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Å This key has been written to identify small mammals, and especially problem 

rodents, found in agricultural areas in Eastern and Southern Africa. Because it 
uses only characteristics which can be measured in the field it does not follow 
standard mammal (phylogenetic) taxonomy. 
 

Å Juvenile animals may not key out correctly. Juvenile animals can sometimes 
be recognised by their large feet, smoother fur, and occasionally by their only 
partially grown-in teeth. 
 

Å Not all mammals occurring in any area will be in the key. If a mammal is not in 
the key please send it to the nearest natural science museum for accurate 
identification. 
 

Å Starting on page 3, read each choice and make a decision which most closely 
resembles the animal you are identifying. The picture may not be identical to 
your mammal but choose whichever best suits. 
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Page 3 Key to small mammal orders 
 
 

1. Shrews have long mobile noses, sharp insect-eating teeth and small eyes. 
Page 4  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Elephant shrews have long mobile noses, larger eyes with white ring around them, 
and long legs. 

Page 5  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Moles all live underground, have small or no ears, small or no eyes, and small or no 
tails. 

Page 6  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Rodents are all colours and sizes but all have gnawing teeth with a space behind 
them. 

Page 7  
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Page 4  Shrews 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Shrews can be identified by their long mobile noses, sharp insectivorous teeth, small eyes, 
and aggressive behaviour. They are generally small (mass under 40 g), and often extremely 
small (the Least dwarf shrew has a head-body length of under 60 mm). Shrews often have a 
musky smell. Shrews are found throughout Africa. 
 
 
Shrews are now classified in the Order Soricomorpha. There are 17 species of shrews from 
4 genera in Eastern and Southern Africa. Shrews of the genus Crocidura (mainly Crocidura 
hirta) are commonly found in agricultural areas. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Because they eat insects, earthworms, and other invertebrates shrews may be useful 
animals to encourage in agricultural areas. However some species have been implicated in 
carrying human pathogen and so care should be taken around human habitation. 
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Page 5 Elephant shrews or Sengis 
 

 
Elephant shrews (or Sengis as they are called in parts of Africa) belong to the Order 
Macroscelididae. They can be recognised by their long mobile noses, insectivorous teeth, 
white ring around the eyes, and long legs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Although diurnal these animals are rarely seen as they are extremely shy of human 
disturbance. They run in sheltered runways in long grass. 
 
 
 
 
 
Because they eat invertebrates elephant shrews are of no concern to agricultural and may 
be highly beneficial to farmers. 
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Page 6  Moles 
 

Golden moles (Chrysochloridae) 
 
 
 
 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Golden_mole 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Golden moles are extremely specialised for underground living, having no eyes, no tail, and 
no external ears. Their front feet are modified into claws for digging. They have short 
iridescent fur which ranges from a light golden colour to dark brown. 
 
Golden moles do not make molehills but dig subsurface runways which can sometimes be 
seen as raised areas on the ground above. 
 
Because they eat invertebrates golden moles are of no concern to agriculture and may be 
highly beneficial to farmers by killing and eating crop pests. 
 

 
Rodent moles or mole-rats (Bathyergidae) 
 

 
 
species.wikimedia.org/wiki/Cryptomys 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Mole-rats or rodent moles are rodents with large incisors which are very obvious even when 
the mouth is closed. They have small but functional eyes and a small tail. They have five 
digits on their front feet. 
 
Mole-rats make the mole hills which can be seen on mown lawns after rains. 
 
Mole-rats eat tubers and roots and can be problems in cultivated fields where such crops are 
grown. However they do not breed very fast and except in isolated areas are not rodents of 
great concern. 
  

http://species.wikimedia.org/wiki/Cryptomys
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Page 7 
Key to rodents 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Mass of more than 1 kg, head-body length over 300 mm 
  Page 8 
 
 
 

2. Mass of under 200 g, head-body length under 250 mm 
  Page 13 
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Page 8 
Key to rodents which weigh over 1 kg and have a 

head-body length over 300 mm 
 
 

1. Head-body length over 500 mm, body mass 10 to 20 kg. Body covered with long 
black and white spines (quills) 

  Porcupines (Hystrix sp) ï page 9 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Head-body length around 350 mm, hindlegs adapted for bipedal locomotion. General 
colour yellow with black tip to tail 

  Springhares (Pedetes sp.) ï page 10 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Head-body length 300 to 400 mm, rat-like in appearance, general colour grey 
  Giant rats (Cricetomys sp.) ï page 11 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Head-body length around 300 mm, stocky body with short legs and short coarse fur 
  Cane rats (Thryonomys sp.) ï page 12 
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