
Oryx Vol 35 No 3 July 2001

Distribution and status of the Apennine hare Lepus corsicanus
in continental Italy and Sicily

Francesco M. Angelici and Luca Luiselli

Abstract The current distribution of Lepus corsicanus
(recently considered to be a distinct species from
L. europaeus) in peninsular Italy and Sicily is presented
in this paper. Our data suggest that L. corsicanus is
declining markedly in mainland Italy, and perhaps also
in Sicily, and that it should be categorised as Endan-

gered on the IUCN Red List. Conservation recommen-
dations for this species are presented.
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Introduction and historical background

In 1898 a new hare Lepus corsicanus native to Corsica was
described (De Winton, 1898). Descriptions of its mor-
phometric and morphological characteristics can be
found in Palacios et al. (1989), Palacios (1996) and
Angelici & Luiselli (2000). De Winton suggested that
this hare was also found in central and southern Italy,
Sicily and Elba. Of the 'historical' specimens in various
collections, the northernmost came from Elba, whereas
the northernmost in mainland Italy came from the
province of Sienna (Fig. 1). However, these sites,
derived from random captures, do not reliably describe
the species' distribution. L. corsicanus was later consid-
ered to be a subspecies of the European hare L. europaeus
(Miller, 1912; Ellerman & Morrison-Scott, 1951; Toschi,
1965), but the morphometric data of Palacios (1996) and
recent mithocondrial DNA data confirmed the specific
status of L. corsicanus (Pierpaoli et al., 1999). With regard
to Corsica, the species was likely to have been imported
from mainland Italy by Pisans in the XVIth century,
when they dominated the Island, or perhaps even earlier
(Vigne, 1992). In any case, it seems that the species is
now practically extinct from the whole of Corsica
(Dubray, 1984; R. Peroux, in litt.).

Following extensive restocking with European hares
imported from northern and eastern Europe by hunt-
ers (Angelici, 1995; Angelici et ah, 2000), it was
suggested that Italian L. corsicanus could no longer
be recognized due to hybridization, although to date
there have been no hybrids captured. Angelici (1989)
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collected hares during the 1980s and identified an
additional characteristic of L. corsicanus from northern
Latium (central Italy); this was an anthracite-grey
colouration of the nape of the neck. Angelici & Luiselli
(2000) analysed a sample of freshly killed hares
(n = 42) and showed that L. europaeus and L. corsicanus
are clearly different in terms of six biometric charac-
teristics. These results seem to confirm Palacios's
(1996) opinion on the specific status of L. corsicanus.
Amori et al. (1996) proposed the common name of
Apennine hare for L. corsicanus, with emphasis on its
biogeographic, and not ecological, characteristics. The
same common name was later used by Lo Valvo et al.
(1997) and Amori et al. (1999).

In this paper, we present an up-to-date examination of
the distribution of the Apennine hare in peninsular Italy
and Sicily, based on new field data. In particular, we
highlight the extreme rarity of this 'cryptic species',
suggest a Red List categorisation, and make recommen-
dations to preserve remaining wild populations.

Methods

All data used here were collected over 1981-1998 in 40
localities of peninsular Italy and Sicily (Fig. 1) within the
previously known range (Toschi, 1965) of this 'race'. The
localities were not a priori selected, but depended on the
availability of shot specimens. Only adults (sensu Bro-
ekhuizen & Maaskamp, 1979) were considered for the
present study.

To investigate the capture of Apennine hares over
time, we divided the total number (L. europaeus and
L. corsicanus) shot by hunters into two time periods
(1981-90 and 1991-98). For both of these periods we
surveyed the same localities in peninsular Italy. For
Sicily, data were only available for 1991-98. To compare
different geographical areas, we divided the data
into three regional groups: Central Italy (Latium and
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Abruzzo), Southern Italy (Campania, Molise, Lucania,
Apulia and Calabria), and Sicily (Table 1, Fig. 2).

Results and discussion

Distribution and status

The presence of the Apennine hare was ascertained at
35 localities during 1981-90, and at 28 localities during
1991-98. The northernmost and southernmost localities
where the Apennine hare was shot in continental Italy
were, respectively, Farnese (Latium), and Delianuova
(Calabria). In Sicily the species is widespread (Lo
Valvo et ah, 1997), and the southernmost place of
capture was Riesi. On mainland Italy, the Apennine
hare is found in Latium along the Tyrrhenian slope,
and in the Apennines the northernmost population is
found in the Central Apennine (Latium and Abruzzo
regions). Along the Adriatic slope we are aware of just
two records, from Molise and Apulia. Along the slope
facing the Ionian Sea, the Apennine hare is still
present.

With regard to population abundance and distribution
changes, note that most of the records for the Apennine
of Latium-Abruzzo are in the 1980s. The species was shot
in more recent years, but with few specimens in each of
the three groups of localities (just 8-26 per cent of the
total Lepus sample examined, Table 1). The frequency of
occurrence of the Apennine hare decreased significantly
in central Italy from 19.7 per cent (1981-90) to 8.2 per cent
(1991-98) (Yate's corrected x2 test = 2.078, d.f. = 1,
P < 0.75) and in southern Italy from 26.1 per cent
(1981-90) to 16.7 per cent (1991-98) (difference not
significant, Yate's corrected x2 test = 0.451, d.f. = 1,
P > 0.5). These decreases may suggest that Apennine
hares are experiencing a general decline in the whole of
mainland Italy, although more detailed information is
necessary to draw any firm conclusions.

With regard to Sicily, there was only a single capture
of the European hare in the early 1990s (Table 1). At
present the European hare seems to be completely
absent from Sicily due to its inability to establish stable
populations in the wild (Lo Valvo et ah, 1997), and the
Apennine hare seems to be the only species present.

Fig. 1 Possible reconstruction of the ori-
ginal range of Lepus corsicanus. In mainland
Italy white dots indicate the localities
where the presence of L. corsicanus was
confirmed during 1981-90 but not 1991-
1998, and black dots during both 1981-90,
and 1991-98. In Sicily black triangles indi-
cate the localities where the presence of L.
corsicanus was confirmed during 1991-98.
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Table 1 Summary of the data on the numbers of hunted Lepus
specimens in two time intervals. Every group consisted of all the
specimens examined from various localities within the main
geographical region indicated in the table.

Central Italy (Latium,
Abruzzo)

Southern Italy (Campania,
Molise, Lucania,
Apulia, Calabria)

Sicily

Total hares
(L. europaeus +

L. corsicanus)

1981-90 1991-98

61 73

46 54

8

L. corsicanus

1981-90 1991-98

12 6

12 9

7

•data not available.

The Apennine hare appears to be very well
adapted to life in evergreen Mediterranean maquis
habitats and in open grasslands with bushy pastures

(Angelici & Luiselli, 2000). Its occurrence in the latter
habitat is not surprising as nearly all species of the
genus Lepus are typically inhabitants of grassy and
bushy pastures. The fact that the presence of ever-
green maquis strongly influences the presence of the
Apennine hare is more interesting, and may have
important consequences for the conservation of this
species.

Conservation and management priorities

It is difficult to establish an effective strategy for the
conservation of the remnant populations of the Apen-
nine hare. The Apennine species is not listed under
Italian law among those used for hunting, so it will be
necessary to inform hunters about the morphological
differences between the European and Apennine hares.
The Apennine hare is also omitted from the 2000 IUCN
Red List (Hilton-Taylor, 2000).

Fig. 2 Map of the regions of Italy.
AV = Aosta Valley; PM = Piedmont;
LI = Liguria; LO = Lombardy;
TR = Trentino-Alto Adige; VE = Venetia;
FR = Friuli-Venetia Julia; ER = Emilia-
Romagna; TU = Tuscany; MA = Mar-
ches; UM = Umbria; LA = Latium; AB =
Abruzzo; MO = Molize; CA = Campa-
nia; AP — Apulia; LU = Lucania; CL =
Calabria; SI = Sicily; SA = Sardinia.
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Another problem is interspecific competition between
the two hare species (Angelici & Luiselli, 2000), which
should be minimised, or at least limited, by impeding
coexistence of the two species. This aim would be
achieved by prohibiting the restocking with the Euro-
pean hare in those areas potentially inhabited by the
Apennine hare. The introduction of such a strategy
would also preserve the remnant autochtonous popula-
tions of the European hare by preventing any potential
for hybridization with restocked European hares. In
practice, we suggest forbidding restocking from Latium-
Abruzzo to the south, and in Sicily. Despite the
enormous number of restocked hares (at least 10,000
up to 1995; Lo Valvo et ah, 1997), the European hare
seems not to have established in Sicily.

Another urgent conservation priority should be to
carefully census the numbers of Apennine hares. Based
on indirect evidence (few records in recent years,
interviews with hunters and people working in wildlife
parks and protected areas) we are led to believe that the
species is rare in mainland Italy, whereas in Sicily it
seems relatively more abundant, but possibly in decline
(Lo Valvo et al, 1997).

Although some natural habitats of the Apennine
hare fall within protected areas, these areas need to be
organized into a system of faunal corridors. This
might permit the Apennine hare to survive, and
possibly to expand its range (Gilpin & Soule, 1986;
Gilpin, 1987). The actual range of the Apennine hare is
likely to be a remnant distribution of a previously
widespread Mediterranean species that has been
drastically reduced by the invasion of Euro-Asiatic
L. europaeus. Careful monitoring of European hare
introductions is necessary to protect the few remnant
populations of the Apennine hare, which is now
considered a threatened species in its whole distribu-
tion range (Angelici, 1998, 1999).

In conclusion, the Apennine hare should be categor-
ized as Endangered on the IUCN Red List (Hilton-
Taylor, 2000) based on criteria Ala; i.e. a population
reduction (A) in the form of an observed reduction of at
least 50% over the last 10 years (1), based on direct
observation (a). In the near future it may become
necessary to maintain captive bred populations of
Apennine hares for future re-establishment of free-
ranging groups in the areas where it has disappeared.
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