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Natural history notes on Pampas Fox Lycalopex gymnocercus (Mammalia: Carnivora:
Canidae) in the Paraguayan Chaco
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Abstract — We provide some natural history notes on the Pampas Fox Lycalopex gymnocercus from the Paraguayan Chaco. Information is
presented on diet, distribution (with the first formal documentation of the species in the Oriental region), local beliefs, mortality, and possible
play behavior. Photographic documentation of the existence of sarcoptic mange in wild foxes in the Paraguayan Chaco is also provided.
Additional keywords: diet, distribution, mortality, sarcoptic mange.

Resumen (Notas de historia natural sobre el Aguara pyta Lycalopex gymnocercus (Mammalia: Carnivora: Canidae) en el Chaco paraguayo) —
Proveemos algunos datos de historia natural sobre el Aguara pyta Lycalopex gymnocercus en el Chaco Paraguayo. Se presenta informacion
sobre dieta, distribucion (con la primera documentacion formal para la region Oriental), creencias locales, mortandad y comportamiento.

También se presenta documentacion fotografica de la existencia de sarna sarcoptica en zorros silvestres en el Chaco Paraguayo.

Palabras-claves adicionales: dieta, distribucion, mortandad, sarna.

The Pampas Fox Lycalopex gymnocercus is a
widespread canid distributed from eastern Bolivia
through western Paraguay to central Argentina, and
through Uruguay into southeastern Brazil (Lucherini &
Luengos Vidal 2008). Wozencraft (2005) recognized
five subspecies, but the subspecific limits need review
(Lucherini & Luengos Vidal 2008). The species is of
Least Concern in Paraguay (Saldivar et al. 2017), where
it is common west of the Paraguay River, in the Chaco
region. Still, despite many published claims, there has
been no documented report of the species from east of
the Paraguay River (Smith 2022).

The species is mainly nocturnal in Paraguay but is
occasionally encountered during the day (Brooks 1992).
It is a habitat generalist, able to tolerate considerable
habitat degradation, and is commonly found close to
human dwellings in agricultural areas using artificial
water sources provided for domestic animals (Brooks
1992; Weiler et al. 2020). Though it is an abundant and
familiar species in the Chaco region, almost nothing has
been published on the species ecology in Paraguay.
Here, we provide some natural history observations
obtained opportunistically during multiple visits to the
Paraguayan Chaco.

DIETARY OBSERVATIONS

Lycalopex gymnocercus is an omnivore, taking a
variety of vertebrate, invertebrate, and plant matter
(Mérquez & Farifia 2003). The diet is well documented
in Argentina, Bolivia, and Brazil (Crespo 1971; Mason
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1985; Ayala 2000; Garcia & Kittlein 2005; Varela &
Bucher 2006; Vieira & Port 2007; Farias & Kittlein
2008; Varela et al. 2008; Castillo et al. 2011; Schalk &
Morales 2012; Canel et-al. 2016). However, no dietary
data has been published from Paraguay. We provide
some opportunistic observation data here.

Individuals at Teniente Enciso National Park,
Boquerén department, are semi-habituated to human
presence and are frequently attracted to the tourist area
when food is prepared. The foxes here wait patiently for
scraps to be thrown, and also scavenge from the refuse
bins. One individual was also seen consuming the fruit
of Capparis speciosa Griseb. (Capparaceae). The
Guarani name of this fruit Pajagud naranja translates
roughly to “orange for the dog”. The fruits of this plant
are edible; however, for part of the year, they contain
toxins that can cause dietary distress (Ratzlaff 2004). A
pair of foxes were also observed picking small red fruits,
probably Ziziphus mistol Griseb. (Rhamnaceae), from a
bush at Fortin Toledo, Boquerén department, on 31
March 2022, and large quantities of the distinctive red-
colored scats were found filled with the seeds of nearby
Algarobillo bushes (Prosopis affinis Spreng., Fabaceae)
on the raised portion of an Australian water tank
(tajamar) at the same location in July 2022 (Figure 1).
The seed pods of Algarobillo are consumed by humans
in the Chaco region, having a sweet flavor and being
known for their high fiber content aiding digestion
(Marylin Wohlgemuth, pers. comm.).

Close to Cerro Leon, within Defensores del Chaco
National Park, Alto Paraguay department, a juvenile
individual was observed slowly stalking an adult female
of the Red Tegu Salvator rufescens (Squamata:
Teiidae). The fox attempted to grab the much larger
lizard by the nape, but the bite was ineffectual, and the
aggressive response of the lizard resulted in the juvenile
fox being pursued into the brush.
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Figure 1. High densities of scat containing Algarobillo (Prosopis affinis) seeds at Fortin Toledo, Boquerdén department, 28 July 2022 (
Rebecca L Smith).

On 21 May 2022, an adult fox was observed at night  observation that the type locality “vicinity of Asuncién”
(1900h), approximately 18 km west of Chaco Lodge restricted by Cabrera (1958) lies outside the known
(Presidente Hayes department) by road, carrying the range of the species. This is the result of the confusion
carcass of a Brushland Tinamou Nothoprocta associated with the identity of the description of the
cinerascens (Tinamiformes: Tinamidae) (Figure 2). It  “‘I’Agourachay’’ of Azara (1801) clarified by Smith &
was not possible to determine whether the fox had killed ~ Rios (in press). The species is common to abundant in
the bird (which roost on the ground) or whether it had  the Paraguayan Dry Chaco, but declines in abundance
been scavenged after having died by other means. The from east to west, with the ecological gradient becoming
fox had consumed most of the breast meat and had
removed and discarded the guts and gizzard of the bird
(these being located close by). Though the fox dropped
the prey allowing the authors to examine it, it remained
in cover nearby throughout the whole process and
presumably returned to it after our departure.
Nothoprocta cinerascens is a Chaco endemic species
(Castillo & Clay 2004) that has not been previously
reported in the diet of Pampas Fox. However, they are
known to feed on other species of ground-dwelling
birds, including tinamous of the genera Eudromia and
Nothura (Crespo 1971; Canel et al. 2016).

DISTRIBUTION

Figure 2. Predated Brushland Tinamou Nothoprocta cinerascens,
The distribution of this species in Paraguay was  approximately 18 km west of Chaco Lodge by road, Presidente Hayes
reviewed in detail by Smith (2022), including the  department, 7 May 2022 (Photo: Jen Seto).
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more humid between the Dry (Boquerén department)
and Humid Chaco (Presidente Hayes department)
(Smith 2022). Presence east of the Paraguay River, in
the Oriental Region of Paraguay is repeatedly assumed
and claimed (Gamarra de Fox & Martin 1996; Lowen et
al. 1996; Yahnke et al. 1998; Hill & Padwe 2000;
Esquivel 2001; Neris & Colman 2001; Neris et al. 2002;
Farina & Hostettler 2003; Rumbo 2010; Weiler et al.
2019), but there are apparently no documented records.
A pair of specimens collected by Schade (AMNH
95204, 95205; not examined) with locality Villarrica
(Guaira department), if correctly identified, almost
certainly originated elsewhere. Schade was based in
Villarrica and used it as a shipping locality, with many
specimens from the Chaco and elsewhere figuring in
various collections with this locality.

A single individual of Lycalopex gymnocercus was
photographed on Isla Yacyretd, Itapua department,
during November 2016 (Figure 3). We believe this is
the only confirmed report of the species east of the
Paraguay River. The appearance of this individual was
larger and paler than typical specimens west of the
Paraguay River, similar to individuals that we have
observed in Corrrientes Province, Argentina. The
population on Isla Yacyretd is probably referable to
L. g. gymnocercus, but those occurring throughout the
Chaco region (which are smaller, darker on the
dorsum, and more orange on the face and legs) have
not been conclusively associated with any subspecies
(Lucherini & Luengos Vidal 2008). The wider
presence of the species in the Oriental region of
Paraguay remains a possibility, based on the distribution
in neighboring countries, and we encourage researchers
to document and publish observations of the species east
of the Paraguay River.

SARCOPTIC MANGE

Montecino-Latorre et al. (2020) noted that abnormal
alopecia could be used to identify cases of sarcoptic
mange in Chile, adding that foxes of the genus
Lycalopex are the worst affected by this condition.
Similar cases of alopecia are commonly observed across
the Paraguayan Chaco in Lycalopex gymnocercus
(Figures 4 and 5), although we believe this is the first
documented report of this affliction in the species in
Paraguay. Sarcoptic mange was first reported for the
species from the Bolivian Chaco (Deem et al. 2002).
Infected animals are frequently encountered during the
day and show unusual behaviors, such as frequent
scratching and a reduced wariness in the presence of
humans. This disease, caused by the burrowing mite
Sarcoptes scabiei (Acari: Sarcoptiformes: Sarcoptidae),
can potentially affect native animal populations severely
(Martin et al. 2018) and infect domestic animals.

MORTALITY

Cartes et al. (2010) considered this species to be
“rarely struck” by vehicles along the Transchaco road.
In our experience, this species and the Crab-eating Fox
Cerdocyon thous are two of the most common victims
of roadkill along this 650 km stretch of road, consistent
with observations in other countries (Rosa & Mauhs
2004; Cherem et al. 2007). The high mortality on roads
is perhaps a result of the tendency of the species to run
erratically in front of vehicles when illuminated in their
headlights, resulting in unpredictable movements and
feints that can have potentially fatal consequences for
the animal.

Figure 3. Lycalopex gymnocercus on Isla Yacyreta, Itapua department, November 2016 (Photo: Kristina Anderssen).
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Figure 4. Lycalopex gymnocercus infected with sarcoptic mange showing alopecia on the dorsum, rump, and face, Teniente Enciso National

Park, Boquerdn department, 31 October 2008 (Photo: Clyde Morris).

Figure 5. Lycalopex gymnocercus infected with sarcoptic mange showing alopecia, Laguna Capitan, Presidente Hayes department, March
2022 (Photo: Sherwin Kaplan).
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A large domestic dog was seen to attack and severely
wound a fox at Teniente Enciso National Park in June
2006. Dogs have previously been reported as
threatening the species (Lucherini et al. 2004).

LOCAL BELIEF

A local rancher in the Teniente Enciso National Park,
Boquerdn department, communicated to us that he kills
the species on sight because of its tendency to “bite at
the ankles of the unwary”. We are unaware of any
evidence to substantiate this claim.

PLAY BEHAVIOR?

Two adult individuals were observed sitting on a
road at Fortin Toledo, Boquerdn department, on 7 June
2022. A third individual approached them with head and
tail depressed downwards, before throwing itself onto
its back in an apparent attempt to incite play behavior.
When there was no response, the animal wagged its tail
slightly, approaching one of the individuals more
closely and throwing itself onto its back again. The other
animals did not respond, departing the area after
approximately a minute, and were later followed by the
third individual.
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