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They’re famously cute and curious, but there’s so much more to meerkats than that! Did you know they are some of the best team players in the animal kingdom? And that they are as smart as dolphins?

These gorgeous creatures are genuinely fascinating, and we have a lot to learn from them. In this book, you’ll learn what makes them so unique and have a chance to test your newfound knowledge at the end.

Are you ready? Let’s go!
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Meerkat Facts
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The scientific name for a meerkat is Suricata suricatta.
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Meerkats are often called Suricates.
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Meerkats are mammals, meaning they give birth to live young, and the females can produce milk to feed them.
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The name ‘meerkat’ comes from the Dutch word for monkey.
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Young meerkats are called pups.






• • •
[image: ]







Meerkats are omnivores, meaning they have a very varied diet! They eat spiders, scorpions, bugs, birds, small reptiles and plants.
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Meerkats live in groups ranging in size from just a few to up to 50. They work very well together as a team, all taking part in raising young and gathering food.
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A group of meerkats is called a pack, mob or gang.

There may be several family groups within a pack of meerkats. However, they are not always related.
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You may have seen meerkats in your local zoo, but their natural habitat is in the deserts and grasslands of southern Africa.
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Meerkats are very sociable creatures, and they live close to other members of their groups. 
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Meerkats are about the same size as a squirrel. When they’re standing upright, they are around 30cm (12 in) tall.
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Meerkats live underground — building their burrows themselves with their sharp claws. 
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Meerkat burrows are very impressive. The burrows can be several metres long, with multiple entrances and chambers. They can also have 2-3 levels, with separate rooms for sleeping and going to the toilet.
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Meerkats usually build several burrows, even though they often don’t use them all.
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As well as their main burrows, meerkats build lots of small emergency shelters just in case they need to hide quickly. These are called boltholes.
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If a meerkat can’t make it to its bolthole in time, it will attempt to scare its potential attacker by lying on its back and showing its teeth and claws. If they are approached while in a group, they will bundle together to make themselves look bigger, scarier animals.






• • •
[image: ]







Young meerkats are so afraid of birds that they will often duck and hide if they see an aeroplane flying above.
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Meerkats love the sunshine and only come out of their burrows during the day. However, they emerge early in the morning, which is the best time to look for food.
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While some members of meerkat groups are out looking for food, others stay back in the burrow to babysit the kids. Of course, the babysitters change all the time, so they all play a part!
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The babysitter will often go all day without any food as it takes care of the pups. However, other members of the mob may bring them some food at the end of the day.
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Have you ever seen a single meerkat perched on a high rock? This member of the group is called the sentry. It looks out for potential dangers such as eagles and hawks and will let out a high-pitched squeal if it sees anything.
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Although meerkats aren’t endangered, they do live a tough life. They have many predators and need to be careful.
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Some of the main predators of meerkats include eagles, hawks and falcons.
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Scorpions will often try to attack meerkats, but meerkats can skillfully remove their poisonous tails with one swift move.
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Meerkats can recognise the voices of their friends and family. Scientists tested this in 2011 by playing recordings of different meerkats to test their reactions.
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While scorpions are deadly to most creatures, meerkats are immune to their stings! That’s what makes them such a great snack.
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Adult meerkats teach their young how to hunt by giving them different tasks. For example, they may start by bringing them dead animals, and then later ones that they have part injured to safely practice their hunting skills. 
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There is a dominant couple within a meerkat group to whom the other meerkats are related. The female is the main boss and is the only one allowed to become pregnant. If another female reproduces, she will be banished from the group.
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The matriarch of the group is also renowned for being quite selfish! In a dangerous situation, she will usually step to the back of the group to allow the lower-ranking meerkats to face the danger.
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Meerkats have an area on their bellies that has less fur than the rest of their bodies. Through this, you can see some of their black skin. In the mornings, meerkats expose their bare bellies to absorb the heat of the sun to warm themselves up!
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Like many young animals, the meerkat’s voice deepens as it gets older. Scientists found that the younger the pup and the higher pitched its voice, the more food it gets from its fellow group members. So their cries for help and food have less of an effect as they get older!
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Although meerkats are very sociable within their groups, they can be very aggressive towards neighbouring mobs.
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The African Drongo is one of the meerkat’s worst nightmares. This clever creature can mimic the warning sounds of different animals to trick them into letting go of their captured prey — helping them gain a free meal!
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The meerkat is a member of the mongoose family. It is the only member that doesn’t have a bushy tail.
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On average, meerkats live between 7-10 years in the wild and 12-14 years in captivity.
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Meerkats have fantastic eyesight. They can see predators from around 300m away. They have excellent peripheral vision, and the black area around their eyes prevents glare from the sun.
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Their sense of smell is also very advanced, which helps them to sniff out their food.
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Meerkats aren’t just cute; they’re smart too! Researchers found that their intelligence is on the same level as dolphins and baboons.
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Meerkats aren’t able to store fat in their bodies as humans can. Therefore, they constantly need to be looking for food.
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Meerkats don’t need to drink water — they get all the water they need from their food.
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The dominant couple in a meerkat mob will usually produce 2-4 litters per year. A litter will usually have between 3 and 7 pups.
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Meerkats have a transparent protective membrane over their eyes to stop dirt and sand from getting in while they are digging their burrows.
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The average meerkat weighs between 0.62 and 0.97 kg (1.4 and 2.1 lb).
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There are three subspecies of meerkats, each living in a different area of southern Africa.
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The coat of a meerkat ranges in colour from light grey to a yellowish-brown. If you look closely, you can see faint bandings of colour around their necks too.
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The home range of a meerkat (the area it lives and hunts in) is around 5 km2 (1.9 sq mi) large. 
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The inside of a meerkat’s burrow has its own temperature-regulated microclimate, which protects them from dangerous weather conditions.
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Most mating between meerkats occurs during times of heavy rainfall.
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Although mating can occur all year round, most births are between August and March, in line with the rainy seasons.
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The gestation period (length of time the female is pregnant) of a meerkat is 60-70 days. 
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The meerkat was first officially observed as a species in 1776 by German naturalist Johann Christian Daniel von Schreber.
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Meerkat fossils dating back over 2 million years have been found across South Africa.
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A meerkat’s eye sockets take up 20% of its headspace.
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Meerkats have 36 teeth. 
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Meerkats use their strong tails to hold themselves upright — a position they are most famous for! 
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Meerkats have four digits on each well-padded foot.
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Meerkats have a particular thermoregulation system, which means they can control their body temperature. This is very important in the harsh desert climate.
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The most common sound a meerkat makes is called a bark.
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Meerkats have at least 12 different calls to communicate with each other.
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Some of the different calls meerkats have include a recruitment call, mating call, warning call and a receiver call. The receiver call is made to confirm they have received another’s call.
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Meerkats have calls to specify between an aerial (from above, such as an eagle) and a territorial (on the ground) danger.
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It is not unusual for a meerkat to move to a new pack. This is especially true with subordinate females. As their pups are in danger from a dominant female, they will often go to a new pack to search for a mate. In addition, they will try to look for a pack that doesn’t have a breeding female.
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Meerkats love to huddle together. They often sleep in close-knit groups or hug each other to stay warm.
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Meerkats don’t always build their own burrows. They will often occupy burrows of other animals, such as the yellow mongoose and Cape ground squirrels. They rarely fight these species for territory or food.
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Meerkats spend 5-8 hours a day foraging for food.
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When meerkats are hunting, they will stay within 5m of each other, making sure they never leave the vocal or visual range.
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Female meerkats can start breeding around the age of two. 
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Pups are born completely blind and deaf. They have almost no fur.
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