for rural communities. Its occurrence in the 

central Free State today (e.g. around the Welkom mine 

dams) has been attributed to direct human import as a 

protein source. 

Regional population effects: Limited dispersal possibly 

occurs between Zimbabwe, Mozambique and South 

Africa, especially through Great Limpopo Transfrontier 

Park. While there are some local movements, the 

availability of suitable habitat may restrict movement. 

Within their natural/historical distribution area they are 

common, but specialized in their habitat requirement; in 

the Free State they are less common, but their infiltration 

since the early 1980s has followed along a number of 

rivers. Populations are connected via reed bed-fringed 

rivers. In the Kruger National Park their mapped 

distribution is along all the rivers. This most likely 

continues along the east-flowing rivers into Mozambique. 

There are also suitable habitats that would connect 

populations in Mozambique to those in the KwaZulu-Natal 

Province. There is a low likelihood that Zimbabwe can 

serve as a source population, as the Limpopo River does 

not offer suitable habitat for this species. 

Distribution 

This species is widely distributed throughout the moister 

parts of sub-Saharan Africa, avoiding only deserts, dry 

savannahs and the interior of rainforests (Monadjem et al. 

2015). However, its distribution is patchy and 

discontinuous and they only occur where there is suitable 

habitat (Smithers 1983; van der Merwe & Avenant 2004; 

Skinner & Chimimba 2005). Within the assessment region, 

it occurs from the Grahamstown District in the Eastern 

Cape Province through KwaZulu-Natal, into Mpumalanga, 

and then its distribution arcs westwards across the central 

parts of the Limpopo and North West provinces 

(Rautenbach 1978; Skinner & Chimimba 2005; Power 

2014) and, since the 1980s, also in Gauteng and the Free 

State (Figure 1; van der Merwe & Avenant 2004). The 

species occurs in the Albany Thicket, Savannah, Indian 

Ocean Coastal Belt and Grassland biomes (Mucina & 

Rutherford 2006), where it is confined to reed beds along 

drainage lines and rivers. 

The western parts of its range are expanding. The most 

westerly records are from the Barberspan area in North 

West Province (Power 2014) and the pans to the west of 

Bultfontein in the Free State Province (N.L. Avenant 

unpubl. data), which is congruent with a general westward 

The Greater Cane Rat is not only a 

valuable protein source, but also notorious as a 

pest species that is slowly expanding its range in 

South Africa (van der Merwe & Avenant 2004). 

The species gets its name from regularly 

inhabiting sugar cane fields and reeds in 

agricultural areas.  



 

Thryonomys swinderianus | 2 The Red List of Mammals of South Africa, Lesotho and Swaziland 

Figure 1. Distribution records for Greater Cane Rat (Thryonomys swinderianus) within the assessment region 

range expansion in the central interior. In the Free State, 

for instance, they have spread rapidly from east to west 

(first record in 1983) over a distance of 400 km within 20 

years, presumably following rivers and a series of pans 

that are, during the wet season, connected by dense 

grass and Phragmites spp. reed bed vegetation (van der 

Merwe & Avenant 2004). While they were once reported 

not to occur in the Vaal and the Orange River systems 

(Rautenbach 1982; Lynch 1983; Smithers 1983), they now 

are regularly seen there and along its tributaries, as a 

Country Presence Origin 

Botswana Extant Native 

Lesotho Extant Introduced 

Mozambique Extant Native 

Namibia Extant Native 

South Africa – Limpopo Province Extant Native 

South Africa – Mpumalanga Province Extant Native 

South Africa – Gauteng Province Extant Introduced 

South Africa – North West Province Extant Native 

South Africa – Free State Province Extant Introduced 

South Africa – KwaZulu-Natal Province Extant Native 

South Africa – Eastern Cape Province Extant Native 

Swaziland Extant Native 

Zimbabwe Extant Native 

breeding species (van der Merwe & Avenant 2004; Power 

2014). Recently, they have been observed in the Leeu and 

Caledon Rivers that flow into the Orange River 

(N.L. Avenant unpubl. data). Similarly, Greater Cane Rats 

have recently been observed in the Katse Dam area of 

Lesotho (du Plessis et al. 2014). Further range expansions 

are expected in the assessment region as they do adapt 

well to cleared areas where food and industrial crops are 

grown, as well as to secondary savannahs formed as a 

result of forest destruction (Jori et al. 1995). As they are 

associated with Phragmites spp. reed beds, they will 

continue to expand along such river courses; even along 

ephemeral rivers in the drier interior where dam walls and 

weirs today support this vegetation throughout the wet 

and dry seasons. 

While the presence of this species in Limpopo, 

Mpumalanga, KwaZulu-Natal and North West provinces 

are natural occurrences, its introduction in the interior 

(Free State Province) was most probably through either 

accidental import from KwaZulu-Natal in sugar cane trains, 

or by people using them as a source of food (van der 

Merwe & Avenant 2004). This species is regularly 

observed at Rietvlei Dam and Faerie Glen Nature Reserve 

in Pretoria East, and has been observed as road kill in 

other parts of Pretoria and Centurion, Gauteng Province, 

and has also been recorded in the Phragmites spp. reed 

beds at Telperion Nature Reserve in Mpumalanga 

Province (D. MacFadyen unpubl. data). It has also been 

seen at Punda Maria camp and in the vlei at the 

N’washitshumbe enclosure site in northern Kruger 

National Park (D. MacFadyen pers. obs.). As it is also kept 

as a pet (N.L. Avenant unpubl. data), this can also result in 

its introduction and spread. Supporting this, Greater Cane 

Table 1. Countries of occurrence within southern Africa 
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Rats have been observed being moved around in small 

cages and kept as a food source in pens like chickens, 

such as around mines in the Welkom area (N.L. Avenant 

pers. obs.). Similarly, Greater Cane Rats may have been 

brought to the Katse area in Lesotho as a sought after and 

easy-to-breed protein source (du Plessis et al. 2014). 

Once introduced to the wild, they are thought to benefit 

from the reed beds close to man-made weirs and dam 

walls as well as the decreased natural predator density 

and diversity.  

Population 

This is an increasingly common species within the 

assessment region. It is often abundant in agricultural 

lands. For example, in KwaZulu-Natal and Mpumalanga 

provinces, it can be common in sugar cane fields. It has 

been observed in relatively high numbers in Punda Maria, 

and the Nwashitshumbe enclosure site on the northern 

plains of Kruger National Park (D. MacFadyen pers. obs.). 

In the central interior it is found in small groups where it 

does occur and is considered adapted to the harsh cold 

and dry winters. In the Free State both adult and juvenile 

specimens have been recorded throughout the year; and 

it was also still present in all river catchments where it was 

located previously, which indicates that this species 

survives and breeds under local conditions (van der 

Merwe & Avenant 2004; N.L. Avenant unpubl. data). 

Furthermore, its abundance and range expansion should 

increase as the damming of rivers has created suitable 

habitat with water, reed and riverine bush throughout the 

year, while the predator communities in these areas are 

depressed compared to historical times. Additionally, 

there is a possibility that individuals are continuously 

being brought into the mine areas as a food source. 

Current population trend: Stable or increasing, inferred 

from ongoing range expansion. 

Continuing decline in mature individuals: No, although 

local losses may be incurred from bushmeat hunting. 

Number of mature individuals in population: Unknown 

Number of mature individuals in largest subpopulation: 

Unknown 

Number of subpopulations: Unknown 

Severely fragmented: No. This species can occur in 

modified and agricultural landscapes, and uses riverine 

corridors as dispersal routes. 

Habitats and Ecology 

This species is typically found within reed beds or in areas 

of dense, tall grass with thick reed or cane-like stems, 

typical of riverine and other similar habitats. For example, 

in the Free State Province, it is associated with reed beds 

and dense grass around rivers, streams, vleis and pans, 

as well as irrigation dams, some water canals and mine 

dams (van der Merwe & Avenant 2004). It also uses 

thatching grass, which is of a similar reed-like structure. It 

is seldom found far from water and tends to inhabit the 

warmer areas of South Africa, although it has adapted to 

the winters of the Highveld (van der Merwe & Avenant 

2004; N.L. Avenant unpubl. data). Smithers (1983) and 

Skinner and Chimimba (2005) note that agricultural crops 

(such as maize, wheat and sugar cane) have greatly 

improved the habitat for this species, such that it has 

become an agricultural pest in some regions. In the 

Kruger National Park, its distribution is confined to both 

the perennial and seasonal rivers (Pienaar et al. 1987). It 

has also become more common in urban areas and is 

regularly encountered in and on the edge of large cities. 

At more than 4.5 kg, Greater Cane Rats are the second 

largest rodents in Africa. They feed on roots, reeds and 

the stems of grasses along rivers and in other moist areas. 

Grasses eaten include Couch Grass (Cynodon dactylon), 

Swamp Grass (Hemarthria altissima), Elephant Grass 

(Pennisetum purpureum) and Guinea Grass (Panicum 

maximum). While grasses are their principal food, they raid 

crops (such as maize, millet, sorghum, wheat, and sugar 

cane) and cause damage by cutting the stems at their 

base with their broad sharp incisors (Skinner & Chimimba 

2005). 

Greater Cane Rats are predominantly nocturnal or 

crepuscular. They are polygamous, with a single male 

observed with a number of females and their offspring. 

Although they are generally reported to be solitary, family 

groups of up to ten may live in restricted areas (Skinner & 

Chimimba 2005). Two litters of as many as 12 young are 

born annually (Skinner & Chimimba 2005), with two to four 

pups per litter the norm in all southern African countries 

for which data are available (van der Merwe 1999). In 

Greater Cane Rat farms in Benin, however, they breed 

throughout the year and litters of > 14 are frequently 

observed (Asibey 1974a; A. Durojave pers. comm.). No 

reproductive information is available for Greater Cane Rats 

in the Free State Province, but this is expected to be 

similar to the rest of the southern African sub-region. 

Ecosystem and cultural services: This species is an 

important forage species for Crowned Eagles 

(Stephanoaetus coronatus), as well as small and medium 

sized carnivores, such as Servals (Leptailurus serval), 

African Rock Pythons (Python sebae) and Leopards 

(Panthera pardus). It may also be an indicator and/or 

agent of ecosystem degradation.  

In the Free State Province, for instance, the river systems 

in which Greater Cane Rats occur are all considered in 

poor to fair condition (River Health Programme 2003). 

Through competition with indigenous rodents, Greater 

Cane Rats may well exacerbate the poor state of these 

ecosystems, thereby degrading habitat integrity even 

further. Furthermore, although not much is known about 

their diet in the Free State, it is possible that they can 

become pests in lucerne, wheat and maize fields as their 

numbers increase. Studies elsewhere have indicated that 

a family of Greater Cane Rats can cause severe damage 

 

M. van der Merwe 

Photo 1. An example of a Greater Cane Rat (Thryonomys 

swinderianus) in captivity for food production 
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to such crops, stressing the importance and urgency of 

further studies on this issue in the South African interior for 

economic reasons. It is uncertain how they will affect the 

natural ecosystems and, therefore, their importance as an 

invader species in the Free State Province also needs 

further research.  

Interestingly, this species is often portrayed as aggressive, 

and there are myths of them attacking sugar cane farmers, 

but in truth this is a very docile species. When caught, 

there is no form of aggression, and they have been found 

as pets in houses (N.L. Avenant pers. obs.). The skin of 

the cane rat breaks easily, possibly a drastic predator 

avoidance mechanism. 

Finally, if managed correctly, Greater Cane Rats could 

become a source of cheap, low-carbon protein within the 

assessment region, through commercial farming on a 

sustainable basis (see Use and Trade). 

Use and Trade 

This species is very common in bushmeat markets and 

there have been numerous studies investigating the 

viability of farming this species to supply demands for 

protein in West and Central Africa (for example, Ajayi 

1971; Asibey 1974b; Baptist & Mensah 1986; Kyle 1987; 

Jori et al. 1995). Already in 1919, Fitzsimons stated that 

canerats could be domesticated and bred as a food 

source, their flesh being “equal to that of partridge and 

pheasant, and much superior to that of the hare and 

rabbit”. Today, Greater Cane Rat meat is a protein source 

highly in demand by all levels of society in many African 

countries, and often sells for more per kilogram than 

chicken, beef, pork, or lamb (Martin 1985; Baptist & 

Mensah 1986; National Research Council 1991). 

The number of Greater Cane Rats hunted annually in West 

Africa was estimated to be 80 million, yielding the 

equivalent of 300,000 metric tons of meat (Jori et al. 

1995). They are in such a high demand that, in an effort to 

capitalise on the markets for this delicacy, agricultural 

extension services of Cameroon, Ghana, Ivory Coast, 

Nigeria, Togo, and particularly Benin, are encouraging 

farmers to rear them as micro-livestock (National 

Research Council 1991). In West Africa, they are thus 

commercially farmed and are delicacies on most 

restaurant menus, where an estimated 16,000 rats are 

managed in 500 farms in Benin alone (Granjon & 

Duplantier 2009). In the assessment region, however, it is 

undervalued as a protein source and is yet to be farmed 

commercially. There is much potential for this practice to 

establish itself within the assessment region and enhance 

food security: they are relatively cheap to keep and feed 

(prefer grass above other plants), and are capable of 

growing when the fibre content of the grass is much 

higher than that accepted by many other domestic stock 

(Alexander 1991). Attempts to breed them in captivity are, 

however, still at an early stage (van Zyl et al. 1999). 

Threats 

There are no major threats to this species. It is a major 

source of bushmeat in West Africa, but the threat is not as 

pronounced in South Africa. Rather, the bushmeat trade 

may be contributing to range expansion within the 

assessment region: there are indications that it is carried 

as a food source (for example, by mine workers 

transporting Greater Cane Rats from their natural range) 

into areas where it does not occur naturally (for example, 

the Free State gold fields); here it has adapted and spread 

further along rivers and drainage lines. 

Greater Cane Rats are often considered a major 

agricultural pest, as they raid croplands and gardens 

(Roberts 1951; Skinner & Chimimba 2005), which has led 

to control measures being applied to keep them out of 

crops (Hoffmann 2008). It is almost certain that they will 

also raid lucerne fields within the assessment region (van 

der Merwe & Avenant 2004), which may become an issue 

with the expansion of game feeding operations as part of 

the wildlife ranching industry, and in irrigation fields along 

rivers in the drier interior. They are very fond of kikuyu 

Category Applicable? Rationale 
Proportion of 

total harvest 
Trend 

Subsistence use Yes Used as food by farm and mine labourers. All Possibly increasing 

Commercial use No - - - 

Harvest from wild population Yes Most individuals are wild within assessment 

region. 

All Possibly increasing 

Harvest from ranched population No None known - Potential to increase 

Harvest from captive population No None known - Potential to increase 

Table 2. Use and trade summary for the Greater Cane Rat (Thryonomys swinderianus) 

Rank Threat description 
Evidence in the 

scientific literature 
Data quality 

Scale of 

study 
Current trend 

1 5.1.1 Hunting & Collecting Terrestrial Animals: 

localised bushmeat hunting may cause local 

declines. 

- Anecdotal - Possibly increasing with 

settlement expansion. 

2 8.1.2 Invasive Non-Native/Alien Species/

Diseases: increased predation from domestic 

dogs. 

- Anecdotal - Possibly increasing with 

settlement expansion. 

Table 3. Threats to the Greater Cane Rat (Thryonomys swinderianus) ranked in order of severity with corresponding evidence 

(based on IUCN threat categories, with regional context) 



 

The Red List of Mammals of South Africa, Lesotho and Swaziland Thryonomys swinderianus | 5 

and has now spread to both the Vaal and Orange 

River systems, where continuous reed beds occur – 

this means that it may (and probably will) invade 

further along these rivers and into their catchments. 

Research priorities: 

 Impacts of human settlement and agricultural 

expansion on the abundance and distribution of the 

species. 

 Role of natural predators, and thus holistic 

management, in the control of damage-causing 

individuals. 

 The ecological and ecosystem consequences of 

invasion into new areas. 

 The economic consequences of invasion into new 

areas. 

Extensive and valuable research into the breeding rate of 

this species has been conducted by Prof. Mac van der 

Merwe at the University of Pretoria. These types of studies 

should be continued and expanded upon.  

Encouraged citizen actions: 

 Report sightings of this species, especially outside 

protected areas, on virtual museum platforms (for 

example, iSpot and MammalMAP) and/or the closest 

natural history museum, to help monitor invasion 

rates, directions and habitat preferences. Piles of 

droppings and the characteristic cut stems of 

grasses indicate their presence.  

 Within their natural distribution area, landowners and 

city planners can leave corridors of rank vegetation 

and grass to encourage dispersal and connectivity 

for this species.  

 Ensure thatching grass and reeds are cut on road 

verges to reduce road collisions. 

 Take part in museum distribution projects (see, for 

example, van der Merwe & Avenant 2004). 
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Greater Cane Rats are also prone to be hit by vehicles and 

are regularly recorded dead on roads, especially in areas 

with thick vegetation on the road verges. Urban and rural 

sprawl will also increase predation by domestic pets. 

Thus, urbanisation and the increase of vehicle traffic is a 

minor threat to this species when invading cities and 

towns. 

Current habitat trend: This species can thrive in 

agricultural landscapes or any habitat with reed beds or 

structured, dense, and tall grass stands. Thus, the 

damming of rivers in the interior of the country provides 

suitable habitat with water, reeds and riverine bush 

throughout the year, and has expanded the available 

habitat. This habitat is not expected to decline, especially 

where invasive reeds are present. However, livestock and 

wildlife ranching may be reducing habitat quality for this 

species through overstocking and thus reducing the grass 

structure necessary for the species to thrive. Similarly, 

mowing fields will reduce habitat quality and a number of 

National Museum records are from individuals that were 

killed by accident during the mowing process. 

Conservation 

This species occurs in many protected areas within the 

assessment region, including Kruger National Park 

(Limpopo/Mpumalanga), Faerie Glen Nature Reserve and 

Ezemvelo Nature Reserve (Gauteng), and Telperion 

Nature Reserve (Mpumalanga). No specific interventions 

are required at present, but farmers are encouraged to 

use holistic control techniques and perhaps be 

incentivised to harvest the species sustainably as a low-

carbon source of protein. Protected area expansion (for 

example, through provincial stewardship programmes) 

and enforcement of legislation that protect riparian zone 

habitats would benefit this species. Within its historical 

distribution, corridors of suitable vegetation in urban areas 

should be connected to allow for dispersal. However, 

artificial range expansion and introduction of this species 

into regions outside of its historic distribution should not 

be encouraged. 

Recommendations for land managers and 

practitioners: 

 Farming of the species for a source of protein should 

be advocated for rural communities. 

 In the central interior (Free State and North West 

provinces) the invasion of this species should be 

monitored. It can become a pest in agricultural fields 

Rank Intervention description 

Evidence in 

the scientific 

literature 

Data 

quality 

Scale of 

evidence 

Demonstrated 

impact 

Current 

conservation 

projects 

1 3.1.1 Harvest Management: landowners and local 

communities should be incentivised to sustainably 

harvest this species. 

- Anecdotal - - None 

Table 4. Conservation interventions for the Greater Cane Rat (Thryonomys swinderianus) ranked in order of effectiveness with 

corresponding evidence (based on IUCN action categories, with regional context) 
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Details of the methods used to make this assessment can 

be found in Mammal Red List 2016: Introduction and 

Methodology. 

 

Data sources Field study (literature, unpublished), 

indirect information (literature), museum 

records 

Data quality (max) Inferred 

Data quality (min) Inferred 

Uncertainty resolution Expert consensus 

Risk tolerance Evidentiary 

Table 5. Information and interpretation qualifiers for the 

Greater Cane Rat (Thryonomys swinderianus) assessment 

Data Sources and Quality 


