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The Indian Muntjac or Barking Deer Muntiacus
vaginalis (formerly known as Muntiacus muntjak) is
a common, small (weight 14-28 kg), forest ruminant
spread almost all over the Indian subcontinent and
southeast Asia (Menon 2014; Timmins et al. 2008).

A Barking Deer was observed feeding on the dung
of Asian Elephant Elephas maximus, on 31 August
2014, at Pan-Gadadhar Road in Jayanti range in Buxa
Tiger Reserve (Image 1). The adult doe was observed
from about 100m feeding on the ground with folded
forelimbs. It would occasionally stand up and change
positions during feeding. It looked like the deer had
picked up dried yellow grass from the ground which was
unusual as the grass was lush green all around. The deer

was observed for almost 15 minutes
until it noticed our presence and
vanished into the jungle at 1600hr.
On closer examination, it was found
that the deer was feeding from the
elephant dung on the forest path,
infested with dung beetles. The
dung had marks of hooves and
feeding by the deer. It contained partly digested fruits
of Dillenia indica Linnaeus. The fruits are quite hard,
green, about 7.5-12.5 cm in diameter and are also
known as Elephant apple (Hooker 1885).

Coprophagy which literally means ‘faeces-eating’ is
categorized based on the source of the faeces. If the
faeces is from other species or from conspecifics, then
the act of feeding is called ‘allocoprophagy’; if the faeces
are of its own, then it is called ‘autocoprophagy’. There
are a few records of allocoprophagy in wild animals—
Reindeer Rangifer tarandus platyrhynchus feeding
on the droppings of Barnacle Goose Branta leucopsis
(van der Wal & Loonen 1998); Olive Baboons Papio
anubis in Kibale National Park, Uganda were recorded
using elephant dung as a food source (Johnson et al.
2012); Sika Deer Cervus nippon yakushimae feeding on
droppings of Japanese Macaques Macaca fuscata yakui
(Nishikawa & Mochida 2010); in Gorilla Gorilla beringei
(Rothman et al. 2006), in Captive Brown Capuchin
Monkeys Cebus apella (Prates & Bicca-Marques 2005),
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Image 1. The Barking Deer feeding on Asian Elephant’s dung at Buxa
Tiger Reserve

and in African Elephant Loxodonta africana (Leggett
2004). Autocoprophagy is well described and reviewed
in leporids and other mammals (Hirakawa 2001). The
benefits of this mechanism in domestic and wild
herbivores are well explained (Karasov & Carey 2009;
Meyer et al. 2010). Also, there are hypotheses to relate
this behavior to age, social stress, malnourishment,
mechanism to gain minerals, vitamin B1, etc., although
none of them are completely satisfactory (De Passille et
al. 1989; Prates & Bicca-Marques 2005).

In Vietnam, the Asian Elephant Elephas maximus
is known to use at least 26 species of plants for food
(Sukumar et al. 2002), while in Odisha State of India, 71
species of food plants are recorded inits diet (Mohapatra
et al. 2013). Digested only partially, the African and
Asian Elephant’s dung is a well known rich food resource
to several insect species (Theuerkauf et al. 2009;
Rattanawannee et al. 2013). In this way food is made
available to the ground-dwelling fauna. The record of
corprophagy by a muntjac is the first of its kind. It is
quite possible that the half digested fruits attract small
frugivorous deer (Chen et al. 2001). It appears that, it
was not a case of ‘pika’ - a disorder characterized by
an appetite for non-nutritive substances, but this wild
Barking Deer had taken advantage of feeding on half
digested fruits which would not be otherwise easily
available to the small mammal.
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