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Abstract:

The Cape Hare (Lepus capensis Linnaeus, 1758) is the only lagomorph in Palestine
(27,000 km2). Although it was common in the Gaza Strip 4-5 decades ago, its
present occurrence is restricted by several overlapping factors. The current study
aims to spotlight the hunting of, and the threats facing, Cape Hares in the Gaza Strip
(365 km?2). This descriptive study, which lasted 5 years (2016 - 2020), was based
on frequent field visits and observations in addition to meetings and discussions
with wildlife hunters and farmers. We found that the eastern parts of the Gaza Strip
were the main hunting places for Cape Hares. The methods involved in hare
hunting included shooting, foothold traps, live traps known locally as "Maltash", net
walls, pit traps and coursing which involves the use of greyhounds. Wildlife hunters
described the hunting of Cape Hares as a complicated task due to its low
occurrence, extreme caution, difficulty of tracking it, presence near the Israeli
security fence, which poses a danger to hunters, in addition to the great experience
and high concentration that such hunting requires. Cape Hares face several threats,
some of which are Israeli, and some specific to Gazans and the environment of the
Gaza Strip. The Israeli threats include the Israeli security fence which prevents the
natural flow of wildlife between the Gaza Strip and the rest of the Palestinian
territories, Israeli wars and invasions, and the Israeli spraying of herbicides at the
eastern border areas of the Gaza Strip for claimed security reasons which
eradicates the plant cover supporting hares and other fauna with shelter and food.
The Gazan threats include urban encroachment at the expense of natural habitats,
excessive use of chemical pesticides, overhunting of Cape Hares, noticeable increase
of opportunistic carnivores feeding on Cape Hares, and weakness of environmental
awareness campaigns and laws that protect wildlife. Finally, the study recommends
the use of all possible means to sustainably protect and conserve wildlife including
Cape Hares in the Gaza Strip.
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Introduction:

In spite of its small area (27,000 km?2), Palestine is home to more than 100 species of wild mammals
occurring in different environments. Such mammalian diversity comes as a reflection of the
geographic position of the country at the meeting point of the three continents: Asia, Africa and
Europe and the three zoogeographical areas: Palaearctic, Afrotropical, and Oriental (Qumsiyeh,
1996). The diversity of the country's landscapes, ecosystems, habitats and niches promotes
mammalian fauna species diversity (Qumsiyeh, 1996; Abd Rabou, 2005 and Albaba, 2016). Hares
(Lepus spp.) are widely distributed across the globe and are adapted to diverse climatic conditions.
They are common in all Middle East countries as well (Harrison and Bates, 1991; Al-Jumaily, 1998;
Basuouny, 1998; Bunaian et al., 2002; Hoath, 2003; Dolev and Perevolotsky, 2005; De Marimis and
Masseti, 2009; Amr, 2012; Moores et al., 2012; Al-Sheikhly et al, 2015; Essghaier et al, 2015;
Edwards et al., 2017; Paray and Al-Sadoon, 2018; Bsissa et al., 2019; Meiri et al., 2019 and Yusefi et
al, 2019) including Palestine (Qumsiyeh, 1996). According to King (1990), hares are similar in
appearance to rabbits but can be distinguished by their larger size, proportionally larger hind legs,
more rakish build, richer tawny color, black-tipped ears and their characteristic loping, tail-down
gait when disturbed. The Cape, Desert, or Arabian Hare (Lepus capensis Linnaeus, 1758) is a
mammalian species belonging to Leporidae family and Lagomorpha order (Boitani and Bartoli,
1983). The Cape Hare inhabits grasslands, deserts, semi-deserts and sand dunes (Boitani and Bartolj,
1983; Harrison and Bates, 1991; Qumsiyeh, 1996; Hoath, 2003). It is the only lagomorph in the
Palestinian Territories. It lives in a variety of ecosystems and habitats such as deserts including the
Negev Desert in southern Palestine, mountainous and rocky regions characterizing the West Bank,
forests, dense wooded areas, grasslands, sand dunes and near rivers, streams and wadis (valleys)
(Kronfeld and Shkolnik, 1996; Qumsiyeh, 1996; Abd Rabou, 2005, 2011 and 2019a; Yassin et al,,
2006 and Abd Rabou et al,, 2007a).

Work on several aspects targeting the ecology, biology, physiology and even behavior of Hares
including the Cape Hare seems to be extensive worldwide (Frager, 1977; Flux and Flux, 1983;
Robinson and Dippenear, 1983; Tapper and Barnes, 1986; Kronfeld and Shkolnik, 1996; Edwards et
al,, 2000; Smith et al.,, 2004; Panek et al.,, 2006; Reichlin et al., 2006; Suchentrunk et al.,, 2006 and
2007; Kamler, 2007; Kamler et al., 2008; Zellweger-Fischer et al.,, 2011; Demirbas et al., 2013; Djan et
al,, 2017; Lado et al., 2019; Schai-Braun et al., 2019; Sliwinski et al.,, 2019 and Zaman et al., 2020).
The Cape Hare (Lepus capensis Linnaeus, 1758) seems to be the commonest among other hare and
rabbit species in the Arab and the Middle East countries of both Africa and Asia as a lot of
mammalian guidebooks pointed out (Boitani and Bartoli, 1983; Flux and Flux, 1983; Amr and Disi,
1988; Harrison and Bates, 1991; Haltenorth and Diller, 1996; Qumsiyeh, 1996; Al-Jumaily, 1998;
Amr, 2000 and 2012; Hoath, 2003; Amr et al., 1987 and 2004; Wilson and Reeder, 2005; Meiri et al.,
2019; Eid, 2018 and Eid et al., 2020).

Studies of the Cape Hare in the Arab and Middle East countries were found to be escalating, covering
aspects of their taxonomy, biology, ecology and ethology. In Israel, Yom-Tov and Yom-Tov (2012)
studied the temporal changes in skull size of samples of mammalian fauna, including the Cape Hare
(Lepus capensis) collected during the 20th Century in Israel. Moran (1981), Moran and Keidar (1993)
and Meiri et al. (2019) surveyed the animals causing harm to agriculture in Israel, of which the Cape
Hare was a clear example. In the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Drew (2000) surveyed the
distribution of Cape Hares throughout the Emirate of Abu Dhabi. He found that the distribution was
patchy and appeared to be affected by the level of grazing by domesticated animals and by
anthropogenic disturbance. In Sudan, Mohammed et al. (2010) made morphometric studies on the
skulls of different hares collected from different parts of the country. In Libya, Essghaier et al. (2015)
and Elkahwage and Jdeidi (2018) surveyed the mammalian fauna including hares in different
ecosystems and protected areas. In southern Tunisia, Chammem et al. (2017) estimated Cape Hare
occupancy and abundance using spotlighting data. Mohsen et al. (2017) studied the spatial
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occupancy of the Cape Hare over southern Tunisia and revealed a positive relationship between its
occurrence and the availability of Poaceae and Plantaginaceae. Moreover, Ben Sliman et al (2005 and
2008a and b) studied the biochemical and population genetics of many hare species with particular
emphasis on the Cape Hare. In Turkey, Ogurlu (1997) studied habitat use and food habits of the
Brown Hare (Lepus europaeus) in a woodland. Sert et al (2005) concentrated their study on the
genetic diversity of the Brown Hare in Anatolia, Turkey.

Specific studies on the biology and ecology of the Cape Hare in the Palestinian Territories (West
Bank and Gaza Strip) seem to be lacking. Cape Hares were surveyed among the vertebrate fauna
prevailing in certain ecosystems of the Palestinian Territories (West Bank and Gaza Strip). In the
West Bank, various ecological surveys revealed the Cape Hare as the only lagomorph, occurring in
multiple ecosystems and habitats. Khalaf (1983) listed four races or subspecies of the Cape Hare
occurring in the Palestine environment: Lepus capensis syriacus, L. c. sinaiticus, L. c. arabicus and L. c.
cheesmain. Of these races, L. c. syriacus is the commonest. Anabtawi (2011) summarized the hazards
facing wildlife in the West Bank with particular emphasis on Cape Hares. Albaba (2016) revealed the
presence of 65 mammalian species in the Palestinian Territories, with the Cape Hare was the only
lagomorph. Albaba (2017) found specimens of the Cape Hare among the roadkills of the West Bank
governorates. Qumsiyeh et al. (2014) revealed significant declines in vertebrate fauna, of which the
Cape Hare was a part, in the area of the Bethlehem governorate of the West Bank, which has
increasingly become urbanized, with an increase in temperature and a decrease in annual rainfall
over the past four decades. Moreover, Qumsiyeh (2016) described the Cape Hare as one of 19
mammalian species occurring in Wadi Al-Quff Protected Area, which is located in northern Hebron.
This area is considered one of the ecologically important areas needing urgent biodiversity
conservation measures (Qumsiyeh et al., 2016). The Apartheid Wall that Israel built nearly two
decades ago contributed to lack of biodiversity flow between the West Bank and the rest of the
occupied Palestinian Territories in 1948. Accordingly, large and medium-sized land mammals,
including the Cape Hare, are among the most affected forms of wildlife (Abdallah and Swaileh, 2011).

As far as the Gaza Strip is concerned, several vertebrate faunistic studies revealed the occurrence of
the Cape Hare in multiple ecosystems as well. MedWetCoast (2002), Abd Rabou (2005 and 2011a)
and Abd Rabou et al. (2007) recorded the Cape Hare as one of the mammalian fauna of Wadi Gaza
Nature Reserve in the middle of the Gaza Strip. Yassin et al. (2006) and Abd Rabou (2019a)
encountered the species in both the northern and southern parts of the Gaza Strip. A single caged
specimen of the species was encountered at Gaza zoos as well (Abd Rabou, 2011b). In spite of this
widespread occurrence, no specimens of it were preserved at the biological exhibitions of local
universities. Such a situation was attributed to the fact that the Cape Hare has become a rare
mammal in the Gaza Strip, and all hunted specimens go for food purposes (Abd Rabou, 2020a and
Abd Rabou et al,, 2020). The Cape Hare as mentioned to be one of the biological threats facing the
archaeological sites and buildings in the Gaza Strip because the burrows it digs in the ground may
cause the demolition of some ancient parts (Abd Rabou, 2019b). Analogous to the Israeli Apartheid
Wall in the West Bank (Abdallah and Swaileh, 2011), the barbed metal fences built by Israel to
isolate the Gaza Strip from the rest of the occupied Palestinian Territories in 1948 constitute an
obstacle to the flow of biodiversity; no doubt large and medium-sized mammals, of which the Cape
Hare is a part, are the most affected, as indicated by UNEP (2003), Abd Rabou et al. (2007a) and Abd
Rabou (2009a). The hunting activities of the Palestinians exerted on the Cape Hare have never been
studied in the Gaza Strip or the West Bank. The current study aims to spotlight hunting of the Cape
Hare (Lepus capensis Linnaeus, 1758) in the Gaza Strip - Palestine. The importance of this study is
due to the fact that its modest results may motivate the relevant environmental authorities to find
ways to protect the Cape Hare and its dwindling populations in a sustainable manner.
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2. Materials and Methods:
2.1. Gaza Strip

The Gaza Strip (365 km?) is a coastal zone lying in the southern part of the Palestinian coast along
the eastern shore of the Mediterranean basin (Figure 1). It is surrounded by the occupied Palestinian
Territories from the east and north, Egypt to the south and the Mediterranean to the west. It is
composed of five governorates: North Gaza, Gaza, Middle, Khan Younis, and Rafah. The Gaza Strip has
a population of about 2.25 million, mostly refugees from the 1948 Nakba. The population density is
about 5,500 inhabitants per square kilometer, making the Gaza Strip one of the most densely
populated areas in the world (UNEP, 2003). The Gaza Strip is characterized by its semi-dry
Mediterranean climate, which is hot in summer and cold in winter. The average temperatures in the
Gaza Strip range from 25 ° C in summer to 13 ° C in winter. The average annual rainfall is 300 mm.
The daily relative humidity fluctuates between 65% and 85% in summer and between 60% and 80%
in winter. Sand dunes are the main feature of the western part of the Gaza Strip, while the clay and
clayey lands predominate in the eastern part (UNEP, 2003).

Figure 1 A map showing the geographic position of the Gaza Strip
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2.2. Procedure

The current descriptive study, which lasted 5 years (2016 - 2020) was based on frequent field visits
and direct observations to various ecosystems within the limits of the Gaza Strip. Most visits were
carried out in the early or late hours of the day which are the favorite times for wildlife hunting
activities in the Gaza Strip. Particular emphasis was paid to the eastern belt of the Gaza Strip near the
political borders with Israel because of its specialty in harboring many opportunist and breeding
mammalian species including the Cape Hare; the core of the current study. This eastern belt of the
Gaza Strip is characterized by its richness in cereal, vegetable and fruit production in addition to the
presence of a lot of animal husbandry and poultry. Frequent meetings and discussions with wildlife
hunters, and local farmers were carried out to get more information and to close the gaps regarding
the occurrence and hunting of the Cape Hare in the Gaza Strip. Finally, the use of professional
binoculars and digital cameras was of a priority throughout the succeeding stages of the current
study for documentary and confirmatory purposes.

3. Results
3.1. Description of Local Cape Hares

The Cape, Desert or Arabian Hare (Lepus capensis Linnaeus, 1758) is characterized by having well-
developed legs for leaping and running, and large eyes and ears that protect it from the threats and
enemies found in its open surroundings. The eyes are often surrounded by a white ring. The soft coat
of the species varies in color from light brown to reddish. As a sexual dimorphism character, females
of Cape Hares are usually larger than males (Figure 2).

Figure 2 The Cape Hare (Lepus capensis Linnaeus, 1758) is a common mammalian species of the
Palestine environment [Photo taken by Ahmed K. Jbareen, 2020]
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3.2. Local Hunting of Cape Hares

In the morning, many wildlife hunters target the eastern and northern parts of the Gaza Strip to
pursue their hobby of hunting wildlife including Cape Hares that they inherited from their parents.
Some bring the hunting pressure cookers, coffee and tea, salt, spices and barbecue skewers, to cook
and grill in the natural environment. Hunters usually describe the meat of the Cape Hare as delicious,
far better than that of Domestic or Pet Rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus domesticus), which many
families in the Gaza Strip raise indoors and in their barns. Gazan hunters usually hunt the Cape Hare
for its delicious meat, not for sustenance or sale. A hunter says: "We did not sell what we hunt in our
lives, and this is what we learned from our elders, from whom we inherited the hobby of hunting". As
well as hunting for meat, a few Gazans may hunt Cape Hares for sport or to gain fur as a decoration
item or as a way to brag that he's a good hunter.

3.3. Methods of Cape Hare Hunting

Many wildlife hunters recalled their participation 20 - 30 years ago in Cape Hare hunting activities
in the green and sandy areas near the "Netzarim" and the "Gush Qatif" Israeli settlement in the
middle and south of the Gaza Strip. At that time, Cape Hares were abundant over most wild and
agricultural areas of the Gaza Strip. Field inspections and interviews with wildlife hunters showed
many of the hunting methods used in poaching, chasing and hunting Cape Hares in the Gaza Strip.
After capturing Cape Hares, hunters slaughtered them and prepared them for barbecue in the open
or at home. Hunters described the taste of the flesh of Cape Hares as delicious because they were
reared in the wild. The common methods of hunting Cape Hares and other mammalian fauna are:

1.Hunting Hares with guns or rifles: Shooting with a gun (khartoush) or rifle (Bondokia or
Baroud) is one of the most common wildlife hunting methods in the Gaza Strip (Figure 3).
With or without dogs, Gazans usually hunt Cape Hares in the early morning or just before
sunset, while wandering through fields, orchards, scrub, sand dunes and other ecosystems.
The ease of hunting hares with guns comes from the fact that hares seldom leave the area in
which they live, and even if they flee from the place they will eventually return to it.

2.Foothold traps with metal jaws: The Gazans use foothold or leghold traps (Kamasha) to hunt
Cape Hares in addition to other larger and medium-sized land mammals such as Red Foxes,
Golden Jackals, Jungle Cats, Egyptian Mongooses and many others that may cause harm to
humans, their property, farms and domestic animals (Figure 4). The danger of these traps
lies in their metal jaws, which usually cause pain or breakage in the limbs of the hunted
animals. Many of these affected animals have been seen in the field or in the zoological
gardens (zoos) prevailing in the governorates of the Gaza strip and most of them were
carnivores belonging to order Carnivora.

3.Erection of net walls: This hunting mechanism is commonly achieved by erecting a circular
wall of nets around agricultural lands or bushes that house hares or burrows where hares
live and hide. Making a noise causes Cape Hares to get out of their hiding places and fall into
the net.

4.Live traps known locally as "Maltash": Live traps are wire cages of different shapes, colors
and sizes that are manufactured locally and equipped with a trigger plate attached to the
entrance. As soon as the Cape Hare passes over it and enters the cage, the entrance is closed
(Figure 5). After baiting, the cage is placed where the hare is more active, as inferred from
the excrement that it leaves behind. It is preferable to test the live trap frequently to make
sure that it works well. It is recommended to camouflage the trap with some plant materials
like branches and leaves.
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Figure 4 Foothold traps with metal jaws are sometimes used to catch Cape Hares and other
carnivore species in the Gaza Strip.

5.Pit traps: Cape Hares and other wildlife species can be caught with pit traps. In areas marked
by the presence of hares, some hunters dig a narrow hole or pit of more than 1.5 meter deep,
to prevent the hare jumping out. The pit can be camouflaged by covering it with a sufficient
amount of twigs, branches and leaves. Suitable baits can be placed over the pits to attract the
hare. Pit traps should be checked frequently because hares or any other animal may be stuck
in the pit. To avoid being bitten while trying to remove animals other than hares, gloves are
recommended, especially if the trapped animal is expected to have diseases such as rabies.

6.Hunting Hares with Greyhounds: Coursing is the sport of hunting rabbits and hares using
dogs to track or chase the prey. Although it seems to be very rare in the Gaza Strip, a few
Gazans claimed that some amateurs used the greyhound and other dog breeds in hare
hunting for both sport and meat purposes. Such claims of rabbiting need verification in the
Gaza Strip, although the use of greyhounds is very common in countries with vast areas and
with plenty of hares.
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Figure 5 Palestinians trapping a Cape Hare using live traps (Maltash) in Khan Younis, southern
Gaza Strip

3.4. Why Hunting Cape Hares is Valued?

Hunting Cape Hares is not an easy task in the Gaza Strip, an area characterized by its environmental
injustice, political instability, Israeli blockade imposed on it since 2006, and high rates of poverty and
unemployment. Wildlife hunters enjoy hunting Cape Hares for the following reasons:

1.The numbers of Cape Hares are few and very rare in the Gaza Strip environment. Residential
growth and urban encroachment at the expense of natural environment in the Gaza Strip,
which is accompanied with infrastructure development and destruction of ecological
habitats, is a crucial factor in lowering the extant numbers of Cape Hares. Also, Gazans
believe that the Israeli bulldozing operations on the borders and the erection of more earth
mounds and barbed wire are crucial reasons for lowering the numbers of hares in the Gaza
Strip. In comparison, the numbers of Cape Hares are abundant inside the occupied
Palestinian Territories and multiply there constantly.

2.The search for a Cape Hare may extend for several days nowadays. Wildlife hunters carefully
search sand dunes for the footprints of the Cape Hare, and after making sure that it is in the
place, they make a noise to push it out of its hiding place and shoot it with a shotgun. More
than 3-4 decades ago, some wildlife hunters could hunt 10 hares per day, but now the hunter
may stay for days until he catches one hare.

3.Hunting of Cape Hares often takes place near the political wire fences separating the Gaza Strip
from the rest of the Palestinian lands occupied by Israel in 1948. Such hunting puts the lives
of wildlife hunters at risk if they try to go there because of security and military measures
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taken by the Israel army. It is worth mentioning that many bird hunters have been killed or
harmed by the Israeli soldiers while practicing wildlife hunting.

4.The process of hunting Cape Hares in the Gaza Strip is said by hunters to be very difficult and
needs great experience and high concentration, due to its high speed, and because it is a
cautious animal and often escapes at the last moment.

3.5. Threats Facing Cape Hares in the Gaza Strip

As far as the threats facing the Cape Hare in the Gaza Strip are concerned, they are so many. Some
are Israeli, while the others are specific to Gazans and the environment of the Gaza Strip:

1.The political wire fences separating the Gaza Strip from the rest of the Palestinian lands
occupied by Israel in 1948, and from Egypt as well. These measures negatively impact the
natural movement of vertebrate fauna including the Cape Hare. They impede the normal
ability of animals to move from one place to another.

2.The Israeli construction of barriers and dams that prevent the natural flow of surface water
coming from the Hebron mountains and the Negev desert through the valleys to the Gaza
Strip, thus reducing the amount of groundwater resulting in scarcity, pollution and
mismanagement. The abundance of water in the various ecosystems, including the wadis of
the Gaza Strip, contributes to the growth of vegetation cover, which in turn supports animal
life in its various forms and species, including the Cape Hare.

3.The urban encroachment which characterizes the Gaza Strip at the expense of natural
environment. Such encroachment promotes habitat loss in terms by habitat destruction,
modification and fragmentation, which in turn lowers the occurrence of faunistic species and
threatens their populations, with the Cape Hare just another example.

4.The repeated Israeli wars and invasions have caused tremendous destruction of the entire
fragile environment in the Gaza Strip, which affects the agricultural, floral and faunal
diversity. The Cape Hare is not exempt from these effects. The Israeli operations in the Gaza
Strip usually include the leveling of agricultural and natural lands, especially those in the
eastern areas of the Gaza Strip, which are considered one of the most important ecological
habitats for the Cape Hare. The use of heavy military equipment and lethal weapons,
including internationally banned weapons, contributes to the destruction of all aspects of the
Gaza environment and its biodiversity.

5.The Israeli use of aircrafts to spray border areas of the eastern Gaza Strip with various
chemical pesticides, especially herbicides and germination inhibitors of unknown effects and
risks, destroy the wild and agricultural vegetation cover. This eliminates the animal diversity
that depends on it, including the Cape Hare that feeds on a variety of plants.

6.The extensive and intensive application and use of agrochemicals, which include chemical
pesticides and fertilizers, in the Gaza Strip. Some of these agrochemicals may be dangerous
and persistent in nature and do not degrade easily in the environment, and others may be
prohibited, carcinogenic, or mutagenic, which often enter the Gaza Strip illegally.

7.0verhunting practices of the Gazans to terrestrial biota using all hunting means especially the
indiscriminate ones. It is worth mentioning that overhunting increased after 1994 as a result
of the facilities provided by the Palestinian National Authority to weapons purchasers and
the ability to license them without restrictions.
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8.The significant increase in the number of carnivores that followed the Israeli withdrawal from
the Gaza Strip in late 2005 may constitute a reason for the dearth of hare populations in the
Gaza Strip. Many Gazan farmers and poultry pens owners suffered from the occurrence and
possible reproduction of the Red Fox, Golden Jackal and Gray Wolf in the Gaza Strip in the
last couples of years, which may predate on Cape Hares as one of their food items.

9.Weakness of environmental and ecological awareness among Gazans due to the lack of
programs aimed at raising awareness towards wildlife knowledge and conservation in
Palestine. The problems of poverty and unemployment aggravate environmental injury: how
can a person without food and clothing be expected to pay attention to aspects of the
environment and its protection?

10. Weakness of environmental legislations and laws that control wildlife hunting and the
damage imposed by local people on ecological habitats, especially the keystone ones that
harbor threatened wildlife species.

3.6. How to Conserve Cape Hare Populations?

Generally speaking, all wildlife species suffer from the fragility of the Gaza Strip ecosystem. Sensitive
wildlife species face a variety of overlapping threats, and urgent solutions should be adopted to
lower their impacts:

1. The application of environmental legislations and laws to protect wildlife; particularly the
low population of the Cape Hare.

2. The provision of ecological awareness and extension campaigns by specialized
environmental and biological teams in the Gaza Strip. Such activities should be financially
supported to achieve positive results.

3. The use of social media is a cheap method that could be used by responsible authorities to
protect wildlife. In fact, biodiversity conservation is a moral and religious duty that the
Palestinians must be proud of, especially as they live in an occupied country suffering from
environmental and political injustice imposed by the Israeli occupation since 1948.

4. DISCUSSION

Palestine is home to more than 100 mammalian species, but the order Lagomorpha is represented
by only one species; the Cape Hare (Lepus capensis Linnaeus, 1758) with four races (Khalaf, 1983
and Qumsiyeh, 1996). The same hare is prevalent in the Palestine's neighboring countries such as
Egypt, Lebanon and Jordan in addition to other Middle East countries (Seddon et al,, 1997; Amr,
2000 and 2012; Hoath, 2003; Nader et al, 2011 and Elkahwage and Jdeidi, 2018). The harsh and
fragile environment of the Gaza Strip seems to harbor low populations of mammalian fauna like
carnivores, insectivores, artiodactyls, and the currently studied lagomorphs (MedWetCoast, 2002;
Abd Rabou et al,, 2007a; Abd Rabou, 2005; 2009a; 2011a; 2019a). The exceptions are the Egyptian
Mongoose (Herpestes ichneumon), rodents and bats, which are present in reasonable populations
(Abd Rabou, 2019a and c). Some of them are considered pests by the Gazans because they pose a
threat to crops and domestic animals (MedWetCoast, 2002; Abd Rabou et al., 2007a and Abd Rabou,
2019c). The Cape Hare, which is respected locally for its delicious meat, is also considered a pest that
damages agricultural crops (Brooks et al., 1988; Moran and Keidar, 1993; Moran 2003 and Strevens
and Rochford, 2004). The benefits of the genus Lepus come from the fact that hares constitute the
base of many predator-prey interactions. Moreover, hares constitute a major human food resource,
model laboratory animals, valued game and provide scientific insights into entire trophic systems. In
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this regard, the Cape Hare has never been used for dissection purposes because of its rarity in the
local environment. Instead, the Domestic Rabbit (Oryctolagus cuniculus) is used in dissection lessons
as well as in experimental biological and medical research in the Palestinian universities. As far as
the meat of the Cape Hare is concerned, Gazans seem to be fond of its taste, especially when cooked
al fresco. Experiments on the chemical composition of the meat of the South African Springhare
(Pedetes capensis) demonstrated that it has a high protein content (~22.5 g/100 g meat) and low
lipid (less than 1.3 g/100 g meat) content. At the same time, the meat of this rodent was found to be
comparable to that of commercially reared rabbits (Erasmus and Hoffman, 2020). From a medical
point of view, Aloufi and Eid (2016) pointed out that the flesh of the Cape Hare was used in Jordan
and Saudi Arabia to treat bronchial asthma.

Wildlife hunting was and is still a common phenomenon in the Gaza Strip. The majority of terrestrial
wildlife is subject to hunting and trapping for different purposes as pointed out in many local studies
(Abd Rabou, 2005, 20093, 2011a and b and 2019a and Abd Rabou et al, 2007a). Many factors
promoted such hunting including poverty, unemployment, low socioeconomic standards (Abd
Rabou, 2009b) and weakness of both ecological awareness and environmental laws (Abd Rabou et
al,, 2007a). Although hunting is common in all ecosystems and habitats of the Gaza Strip, it is mostly
practiced in the eastern parts near the borders separating it from the rest of the Palestinian lands
occupied in 1948. This is simply because most common and even rare wildlife species occur there.
Opportunist mammals such as carnivores and artiodactyls were known to enter the Gaza Strip,
through some gates, gaps or underground burrows, coming from the rest of the Palestinian
Territories towards the Gaza Strip (Abd Rabou, 2009a). The concentration of agriculture, poultry
farms, solid waste land fills and the newly constructed wastewater treatment plants in the eastern
part of the Gaza Strip attracts such wildlife richness and flow from east to west (Abd Rabou et al,,
2021). Nocturnal species feed on both wild and domestic animals and even fruits and vegetables
when the eastern regions of the Gaza Strip are enjoying complete calm due to the departure of
farmers to their relatively remote homes, and because of the military and security measures and
risks imposed by Israel at the edges (Abd Rabou, 2019c and Abd Rabou et al, 2021). It should be
noted here that a number of wildlife hunters have been killed while practicing their hobbies in these
relatively pristine areas (Abd Rabou, 2005). From an ecological point of view, the relatively bigger
home ranges of large and medium-sized mammals inhabiting the scrub, agricultural lands and the
Negev Desert of southern Palestine make some of them cross borders towards the Gaza Strip
(Reuven, and Geffen, 1999; Abd Rabou, 2009a and Afik and Alkon, 2013). Although the Cape Hare
breeds in the Gaza Strip, some may enter as opportunists in the eastern parts of the Gaza Strip as
claimed by local farmers and wildlife hunters.

Methods of hunting means of Cape Hares are diverse as the current findings showed. Shooting by
guns and rifles seemed to be the commonest way, as for most wildlife species of the Gaza Strip
(Figure 3). Similar results concerning the use of shooting to hunt wildlife were very common in the
region; especially in Egypt and Jordan, close neighboring countries to Palestine (Elhalawani, 2016;
Qumsiyeh et al,, 2016; Eid, 2018; Eid and Handal, 2018 and Eid et al., 2020). A study in Jordan by Eid
and Handal (2018) showed more than 400 hare specimens killed by Jordanian hunters were posted
on Facebook in 2015. The majority of footholds traps with metal jaws used in capturing the
mammals of the Gaza Strip were manufactured locally by clever hunters. The metal jaws harm the
animals hunted. Some wildlife hunters, including hare hunters, confirmed injuries or loss of limbs
and possibly death of animals that were caught by foothold traps. In 2008, the author saw a caged
Red Fox (Vulpes vulpes) in Rafah zoo with a leg missing because it was caught in a foothold trap (Abd
Rabou et al,, 2021). To overcome this danger, many countries now cover the jaws with safe rubber
cushions to prevent suffering or fracture of the limbs (Philip et al, 1996). The live trap, which is
known locally as "maltash" is a common trap type in the Gaza Strip. Hares and most carnivores (Abd
Rabou et al,, 2007a; Abd Rabou, 2009a and 2019c) have been trapped in this way using baits or
lures. In the eastern parts of the Gaza Strip, the Egyptian Mongoose (Herpestes ichneumon) has been
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commonly trapped in this way by farmers to combat its frequent attacks on poultry (Abd Rabou,
2019c). This trapping means is very safe in the sense that no lesions can occur to trapped animals. In
the Sudan, the author used this method to hunt the African Civet (Civettictis civetta) along the River
Nile in the Khartoum State in 1994 to investigate its possible role in the transmission of
leishmanesis. Moreover, the same method was used by the author to trap the Agag Gerbil (Gerbillus
agag) in sesame fields in the Kordofan State of the Sudan.

In the Gaza Strip, live traps of various sizes and shapes have been locally manufactured and
commonly applied to trap various rodent species living in the wild, agricultural lands and even
human dwellings. The Ship or Black Rat (Rattus rattus), Norway or Brown Rat (Rattus norvegicus),
House Mouse (Mus musculus), Greater Egyptian Gerbil (Gerbillus pyramidis) and Lesser Egyptian
Jerboa (Jaculus jaculus) are common rodent species trapped in various ecosystems within the Gaza
Strip for both control and scientific purposes as pointed out by Abd Rabou et al. (2007a) and Abd
Rabou (2019a and c). Such traps are commonly used in studies dealing with small and medium-sized
mammals (Shilereyo et al., 2020). Pit traps were rarely used in the Gaza Strip, especially in its
western belt which is characterized by its sand dunes topography. Digging holes or pits is not an
easy task in such dunes. In the eastern part, the ground is better for digging such holes. In spite of
that, holes of 1.5 meter depth seems to be sometimes ineffective because of the ability of hares to
jump and escape. In fact, the hind limbs of hare are relatively larger than those of rabbits and as a
result, their ability to jump and escape will be greater (Boitani and Bartoli, 1983). Doubts about the
use of greyhounds in rabbiting (i.e. tracking and catching Cape Hares) in the Gaza Strip still exist,
because these dogs need great distances during their pursuit of hunting (Figure 6), and owning this
kind of dogs is very expensive and may be difficult in light of the Israeli blockade imposed on the
Gaza Strip since 2006. One possibility remains that some greyhounds may have been smuggled
through the underground tunnels that connect the Gaza Strip to the Egyptian territories, to bring in
many goods and animals, including zoo animals, livestock and perhaps greyhounds (Abd Rabou,
2009b; Butt and Butt, 2016).

Regardless to the means used in hunting Cape Hares, the process itself is considered difficult by
hunters; especially in the Gaza Strip. They consider the animal a precious catch because of its rarity
in the Gaza Strip. Urban encroachment at the expense of natural environment is a continuing process
in the whole Gaza Strip; an area considered by global and local agencies as an ecologically and
environmentally sensitive hot spot because of the Israeli occupation, blockade and security and
military measures, the Israeli security and political fence separating it from the rest of Palestine, its
small total area (365 km?) which equals 1.5% of Palestine, its overpopulation which exceeds 2.2
millions, its population density (5,500 people per square kilometer), resource depletion, habitat loss,
environmental pollution and ecosystem fragility (Al-Agha, 1997; UNEP, 2003; Abd Rabou, 2009b;
Abd Rabou and Abu Daher, 2009; Al-Najar et al.,, 2015; Safi, 2015 and Butt and Butt, 2016). The
impact of the Israeli apartheid and segregation walls and fences on wildlife ecology and biodiversity
flow was proved in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip (Abd Rabou, 2009a and Abdallah and Swaileh,
2011). In spite of this catastrophic environmental and political situation of the Gaza Strip, hunting of
Cape Hares and other wildlife species; particularly birds near the eastern political fences of the Gaza
Strip, which was made by Israel, is another real threat facing Gazan hunters as many of them have
been killed or injured by the Israeli soldiers while practicing such hunting hobbies (Abd Rabou, 2005
and 2019a).
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Figure 6 Rabbiting, which is the sport of hunting rabbits and hares, often needs great distances
for greyhounds to track, chase and catch preys

The threats facing wildlife; especially the vertebrate fauna in the Gaza Strip have been touched on, or
noted, in many local ecological and zoological studies. Habitat loss due to destruction, alteration,
modification or deterioration is to be expected in an overpopulated area such as the Gaza Strip. For
example, the extensive destruction of the wetland ecosystem of Wadi Gaza in the middle of the Gaza
Strip and Al-Mawasi ecosystem in the south of Gaza Strip have negative impacts on wildlife ecology,
including the ecology of Cape Hares. The sandy belt and the sand dune ecosystem characterizing the
western region of the Gaza Strip have been extremely deteriorated because of urban encroachment,
sand quarrying and accumulation of solid wastes of different categories; particularly the demolition
wastes resulting from local developmental operations and the Israeli military wars and invasions.
Habitat changes are thought to be the main cause of the decline in numbers of European Hares
(Lepus europaeus) throughout Europe as revealed by Smith et al. (2004). In Jordan, Eid et al. (2020)
pointed out that, despite the Cape Hare's widespread distribution, there has been a sharp decline in
its population and its habitats are under continuous threats.

The Israeli and Palestinian use and application of chemical pesticides threaten wildlife as well. In the
eastern belt of the Gaza Strip, the farmers plant wheat, barley, oat, melon, watermelon, carrot and
low-growing, leafy vegetable crops, such as spinach, parsley, lettuce, rocket and chard. Some of these
plants are major foods for the Cape Hare and other wild as well as domestic animals. The Israeli
aerial spraying of chemical herbicides and germination inhibitors not only affects wildlife, it is also a
flagrant violation of human rights as it destroys private property, destroys vital natural resources,
and impedes sustainable development, while depriving thousands of people of their right to live. Abd
Rabou and Al-Agha (1998) and Abd Rabou et al. (2002) demonstrated that pesticides were
extensively used locally with no protective measures. In spite of their impacts on humans, pesticides
present an alarming situation to wildlife and domestic animals (Abd Rabou, 1996). Of course, the
Cape Hare which feeds on a variety of different plants could easily be poisoned. Abd Rabou (2020b)
recorded secondary poisoning of Barn Owls (Tyto alba) in southern Gaza Strip as a result of the
extensive use of pesticides. Overhunting of wildlife seems to be a crucial factor in threatening
wildlife including Cape Hares. Hunting of various wildlife species may lead to the point that some
species may reach advanced stages of threat, including extinction. Finally, the relative increase of
some opportunist carnivores coming from the Palestinian Territories to the Gaza Strip may form a
threat to the limited population of Cape Hares in the Gaza Strip. Such carnivores like jackals and
foxes were known to feed on mammalian fauna as pointed out by various studies including local
ones (Goszczynski and Wasilewski, 1992; Yom-Tov et al.,, 1995; Abd Rabou, 2009a; 2019a and c;
2021; Panek, 2009; Mohamed and Basuouny, 2016 and Zaman et al., 2020). In conclusion, the

IUG Journal of Natural Studies (Islamic University of Gaza) / CC BY 4.032



http://resportal.iugaza.edu.ps/journal.aspx?id=3

current study recommends the need to raise ecological awareness among Gazans; especially wildlife
hunters to protect wildlife; particularly the Cape Hare in a sustainable fashion.
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