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New field records document the survival of the Altamira
jackrabbit (Lepus altamirae)

Nuevos registros de campo documentan la sobrevivencia de la
liebre de Altamira (Lepus altamirae)
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Lepus altamirae is a little-known jackrabbit from northeastern México. Its taxonomic validity was recently reestablished and the absence
of its field records was noted. It was recently rediscovered, but its geographic distribution is unknown, and it is uncertain whether it survives
in its type locality. This study aims to confirm its presence in its type locality and encourage their study. We searched for jackrabbits on roads
and trails using a car and by walking in natural and disturbed areas in and around Altamira (June - August 2020). We noted visual records of jac-
krabbits encountered and sought permission from falconers who encountered incidentally to use their capture data according to recommen-
dations for using wild mammals in research. We confirmed identification with specialized references. We did not find jackrabbits at the type
locality, whose habitat is already degraded, but we visually recorded specimens near Altamira. We also found additional records of L. altamirae
in the scientific literature and in a citizen science portal that show previously unknown occurrence localities in different geographic directions
from the type locality, including the state of Veracruz. Lepus altamirae no longer exists in its type locality, where the level of urbanization has
increased. However, it is known to occur in areas that increase its previously known geographic distribution. It is necessary to encourage their
study to propose appropriate measures for its conservation, as well as to promote the inclusion of its name in the lists of Mexican mammals.
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Lepus altamirae es una liebre poco conocida del noreste de México. Recientemente se restablecié su validez taxondmica y se alert6 sobre la
ausencia de sus registros de campo. Se redescubri6 recientemente, pero desconocemos su distribucion geografica completa y si sobrevive en
su localidad tipo. Este estudio pretende confirmar su presencia en su localidad tipo y contribuir con recomendaciones para su supervivencia.
Buscamos liebres en caminos y brechas utilizando un carro y caminando en areas naturales y perturbadas en Altamira y sus alrededores de ju-
nio a agosto de 2020. Anotamos los registros visuales de las liebres encontradas y pedimos permiso a cetreros encontrados casualmente para
usar sus datos de captura de liebres. Confirmamos la identificacion taxondmica de las liebres con referencias especializadas. No encontramos
liebres en la localidad tipo, cuyo habitat ya se encuentra degradado, pero registramos visualmente ejemplares en las inmediaciones de Alta-
mira. Asimismo, encontramos registros adicionales de L. altamirae en la literatura cientifica y en un portal de ciencia ciudadana que muestran
localidades donde previamente se desconocia su presencia en distintas direcciones geograficas de la localidad tipo, incluyendo el estado de
Veracruz. Lepus altamirae ya no existe en su localidad tipo, en donde se ha incrementado su nivel de urbanizacién. Sin embargo, se sabe de
su presencia en dreas que incrementan su distribucién geografica previamente conocida. Se requiere continuar explorando su distribucién
potencial para proponer medidas apropiadas para su conservacion, ademas de promover la inclusion de su nombre en las listas de mamiferos
mexicanos.

Palabras clave: Amenazada; conservacion; endémica; Lagomorpha; Leporidae; localidad tipo; México; Tamaulipas.
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The jackrabbit Lepus altamirae Nelson, 1904 is a mammal
(Leporidae, Lagomorpha) originally described as the sub-
species L. merriami altamirae; its common name, "Alta Mira
Jack Rabbit", refers to its type locality: "Altamira, Tamaulipas,
Mexico" (Nelson 1904). In 1898 Altamira was a small town
near sea level on the shore of extensive fresh-water lagoons
connected with the Rio Tamesi in extreme southern Tamauli-
pas, where immediately about the town and stretching away

for many miles to the north is a gently rolling, rather sandy
plain (Goldman 1951). A low, thin growth of scrubland pecu-
liar to a dry climate covers the greater part of the plain near
Altamira. The distribution of this jackrabbit reported then
(Nelson 1904) was a small region of the arid tropical zone
of extreme northern Veracruz, eastern San Luis Potosi, and
coastal plains in the southern part of Tamaulipas, probably
not as far north as Victoria town (ca. 190 km NW Altamira).
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Field records of Lepus altamirae

Shortly after, Nelson (1909) raised its status to a specific
level as L. altamirae. In contrast, Hall (1951) later concluded
that it should stay at a subspecific level but as L. californicus
altamirae, a result supported a few years later by Alvarez
(1963). The latter also reported 2 specimens from near Soto
la Marina, Tamaulipas (1-2; Figure 1; ca.153 km N Altamira)
and emphasized that until then L. c. altamirae had been
known previously only from Altamira. Afterward, this jack-
rabbit remained virtually unknown and without an appear-
ance in the scientific literature.

It took 56 years until Vargas et al. (2019) proposed the
reinstatement of L. altamirae as they concluded that this
mammal could not be a subspecies of the black-tailed jack-
rabbit because it is more related to the group of white-sided
jackrabbits. Therefore, it was confirmed that L. altamirae is
a valid taxonomic entity that stands for a species of jack-
rabbit, endemic to a small region of northeastern México.
However, they also expressed concern about whether this
jackrabbit still existed in its natural habitat, given that no

evidence of field records in more than 100 years in or near its
type locality. Fortunately, Silva-Caballero and Rosas-Rosas
(2022) recently reported the presence of L. altamirae from
ca. 100 km WSW Altamira, in northeastern San Luis Potosi.

In parallel, several records have been uploaded to the
iNaturalist México platform in the last few years of the
occurrence of L. altamirae in localities where its presence
was unknown (Figure 1; iNaturalistMX 2022). Some records
(3-6; Figure 1) stand out as extending the known geographic
area of L. altamirae to ca. 100 km W of the town of Altamira.
By the way, 3 research grade records (8-10; Figure 1; https://
www.inaturalist.org/observations/105780393, 21 June
2021;105780171, 30 June 2021, and 182281485, 24 August
2023) from this iNaturalist México contribution docu-
mented the presence of L. altamirae in the state of Veracruz
for the first time.

The fact of having considered this mammal as a subspe-
cies and not a species for so many years may have caused
a lack of interest and attention on the subject; e.g., the
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Figure 1. Field records (yellow circles) of the Altamira jackrabbit (Lepus altamirae) in the Mexican states of Tamaulipas, San Luis Potosi, and Veracruz. From the scientific literature: 1,
2 (Alvarez 1963) 4, and 6 (Silva-Caballero and Rosas-Rosas 2022). From iNaturalist México (research grade): 3, 5,7, 8,9, 10, 12, 15 (see text for references). From the authors’ fieldwork: 11,
13, 14. Type locality: Altamira (red pin; Hall 1951). Light pink: Municipality of Altamira, Tamaulipas.
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absence of specimens in scientific collections is remarkable.
Unfortunately, this lack of records of occurrence may have
also been due to the loss of its populations, which would be
a conservation concern. Therefore, it is necessary to docu-
ment the existence of L. altamirae throughout its originally
reported range. Without this information, it will be difficult
to recognize this species as part of the endemic fauna of
the state of Tamaulipas and plan research actions to know
its conservation status. Thus, our research aimed to explore
the type locality and surroundings of L. altamirae to corrob-
orate or refute the presence of the jackrabbit in that region.

The study area was Altamira City and its surroundings,
which is currently a small city (22°24'27.89"N, 97°55'16.17”
W) of 1,667 km2at 26 m above sea level, on the Tamauli-
pan coast of the Gulf of México. We scouted this area for a
total of 3 weeks from June to August 2020 in a southeast-
northwest direction along the main Altamira - Mante road
and back. We also explored in a southwest-northeast direc-
tion along the road to the Altamira Industrial Port, as well as
suburban and wilderness sites on the city limits and periph-
ery of the city; in some cases extending to the border with
the municipalities of Tampico and Ciudad Madero, where
the habitat conditions resembled those in previous reports
(Nelson 1909). We drove a motor vehicle for approximately
90 min after sunrise and before dusk and did cross-country
walking tours on the same schedule. In addition, we ran
into falconers in areas with difficult access in the field and
to whom we requested permission to witness catches of
their Harris's hawks (Parabuteo unicinctus) and use their
data. If a jackrabbit was sighted or captured, we took pho-
tographs and recorded the locality, and geographical coor-

Cervantes et al.

dinates. To confirm the taxonomic identity of the jackrabbit
and compare its occurrence records, we consulted Brown
et al. (2018) and the previous references cited. This study
followed the recommendations of Sikes et al. (2016) for the
use of wild mammals in research.

Our searches with the motorized vehicle on roads did
not record L. altamirae, nor live specimens crossing the road
or running over on the road; no jackrabbits were observed
within the city limits. However, we were able to find jack-
rabbits during our walks in the countryside and when we
ran into falconers. In cases where information was col-
lected from specimens killed by falconer hunting, it took
place so that no additional mortality occurred as a result of
our research, either directly or indirectly, this included our
searches with the motorized vehicle on roads and our walks.

On July 22, 2020 at 6:40 hr, walking through a thorn scrub
site we spotted an adult jackrabbit (22° 28"2.615" N, 97° 53’
24.648" W; field record 11 in Figure 1; Figure 2a) inside the
grounds of the industrial port of Altamira (7.4 km N Altamira,
Municipality Altamira). Although this area lies near the bor-
der of the urban areas of Altamira and it has not been devel-
oped yet, it is well-preserved and there is a small patch of
scrubland. However, anyone can enter this site, but activi-
ties that disturb the environment are not allowed. A few
meters away, in the construction yards where the Industrial
Port platforms are made, we observed jackrabbits on several
days both at dawn (between 6:13 hr and 8:01 hr) and at dusk
(between 5:05 hr and 18:17 hr). These observations are very
close to the site reported by iNaturalist México on June 23,
2022 (field record 12 in Figure 1; https://www.inaturalist.org/
observations/124415922) for the presence of L. altamirae.
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Figure 2. Altamira jackrabbit (Lepus altamirae). a) specimen in its natural habitat on August 21, 2020 (photo by G. Cruz-Reséndiz); b) Harris's hawk (Parabuteo unicinctus) holding a
freshly captured specimen on March 2, 2020 (photo by M. Hernéandez); ¢) specimen recovered from the Harris's hawk capture on April 7, 2020 (photo by M. Hernandez). Images available

at fac@ib.unam.mx.
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Field records of Lepus altamirae

The result of the falconers’ activities produced the cap-
ture by Harris's hawk of 3 adult jackrabbit specimens. Two
of these were captured on April 7 and 8, 2020 (respectively)
at 1 km NNE Fraccionamiento 17 de enero, municipal-
ity Ciudad Madero, Tamaulipas (22° 19’ 37.650" N, 97° 49'
35.300"W; field record 15 in Figure 1), at 13 km SE Altamira.
These specimens were captured by Harris's hawk at 8:11
hr and 6:58 hr, respectively in a place with grassland and
halophilic vegetation. Similarly, at a nearby site in the same
municipality (field record 15 in Figure 1) again a contribu-
tion in iNaturalist reported the presence of a specimen of L.
altamirae in the area known as Playa Miramar (22° 17'2.350"
N, 97°48'1.010"W). Even though this record has research
grade status, it should be taken with caution as the quality
of the image is not good.

The third individual (Figure 2b) was caught at 7:14 hr on
March 2, 2020, in the Altamira industrial corridor, 3.1 km S
Altamira (22° 22'47.420" N, 97° 55' 8.680" W; field record 13
in Figure 1) where we were able to observe between 3 and
4 jackrabbits more. The vegetation on the site was mes-
quital with patches of grassland.

All jackrabbit specimens observed during our field-
work were positively identified as adult individuals of L.
altamirae according to pelage characteristics summa-
rized by Vargas et al. (2019). In short, the white color-
ation of the flanks of the body from the chest to the belly,
the light gray coloration of the thighs, the dark to light
buff color of the back of the body, the light buff color-
ation of the throat, the absence of the large black spot
both on the tips of the ears and on the tail and lower part
of the hip; likewise, the nape with two lateral black bands
extending back from the base of ears and separated by a
median band of buffy (Figure 3a, 3b) that characterizes
L. altamirae, a condition confirmed by Silva-Caballero
and Rosas-Rosas (2022). This character also supports the
genetic analyses by Vargas et al. (2019) who showed that
L. altamirae is phylogenetically closer to L. flavigularis
than to any other Lepus species.

As expected, L. altamirae does not occur in the City of
Altamira, its type locality. However, we did confirm its pres-
ence in the surrounding area, being the closest record to
the city in the Altamira industrial corridor, Municipality
Altamira (field record 13 in Figure 1). In agreement, the
scientific literature shows no record of another jackrabbit
species in the southeastern region of Tamaulipas, and we
did not observe any jackrabbit specimen that could be dif-
ferent from L. altamirae. Therefore, our data support that
L. altamirae is a representative of the group of “white side”
species in the tropical-subtropical zone of the southeast-
ern coastal plain of Tamaulipas and northeastern San Luis
Potosi (Vargas et al. 2019; Silva-Caballero and Rosas-Rosas
2022). As Brown et al. (2018) stated, this information is rel-
evant for the taxonomic, evolutionary, and biogeographic
assessment of the genus Lepus in North America and the
knowledge and conservation of jackrabbit species of
restricted distribution.
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Figure 3. a) and b) Specimens of the Altamira jackrabbit (Lepus altamirae) from near
the Altamira Industrial Port (7.4 km N Altamira) shows the typical black stripes behind the
ears. Photos by G. A. Cruz-Reséndiz. Images available at fac@ib.unam.mx.

Unfortunately, so far the name L. altamirae has not
appeared yet in any updated list of Mexican mammals
other than a brief mention in a recent report on the rab-
bit hemorrhagic disease in Mexican leporids (Lorenzo et al.
2024); nor has its conservation status been assessed by the
IUCN or by the Mexican government (Garcia-Aguilar et al.
2017). However, it is recognized in The Mammal Diversity
Database of the American Society of Mammalogists (ASM;
Burgin et al. 2018).

Its originally reported range (Nelson 1909) is a small
region that is currently being modified by anthropogenic
factors that may be reducing its population (Gobierno del
Estado de Tamaulipas 2009). The establishment of inter-
national companies in the region led to urban develop-
ment and changes in land use, mainly in the municipality
of Altamira. The presence of L. altamirae on the grounds
of the Industrial Port of Altamira suggests that this leporid
is resistant to some environmental changes in its original
habitat. Still, it will not be for long as the urbanization of
the area continues proliferating. Other agents of ecological
deterioration that can be easily noticed in the surroundings
of Altamira are cattle ranching, expansion of the agricultural
frontier, and deforestation. In addition, this jackrabbit has
recently been identified as a potential victim of rabbit viral



mailto:fac@ib.unam.mx

hemorrhagic disease that threatens the survival of lago-
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loads/sites/ 36/2011/12/ ATLAS-DE-RIESGOS-MPIOS-TAMPI-

morph populations in northern México (Lorenzo et al. 2024).

Therefore it is important to explore the localities for L.
altamirae mentioned by Vargas et al. (2019) to confirm the
presence of the species on those sites, which would con-
siderably increase the known scope of its geographic dis-
tribution. Also, it is necessary to evaluate the conservation
status of their populations and habitat and the main causes
threatening their survival there (Sdnchez-Salas et al. 2013).
Consequently, the local people and government must be
made aware of this concern to plan actions and preserve
this unique and distinctive mammal. According to our data,
today, 120 years after the first scientific evidence of the
existence of L. altamirae, this mammal no longer exists in
its type locality, but survives in the surrounding area of the
Altamira municipality. It is confirmed that it is an endemic
species of the Tamaulipan mezquital ecosystem from the
coastal plain of southern Tamaulipas and west to the eastern
border of San Luis Potosi (Silva-Caballero and Rosas-Rosas
2022). It also incorporates the contribution of iNaturalist
México records that reveal the presence of L. altamirae in
the state of Veracruz for the first time. It is therefore another
medium-sized mammal that stands out for its endemism
and for inhabiting a reduced distribution area. Although
the type locality of another mammal has been erased by
urban development, its survival deserves attention and con-
sideration for its integral knowledge and conservation since
we now know of new localities of its presence.
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