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Their Role in the Chilean Matorral Composition
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Summary. The food preferences of Octodon degus are examined
in laboratory test. Results indicate that degus prefer new rather
than mature leaves of Chilean matorral shrubs, and that degus
do not discriminate between new leaves (equivalents of shrub
seedlings) of different shrub species. The significance of degus
preferences in relation to matorral composition is discussed.

Introduction

Central Chile matorral is dominated by evergreen sclerophyllous
shrubs over a stational herbaceous layer (see Mooney 1977).
Predominant shrubs are Colliguaya odorifera, Kageneckia oblon-
ga, Quillaja saponaria and Lithraea caustica (see Mooney 1977).

The effects of herbivorous small mammals on the matorral
vegetation depend on the following herbivores’ niche dimen-
sions: microhabitat utilization and food preferences (Fuentes
and Simonetti 1981). The distribution and abundance of plant
species, and the composition of the plant community can be
affected by herbivores (Harper 1969, Fuentes and Etchégaray
1981).

It has been shown that, in the Chilean matorral, the native
rodent Octodon degus restricts it foraging activity to the neigh-
bourhood of protecting bushes or stone walls (Glanz 1977;
Fuentes and Le Boulengé 1977; Jaksi¢ et al. 1979). Fuentes and
Jaksi¢ (1981; see also Fuentes and Simonetti 1981) have experi-
mentally shown that degus are capable of killing seedlings of
Quillaja saponaria, growing near their refuges. Hence, prior to
the introduction of the European rabbit (Oryctolagus cuniculus),
degus could had modified the spatial distribution of shrubs as
Q. saponaria. At present, rabbits are responsible for seedling
mortality both beneath and between shrubs, thus altering the
natural renewal of the matorral (Fuentes and Jaksi¢ 1981;
Fuentes and Simonetti 1981; see also Simonetti and Fuentes
1981).

We report here the results of an experiment designed to
test two hypothesis on the feeding preferences of O. degus. The
first hypothesis is that O. degus does not discriminate between
mature leaves of shrubs and seedlings, therefore the impact of
this rodent upon seedlings will depend on their relative abun-
dance as compared to the number of mature leaves available.

The second hypothesis is that O. degus does not have feeding
preferences to the particular seedlings of various shrub species.
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Materials and Methods

Fuentes and Simonetti (1981 ; see also Simonetti and Montenegro
1980) have shown that degus prefer to eat mature leaves of
Colliguaya odorifera rather that of Quillaja saponaria, and that
it does not discriminate between C. odorifera and Kageneckia
oblonga or between K. oblonga and Q. saponaria leaves. Then,
for degus, the most palatable mature leaves would be those
of C. odorifera followed by K. oblonga and Q. saponaria.

To determine if degus feed selectively on seedlings of these
shrubs, we offered the same amount (g) of fresh new and mature
leaves of two shrub species at a time (see Table 1). This simple
procedure allowed us to verify if degus discriminate between
new and mature leaves and if it prefer some specific shrub seed-
ling. Unpublished data of G. Montenegro support the criterion
that new leaves and seedlings are equivalent in terms of morpho-
logy and leaf density (see Montenegro et al. 1980).

Leaves were weighed before and after feeding; the difference

Table 1a. Amount (g) of leaves eaten by captives Octodon degus. Fi-
gures arc mean + two standard error; # is the sample size

Shrub Leaves n
mature new (seedling)
Colliguava odorifera 0.26 +0.10 0.70+0.08 24
Kageneckia oblonga 0.32+0.28 0.79+0.16 14
Quillaja saponaria 0.28 +0.20 0.58 +0.24 10

Table 1b. Diffcrences in the consumption of leaves by Octodon degus.
Values are the probability in which the two means of shrub leaves
consumed are statistically different

Shrub C. odo- K. oblonga

rifera

Q. saponaria

leaves new mature new mature new

C. odorifera mature <0.001 >0.11 <0001 >086 <«0.001
new - <0.001 >0.76 <0.001 >0.32

K. oblonga mature <0.001 =0.10 <0.001
new - <0.001 >0.24

Q. saponaria  mature - <0.01
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between weights, corrected for dehydration, corresponds to the
amount consumed. Leaves were offered once a day for five hours
in the morning, this is, during the first period of activity of
0. degus (Fulk 1976). During each experiment, commercial pel-
lets were offered as alternative food, and water was supplied
ad libitum. Leaves were collected at ground level, at the canopy
height reachable by degus.

Results

Independently of the shrub species, degus consume significantly
higher amounts of new leaves (P <0.001; Student’s test. Table 1).
Futhermore, degus consume similar amounts of new leaves from
different shrub species: there are no significant differences be-
tween its consumption (P>0.30; Table 1).

Discussion

Our results indicate first, that degus prefer eating new leaves
(i.e. seedlings) rather than mature leaves of C. odorifera K. oblon-
ga or Q. saponaria; second, that degus do not discriminate be-
tween new leaves (seedlings) of different species.

The preferences exhibited by degus are important only if
they are expressed in the matorral. This appears to be the case
for O. degus.

By one hand, in both disturbed and mature matorral, degus
are capable of killing seedlings of Q. saponaria growing near
their refuges (Fuentes and Jaksi¢ 1981; Fuentes and Simonetti
1981). Moreover, degus do not select any particular shrub species
as its refuge, it only seek their protection under the canopy
(Yafez and Jaksi¢ 1978).

By the other hand, about 80% of the seeds of C. odorifera
are dispersed within a radius of 12 m from the center of the
parental shrub, and 40% of the total seeds fall under the canopy
protection (Giliberto et al. 1980); then, it can be assumed that
seedlings have a similar distribution (see Harper 1977).

Hence, seedlings of shrubs are available and reachable by
the degus in the field. Since degus do not discriminate between
then, we can propose that, at least for the shrub species described
here, degus do not alter the matorral composition.
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