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Abstract

This note describes several records of climbing behaviour by Asian Badger Meles leucurus, both
wild and captive animals, in the Republic of Korea (South Korea). The Asian Badger is one of the
less well-known members of the family Mustelidae, and this note adds to the limited knowledge
of the species’s behaviour and potential ability to access alternative food resources.
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The behaviour, activity and foraging habits of the elusive, nocturnal Asian Badger Meles
leucurus, once classified as a single species with the better studied European Badger Meles
meles, are poorly understood (Jo et al. 2018). Knowledge of the Asian Badger on the Korean
Peninsula is particularly poor (Proulx et al. 2016). However, there is growing scientific interest
in the species in the Republic of Korea (henceforth, South Korea). This has been reflected in
several recent studies, which have increased our limited knowledge of the distribution and
density of the Asian Badger in South Korea (e.g. Bae et al. 2021) and highlighted potential
threats to the species in this portion of its range (Elves-Powell et al. 2023).

This short note describes several records of climbing behaviour by Asian Badger in South Korea.
The first record involves a captive animal in Cheongju Zoo in Chungcheongbuk-do, North
Chungcheong Province, while the second involves at least one wild individual climbing a tree in
the mountains of Gyeongsangnam-do, South Gyeongsang Province. To the best of our
knowledge, these are the first published records of such behaviour by Asian Badger anywhere.

In the first example, a captive Asian Badger in Cheongju Zoo climbs rapidly across the inner side
of the metal mesh fence of its enclosure (Fig. 1, Supplementary Video A). The animal is a young
(suspected 1-2 years old) female Asian Badger, kept on its own. The animal concerned arrived
at Cheongju Zoo as a cub from Chungnam Wildlife Rescue, part of Kongju National University.
Staff at Chungnam Wildlife Rescue confirmed that the animal had also climbed within its
enclosure at that centre.

In Supplementary Video A, the climbing animal rapidly moves horizontally across the mesh of
the enclosure at Cheongju Zoo, spends some time balanced on a horizontal wooden beam in an
upright position and moves vertically up and down the wire mesh, using its claws to hang from
the wire. Correspondence with the veterinary team at Cheongju Zoo confirmed that zookeepers
noticed climbing by this individual when it entered a quarantine enclosure, and that the
behaviour had continued almost daily, even after the individual was moved into a larger
enclosure. Veterinarians at the zoo reported that the climbing behaviour seemed to be triggered
by the presence of people, with the animal appearing to try to get close to people outside the
enclosure. The behaviour is clearly not universal in captive Asian Badger; a previous Asian
Badger at Cheongju Zoo, which had been hand-reared and was described by zookeepers as
affectionate towards people, was never observed climbing on the enclosure fences in the
approximately 18 months that it was at the zoo.
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The second example came to light when one of the authors (CRD) deployed a camera-trap
opportunistically in the mountains of Gyeongsangnam-do, in an area where Asian Badger and a
range of other small carnivores were known to occur. The camera-trap was deployed to
investigate the local diversity of arboreal species. A small amount of peanut butter was
deposited on the trunk of a Korean Oak Quercus dentata at a height of 1 m above ground level.
The camera-trap was positioned to capture a clear view of the trunk of the tree from its base up
to a height of 2.5 m. The bait was deployed only once, at the start of recording.

Footage of a climbing Asian Badger was captured on six separate occasions between 17h18 on
15 May 2022 and 18h13 on 6 June 2022 (Korea Standard Time). It is not clear whether the
Asian Badger in each observation is the same animal or not. In the footage, an Asian Badger
enters the frame and begins to climb the tree trunk, appearing to use its claws to grip the trunk.
In one recording on 17 May 2022, the animal climbs to the height of the bait, which it proceeds
to eat. In a second recording on 18 May 2022 (Fig. 2, Supplementary Video B), the animal
continues to climb up the tree trunk, beyond the bait, until it moves out of the camera’s field of
view. Climbing behaviour was recorded over a period of 22 days, long after the bait was
consumed.

Badgers are fossorial (digging) specialised mustelids, unlike the scansorial (climbing)
specialised members of this diverse Carnivoran family (Kilbourne 2017). However, while it is
not considered typical behaviour for the species, European Badger have been reported to climb
on trees, stone walls, bird tables (Neal & Cheeseman 1996) and into a cattle trough, up to a
height of 115 cm, to feed from it (Garnett et al. 2003). By contrast, the Honey Badger Mellivora
capensis is a well-known climber and is capable of raiding bird and bee nests (Marlow 1983,
Begg et al. 2003). Although Asian Badger have not been previously documented climbing in the
scientific literature, staff at Chungnam Wildlife Rescue noted that Asian Badgers at the centre
have occasionally climbed on their wire mesh enclosures (S. Hong, pers. comm. 2023).

The Asian Badger is known to be a solitary forager and highly opportunistic in its dietary
flexibility (Jo et al. 2018). As the records in this note demonstrate, the Asian Badger is also
clearly capable of climbing, but at this stage it is not clear whether this behaviour regularly
forms a part of the animal’s foraging strategy, for example, to access invertebrates or raid bird
nests. Further investigation would help to clarify the frequency and purpose of this behaviour.

South Korea has a diverse range of small carnivores, many of which have been the subject of
limited research (Jo et al. 2018). The records presented add to the limited knowledge of the
behaviour of one of those species, the Asian Badger, specifically its ability to climb in both
natural and artificial environments.
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Fig. 1. A captive Asian Badger Meles leucurus in Cheongju Zoo climbing along the metal mesh
fence of its enclosure, on 6 October 2022. The sign describes the animal as Meles meles, which

refers to the previous classification of the Asian Badger in South Korea. (Photo: Joshua Elves-
Powell.)
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Fig. 2. A still frorﬁ camera-trap footage of a wild Asian Badger Meles leucurus climbing a Korean

Oak Quercus dentata in Gyeongsangnam-do, South Korea, on 18 May 2022. (Photo: Chad R.
Dobson.)



