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1. Introduction

Brown hyenas (Parahyaena brunnea) are known by many names. While I was studying them intensively in Limpopo 
Province, South Africa, I heard them referred to as wolf, strandwolf, werewolf, jut, strandjut, phiri, and phele. I 
spoke to a lot of people about brown hyenas including game farmers, livestock farmers, community members, and 
tourist operators. Some people loved brown hyenas, some people hated them, and some people were frightened 
of them. Some people knew a lot about them with a high degree of accuracy, while others knew a lot of inaccurate 
information about them, and some informants had never heard of the species, even though they lived on their 
land. It became clear that more information should be made available on this species and that misconceptions 
need to be replaced with facts. This is also a species-specific conservation action identified by the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN).

This booklet is filled with information about the brown hyena. I hope it will provide fascinating insights into this 
nocturnal and seldom seen species and show the benefits of living alongside brown hyenas. Brown hyenas are not 
animals to be afraid of. In fact, it is beneficial for farmers to have brown hyenas living on their land. Brown hyenas 
need farmland and farms need brown hyenas.

Dr Katy Williams



2. Brown hyena information and identification

Conservation status: Near threatened
Mass: 40 - 55 kg
Total length: 1,4 m
Shoulder height: 80 cm
Gestation length: 90 days
Number of young: 2 - 4

Key identification features: Sloped back with front legs longer than 
back legs. Long shaggy brown hair and pointed ears. Hair lighter in 
the front than the back. Stripes on outside of legs. Smaller in size 
than the spotted hyena.

Habits: 
• Almost exclusively active at night (nocturnal). 
• Forages alone, although they live in clans of 4 to 15 individuals.
• Sleeps in a communal den during the day. 
• Clan members work together to defend their territory and feed 

and care for young.
• A small sub-section of hyenas are nomadic and do not have a 

fixed territory. 
• Does not make loud calls. Mainly communicates using scent 

marking.
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3. Brown hyena distribution

Brown hyenas are only found in parts of South Africa, Botswana, Namibia, Zimbabwe, Mozambique, and Angola. 

They occupy a wide range of habitats from savanna woodland to desert, including the 
Namib coast. They tend to avoid areas with large numbers of spotted hyenas because 
spotted hyenas will dominate food sources. Because of their shy, quiet, and nocturnal 
habits, they can live in close proximity to people without always being detected. 

Non-protected land is essential for brown hyena survival and a large proportion of 
their global population live on farmland. 

Camera trap photos from a cattle farm in Limpopo Province, South Africa. Image A shows a 
brown hyena walking past at 4:43 am. Image B shows cattle in the same location less than 
two hours later. The farmer was not aware that brown hyenas lived on his property despite the 
camera trap indicating a very high level of hyena activity.  

Population estimates

Total number of brown 
hyenas: ~5000 - 8000

Botswana: ~4600

Namibia: ~1500

South Africa: ~2000
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4. Signs of brown hyena

Scat

Sausage shaped droppings, 
tapered at one end and usually 
segmented. Often deposited 
in a latrine. Brown when fresh 
but quickly turns white due to 
bone in diet. Brown hyena scat 
is about three times smaller in 
weight  (~50 g) than spotted 
hyena scat (~150 g).

Den 

An underground 
burrow (left). 
Brown hyenas also 
make  dens in thick 
vegetation and 
in  rock crevices. 
Animal remains and 
scats lie near the 
entrance to dens.

Pasting

Hyenas deposit anal 
gland secretions on 
grass stalks to mark 
their territory. The 
brown hyena is the 
only hyena species 
to deposit two 
distinct secretions 
on the same stalk. 

Spoor

Curved toes with visible 
claws. Although similar 
to a spotted hyena track,  
it has a smaller hind 
track. Average front 
track is 85 mm but hind 
track is only 66 mm. 



5. Brown hyena diet and food acquisition

Brown hyenas have a varied diet. They mainly eat meat from medium and large sized mammals, but they also eat 
birds, reptiles, eggs, insects, and even plant material.

They are almost exclusively scavengers. Scavengers eat dead animals rather than killing prey themselves.  Scientists 
have found that brown hyenas only hunt about 5% of the food they consume. Most of the animals they hunt are 
small or very small in size such as hares and rodents.

Brown hyena have an excellent sense of smell and can find carcasses several kilometers away. They often eat food 
left by other predators and even scare these predators from their meal. In areas where brown hyenas and leopards 
coexist, they often have a similar diet. In Namibian farmland brown hyenas scavenged at 76% of monitored leopard 
kills. They also eat carcasses of animals that die naturally from disease, injury, or old age and animals that are killed 
by humans (e.g. roadkill, hunting and livestock farm remains). 

 

Brown hyena carrying scavenged meat in its mouth.
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Often brown hyenas are blamed for killing livestock that died 
from non-predator related causes (e.g. redwater, heartwater, 
tuberculosis, or even consumption of plastic bags and fertilizer) 
when their spoor is found around the carcass. In reality, there are 
few known cases of brown hyenas hunting livestock.

By scavenging remains, brown hyenas provide a benefit to the 
ecosystem and to farmers by removing carcasses and slowing 
the spread of diseases.
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6. Benefits of brown hyenas to farmers
 

Brown hyenas are extremely beneficial to farms.

• They are an effective scavenger that clean up dead animals naturally.
• Through scavenging, they lower disease transmission. Like vultures they have highly acidic stomachs which 

can digest contaminated food without contracting diseases themselves.
• They are competitors to smaller carnivores like jackals. Brown hyenas may lower jackal numbers and reduce 

the economic losses these animals might cause.
• They do not harm humans. In fact, they prefer to occupy areas with the lowest levels of human activity.

In Serbia, golden jackals clear over 3700 t of animal waste and 13,2 million crop pests annually. These services are 
estimated at a monetary value of over 0,5 million Euros a year. In southern Africa, the brown hyena provides a 
similar valuable service to farmers. As much as you need to have brown hyenas on your land, they need you 
to protect them on farmland. They are running out of suitable places to live elsewhere. 
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7. Brown hyenas and livestock predation

Most studies conducted on farmland found that livestock only makes up a small proportion of brown hyena 
diet compared to wild prey (<10%). Because brown hyenas are almost exclusively scavengers, it is likely that any 
livestock they consume was already dead. 

However, there are reports of brown hyenas attacking livestock very occasionally. It is most often attributed to 
one lone individual rather than the whole clan since they forage alone. Taking preventative measures can remove 
the possibility of encountering problems with brown hyenas and enable you to benefit from having them live on 
your land without conflict. Brown hyenas and other predators are opportunistic; if they see an easy meal, they may 
take it. Unguarded livestock, particularly with young, may offer these easy opportunities to predators.
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Certain predators may prey on unprotected stock such as sheep, goats, and calves. These losses negatively affect  
farmers’ finances, emotional wellbeing, and time. Employing wildlife conflict prevention measures can significantly 
lower the likelihood of predation and improve financial security. Killing problem predators may feel like a viable 
solution but scientific research has proven that lethal control is more costly and less effective in the long run than 
preventative measures. Killing one predator leaves a territorial ‘hole’ which other predators will quickly fill; this 
may make problems worse. In addition, it is illegal to kill predators without a permit and scavengers like brown 
hyenas may consume poison accidentally. When this happens this loss of scavengers could lead to increased losses 
to disease in the long term.

There are many methods that farmers can apply to prevent predators access their stock and provide long term 
effective protection for their animals  including:
• Keep livestock, especially young, injured, and sick animals, in a predator-proof kraal at night. Vulnerable animals 

may also benefit from daytime kraaling until they are stronger or larger. Maintain kraals frequently; look for 
weaknesses and repair holes. Predators can dig under fences. It is important to secure the base of the fence. 

8. Tips for living with brown hyenas and other predators
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• Place kraals by houses if possible where human presence acts as a further 
deterrent.

• Use a livestock guarding dog or another guard animal like a donkey.                                                                                                                                         
Ideally, guard animals will be raised with the herd to create a close defensive 
bond. If managed correctly, guard dogs can be almost 100% effective.

• Have a herdsman stay with livestock while they are in the bush. Herdsmen 
can also help supervise and manage livestock guarding dogs, and provide a 
backup to the guard dog in conflict situations.

If you experience a livestock loss:

• Carefully assess the cause of death and try not to jump to conclusions. Just because you see brown hyena spoor 
(page 4) near a carcass, that does not mean a brown hyena killed the animal. It may have been scavenging 
from the dead animal. The same holds true for spoor of other predators. Use the predator identification chart 
on page 10 to examine remains.

• Once you have determined the cause of death, try to identify whether there is anything that could be changed 
to improve livestock protection. If death was caused by predation, research the ecology of the predator 
responsible so you can implement appropriate preventative measures. Consider asking for ideas from 
conservation organisations or government officials. 

• Monitor the effectiveness of any changes you make to your stock management. Take an adaptive approach to 
farming and try different techniques if required.

• Check your property for snares regularly. Livestock and game species including nyala, sable, and buffalo can 
get killed in snares and their loss may be incorrectly blamed on predators. Brown hyenas and other predators 
can also get caught in snares.
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9. Predator identification chart

This chart indicates signs of predation by 
carnivores in southern Africa. It may help identify 
which animal is responsible in a predation 
event. However, it should be noted that killing 
and feeding patterns may vary greatly between 
individuals and multiple species demonstrate 
similar patterns. 

Image credit: Rare and Endangered Species Trust 
(REST) and Christina Nick
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10. Beliefs about brown hyenas

There are many beliefs about hyenas that influence the way that people perceive them and act towards them. 
Most of these commonly held beliefs lack any scientific basis. These beliefs can make people unjustly afraid of 
brown hyenas and cause people to kill them. Better education and replacing negative images of brown hyenas 
with more positive ones will help to conserve this important species.

Common beliefs about brown hyenas:

• Brown hyenas kill livestock regularly.
• Brown hyenas attack people.
• Brown hyenas are witches’ animals. Witches ride 

them and transform into them.
• Brown hyena body parts have magical powers. Tails 

are often used as muti to either conduct theft or 
protect from theft. Hyena noses are used to locate 
lost objects. 

• Hyenas are hermaphrodites and can change sex.

Brown hyenas do not pose a threat to humans and they seldom kill livestock. Taking precautionary measures can 
help prevent any possible livestock losses by brown hyenas. Brown hyenas are of great financial and ecological 
benefit to farmers and the veld. By replacing negative beliefs about brown hyenas with more positive ones, they 
can better coexist with people in southern Africa.

 Brown hyena roadkill with its tail removed for use in           
traditional medicine (muti).



 




