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Pangolins are scaly anteaters and 
are unique in being the world’s only 
true scaly mammals, distributed in 
Asia and Africa.  Of the eight species 
of pangolin, four species are found 
in Asia, the Chinese Pangolin Manis 
pentadactyla, Indian Pangolin M. 
crassicaudata, Sunda Pangolin M. 
javanica and the Philippine Pangolin 
M. culionensis.  The Indian Pangolin 

(hereafter referred to as Pangolin) is distributed in South 
Asia from the northeast and southeast of Pakistan, 
throughout the Indian sub-continent including Sri Lanka 
and east to southern Nepal.  It was found throughout 
Bangladesh historically, but there are no records 
currently and their presence is uncertain in Western 
China (Schlitter 2005; Baillie et al. 2014).  They occupy 
diverse habitats ranging from tropical and sub-tropical 
forests to dry woodlands and savannah regions, as well 
as human modified habitats such as coconut and rubber 
plantations.  Though they are distributed in diverse 
habitats, their population status is unknown.  

Pangolins are predominantly nocturnal although 
they have also been known to be active during the 
daytime.  Occurring at low densities, their solitary, 
nocturnal and elusive behaviour make them difficult to 
study (Prater 1971).  Pangolin plays a vital role in the 
ecosystem and agricultural areas by consuming insects 
(feeding on ants, termites and fossorial creatures) 
that cause considerable damage to agricultural crops 
(d’aularie & d’aularie 1983).

Pangolin’s limbs are powerful and are tipped with 
sharp, clawed digits used for digging into ant hills and 
termite mounds (Atkins 2004).  Pangolin’s diet consists 

of ants and termites.  Although there are many species 
of ants, they prefer only a few species of ants that 
constitute the major proportion of their diet (Stewart 
et al. 1999; Mahmood et al. 2013; Pieterson et al. 
2015).  For example, fecal examination of pangolins 
in Pakistan revealed that it composed of only ant 
species Camponotus confucii, Camponotus compressus 
whereas termites were not recorded (Mahmood et al. 
2013).  Stewart et al. (1999)  reported that six species 
of ants contributed to the diet of Pangolins, but only 
one species, Anoplolepis custodiens, constituted 77% 
of the overall diet.  The stomach content analysis from 
the Nilgiris revealed presence of black ants, beetle wing 
sheath, remains of cockroaches and skins of worms 
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(Hutton 1949) and fitt was also reportted tthatt eggs were 

prefferred over adultt antts.  

The prfimary tthreatts tto pangolfins are fillegal hunfing 

and poachfing ffor fillficfitt fintternafional ttrade and local use 

(Bafillfie ett al. 2014).  Pangolfins are huntted ffor tthefir lesh, 

skfin  and scales (Nowak 1991).  The  scales are tthoughtt 

tto  have  medficfinal  value.    Over  a  mfillfion  pangolfins  are 

belfieved tto have been ttraded fillegally fin tthe lastt decade 

(Challender  ett  al.  2014;  Anonymous  2016a)  and  fitt  fis 

consfidered tthe mostt heavfily ttraficked wfild mammal fin 

tthe world.  Thus, hunfing pressure, habfittatt degradafion 

and tthe ttransfference off ttrade and ttrafickfing attenfion 

tto tthfis specfies conttrfibutted tto tthe change fin tthe sttattus off 

pangolfin on The IUCN Red Lfistt off Threattened SpecfiesTM 

ffrom  Near  Threattened  tto  Endangered  cattegory  (Bafillfie 

ett al. 2014).  

The sttomach conttentt off one ffemale Indfian Pangolfin 

was  collectted  ffrom  a  road  kfill  specfimen  ffrom  Kalpetta 

(76005’2.97”E  &  11037’16.08”N)  off  Soutth  Wayanad 

Forestt  Dfivfisfion  and  tthe  postt-morttem  examfinafion  was 

carrfied  outt  att  Kerala  Vetterfinary  and  Anfimal  Scfiences 

Unfiversfitty, Pookode, Wayanad on Septtember 2013.  The 

sttomach  conttentt  was  preserved  fin  10%  fformalfin  and 

subsequenttly analysed tto fidenfiffy tthe dfiett composfifion 

(Ffig. 1).  A chfi-square goodness off fitt ttestt was done tto 

find  dfifferences  fin  botth  ffrequency  and  bfiomass  off  antt 

and/or  ttermfitte  remnantts  usfing  sttafisfical  programs  R 

(Anonymous 2009).

The sttomach conttentt off Pangolfin composed off body 

partts off antt specfies, antt egg shells, antt heads and grfitt.  

The morphomettry off tthe head and posfifion off tthe eye fin 

tthe head among tthe antt specfies were used tto fidenfiffy 

tthem  tto  specfies  level  based  on  Boltton  (1994),  ffauna 

off  Brfifish  Indfia  (Bfingham  1903)  and  AnttWeb  websfitte 

(Anonymous  2016b).    The  antt  specfies  ffound  fin  dfiett  off 

Pangolfin was exclusfively Lepttogenys sp. wfitth head sfize 

off one tto ttwo mfillfimetter (Image 1).  Sfince tthe abundance 

off  tthe  antt  specfies  was  nott  avafilable,  tthe  prefference 

could nott be dettermfined.  Our prelfimfinary survey fin tthe 

area revealed tthatt Lepttogenys sp. fis lfikely tto be tthe mostt 

abundantt specfies fin tthe ttropfical mofistt decfiduous fforestts 

off  Wayanad  Dfisttrfictt  off  Kerala,  tthough  tthfis  should  be 

ttreatted wfitth caufion as our survey was nott systtemafic.  

Earlfier sttudfies have also reportted Lepttogenys sp. as tthe 

domfinantt specfies fin tthfis regfion (Anu & Sabu 2006).  Grfitt 

conttentt was hfigher fin botth ffrequency and bfiomass wfitth 

49%  and  57%  respecfively  (Image  2).    Sfince  pangolfin 

lacks tteetth, tthey mafinly rely on grfitt ffor grfindfing tthe ffood 

matterfial (Krause & Lesson 1974).  A greatter proporfion 

off grfitt conttentt was reportted here tthan fin otther sttudfies 

(45%;  Mahmood  ett  al.  2013)  tthough  our  sample  sfize 

only fincluded one anfimal.

Botth  ffrequency  (X2=36.76;  dff=2;  p<0.00)  and 

bfiomass  (X2=1740;  dff=2;  p<0.00)  conttentt  varfied 

sfignfificanttly among dfifferentt dfiett componentts.  In tterms 

off  bfiomass,  antt  head  conttrfibutted  hfigher  percenttage 

Image 1. Sttomach conttentt off Indfian Pangolfin Manfis crassficaudatta 
showfing antt body partts, antt egg shells and grfitt.

Ffigure 1. Percentt composfifion (bfiomass and ffrequency) off antt specfies 
remnantts off Lepttogenys sp. fin tthe sttomach conttentt off Pangolfin

Image 2. Mficroscopfic fimages off gutt conttentt off pangolfin showfing antt 
heads (venttral vfiew) and an egg shell.

a. Worker and head b. Soldfier and head c. Antt egg
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(41.3%) than ant egg shells (1.8%) suggesting higher 
percent consumption of adult ant than ant eggs.  On 
the contrary, frequency of ant egg shells was higher 
(29%) than ant heads (22.5%).  Ant head biomass was 
higher because of external chitinous covering of ant 
head that was undigested and remained intact and 
excreted.  Whereas, egg content was digested and only 
egg shells that is weightless had lower biomass.  But the 
actual biomass contribution would be higher since the 
frequency of egg shell is higher.  Analysis of fecal sample 
also revealed similar higher contribution (percent 
volume) of ant head (0.71%) than egg shell (0.21%) 
(Mahmood et al. 2013).  Similar preference of ant egg 
was reported by (Heath 1995).  Though the biomass of 
ant head was higher, its contribution to the pangolin as 
nutrient is unknown. 

Stomach content of pangolin suggests that Pangolin 
is highly specialized in its foraging habits and ant eggs are 
more likely to be relished than the adult ants.  Further 
research on the ecology and diet composition is needed 
to better understand the diet of the Indian Pangolin.
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