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Food Composition of the Metad, Rattus meitada pallidior 
in Western Rajasthan
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Seasonal fluctuations in the stomach contents o f the Soft-furred 
field  rat, Rattus m eitada pallidior (Ryley, 1914), collected  from  range
lands and crop fields at Bisalpur, India, reveal that it is prim arily 
a herbivore. It consum es 87.7 to 99.7 per cent plant parts of which 
the m ajority  is constituted by wheat on an annual basis. It also feeds 
upon insects all the year, round, though in low  proportions. Inclusion 
of wheat in the diet, particularly during the season when the crop is 
absent from  the field , suggests that the field rats enter the nearby 
godow ns to feed upon thedr preferred food. This involvs shifting o f 
their natural habitat, from  grasslands to croplands and then to food - 
grain stores.

[Central Arid  Zone Res. Inst., Jodhpur —  342003, India]

I. INTRODUCTION

The soft-furred field rat, Rattus meitada pallidior (Ryley, 1914) is 
fairly distributed throughout India. This metad causes severe losses to 
both rain-fed (Kharif) as well as irrigated (Rabi) crops (Rana & Prakash, 
1980) which are of considerable economic importance in the Indian 
agriculture. Very little is known about the feeding habits of this field 
rat which is found in abundance in the crop fields. In this paper we 
present the results of our studies on the stomach-contents analyses of 
this rodent.

II. STUDY AREA

This study was conducted in the crop fields and rangeland at Bisalpur (25°7'N; 
73°10'E), 10 kms far from  Erinpura. It falls under region receiving annual rainfall 
of 500 mm, and aridity index being —  73. The main crops grow n in the study 
area are — wheat (Triticum  aestivum), cotton (G osypium  hirsutum), maize (Zea  
m ays), jow ar (Sorghum bicolor), barley (Hordeum vulgare), castor (Ricinus com 
munis) and pulse m oong (Vigna radiatus). The native vegetation cover in the 
rangeland is com posed o f Dichanthium annulatum, Erem opogon faveolatus, H ete- 
ropogon contortus, Cenchrus setigerus and Cym bopogon martinii.

III. METHODS

The metads were collected every month from  January to D ecem ber, 1978 from  
a double crop field . Soon after collection , the rodents were weighed, sexed and 
dissected. The contents of stomach were spread on a sheet of paper and dried 
at room tem perature. Food items of all the rodents captured in a month were 
m ixed and treated as a m onthly sample. Later on, d ifferent food  items were 
sorted out and identified. Each food item was measured gravim etrically  follow ing 
(M urton et al., 1964) on a sem i-m icro mettler balance. Frequency of occurrence
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of each food  item has been expressed as per cent of the total sample collected 
during a month. The total num ber of metáds (N) collected and exam ined in 
each m onth are shown in parenthesis in the Table 1. •’

IV. RESULTS 

1. Food on Annual Basis

Rattus meltada chiefly thrives upon wheat plant parts and grains 
which constitute about 63.3 per cent of the total food. The» other impor
tant food item which featured in the stomach contents is the seeds of 
a fodder grass, Dichanthium annulatum (27.54 per cent). Insect diet 
was mainly composed of Coleoptera, Hymenoptera, Dermaptera and 
Hemiptera.

2. Seasonal Variations

Winter season (December to February): During this season wheat 
grains, stem and leaves constitute the bulk of their stomach contents. 
The other important food was cotton fibres. During this period ripe 
cotton capsules are available to the metads. They feed mainly on seeds 
(15.0 per cent) but possibly some cotton fibres are also swallowed.

Summer season (March to June): During March and April wheat 
featured at the rate of 96.3 per cent and 99.6 per cent respectively. 
However, during May, it fed mainly on seeds of Dichanthium annulatum, 
58.6 per cent. A low proportion of cotton seeds and fibres also occur 
in the stomach contents which suggests that either they are picked 
up by the rodents from the field where they are sown or from the* go
do wns. The maximum occurrence of insects (Table 1) during June may be 
explained by the fact that in the absence of other native vegetation 
they switch over to more nutritious and watery diet.

Monsoon season (July to September): During monsoon the frequency 
of occurrence of wheat grains decreased to its lowest level and that 
of grasses reached its peak. The presence of its own fur, indicates the 
increase in social interactions among the population. A meagre propor
tion of insects was also eaten. Cotton fibres occur in appreciable quan
tity.

Post monsoon season (October and November): The frequency of occur
rence of wheat slightly increased during this season,, whereas, cotton 
fibres occurred in low proportion as compared to monsoon season. 
Among the other food items cucurbits, seeds of brinjal, and insects 
also fared.

v. DISCUSSION

The majority of rodents inhabiting arid and semi-arid regions of the 
world are omnivorous, depending on both vegetation and insects at 
various times of the year to maintain their energetic and nutritional 
requirements (Reichman et al., 1979). Members of the genus Rattus 
generally accept a wide spectrum of foods.

This study on the food of Rattus meltada pallidior has indicated that 
it is primarily a herbivore, vegetation composing its annual diet at



Table 1

Seasonal variations in the food com position  of Rattus m eltada pallidior.

Food items (30)1
Jan.

(27)
Feb.

(22)
Mar.

(17)
Apr.

(13)
May

June
(16)

July
(14)

Aug.
(11)

Sept.
(15)

Oct.
(19)

Nov.
(46)

Dec.
(48)

Annual
com position,

°/o

W heat stems and leaves 45.4 68.7 96.3 68.4 37.4 50.5 29.6 22.2
Wheat grains 
Sem icrushed wheat

0.7 — — 2.1 0.9 — — — — — , — — 0.2

grains ar.d flours 
Cotton seeds and

37.6 26.8 — 29.1 2.8 52.4 35.5 51.2 34.2 61.4 43.6 42.6 41.0

fibres 15.1 — — — — 2.04 — — 15.8 8.5 4.0 5.3 4.9
Cucurbit seeds — — — — — 1.2 — — 1.8 — 0.7 — 0.4
Grasses2 — — — — 58.6 37.7 57.7 36.5 43.7 25.8 — 21.8 27.5
Brinjal seeds — — — — — — — — — 1.0 — — 0.0
Total vegetation 98.7 95.5 96.3 99.6 99.8 93.3 93.2 87.7 95.6 96.7 98.8 99.6
Fur 0.3 2.6 2.0 — 0.2 — 6.1 10.7 2.6 2.2 0.1 0.2 2.4
M amm alian intestine 0.9 •— 0.1
Insects3 1.04 1.9 1.7 0.4 — 6.7 0.6 1.6 1.8 1.0 0.1 0.1 1.4

1 The total num ber of animals exam ined, 2 M ainly Dichan thium annulatum, 3 Coleoptera (Scarabaeidae), H ym enoptera,
Derm aptera, H em iptera.
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a tune of 87.7 to 99.7 per cent. Insects are eaten all the year round 
but in a very low proportion. Another aspect which is brought to the 
light is that Rattus meltada feeds upon wheat grains even when the 
crop is not in the field which shows that they are entering the godowns, 
which are situated within the crop fields. This is a serious situation 
worthy of attention by the rodent control personnel. During this century 
the bandicoot, Bandicota bengalensis has almost totally replaced the 
house rat, Rattus rattus population in the godowns in Howrah (Calcutta) 
and Bombay (Spillet, 1968 and Deoras, 1966). Further to this it has 
been observed that Bandicota bengalensis has migrated (possibly through 
transport systems) to the Bikaner town (Rajasthan desert) in the grain 
»mandis« in recent years and the species is spreading fast (Prakash & 
Mathur, 1979). In Bikaner (28°0'N, 73°17/E), Tatera indica population 
is already well established in the urban environment having partially 
replaced the Rattus rattus and Mus musculus population. The evidence 
provided by the present study that Rattus meltada pallidior, essentially 
a pasture rodent has now not only shifted to the crop fields but also 
to the grain stores is worthy of concern because still another species 
which inhabited the wild environment is now intruding to live with 
man, as a commensal, chiefly to feed upon the preferred food, wheat.

The study also indicates that the grasses are available to the metads 
in the field in a very large quantity but they prefer to feed on wheat, 
even after entering a new environment (the godowns). This habit 
indicates that they are selective in feeding behaviour.
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