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Introduction 19 

 20 

This paper adds to growing documentation of carnivory and cannibalism in common 21 

hippos, Hippopotamus amphibious (Linnaeus, 1758). Since 1995 the long standing view 22 

of hippos as herbivores (Eltringham, 1999; Estes, 1991) has been challenged by 23 

observations of carnivory and cannibalism by hippos. 24 

 25 

Interspecific Carnivory 26 

 27 

Dudley (1998) was the first to report carnivory in hippos. He observed a male hippo kill 28 

an impala that had been chased into water by wild dogs, ten hippos proceeded to feed 29 

from the carcass. Wild dogs then killed another impala on the water’s edge, possibly 30 

attempting to feed on this second carcass, five hippos left the first carcass and tried to 31 

chase the wild dogs away from their kill. In another instance Dudley (1998) recorded a 32 

hippo scavenging an impala carcass alongside crocodiles. Both incidences reported by 33 

Dudley (1998) occurred in 1995 in Hwange National Park, Zimbabwe. Dudley (1998; 34 

2004) mentions two unpublished observations of hippo carnivory on common 35 

wildebeest (Connochaetes taurinus) in East Africa from R.D. Estes and an unpublished 36 

video of a hippo feeding on the gut contents and/or internal organs of a buffalo in 37 

Luangwa Valley, Zambia. Potential hippo carnivory is also reported in South Africa. 38 

Crowther & Whyte (1989) record a hippo appearing to scavenge the carcass of a female 39 

kudu killed by crocodiles in Crocodile River at Malelane and a case from Kruger 40 

National Park where a hippo killed a young eland and played with the carcass, though if 41 

any feeding occurred is uncertain.  42 

 43 

Cannibalism 44 

 45 

Eltringham (1999) reports the first observation of hippo cannibalism. In the Shire River, 46 

Malawi, a hippo was filmed and photographed feeding alongside crocodiles on a male 47 

hippo which had died from fight wounds the previous day. There has also been 48 

speculation that an anthrax outbreak in Uganda’s Queen Elizabeth National Park, that 49 

killed over 300 hippos, in 2004/05 was linked to cannibalism (Dudley, 2004). In a 50 

National Geographic documentary about the outbreak Dr. Fabian Leendertz reported a 51 

hippo feeding on the entrails of an anthrax-killed hippo carcass (Cannibal Hippos, 52 



2009). However, this was the only report of cannibalism in the park and cannibalism is 53 

not mentioned in subsequent papers outlining the outbreak’s spread and management so 54 

cannibalism is unlikely to have been widespread (Mburo et al., 2007). A photo of an 55 

adult hippo with the thigh of what appears to be the intact carcass of a juvenile hippo in 56 

its mouth in Withers & Hosking (2002) is another potential cannibalistic record. 57 

However, as there are no details on the event it is unclear if the hippo was feeding or 58 

investigating the carcass for other reasons. 59 

  60 



Materials and Methods 61 

 62 

The sighting occurred at 14.07 on 25th of April 2014 in the Sabie River in Kruger 63 

National Park, South Africa. Observations were made from the Lower-Sabie bridge at a 64 

distance of approximately 50 metres.  65 

  66 



Results and Discussion 67 

 68 

A hippo was observed feeding from the decayed carcass of another hippo (Fig. 1) while 69 

intermittently breaking away from feeding to defend the carcass from crocodiles; a 70 

second hippo was resting nearby but did not interact with the carcass. Feeding by the 71 

hippo was ongoing when observers arrived and continued for approximately 20 minutes 72 

after which both hippos moved away and waiting crocodiles began feeding. The carcass 73 

appeared to be well decayed and have already been fed from extensively, though 74 

whether by hippos or other scavengers is unknown. Definite aging and sexing of the 75 

cannibalistic hippo was not possible however its size and lack of obvious male genitalia 76 

indicate a sub-adult female (Dr. Rebecca Lewison, pers. comm.). This observation is 77 

only the second fully documented and published case of cannibalism in common hippos 78 

and the first record from Southern Africa. 79 

 80 

Records of carnivory (interspecific carnivory and cannibalism) now spread through 81 

Eastern and Southern Africa show it is not restricted to certain individuals or 82 

populations but, while uncommon, is a widespread part of hippo’s behavioural 83 

repertoire. Carnivory may be underreported as hippos are nocturnal feeders, however, it 84 

is unlikely to occur frequently as their gut anatomy is unsuited to digesting meat 85 

(Eltringham, 1999). Nutrient deficiencies drive carnivorous behaviour, such as bone 86 

chewing, in other herbivore species (Denton et. al, 1986) and may play a role in hippo 87 

carnivory. Dudley’s (1998) observations occurred during a severe drought when hippos 88 

were seen consuming other unusual foods like elephant dung and woody plants. Unlike 89 

previous records of carnivory (Dudley, 1998) there was no shortage of fodder in Kruger 90 

due to heavy rains in March. If nutritional stress was driving our observation of 91 

carnivory it is likely to be because of a deficiency in a specific dietary component and 92 

not a chronic food shortage.  93 

 94 

Cannibalism has been observed less frequently than interspecific carnivory. 95 

Understanding drivers of cannibalism is difficult due to lack of observations and 96 

information on individuals involved. However, of common drivers of cannibalism in 97 

mammals (reproductive strategy, environmental stress, nutritional stress, high 98 

conspecific density, natural predatory behaviour and population regulation) (Polis et al., 99 

1984) nutritional stress, as in interspecific carnivory, is the most likely driver. 100 



 101 

In recent years reports of human mortalities and human-hippo conflict has risen in many 102 

countries (Lewison & Oliver, 2008). Better understanding of the frequency of hippo 103 

carnivory and its drivers will help mitigate any role it might play in human-hippo 104 

conflict. Understanding hippo carnivory, especially cannibalism, may help manage the 105 

spread of diseases, such as anthrax, where infected meat can be a vector of infection and 106 

has caused large die-offs in the past (Mburo et al., 2007; Turnbull et al., 1991). This is 107 

especially the case if carnivory occurs when individuals are nutritionally stressed as 108 

their weakened condition will make them less resilient to infections that carnivory may 109 

expose them too. The IUCN lists hippos as vulnerable due to habitat loss and 110 

exploitation across its range (Lewison & Oliver, 2008), better management of disease 111 

outbreaks and human-hippo conflict may be vital to the species’ longer term survival. 112 

113 
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Figure Legends 149 

Fig 1 Hippo feeding on a decayed hippo carcass in the lower reaches of the Sabie 150 

River, Kruger National Park. 151 
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