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Hornbill Predation of Bats
Amar-Singh HSS

The Gomantong Caves, Sandakan, Sabah, Borneo, Malaysia is well known as a site to observe
raptor species feeding on bats. Raptors commonly seen there include the Wallace's Hawk-
Eagle MNisaetus nanus, Bat Hawk Macheiramphus alcinus and Rufous-bellied Eagle
Lophotriorchis kieneriibut others are also known to visit the site.

The late evening exodus of 100,000s of bats also attracts hornbills to feed. On 27 February
2025, starting from 1745hrs, I observed a pair of Oriental Pied-Hornbills Anthracoceros
albirostris feeding on bats. Like the raptors, the hornbills arrived early, before the bat exodus,
to position themselves for the evening meal. But unlike the raptors they are not adept at
catching the bats in mid-air as they stream out of the cave. They appear to have learned to
place themselves on foliage nearest to the path of some of the streaming bats. They then wait
to snag a bat with the beak, fly to another perch to kill and eat it (Plate 1 for image sequence).
They then return for another feeding episode. Attempts to fly into the stream of bats to hunt
them appear unsuccessful.
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Plate 1: Composite of images to show bat feeding sequence of the Oriental Pied-Hornbill, Gomantong
Caves, Sandakan, Sabah, Borneo, Malaysia, 27 February 2025.

There are many species of bats reported at Gomantong Caves but the population is dominated
by the Wrinkle-lipped Free-tailed Bat Mops plicatus which is estimated to be above 200,000
in number (Tella et al., 2025). The Wrinkle-lipped Free-tailed Bat has a body mass of 10.5-18
g and is possibly the bat species taken.
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The diet of Oriental Pied-Hornbills is mainly fruit but also includes small animals but bats are
not mentioned (Wells 1999; Smythies 1999; Kemp & Boesman 2020; IUCN Hornbill Specialist
Group 2025). I have personally seen them take small birds and raid the nest of Scaly-breasted
Munia Lonchura punctulata to feed on juveniles.

There has been previous documentation of Oriental Pied-Hornbills feeding on bats (Chong
2017; Wee et al., 2019). Cede Prudente, Matt Hamilton, Kecil, Tan and Syahrul observed
Oriental Pied-Hornbills preying on bats in 2017 at Gomantong Caves. Recent videos of the
behaviour by Cede Prudente are linked here:https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=boPZder8SjU
& https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kGI-7mlIgmEU. A British Broadcasting Corporation
video (2021) also shows the feeding behaviour that appears to have been filmed at
Gomantong Caves: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GAe 04vmNROQ.

Other hornbill species in Malaysia that have been documented to feed on bats in the wild

include:

1. Black Hornbill Anthracoceros malayanus, also noted feeding bats to juveniles (Hall 1996;
IUCN Hornbill Specialist Group 2025).

2. Bushy-crested Hornbill Anorrhinus galeritus, also at Gomantong Caves (Tella et a/, 2025).

3. Rhinoceros Hornbill Buceros rhinoceros, personal observation by Ahmad Amir Isqandar
with an image (Malaysian Bird Report 2023).

It is possible that other local hornbill species also take bat prey and I hope this article will alert
observers to this behaviour. Why hornbills take bats and other animal prey is still uncertain. It
could be related to breeding or food scarcity (Tella et al., 2025) and requires investigation with
observation of food sources over time.
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