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Abstract

The aim of this research is to outline the local occurrence and recent distribution of carnivores in Syria
(Syrian Arab Republic) in order to offer a starting point for future studies. The species of large dimensions,
such as the Asiatic lion, the Caspian tiger, the Asiatic cheetah, and the Syrian brown bear, became extinct
in historical times, the last leopard being reputed to have been killed in 1963 on the Alauwit Mountains
(Al Nusyriain Mountains). The checklist of the extant Syrian carnivores amounts to 15 species, which are
essentially referable to 4 canids, 5 mustelids, 4 felids — the sand cat having been reported only recently for
the first time — one hyaenid, and one herpestid. The occurrence of the Blandford fox has yet to be con-
firmed. This paper is almost entirely the result of a series of field surveys carried out by the author mainly
between 1989 and 1995, integrated by data from several subsequent reports and sightings by other authors.
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Introduction

The geographical position of Syria (Syrian Arab Republic), in the land-bridge between
Eurasia and Africa, displays a remarkable variation of bioclimatic and biogeographical
conditions throughout its territories, allowing the coexistence of zoological elements
of the Mediterranean and Boreal regions with Irano-Turanian and Saharo-Sindian zaxa
(cf. Atallah 1977, 1978; Masseti 2004; Serra et al. 2005). Within the mammalian
taxonomic group, this appears particularly evident for the carnivores, with several zaxa
of which having been reported from the Syrian territory over recent decades. However,
with the exception of a very few species, possibly including the red fox, Viulpes vulpes
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(Linnaeus, 1758), the majority of the surviving carnivores now appear to be in popula-
tions of low viability.

Unfortunately, large carnivores, such as the Asiatic lion, Panthera leo persica (Mey-
er, 1826), the Caspian tiger, Panthera tigris virgata (Illiger, 1815), the Asiatic cheetah,
Acinonyx jubatus venaticus (Griffith, 1921), and the Syrian brown bear, Ursus arctos
syriacus Hemprich & Ehrenberg, 1828, became extinct in historical times. According
to Mouterde (1966), the lion was recorded along the Euphrates only up to the 12th
century. The last known reports of cheetahs in the region are from the south-eastern
desert during the years 1956-1957 (Masseti 1990). The last surviving individual may
have been killed at the end of the 1950s in an area in the south between the Jordanian
and Iraqi borders (AbuZinada et al. 2001). There is some archacological evidence for
the occurrence of tigers in the Amugq valley (Ellerman and Morrison-Scott 1951; Val-
lino and Guazzo Albergoni 1978). Although previously located within Syria, boundary
changes made during World War II now place the plain within Turkish Hatay (Yener
and Wilkinson 2007). Here, tigers were reported up to the 1970s (Baytop 1974; Kock
1990). According to Kumerloeve (1956), Baytop (1973, 1974), and Corbet (1978),
isolated populations of the species probably survived up to this time in the south-
ern Caucasus and Eastern Asia Minor. The westernmost occurrence of this species is
undoubtedly related to the heartland of the tiger in Transcaucasia (cf. Heptner and
Sludskij 1980) and northern Iran (Misonne 1959; Lay 1967), since tigers appeared
regularly at Tbilisi up to 1922, and in the upper Aras (Araxes) Valley (Mazak 1979). It
is believed that brown bears inhabited Galilee only up to the end of the 19th century
(Mendelsshon and Yom-Tov 1999), whereas they have been reported as still surviving
(Simon 1969) in the mountains of Kurdistan, in northern and eastern Iraq and pos-
sibly also in northern Syria (Cowan 1972). Talbot (1960), for example, confirmed the
existence of brown bears on the slopes of the Alawit Mountains (Al Nusyriain Moun-
tains), north of Lattakia, in the 1960s (Harrison 1968; Harrison and Bates 1991).
The official version is that the last Syrian bear was recorded in 1927, along the Nahal
Al-Kabir, in the vicinity of Lattakia.

The Syrian mammalian fauna has been little studied to date and scientific publica-
tions are fairly scarce (cf. Masseti 2004). The decades of the 20th century and the years
immediately following witnessed a moderate production of studies and scientific pub-
lications on the carnivores of Syria. Extant knowledge of them appears heterogeneous,
the studies carried out up to now being referable to episodic research mostly in specific
areas (Misonne 1957; Lehmann 1965; Kock et al. 1994), or to specialist investigations
on taxonomy and systematics (Lehmann 1966), morphometrics (Kock and Kinzelbach
1982), genetics (Peshev Al-Hossein 1989), and ecology and distribution (Carruthers
1909; Kumerloeve 1975; Uhrin et al. 2000). But, apart from the aforementioned pa-
pers by Kock and Kinzelbach (1982), Peshev and Al-Hossein (1989) and Uhrin et
al. (2000), as far as is presently known, no other research has been published on an
individual Syrian species. The works of Harrison (1968), Gasperetti et al. (1985), and
Harrison & Bates (1991), which deal with Syrian carnivores in the broader context of
the fauna of Arabia, are also very important.
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There are instead a larger number of studies on the carnivores of geographical
regions adjacent to Syria, such as southern Turkey (Baytop 1973, 1974; Hus 1974;
Borner 1977; Kasparek 1986, 1988; Ulrich and Riffel 1993; Ozkurt et al. 1998; Oz-
kurt et al. 1999; Masseti 2000a; Can 2004; Can and Togan 2004; Kasparek et al.
2004; Thol-Schmitz 2004; Giannartos et al. 2006, and others). Over the last twenty
years there have been various studies on the local carnivores of Jordan which, from a
biogeographical point of view, can be regarded as an extension of the Syrian desert. We
should mention, inter alia, the works of Masseti (1990), Masseti and Covarelli (1991),
Qumsiyeh et al. (1993), Bunaian et al. (1998), Rifai et al. (1999), Reuter et al. (2000),
Abu Baker and Amr (2002), Bunaian et al. (2002), Abu Baker et al. (2003), Abu Baker
etal. (2004), and Qargaz et al. (2004). Israeli production on the subject is notably vast,
I shall restrict myself to mentioning the important review that appears in Mendelsshon
and Yom-Tov (1999). Iraq boasts a decidedly smaller number of specialist studies,
in practise restricted to Hatt (1959), Mahdi and Georg (1969), and Kock (1990).
Finally, there are also very few publications on the mammals of Lebanon, and almost
all date to before the 1990s. Among which I should mention Lewis et al. (1968), and
Serhal (1985). The results of a recent study on the distribution of the striped hyaena in
Lebanon were published by Abi-Said and Marrouche (2007).

Materials and methods

This study is almost entirely the result of a series of field surveys carried out by the au-
thor in the territories of the Syrian Arab Republic, mainly between the years 1989 and
1995, integrated by data from several subsequent reports and sightings by other authors,
such as Peshev and Al-Hossein (1989), Kock et al. (1994), and Uhrin et al. (2000), or
referring to original data communicated me by Petr Benda on the results of a biological
expedition organised inter alia by the National Museum (Natural History) of Prague in
1998. The present research is based on personal observations, as well as on contacts with
local institutions and individuals such as hunters and taxidermists. To avoid repetition,
I do not indicate on the distribution maps data published prior to 1989.

In the course of this study the collections of the following museums were also examined:
PAM Palmyra Archaeological Museum, Tadmor (=Palmyra), Syria

AFRI  Arab Institute of Forestry & Range, Lattakia, Syria

IBM Idlib Museum, northwestern Syria (about 60 km south-west of Aleppo)
JNHM  Jordan Natural History Museum, Yarmouk University, Irbid, Jordan
BMNH Natural History Museum, London

ZFMK  Museum Alexander Kénig, Bonn,

as well as the materials available in several private Syrian zoological collections in
Salamieh (south-east of Hama), Lattakia, Bab Janné (Slonfe, Lattakia), Basseet (Lat-
takia) and Damascus.
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The examination of one such collection at Basamfasal, a suburb of Deir ez-Zor,
was particularly important. This collection was gathered from the late 1980s on, and
consisted of stuffed animals that were shot in the environs of the town, along the
Euphrates valley and in the Eastern Syrian steppe (Masseti 2001). They were dis-
played in the house of Mr. Zuheir Karkutli, also known as Abu Rabi*, “father of the
spring”, after the name of his son, Rabi* (= “spring”). Comprising hundreds of speci-
mens, dominated by birds (71 species) but also featuring a fair number of mammals
(27 species) and a few reptiles (4 species), the Basamfasal collection was representative
of the wildlife repertoire of the part of northern Syrian Mesopotamia known as the
“Djazireh”, between the valley of the Euphrates and the Khabur river. The collection
was destroyed in 1994, for reasons which are not altogether clear. The stuffed speci-
mens may possibly have been destroyed as a result of conservation problems. Some
of the living animals were, instead, transferred to the small zoological garden in the
urban settlement of Douma, at the north-eastern corner of the oasis of Damascus,
also called Ghouta (cf. Bianquis 1989).

The aim of this work is to outline a mapping of the present occurrence of wild
carnivores in Syria in order to offer a starting point for future studies.

Annotated checklist

Golden jackal, Canis aureus Linnaeus, 1758
Fig. 1

This is the only species of jackal distributed outside Africa, in the Near East and Mid-
dle East (Ellermann and Morrison-Scott 1951; Kumerloeve 1967; Hosey 1982; Fran-
cis 2008), and in south-western Europe as far as north-eastern Italy (Lapini and Perco
1988a and 1988b; Lapini et al. 1993). Golden jackals are regarded as fairly common
in many areas of the western Near East where they are often persecuted as pests (Frank-
enberg 1991; Mendelssohn and Yom-Tov 1999).

Three stuffed specimens and one living individual were in the collection of “Abu
Rabieh” at Basamfasal, captured in the surroundings (cf. Masseti 2001); one stuffed
adult specimen was conserved in the museum of the town of Idlib, presumably cap-
tured in the vicinity; another stuffed adult female was observed in the private collec-
tion of Ali Nazer, in the town of Salamieh, killed in 1984 at As S2an. According to
Ali Nazer, jackals were very common in the region of Al Bilaas and Tadmor. Jackals
were also regarded as common at Bab Janné, in the Alawit Mountains (Abu Mazen,
Bab Janné, pers. comm. 1994). Several stuffed specimens were observed in the shop of
a taxidermist of Lattakia, and three live specimens in the zoological garden of Douma
(Damascus), originating from the region of Deir ez-Zor. Serra et al. (2003) reported
the species from the desert of Palmyra.
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Figure |. Golden jackal, Canis aureus Linnaeus, 1758.

Wolf, Canis lupus Linnaeus, 1758
Fig. 2

This is the last carnivore of large dimensions still dispersed in the region, albeit seri-
ously threatened with extinction (cf. Shalmon 2004). In the course of this study two
stuffed specimens were observed in the collection of the Palmyra Archaeological Mu-
seum; according to the manager of the museum, Ali Tahr (pers. comm. 1994), they
were captured in the vicinity between 1970 and 1975. The adult stuffed specimen in
the Basamfasal collection was hunted in the area of Jabal Bishri, between Raqqga and
Deir-ez-Zor (cf. Masseti 2001); it appeared not to be pure-blooded but more likely the
result of a wolf-dog crossing. According to E Al-Yassine (1994, pers. comm.), wolves
were present but rare in the mountains of Shoéh and north of Ifreen, whereas Abu Ma-
zen (1994, pers. comm.) claimed they were also present in the Alawit Mountains (Bab
Janné). In April 1994, three live individuals were observed in the zoological garden at
Douma, originating respectively from Jabal Deir ez-Zor, Mayadin and Abu Kamal. At
that time, the species appeared to be still dispersed in eastern Syria.
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Figure 2. Wolf, Canis lupus Linnaeus, 1758.

Red fox, Vulpes vulpes (Linnaeus, 1758)
Fig. 3

One stuffed adult specimen from the Lattakia district was observed in the collection
of the Department of Animal Production of the University of Lattakia; three stuffed
specimens in the collections of the Palmyra Archaeological Museum, Tadmor; the Ba-
samfasal collection comprised two live individuals and four stuffed adult specimens,
captured in the environs of Deir-ez-Zor; one stuffed adult specimen was housed in the
collections of the museum of Idlib, presumably captured in the surroundings; three
stuffed adult specimens, that had been captured in the vicinity, were observed in the
house of the taxidermist Mohammed Al Salie in the village of Salamieh; a number
of stuffed specimens from all over Syria in a taxidermist’s shop in Lattakia; two live
specimens in the zoological garden of Douma, Damascus, originating from the region
of Deir ez-Zor, and finally 23 stuffed specimens on sale in the airport of Damascus,
probably captured in the Ghouta in 1992. All the above specimens were characterised
by a pale colour phenotype. According to Abu Mazen (1994, pers. comm.), many red
foxes were present in the area of Bab Janné, Alawit Mountains. Kock et al. (1994)
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Figure 3. Red fox, Viupes vulpes Linnaeus, 1758.

Jorda, N

reported one specimen of this species from Tall ash-Shaikh Hamad, along the river
Khabur (north-eastern Syria). In June 1998, two individuals were observed respec-
tively in Burqash, and 5 km NE of Slonfeh; a freshly shot specimen was found 5 km
W of Ash’meiseh on 1 July 1998 (Pert Benda 2009: pers. comm.)

At Al talila reserve, about 25 km SE of Tadmor (= Palmyra), exploiting a combina-
tion of systematic and opportunistic sampling approaches, the red fox was detected
and readily identified at night using optical instruments and camera traps in the period
between May 2000 and December 2001 (Serra et al. 2007).

Ruppell’s sand fox, Vulpes rueppellii (Schinz, 1825)
Fig. 4

Two stuffed specimens of this carnivore were observed in 1989, respectively in the
Palmyra Archaeological Museum, and in the Basamfaal collection, both of them
very likely killed in the vicinity (Masseti 2001). In 1998 one individual was seen in
the ruins of Rasafa and a pair of mandibles were found in the excavations of Mari,
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along the course of the Euphrates (Benda 2009: in litteris). Subsequently, the oc-
currence of the species was confirmed by a camera trapping campaign carried out
in the protected desert area of A/ ralila, during the period May 2000 — December
2001 (Serra et al. 2007).

Weasel, Mustela nivalis (Schinz, 1825)
Fig. 4

In the Levant the distribution of this mustelid is restricted to the northern areas of
the region, including Lebanon (Serhal 1985; Harrison and Bates 1991) and north-
ern Syria (Masseti 1995). In Palestine, for example, the species does not exist at
present (Dayan and Tchernov 1988; Dayan 1989). It has not been reported from
the northern Arabian peninsula since the Early Bronze Age (Boessneck 1977; Dayan
and Tchernov 1988). In the course of this research it was possible to examine only
one stuffed specimen on display in the Idlib museum. Thus, this site can be regarded
as one of the southernmost stations of the weasel in the south-western Near East.
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Figure 4. ® Roppell's sand fox, Vulpes rueppellii (Schinz, 1825); B Weasel, Mustela nivalis L., 1766.
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Beyond this Levantine distribution gap in the southern Levant, the species occurs
again in Egypt, along the Nile delta and valley, with a population characterised by
large body size and regarded as almost completely commensal with man (Osborn
and Helmy 1980).

Marbled polecat, Vormela peregusna (Gueldenstaedt, 1770)
Fig. 5

Peshev and Al-Hossein (1989) reported two males of this species, captured in the De-
raa district. In the course of the present study, between 1989 and 1995, two stuffed
specimens were observed respectively in the Palmyra Archaeological Museum, and in
the Idlib museum, and another two in the house of the taxidermist Mohammed Al
Salie in the village of Salamich, captured in the vicinity; three live individuals were
kept at Basamfasal. Rifai et al. (1999) noted that the population of marbled polecats
had increased and become noticeable in north-western Jordan, even along the border
with Syria.
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Figure 5. Marbled polecat, Vormela peregusna (Gueldenstaedt, 1770).
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Beech marten or stone marten, Martes foina (Erxleben, 1777)
Fig. 6

In the western Near East, the range of the stone marten comprises the whole of Anatolia
and the Levant, although not further south than the latitude of the Dead Sea (Harrison
and Bates 1991; Mendelssohn and Yom Tov 1999). It is predominantly dispersed in
the Levantine mountainous part of the Mediterranean region, with some penetration
of semi-desert areas. The cliffs, trees and dense vegetation of the oasis, such as the oasis
of Damascus (Ghouta), also appear to represent suitable habitats for the species. In the
course of this research, in 1992, only two stuffed specimens were observed, on sale in
the airport of Damascus and probably captured in the Ghouta. Both of them were char-
acterised by a white throat patch divided by a median blackish-brown band, as in the
Syrian subspecies Martes foina syriaca Nerhring, 1902, dispersed in south-western Asia
(cf. Harrison 1968). Analogous phenotype pattern are also characteristic of the Cretan
marten, M. foina bunites (Bate 1906) (cf. Niethammer and Niethammer 1967; Ragni et
al. 1999), and of several populations of the Eastern Aegean islands (cf. Masseti 2002).
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Figure 6. Beech marten or Stone marten, Martes foina (Erxleben, 1777).
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European badger, Meles meles (Linnaeus, 1758)
Fig. 7

A record of this species is available in Kock and Kinzelbach (1982) from 20 km south
of Tartus. Between 1989 and 1994, several stuffed specimens were observed in the
Palmyra Archaeological Museum, the Idlib museum, the collection of the Department
of Animal Production of the University of Lattakia, at Basamfasal, and in the house
of the taxidermist Mohammed Al Salie at Salamieh. All these badgers were captured
in the vicinity of the aforementioned sites; one live individual, characterised by a very
light coat colour, was examined in the zoological garden of Douma (Damascus area).
In June 1998, two live individuals and several burrowing sites were observed in Bur-
qash (Pert Benda 2009: pers. comm.).

As noted by Abu Baker and Amr (2002) for Jordan, the relative scarcity of the spe-
cies in Syria might be explained by the geographical position of both countries at the
edge of its distribution range.

TURKEY e el !

MEDITERRANEAN SEA

g _+7 JORDAN 1

Figure 7. Badger, Meles meles (Linnaeus, 1758).
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Otter, Lutra lutra (Linnaeus, 1758)
Fig. 8

Two stuffed specimens (one adult and one subadult), captured in the surroundings,
were examined in the Basamfasal collection (cf. Masseti 2001, 2004). According to
Abu Rabieh (1994, pers. comm.), there were numerous specimens in the Euphrates
from Deir ez-Zor up to Abu Kamal (at the Iraqi border), Al Mayaddin and Doura
Europos, but not in the north-westernmost area of Ragqa. Kock et al. (1994) re-
ported the occurrence of this species from the Khabur valley, in north-eastern Syria.
Additional data on the distribution of the species in eastern Syria were collected
during a biological expedition organised inter alia by the National Museum (Natu-
ral History) of Prague in the period 11 June—7 July 1998. The occurrence of otters
was confirmed from an island in the Euphrates at Doura Europos, from the site of
Halabiyyeh and from Tell Sheikh, along the river Khabur, all sites in the district of
Deir-ez-Zor (Uhrin et al. 2000). Data collected between 1989 and 1998 appear to
indicate that a considerable population of otters is still present in this portion of
eastern Syria, comprised between the Euphrates, its tributary the Khabur and the
border with Iraq.

The carnivore is reported from the West Bank and northern Lebanon, and
recent evidence is in favour of its presence in the western Bekaa valley and in the
river Litani (Mounir R. Abi-Said 2008: pers. comm.). In neighbouring Israel otters
are present in aquatic habitats and fishponds in the Hula Valley, in the northern
Jordan River catchments and the Harod Valley (Dolev et al. 2006; Ben Ari et al.
2008); Guter et al. 2005; Guter et al. 2008). A single record from the Zvulun Val-
ley and Carmel coastal area in 2000 suggests the existence of a remnant population
along the coast, which may have become extinct (Dolev et al. 2006). New find-
ings have indicated previously undocumented otter activity in the Golan Heights
(Dolev et al. 20006).

Egyptian mongoose or ichneumon, Herpestes ichneumon (Linnaeus, 1758)
Fig. 8

All the specimens observed in the course of the present research originated from west-
ern Syria, having been captured in the region between Lattakia and the oasis of Da-
mascus (Ghouta). One stuffed Egyptian mongoose from the latter area was examined
in the collection of the Forest and Range Institute of Lattakia; several stuffed speci-
mens were in the shop of a taxidermist of Lattakia, and another stuffed one — very
likely captured in the Ghouta in 1992 — was on sale in a shop at Damascus airport.
According to local hunters and taxidermists, in Syria mongooses do not frequent
desert areas.
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Figure 8. ® Otter, Lutra lutra (Linnaeus, 1758); M Egyptian mongoose or ichneumon, Herpestes ichneu-
mon (Linnaeus, 1758).

Striped hyena, Hyaena hyaena (Linnaeus, 1758)
Fig. 9

Two stuffed adult specimens were examined in the collections of the Palmyra Archaeologi-
cal Museum, Tadmor (PAM), which according to Ali Tahr (pers. comm. 1994) were cap-
tured in the surrounding area between 1970 and 1975; another one, again killed in the re-
gion of Palmyra, was present in the collection of the Forest and Range Institute of Lattakia;
two other stuffed adult specimens were in the Basamfasal collection, both captured in the
environs of Deir-ex-Zor (cf. Masseti 2001). In 1994, a live adult individual, captured in
the region of Deir ez-Zor, was housed in the zoological garden of Douma, near Damascus.

Local people claim that there are very few hyenas in the Alawit Mountains (Abu
Mazen, Bab Janné, pers. comm. 1994). It seems possible that, as in Lebanon (Abi-Said
and Marrouche 2007; Abi-Said et al. 2008), the species may even occasionally frequent
urban areas.
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Figure 9. Striped hyaena, Hyaena hyaena (Linnaeus, 1758).

Wildcat, Felis silvestris Schreber, 1775
Fig. 10

In the course of this research it was possible to examine one adult stuffed specimen in
the collections of the Palmyra Archaeological Museum (PAM), another in the house of
the taxidermist Mohammed Al Salie in the village of Salamich (which had been cap-
tured in the vicinity), and another which was on sale in a shop at Damascus airport,
very likely captured in the surroundings in 1992. The occurrence of the wild cat in the
protected desert area of A/ talila, Tadmor (= Palmyra) was confirmed in 2001 by the
results of a camera trapping campaign carried out by Serra et al. (2007).

Jungle cat, Felis chaus Gueldenstaedt, 1776
Fig. 11

The four stuffed adult specimens (three male and one female) of the Basamfasal
collection were all captured in the environs of Deir-ez-Zor, along the shores of the
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Figure 10. ild cat, Felis silvestris Schreiber, 1775.

Euphrates river (cf. Masseti 2001 and 2004). Another stuffed female, captured in
1988 at Damyeh Bridge, in Jordan, not far from the Syrian border (East Bank of
the Jordan river, S. Wadi Zerka), was examined in the Natural History Museum
of the Yarmouk University, at Irbid (see also Kock et al. 1993; Abu Baker et al.
2003).

According to the hunters of Deir-ez-Zor, the jungle cat is a species still quite
widely dispersed along the riverine thickets of the middle Euphrates and the Khabur,
where it is locally referred to as e/ quz el barry (= “wild cat”) and sometimes even nimr
al Furat (= “leopard of the Euphrates”). As in this case, vernacular names used by
locals and hunters may often lead to misunderstanding, and information acquired
purely through interviews must be treated with great caution. There can, however, be
no risk of such misunderstanding in the present work since it is based exclusively on
tangible evidence.

No records documenting the occurrence of jungle cats in western Syria were found.
In the course of this research it was possible to report the presence of this species only
from the valleys of the Jordan and the Euphrates, but not from that of the Orontes
river, despite the fact that the environmental conditions of some parts of this area —
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with the exception, perhaps, of the excessively populated Al Ghab plain — could still be

favourable to its survival.

Sand cat, Felis margarita Loche, 1858
Fig. 11

The occurrence of this species was unknown in Syria up to 2001, when it was reported
for the first time during the camera trapping campaign carried out in the protected
area of A/ talila, Tadmor (= Palmyra) by Serra et al. (2007).

Caracal, Caracal caracal (Schreber, 1776)
Fig. 12

In the course of this research it was possible to examine only one stuffed specimen, still
conserved in the collection of the Palmyra Archaeological Museum (PAM). According
to Ali Tahr (pers. comm. 1994) it was captured locally between 1970 and 1980.
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Figure I1. ® Jungle cat, Felis chaus Gueldenstaedt, 1776; B Sand cat, Felis margarita Loche, 1858.
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Leopard, Parthera pardus (Linnaeus, 1758)
Fig. 12

As regards this felid, I was able to examine only the skin of an adult male killed at Nabi
Yunes, Slonfeh, north-western Syria, in 1959 (ZFMK n. 64.1171, see Lehmann 1965),
and to collect direct information about the disappearance of the last individuals from
the same region. In the territories of northern Syria where the species was last reported,
the Asia Minor leopard, P pardus tulliana Valenciennes, 1856, is documented but it
cannot be ruled out that the Arabian leopard, P pardus nimr Hemprich & Ehrtenberg,
1833, may also have occurred in the desert regions of southern Syria. In the Levant,
felids of the latter subspecies are still dispersed along the shores of the Dead Sea, and in
the Negev desert (Mendelssohn 1989; Masseti 2000a; Shalmon 2004).

The last Syrian leopard is reputed to have been killed in 1963, in the vicinity of
the village of Bab Janne (= “the gate of paradise”), Slonfeh, on the Alawit Mountains,
about 20 km from the Turkish border (Masseti 2000a). According to Ahmad Hamud
of the Arab Forest and Range Institute of Lattakia (AFRI) (1994, pers. comm.), this
specimen was killed by a forest guard of the Kharafan family in the forest of Cilician
fir, Abies cilicica (Ant. et Klotsch.) Carr. It is perhaps interesting to recall that the same
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Figure 12. ® Leopard, Panthera pardus (Linnaeus, 1758); B Caracal, Caracal caracal (Schreiber, 1776).



246 Marco Masseti /| ZooKeys 31: 229-252 (2009)

area is also the last Syrian stronghold of the Kurdish roe deer, Capreolus capreolus coxi
(Cheesman and Hinton 1923) (Masseti 2000b and 2004).

Remarks

In the course of this research it was possible to gather information on the current dif-
fusion of 15 species of carnivore ranging in size from the wolf to the weasel, and not
including the leopard.

It was, not possible to ascertain the occurrence of the Blandford fox, Vulpes cana
Blandford, 1877, in Syria. The species was first recorded from the western Near East
by Ilani (1983), and there is no previous information from this area. Today the western
limit of its distribution is found in the southern Levant (Ginsberg and Macdonald
1990), where it inhabits the cliffs of the desert region from Aqaba up to the southern
Jordan valley (Abu Baker et al. 2004; Shalmon 2004). However, as in the recent case
of the sand cat in the Tadmor desert, it cannot be ruled out that further studies might
document the presence of Vilpes cana in some of the rocky regions of Syria.

Nor was it possible to obtain any information about the ratel or honey badger,
Mellivora capensis (Schreber, 1776), and we should recall that Kumerloeve (1975) too
was unable to confirm the occurrence of this species from the Syrian territories. This
is not to say, however, that the species is to be considered as completely absent from
the country, otherwise it would be impossible to explain its fairly well-documented
occurrence in neighbouring Jordan (see Amr, 2000), and Israel (see Shalmon, 2004).
In this case too, it cannot be ruled out that the absence of specific sightings/reports
for Syria could plausibly be attributed to the absence of targeted studies. Nor should
we overlook the fact that in the entire Near East this species is frequently persecuted,
being poisoned and hunted by bee farmers because it of the damage it causes to bee-
hives (Shalmon, 2004). Nor was any information obtained about the occurrence of the
smooth-coated Indian otter, Lutrograle perspicillata (Geoffroy, 1826) along the Syrian
course of the Euphrates. In any case, however, the Near Eastern range of this Middle
and Far Eastern species has been indicated as limited to southern Mesopotamia (Harri-
son 1968; Harrison and Bates 1991; Wozencraft 2005; Karami et al. 2008). The ques-
tion of the possible presence of representatives of the Lynx genus in modern-day Syria
remains open (see Aymerich 1991). One specimen characterised by the “pardina” phe-
notype was reported by Oriani (2000) from Tadmor (= Palmyra), who stated that: “/n
Syria the species was not recorded prior to this work”. Local hunters at Deir-ez-Zor refer
to the occurrence of felids of this type on Jebel Ablasis and Jebel Abdul-Aziz, between
the Balik and Khabur, rivers in the northern Djazireh, not far from the southern Turk-
ish border. The same hunters declare that the main difference between this carnivore
and the jungle cat consists in the fact that the former is maculated, with black spots.
But other spotted felids did also occur in the past in this geographical area.

As a consequence of the extinction of the large felids and the progressive rarefac-
tion of wolves, the majority of carnivores presently occurring in Syria are represented
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by species that are fully adapted to living in areas influenced by man. Jackals, foxes,
wild and jungle cats, mongooses and several mustelids are carnivores that humans have
accepted as neighbours, while also being those that are most adept at avoiding contact
with man (cf. Osborn and Helmy 1980; Ragni et al. 1999, Masseti 1995, 2002a).
These carnivores are principally represented by generalist species which can thrive in a
wide variety of environmental conditions and can exploit a range of different resources
Thus, they are able to vary their diets according to local and seasonal food availability.
Frequently, for example, in the Mediterranean region the stone marten can be found
behaving as a full commensal of man in urban areas (cf. Masseti 2002b) and it is also
well known that weasels in the Nile delta are almost completely commensal with man

(see Osborn and Helmy 1980).
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