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AN ALMOST TOOTHLESS BADGER MELES MELES

E.J.O. KOMPANJE & G.TH. DE VRrES

1. Introduction and material

In the summer of 1990 we received the remains of a dead female badger Meles meles

(L., 1758). It was found on the motorway E9, near Boxtel in the province of Noord-
Brabant, the Netheriands. During preparation ol the skull it became apparent that the
jaws had no teeth, with the exception of the two right canines. The gums were
irregular and all the alveoli were closed. The left upper canine must have fallen out
recently, as judged from its alveolus which was not completely closed (frg. 1). The
remaining canines were very worn and the bone surface of the jaws was irregular, sug-

gesting a long-standing inflammatory condition.
It is evident that originaily all teeth had been present and functional at some time

during life. The heavy wear of the remaining two canines indicates that the other teeth
had been lost some time ago and that these canines had taken over all occlusive
functions.

2. Discussion

The etiologies of dental and jawbone anomalies are varied and include genetic and
nutritional or metabolic disorders, inflammation and environmental pollution
(Archer, 1975; Colyer, 1936; Hoff a Hoff, 1982).

Miller (1977) describes a similar case in a marsupial, the short-nosed bandicoot
Isoodon macroun$ (Gould, 1842). The skull of this bandicoot was also toothless, with
the exception of two canines. Archer (1975) describes this skull as showing
developmentai anodontia (i.e. no teeth were developed during ontogenesis), but
Miller (1977) rejects this conclusion and states that it is more likely to be the result
of a loss of teeth associated with a chronic, inflammatory condition of the supporting
structures of the teeth (periodontal disease).

Hancox (1980), in his review ofinfectious diseases ofthe Eurasian badger, does not
mention periodontal disease as being associated with the loss of nearly all teeth. He
studied over 1000 skulls of badgers and found traces of dento-alveolar infections in
6%. He states that such abcesses must impair the animals' foraging ability and so lead
to premature death. Paget (1972) describes a case of osteomyeiitis of the mandible in
a badger without the loss of teeth, also suggesting a premature death.
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3. Conclusion
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In the case of this badger we think it most likely that the loss of teeth is related to
a severe and prolonged periodontal disease of unknown origin. The badger was an
adult animal and it would be intriguing to know how it could have lived with hardly
any teeth. Its death had a traumatic origin and was not caused by starvation.

Investigations into the diet ofthe Eurasian badger have shown that badgers are true
omnivores, exploiting a great variety of both animal and plant food. Their diet
includes mostly worms, but also insects and larvae, seeds, corn, wind-fall fruit like
apples, plums and cherries, amphibians, small mammals and birds, eggs and carrion
(Neal, 1986, 1988; Wiertz , 1979). With such a varied diet this badger probably could
have lived for a long time without functional teeth.

Nevertheless, periodontal disease is common in carnivorous pets such as dogs and
cats, and in zoo animals, due to insufficient quality and lack of variation in food (Col-
yer, 1936; personal communication D. vermeijs, 1991). It is rare in wild animals like
badgers (Colyer, 1936; personal communication S. Broekhuizen, 1991). The exact
primary cause of the discribed condition in this particular badger is unknown.
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SAMENVATTING

Een bi jna tandeloze das Meles meles

In de zomer van 1990 werd de schedel van een doodge reden das Meles meks (L. , 17 58) geprepareerd. Hier-
bij bleek dat de das op twee hoektanden na geheel tandeloos was. Alle alveoli waren gesloten als teken van
een chronische, waarschijnlijk infectueuze, aandoening van het tandvlees. Het is mogelijk dat de das door
zijn gevarieerde menu het nog lange tijd zonder de overige gebitselementen heeft kunnen volhouden. Bij
carnivore huisdieren zoals honden en katten komt het tandverlies als gevolg van eenzijdige voeding frequent
voor. lvat de oorzaak is bij wilde dieren, is onduidelijk.
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