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Bornean bearded pigs seen adapting to oil palm habitats, study finds

by Basten Gokkon on 6 March 2018
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« Bomean bearded pigs appear to thrive in oil palm plantations, but remain heavily
dependent on nearby forests as their primary habitat, a recent study indicates.

« The findings are crucial because of the species' key role as an “ecosystem engineer,”
controlling the spread of tree species and turning over the soil with their rooting behavior

« The researchers have called on the Malaysian government to better protect these forests
in a bid to ensure a sustainable population of bearded pigs in mixed forest-oil paim areas.

Bearded pigs in Malaysian Borneo appear to have adapled to oil palm plantations, a
key driver of deforestation in the region, but still depend heavily on adjacent forests
as their primary habitat, a recent study suggests

The paper, published Feb. 27 in the journal Wildlife Research, described the findings
of surveys conducted between February and April 2014 in landscapes surrounding
Danau Girang Field Centre in the Lower Kinabatangan area of eastern Sabah state.
The site included 10 protected areas, ranging in size from 12 to 74 square kilometers
(4.6 10 28.5 square miles), but 48 percent of the territory was occupied by oil palm
plantations.

The study found that populations of the Bornean bearded pig (Sus barbatus) were
present in all forested sites and 80 percent of the surveyed oil palm plantations, but
that the animals were engaged in far more activities, such as wallowing and nesting, in
the forests than the plantations.
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The researchers noted that 95 percent of the bearded pigs in the study were
considered to be in “good" or *very good" physical condition

“Consistent bearded pig presence in oil palm is potentially an indication of successful
adaptation to agricultural expansion in the study area,” said lead author Kieran Love
from the Danau Girang Field Centre. “The apparently good body condition displayed
by the vast majority of pigs in our study likely results from year-round cross-border
fruit subsidies from surrounding oil palm plantations.”

Oil palm plantations have become a dominant landscape in Southeast Asia, particularly
in Malaysia and Indonesia, which share the island of Borneo and supply nearly 90
percent of the world's palm oil. But the rapid growth of the industry has resulted in
rampant deforestation across the region

Habitat destruction and fragmentation, as well as overhuntin
population of the bearded pig, a species of high ecological, social and conservation
importance. The pigs serve as “ecosystem engineers” by removing saplings to build
nests, turning over the soil through their rooting behavior, and acting as seed
predators for many rainforest tree species. They are also an important prey for large
predators, including the Sunda clouded leopard (Neofelis diard))
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Bearded pigs feed largely on leaves, roots, fungi, invertebrates, small vertebrates and
carrion, but their cycles of body condition, growth and breeding have been linked
mainly to the availability of fruits, including oil palm fruit

“Our research aimed to understand how the bearded pig is adapting to increasingly
common fragmented forests bordering oil palm, in an effort to establish foundational
data for science and sustainable management of this popular game species in Sabah;
said Benoit Goossens, director of the Danau Girang Field Centre and scientific adviser
10 the Sabah Wildlife Department,

The researchers said they had started a long-term study in which individual pigs would
be fitted with GPS collars, in order to better understand the pigs’ movements within,
and their use of, the oil-palm landscape,

They also called on the Malaysian government to include protection of secondary
forest fragments adjacent to oil palm plantations in their priorities for conservation, to
ensure a sustainable population of bearded pigs in mixed forest-oil paim areas.

“The fact that we have well-fed bearded pigs throughout a fragmented forest-oil palm
landscape shows that there may be several options for long-term bearded pig
management, which is good news for both hunters and conservationists,” said
corresponding author David Kurz, a doctoral candidate at the University of California,
Berkeley.
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The bearded pig, notable for its facial hair and with a longer snout and legs than the
Eurasian wild boar, is a protected species in Sabah, but can be hunted with a license.
It s listed as vulnerable by the IUCN

A study published late last year found that wild boars that were drawn to oil palm
plantations in peninsular Malaysia for the fruit were responsible for extensive damage
to small trees and shrubs in adjacent tracts of forest. Periods when the oil palms were
mature and therefore bearing fruit coincided with a *hyper-abundance” of boar nests,
made using understory vegetation such as tree saplings. Nest density swelled a
hundredfold in these instances, and dropped just as dramatically during periods of
replanting, when no palm fruit was available.

Banner image: A male bearded pig surveys his territory, with a myna aboard. Photo
courtesy of Rudi Delvaux for the Danau Girang Field Centre.
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