DASSIES–ROCK RABBITS-HYRAX
ORDER HYRACOIDEA

FAMILY PROCAVIIDAE

SPECIES Procavia capensis (Pallas, 1766)
Klipdas - Rock dassie

There are two species of dassies found in South Africa but only one in Rooiels.  Procavia capensis, is a rock dassie and is found fairly widely distributed in Africa and in the Middle East.  In Namibia it is slightly different (Procavia capensis welwitschii), is paler and where our dassie has a patch of long black hair in the centre of its back, the Namibian one is white or yellow.
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Dendrohyrax arboreus, the Tree Dassie or Boomdas is found mainly in east central Africa but is also found in the forests in the Eastern Cape and Natal.  Heterohyrax brucei, the Yellow-spotted rock dassie or Geelkoldas is not found in South Africa although it does occur in Zimbabwe, Zambia and Malawi.

Dassies are most closely related to elephants and dugongs and used to be classified with them in a Superorder Paenungulata.  Much larger fossilised dassie species have been found. Dassies also have a teeth pattern similar to a rhinoceros! 
Dassies are about 500mm long and males weigh up to 4.5 kgs.  They have no tales and they have special glands in their padded feet to help them on steep slopes.

Our dassies live in colonies made up of family groups (harems).  The size of the colony is limited by the food and rock shelter available in there area.  In each harem there is usually one male with up to 17 adult females and one or two younger males.  As soon as they mature the young males have to leave home, making them more vulnerable and young and very old males feature strongly in black eagle diets.

Dassies love the fynbos.  They are herbivores and eat a variety of herbs, grasses and bushes.  They are fast eaters and often only need to eat for about one hour a day.  They have stomachs different from other mammals and behind their stomach they have a large sac which uses bacteria to break down the cellulose in their food by fermentation. It is very important that we keep indigenous fynbos in our gardens and along our roadsides because dassies rely on it for food.  

Dassies will eat at any time of day but most often early in the morning and late in the evening.  They do very little and only about 5% of their day is spent foraging or moving.  They often conserve energy and body heat by lying on top of one another in small groups in the rock crevices – sometimes four deep!  In cold weather they have to warm themselves and will often be found sunbathing.  In hot weather they usually stay out of the sun so you don’t see them as often in summer.  

Predators – the Black eagle is their main predator but in Rooiels they are also occasionally hunted by Rooikat or Caracal (Felis caracal) and in the past by Leopard (Panthera pardus).  Man is also a dassie enemy.  They have been hunted for food and for their skins in the past.  Today in Rooiels it is our pet dogs that are more of a problem – although we should also be on the lookout for people poaching.  
Still their main enemy is the sea and after big storms you will find some who have been washed away by the waves.  They are also very susceptible to disease because they live so closely together.  

The term dassie comes from the Dutch who called it a steen-dasch or stone badger.  Dassies were sometimes house pets and the first dassie biologically described was a pet in a tavern in Cape Town in 1766.  As they are gregarious by nature they would need lots of company!
Most of the information for the text has been taken from The Mammals of the Southern African Subregion by J.D. Skinner and R.H.N. Smithers, University of Pretoria 1990.
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