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Introduction 
The cape hare (Lepus capensis) has a wide geographic range, from South Africa 
up to and across North Africa and Southwest Europe in to the Middle East and 
central Asia to East China (Flux & Angermann, 1990). There are six sub-species 
of cape hares living on the mainland of Arabian Peninsula and two sub-species 
living on offshore Islands (Harrison & Bates, 1991). According to Harrison and 
Bates (1991) in Saudi Arabia there are two confirmed sub-species of cape hare 
recorded, they are L. c. arabicus (Arabian hare) and L. c. cheesmani. The sub-
species L. c. jefferyi could also be recorded in parts of Saudi Arabia but needs 
more clarification.  
 
As per the IUCN Red List, the cape hare is a widespread species, with a large 
population, whose decline does not qualify it for listing as a threatened species 
(IUCN, 2008), but it has been described as a less than 10% decline since 1904 
and expected to continue at this rate until 2104 (Kryger et al., 2004). The 
geographic range includes isolated populations scattered across the entire 
Arabian Peninsula. In Saudi Arabia, the Arabian hares population in general has 
declined dramatically in many areas mainly due to hunting and in some areas are 
locally extinct (Khalid & Moayyed, pers. comm.). Hunting of Arabian hares is 
permitted in Saudi Arabia (IUCN, 2008), while species exist in many protected 
areas in the country, where they are not allowed to be hunted. Based on our 
work, in central west Saudi Arabia, the Arabian hare is near to extinction in the 

wild, only small numbers 
are remaining near Al-
Mahd area, in some 
private farms and 
government fenced areas. 
Historically, the Arabian 
hares used to occur in 
Mahazat as Sayd and 
surrounding areas but 
disappeared due to severe 
hunting pressure in early 
1980s before the 
protected area was 
established. After 
confirmation of the 
historical records of this 
species by interviews from 
the locals, the 

Arabian hare © Moayyed Sher Shah 

Mammals 



 

205 

reintroduction of the Arabian hare in Mahazat as-Sayd Protected Area was 
proposed by Prince Saud Al-Faisal Wildlife Research Center, Taif (PSFWRC). 
The reintroduction of Arabian hares was always a part of the Mahazat Master 
Management Plan. This reintroduction is an attempt by the Saudi Wildlife 
Authority (SWA) to restore Arabian hares and would make a significant 
contribution to the conservation of the species, which is known to be under severe 
pressure outside of formal conservation areas.  
 
Goals 
x� Goal 1: To re-establish a wild and optimum population of Arabian hares in 

Mahazat as-Sayd Protected Area in central Saudi Arabia. 
x� Goal 2: To restore back the Arabian hare to its native habitat in central Saudi 

Arabia. 
x� Goal 3: Establish a post-release monitoring program that will provide important 

information (e.g. habitat preference, food preferences, dispersal rate, seasonal 
and annual home ranges, mortality causes and rate), which will help in the 
reintroduction of Arabian hares in other suitable sites in Saudi Arabia. 

x� Goal 4: Manage the reintroduced populations in the protected areas. 
 
Success Indicators 
x� Indicator 1: The captive-bred Arabian hares provided for release from both the 

private hare collections were healthy. 
x� Indicator 2: Founders of the Arabian hares for release in Mahazat as-Sayd 

were captured from around the protected area before they went locally extinct. 
x� Indicator 3: Productivity of Arabian hares was high and in future Mahazat as-

Sayd Hares population can be used as source for reintroduction in other 
suitable areas of central Saudi Arabia. 

x� Indicator 4: Local public and government supports the reintroduction of 
Arabian hares and Mahazat is a feature national and international tourism site. 

 
Project Summary  
Feasibility: Arabian hares previously occurred in Mahazat as-Sayd Protected 
Area (22°15'N-41° 40'E) and surrounding areas, it is an area of open desert 
steppe habitat with temperate and arid climate. Mahazat is located in southwest 
of Saudi Arabia and 150 km northeast of Taif, it was established 1988 and was 
completely fenced and protected from livestock grazing. With the rapid recovery 
of vegetation till date, five species are successfully reintroduced in Mahazat. The 
local community was taken in confidence for the reintroduction programs and the 
Saudi Wildlife Authority got full support from local community and the 
government. Arabian hares went extinct locally in Mahazat due to excessive 
hunting in the 1980s. The reintroduction of Arabian hares in Mahazat is highly 
supported by the local peoples and they have worked together with SWA for the 
restoration of this species by providing hares for release.  
 
Implementation: 
Source of Arabian hares for the reintroduction program - One of the main 
challenges to start the Arabian hares reintroduction program was to have Arabian 
hares from the local area. Attempts were made to capture hares from the wild for 
two years from which only few individuals could be captured. There were two 
main source of Arabian hares, private collections available from nearby areas of 
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Mahazat. One collection belongs to Mr. Khalid Nashi and other to Mr. Faleh Al-
Subai. Mr. Khalid Nashi private hares collection is 8 - 9 years old and is located 
mainly in Al-Muwyah Area 2 km from Mahazat. Founders hares of his collection 
are from Hafr Kashab area, which is just 70 km north of Mahazat. Mr. Khalid 
provided a total of 25 Arabian Hares to PSFWRC from his collection during 2014 - 
2015. Mr. Faleh Al-Subai hares private collection is located in Al-Khurmah just 20 
km south of Mahazat. The founders of Mr. Faleh hare collection is from Harrat 
Subai, which is 60 - 70 km south of Mahazat and he provided 13 (6 males & 7 
females) Arabian hares to PSFWRC from his collection in 2016 for the second 
release. Arabian hares provided by both hare collection owners were in good 
health and disease free. Both the hare collections are from the reliable sources of 
Arabian hares which were managed properly. Age of the Arabian hares provided 
for the release from both collections were between one to eight months old.  
 
Release Sites in Mahazat - Two sites for release of Arabian hares in Mahazat 
were selected and release pens were built within both locations of the reserve. 
The main release location was selected near the mammal camp, west of Mahazat 
which is a 500 m x 500 m fenced enclosure and hares were released here in May 
2015. But the vegetation condition was not favorable and was very dry for the 
2016 release. Second release location was selected in central south in Mahazat 
near the Romromiya area camp, where vegetation conditions was good. Both 
locations were selected on the basis of preferred habitat for Arabian hares, 
vegetation condition and historical records of the species in the Reserve. Both 
locations were selected in fenced area where meso-carnivore trapping was 
carried out and were predator free before the release of hares. Between May 
2015 and March, 2016 a total of 24 Arabian hares were released in Mahazat in 
two groups.  
 
First Release - In 2015 the first group of 13 (6 males & 7 females) Arabian hares 
were transferred from PSFWRC to Mahazat on 25th May 2015 and were kept in 
the holding pen in the Mammal Camp for two days. All the Arabian hares were 
vaccinated before transferring to Mahazat and were secured with radio-collars 
attached with reflecting tags for monitoring purposes. Two Arabian hares died 
before the release in the holding pen and 11 (5 males & 6 females) were released 
in a 500 m x 500 m enclosure in west of Mahazat as-Sayd Protected Area on 27th 

May 2015. Three Arabian hares (2 males & 1 female) were released directly from 
boxes by H.H. Prince Bandar bin Saud (former SWA President) and  the 
remaining eight hares were also released softly by opening the gate of the hares 
holding enclosure.  
 
Second Release - In 2016, the second group of 13 (6 males & 7 females) hares 
were transferred on 1st March 2016 from Mr. Faleh collection to Mahazat in the 2 
km x 2 km enclosure in west Mahazat. In addition to the 13 hares, three other 
females were also transferred from the Mammal camp holding enclosure which 
had survived from the first release. Two males and three female hares were 
secured with radio-collars and it was decided that the remaining animals will be 
released without radio-collars. All animals were in good health condition and 
vaccinated, and 16 (6 males & 10 females) hares were released on 3rd March 
2016 by Mr. Faleh Al-Sharrakh. Three females were released directly from boxes 
and remaining 13 hares were also released softly by opening the gate of the 
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hares holding enclosure 
into the enclosure. Next 
morning all Arabian hares 
had left the holding 
enclosure. 
 
After release, food and 
water was provided at 
three locations in each 
release enclosures till the 
last Arabian hare had left 
the release site. All 
animals were monitored 
on a daily basis after 
release and date, time, 
location, behavior, habitat 
used and group 
composition were 
recorded for each 
observation.  
 
Post-release monitoring: Monitoring of the Arabian hares in Mahazat after 
release was conducted by a combination of three methods to have better 
understanding of their ecological requirements. These methods are monitoring of 
Arabian hares by radio-tracking, by conducting random surveys and camera 
trapping in the release sites. After the first release in May 2015, about eight (5 
males & 3 females) hares were recorded dead within one month of release from 
11 released. The main causes of mortalities were due to poor condition as these 
hares were captive-bred and the design of the radio-collar was not good and got 
stuck in the mouths of some individuals. The late timing of release was an 
important factor for mortalities of hares and three female hares have survived 
from the first release in 2015 and were monitored to be in good health. These 
three females were attracted back to the holding enclosure by providing alfalfa 
and were kept their due to the bad vegetation condition of the 500 m x 500 m 
fenced enclosure in the Mammal camp. When releasing the second group of 13 
hares in Romromiyah (2 km x 2 km) during March, 2016 these three female were 
also released back. 
 
After the second release in March 2016, three radio-collared hares (2 males & 1 
female) were recorded dead between March and June 2016 from the 16 released 
individuals in west of Mahazat in the Romromiyah fenced enclosure (2 km x 2 
km). The main cause of these three mortalities were due to predation by 
carnivores. With the selection of good vegetation conditions at the release site 
and re-designing the straps of radio-collars and early release timing in early 
spring have controlled the mortalities of hares during the second release. After 
the heavy rain in Mahazat during May 2016, large holes were made in the fence 
of the Romromiyah enclosure and most of the Arabian Hares left the enclosure 
from the holes and some predators entered the fence. The last individual was 
recorded in June, 2016 in the Romromiyah fenced enclosure. After leaving the 
Romromiyah fenced enclosure hares were recorded in different parts of the 

Release of Arabian hares © Hajid Subai 

Mammals 



208 

 

protected area. Only one 
sub-adult female was 
recorded near the fence 
and left Mahazat from 
small hole near the gate. 
The first breeding of the 
reintroduced Arabian 
hares in Mahazat is 
recorded on 23rd 
September 2017 in Al-
Raha area. Two leverets 
were recorded during the 
night surveys near the 
fence, it is quite possible 
that other released 
individuals in Mahazat 
may have given birth but 
not recorded as from the 
second release. Eleven 

hares were released without radio-collars and it difficult to locate and monitor 
them. Currently hares are located in two wadis in Mahazat, in Al-Raha and 
Kharama. With the present drought condition in Mahazat still a small numbers of 
the released hares have survived and the first breeding recorded. The present 
population of Arabian hares in Mahazat is between six to 13 individuals and 
monitoring is been carried out. Comparing the initial results of Mahazat Arabian 
hares reintroduction program with other hares the reintroduction projects even 
with better vegetation conditions are acceptable as the survival rate in hares 
reintroduction programs are relatively low in the initial stages. The survival rate of 
brown hares released in central Poland, was 37% with 22 individuals surviving 
after one year of release and highest mortality rate was 40% (Misiorowska & 
Wasileswski, 2012). It is planned to release another group of 40 hares in Mahazat 
this year in December if the vegetation conditions are favorable for release.      
 
Major difficulties faced 
x� Studies of the genetic diversity for the Arabian hares species in Saudi Arabia 

has not been done in detail and also limited analysis were done for the 
released hares. 

x� Lack of skills for capturing Arabian hares in the wild to have a source 
population for a reintroduction and breeding program.  

x� Detection of Arabian hares during monitoring after release in Mahazat, 
especially individuals without radio-collars. 

x� Lack of source population of hares in captivity of the research centers for 
reintroduction programs.  

 
Major lessons learned 
x� Effective management plan is needed before the reintroduction start to 

manage the Arabian hare population in the fenced area of Mahazat where 
food availability is restricted. As in the future over population of such species 
can be problem for the existing species.    

Overview of habitat at release site 
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x� Participation and involvement of the members of local community together with 
SWA in such reintroduction programs by providing animals and their support in 
the main success for such programs.   

x� Vegetation condition should be favorable at the time of release and the release 
timing is also very important for the success of such reintroduction programs. 

x� Keeping the animals in pre-release enclosures in the reintroduction site to get 
them acclimatized to the natural environment and provide required food and 
water before and after release.  

x� Releasing captive-bred Arabian hares in the fenced predator-free enclosures 
increase the survival chances during the first weeks of release.  

x� Survival and breeding of Arabian hares in drought conditions.  
x� Public awareness program to educate and highlight citizens about the 

importance of such reintroductions programs and other initiatives of SWA is 
very important. Also citizens should be informed about the biological and 
historical significance of cape hares in the society.  

   
Success of project 
 

Reason(s) for success/failure: 
x� The Arabian hare species is near to extinction in south-western Saudi Arabia 

and now we have a small numbers with the first breeding recorded through the 
reintroduction program. 

x� With drought conditions in Mahazat still a small number of Arabian hares are 
surviving without any additional food and water provided. 

x� Low number of Arabian hares released and late release timing. 
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