
The ecological role of the European rabbit in the
Magellanic/Fuegian ecosystem of southernmost
Chile
Francisca Mann-Vollrath 

Ponti�cia Universidad Católica de Chile
Jennifer Paola Correa-Cuadros  (  jpcorrea4@uc.cl )

Ponti�cia Universidad Católica de Chile
María Isidora Ávila-Thieme 

Instituto Milenio en Socio-Ecología Costera (SECOS)
Melanie Duclos 

Center of Applied Ecology and Sustainability (CAPES)
Fabian M. Jaksic 

Ponti�cia Universidad Católica de Chile

Research Article

Keywords: Community effect, food web, Magallanes, Oryctolagus cuniculus, Patagonia, prey shift.

Posted Date: July 17th, 2023

DOI: https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-3159014/v1

License:   This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.  
Read Full License

Additional Declarations: No competing interests reported.

https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-3159014/v1
mailto:jpcorrea4@uc.cl
https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-3159014/v1
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


 

1 

 

1 

The ecological role of the European rabbit in the Magellanic/Fuegian ecosystem of southernmost Chile 1 

 2 

Francisca Mann-Vollrath1, 2, Jennifer Paola Correa-Cuadros1, 2; María Isidora Ávila-Thieme1, 3, 4, Melanie Duclos2, 5, 3 

Fabian M. Jaksic1, 2
 4 

 5 

1Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile, Facultad de Ciencias Biológicas, Departamento de Ecología, Chile; 6 
2Center of Applied Ecology and Sustainability (CAPES), Chile; 3Instituto Milenio en Socio-Ecología Costera 7 

(SECOS), Chile; 4Advanced Conservation Strategies (ACS), United States of America; 5Centro de Investigación 8 

para la Sustentabilidad (CIS-UNAB), Chile  9 

 10 

Corresponding author: Jennifer Paola Correa-Cuadros 11 

Email: jpcorrea4@uc.cl 12 

 13 

Abstract 14 

The European rabbit has invaded numerous ecosystems around the world, but rarely steppes. We studied the food web 15 

in the Magallanes region of southernmost Chile, where the rabbit is now a key player, interacting with species at 16 

different trophic levels. Because the rabbit is currently well embedded in the Magellanic/Fuegian ecosystem, 17 

especially in the steppe, any changes in its local abundance can spread out through trophic interactions and generate 18 

unwanted impacts in the regional food web. We used a multi-species trophic network approach and built the food web 19 

of the Magellanic/Fuegian steppe based on the rabbit interspecific relationships through a bibliographic review. We 20 

evaluated its topological properties and performed a species extinction analysis to assess the relative importance of 21 

the rabbit. The network has 222 nodes (64% native, 12% exotic, and 23% mixed), 576 links, and a connectance of 22 

0.011. The rabbit was the most connected node of the network, had the second largest dietary breadth, and was the 23 

sixth with the highest number of predatory species. Our results suggest that rabbit control could trigger several 24 

ecological impacts on other regional species, such as releasing herbivory pressure on plants of various genera. In 25 

addition, by reducing or removing a staple prey resource for predators, they may decrease their abundance or change 26 

their diet to alternative prey, generating unexpected effects. The multi-species network approach could be a 27 

complementary tool to apply a more holistic management of the rabbit, which would allow the identification of non-28 

target species that should be monitored when control is being applied, and thereby generate early warnings against 29 

unwanted impacts. 30 
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Introduction 35 

The European rabbit (Oryctolagus cuniculus) is a native of the Iberian Peninsula (and perhaps also northern Africa), 36 

which has been translocated almost everywhere in the world since the times of the Roman Empire (Lever 1985, Long 37 

2003). The first record of rabbit introduction to America –specifically to Isabela Island, now Santo Domingo-- dates 38 

back to November 1493 (Rabadá 2008). Although currently it is classified as an endangered species in its native lands 39 

(Smith and Boyer 2007, Lees and Bell 2008), it has become one of the most damaging invasive species in the world 40 

(Lowe et al. 2000). The first reference to rabbits in central Chile was by Ignacio Molina in 1788 (Camus et al. 2008), 41 

but Delibes and Delibes-Mateos (2015) provided an earlier date: 1765 in Tierra del Fuego Island, in the extreme south 42 

of the country, now shared by Argentina and Chile. The fate of these latter rabbits seems to have been extinction. 43 

Considering only Chile, currently the rabbit occupies ca. 8.9 million hectares (PNUD 2017) and has a discontinuous 44 

distribution from the Antofagasta to the Araucanía Regions, and then from Aysén to Magallanes Regions (Jaksic et al. 45 

2002; Camus et al. 2008; Correa-Cuadros et al. 2022, 2023).  46 

 47 

In the Magallanes Region, which extends from the Pacific Ocean east across the Strait of Magellan and halfway to 48 

Tierra del Fuego Island (Molina 2011, ODEPA 2021), the introduction of rabbits was attempted several times from 49 

1873-74 to 1913, but none of these introductions bore fruit, and it was that of 1936 which generated the rabbit outbreak 50 

of 1950-52 (Arentsen 1954; Correa-Cuadros et al. 2022, 2023). Once well established, its population grew rapidly due 51 

to the rabbits’ high reproductive capacity, and because their potential predators did not feed on them while 52 

simultaneously being hunted for their skins (Arentsen 1954; Pisano 1985; Correa-Cuadros et al. 2022, 2023). 53 

Subsequently, the high rabbit population in Magallanes Region generated an economic income for their meat and skins 54 

(Iriarte and Jaksic 1986, Iriarte et al. 1997, Camus et al. 2008), but also had serious consequences for ranchers, by 55 

competing for food with sheep and transforming grasslands into wastelands (Pisano 1985; Camus et al. 2008; Correa-56 

Cuadros et al. 2022, 2023). This led various control efforts, the most effective being that of 1953, when the myxoma 57 

virus was introduced to Tierra del Fuego Island (Arentsen 1954; Berríos 2005; Correa-Cuadros et al. 2022, 2023) 58 
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which --although reducing the rabbit population by 99% (Jaksic and Yáñez 1983; Correa-Cuadros et al. 2022, 2023)-59 

- it failed to eradicate it. The individuals that survived possibly developed viral resistance (Berríos 2005) and today 60 

rabbits are still found in both continental and insular areas of the Magallanes Region (Correa-Cuadros et al. 2022, 61 

2023). 62 

 63 

The rabbit in Chile is considered an invasive species that causes significant damage: Economically speaking, it 64 

generates a loss of 3.25 million US dollars per year (PNUD 2017, MMA 2017). Ecologically speaking, it causes 65 

numerous effects at the population, community, and ecosystem levels, summarized by Correa-Cuadros et al. (2022, 66 

2023). The long history of rabbit invasion means that it has become an integral part of the Magellanic/Fuegian 67 

ecosystem, interacting with species at different trophic levels, simultaneously being prey, competitor, and herbivore 68 

(Correa-Cuadros et al. 2022, 2023). Rabbits in continental Magallanes and neighboring Tierra del Fuego Island 69 

consume plant biomass and generate important negative impacts on its abundance (Amaya and Bonino 1981, Bonino 70 

and Soriguer 2009, Huertas-Herrera et al. 2022). They feed on seedlings of various native shrubs and trees (e.g., 71 

Berberis and Nothofagus) and non-native herbs (e.g., Poa and Vicia), thus affecting their regeneration (Amaya and 72 

Bonino 1981, Bonino and Soriguer 2009, Huertas-Herrera et al. 2022). Plants that are not consumed by rabbits spread 73 

and generate changes in the botanical composition of the ecosystem (Bonino 2006, Bonino and Soriguer 2009). In 74 

addition, rabbit burrows increase soil erosion (Silva and Saavedra 2008; Correa-Cuadros et al. 2022, 2023). Rabbits 75 

also have negative impacts on sheep production by consuming the forage available for livestock, thus reducing the 76 

output of meat and wool for export (Bonino 2006; Bonino and Soriguer 2009; Correa-Cuadros et al. 2022, 2023). 77 

They also compete with native mammals for food and habitat, but favor the population increase of predators and 78 

scavengers by being a subsidy of abundant prey (Lambertucci et al. 2009, Barbar et al. 2016, Barbar and Lambertucci 79 

2018). Among several other Magellanic/Fuegian predators, the puma (Puma concolor), Lycalopex foxes, Leopardus 80 

cats, and the Buzzard eagle (Geranoaetus melanoleucus) incorporate rabbits as staple prey to their diet (Jaksic et al. 81 

1983, Zurita et al. 2023). Also, facultative and carrion eaters such as the caracaras Caracara plancus and Milvago 82 

chimango, and the Andean condor (Vultur gryphus) benefit from their presence (Duclos et al. 2020). Thus, the rabbit 83 

has become a novel and staple prey resource of the regional food web.  84 

 85 
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Because the rabbit is now embedded in the Magellanic/Fuegian steppe ecosystem and interacts with multiple species, 86 

a change in its abundance can spread out through trophic interactions and generate unexpected effects or unwanted 87 

impacts in the regional food web. This may be of concern because the Magallanes Region hosts several endangered 88 

native species (Molina 2011, Salinas 2016, ODEPA 2021). Therefore, it seems necessary to gain a better understanding 89 

of the role that the rabbit plays in the regional ecosystem, especially in the face of attempts at controling it. One way 90 

to study this is through a multi-species food web approach (De Ruiter et al. 2005). Food webs describe predator-prey 91 

relationships within a community (Pimm et al. 1991, Dunne 2009) and these networks help capture the complexity of 92 

an ecosystem and allow to understand how a given disturbance (e.g., rabbit introduction, outbreak, or eradication) 93 

spreads and affects the presence and abundance of other members of the local community or food web (Abrams et al. 94 

1996, Yodzis 1988, Dunne et al. 2002a, Dunne 2009, Smith-Ramesh et al. 2016, Ávila-Thieme et al. 2023). In addition, 95 

a multi-species approach is a complementary tool to develop a more holistic management of the rabbit, identifying 96 

the non-target species that should be monitored when and if control is applied, and thereby generate early warnings 97 

against potential unwanted impacts. To carry out this approach, a rabbit-centered food web was built for the 98 

Magellanic/Fuegian steppe ecosystem to assess its relative importance and ecological role.  99 

 100 

Materials and methods 101 

Study site 102 

The Magallanes Region is centered at ca. 53°S and 71°W (ranges 48°40'-56°00’S and 66°30'-75°40'W) and comprises 103 

132,297 km2 excluding the Antarctic territory (ODEPA 2021). The corresponding adjective is Magellanic (see also 104 

Molina 2011). Geographically speaking, there is a continental portion, separated from an extensive archipelago by the 105 

Strait of Magellan. The largest island of that archipelago is Tierra del Fuego Island (Isla Grande de Tierra del Fuego, 106 

in Spanish), situated within a polygon ca. 52-55°S and 65-72°W. This large island (ca. 48,000 km2) is split east-west 107 

between Argentina and Chile (40:60), respectively, at meridian 68°34'W. The corresponding adjective is Fuegian. The 108 

surrounding archipelago contains seven medium-sized islands (Hoste, Santa Inés, Navarino, Dawson, Aracena, 109 

Clarence, and Staten; ranging from 4,100 to 500 km2 in the same decreasing sequence), and ca. 3,000 smaller islands 110 

and islets, most of them located to the southwest of Tierra del Fuego Island (Argentina’s Staten Island excepted) and 111 

thus are in Chilean territory.  112 

 113 
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The Magallanes Region (Fig. 1) has three major climates (Xercavins 1984): temperate cold rainy (mean annual 114 

temperature 6°C and mean annual rainfall 3,000 mm), cold steppe (short and cool summers and slightly cold winters, 115 

mean annual rainfall of 500 mm), and high ice (mean monthly temperature not higher than 0°C and annual snowfall 116 

1,000 to 3,000 mm). It is divided into three major biomes (Salinas 2016, CONAF 2019, Sanchez and Morales 2022): 117 

the Andean-Patagonian forest biome, the Evergreen forest and peat bog biome, and the Patagonian steppe biome. The 118 

Andean-Patagonian forest biome consists of deciduous forests, with woody physiognomy and a slight herbaceous 119 

layer. The lenga (Nothofagus pumilio) is the characteristic tree of this biome, together with the canelo (Drimys winteri), 120 

and the coihue (Nothofagus betuloides). The Evergreen forest and peat bog biome, also has a woody aspect with 121 

Nothofagus trees and peat bogs of Sphagnum magellanicum as representative species. The Patagonian steppe biome 122 

is characterized by low-shrub vegetation, herbs and grasses. The rabbit is present chiefly in the Patagonian steppe and 123 

scrub biomes (Venegas and Sielfeld 1998). 124 

 125 

The Magallanes Region has ca. 58% of its surface protected within the State’s System of Protected Wilderness Areas 126 

(SNASPE, in Spanish), because it harbors a high number of unique species (Molina 2011, Salinas 2016, ODEPA 127 

2021). Among the economic activities, sheep farming stands out, followed by artisanal and industrial fishing, 128 

aquaculture, tourism, and forestry (Vera 2008). According to the national inventory of species of the Ministry of the 129 

Environment, the Region harbors 176 species of animals and 242 species of plants (Salinas 2016, MMA 2020). 130 

 131 
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 132 

Figure 1. Magellanic ecosystems in the southern part of Chile. The steppe and scrub were the main study area to build 133 

the Magellanic food web. 134 

 135 

Food web construction 136 

For the construction of the network, the list of species present in the Magallanes Region was compiled using the 137 

national inventory of species (MMA 2020). This list was supplemented with diet information from those species in 138 

the Region, with focus on the relationship with rabbits. A bibliographic review was carried out through Google Scholar, 139 

Web of Science, Scopus, and other search engines for scientific publications or technical reports (but not abstracts), 140 
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including theses, journal articles, books, and book chapters. Keywords such as south, southern, southernmost, 141 

Magallanes, Patagonia, Tierra del Fuego, Chile, Diet, Lagomorph, Rabbit, Oryctolagus cuniculus, were searched in 142 

English and Spanish languages, solely or in combination.  143 

 144 

At first, only documentation related to rabbits specifically in the Magallanes Region was selected. Works on the trophic 145 

role of rabbits in the Region (either as herbivore, competitor, or prey) were especially sought after, as well as those on 146 

the diet of their potential predators. However, due to the scarce information on the diet of predators present in the 147 

Magallanes Region, information from neighboring Argentine Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego Island was added, 148 

because of shared biogeography, ecology, and evolution. Thirdly, when no diet information was available from those 149 

austral regions, diet analyses of predators were sought from neighboring regions of Chile and Argentina that shared 150 

the most similar ecosystems and species. Finally, when no other published sources were found, wildlife experts from 151 

CONAF-Magallanes (National Forestry Corporation) and SAG-Magallanes (Agricultural and Livestock Service) were 152 

consulted on predator-rabbit relationships in that region.  153 

 154 

During the bibliographic search, it was observed that diet analyses did not have the same taxonomic resolution of prey, 155 

generating shortcomings in the construction of the trophic network. An example of this were publications reporting 156 

predators that consumed “passerines” versus those identifying passerine species (e.g., Zonotrichia capensis). Not 157 

being advisable to consider these prey as two different nodes (because that given species also belongs to the passerine 158 

node), it was decided that if >50% of predator diets reported only the clustered node (e.g., passerines), only such 159 

bundled node would be used, removing species-specific nodes. This way, any predator that consumed a given passerine 160 

species would be connected to the bundled node and not to separate specific nodes. In the contrary case, that the 161 

majority of species present in the region consumed a given species of a grouped node (for example, some species 162 

specifically consumed one or more species of Nothofagus: N. antarctica, N. dombeyi, N. obliqua, N. pumilio, N. 163 

betuloides, or N. nitida) while others were reported to consume the cluster node (Nothofagus spp.), it was assumed 164 

that the latter could eat either of those species.  165 

 166 

Finally, those species with predators but without prey were designated as basal species, and they included species 167 

without dietary data as well as insectivorous birds and insects, because they were not expected to compete for food 168 
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with rabbits. It should be emphasized that because the trophic network built is centered on the rabbit and its role in 169 

the food web of the Magallanes Region, it incorporated the predators and scavengers that consume rabbits, its 170 

herbivorous competitors, and the food plants it consumes. 171 

 172 

Food web analysis 173 

Through a list of interactions between species, a binary adjacency matrix was constructed, where 0 means that there 174 

is no trophic interaction and 1 that there is. The structural attributes of the network were analyzed, such as species 175 

richness (S), number of links (L), connectance (C=L/S2), generality SD (standard deviation of generality; generality 176 

of a node is the number of species it consumes normalized by L/S), and vulnerability SD (standard deviation of 177 

vulnerability; vulnerability of a node is the number of species it is consumed by normalized by L/S) (Dunne et al. 178 

2002b, Montoya et al. 2006, Dunne 2009). In turn, the nodes were classified as either native or exotic, but some orders, 179 

families or genera had both types of species, for which reason they were called "mixed nodes". An example is the 180 

Agrostis spp. node, which contains native (e.g., Agrostis glabra) and introduced (e.g., Agrostis capillaris) species. The 181 

network was built using the Network 3D program (Yoon et al. 2004, Williams 2010). To identify the relative 182 

importance of rabbits into the food web, we calculated the connectivity, number of predators and number of prey of 183 

each node and ranked the rabbit position. 184 

 185 

Species extinction analysis 186 

To evaluate the ecological mechanisms involved (e.g., release from predation, reduction of trophic niche) that could 187 

trigger short-term responses in the ecosystem --and may aid in the eventual control of the rabbit--, an analysis of 188 

species extinction was carried out. For this, the node belonging to the rabbit was removed from the network and the 189 

percentage of prey lost to predators (reduction of trophic niche) and the percentage of predators that lost prey (release 190 

from predation/herbivory) were subsequently quantified. The extinction analysis was performed using the 191 

NetworkExtinction package (Ávila-Thieme et al. 2023) and igraph (Csardi and Nepusz 2006) in R. 192 

 193 

Results 194 

The food web of the rabbit in the Magallanes Region resulted in a network with 222 nodes and 576 trophic interactions 195 

(Links, L) and a connectance of 0.011 (Fig. 2). 8% of the nodes corresponded to top predators, 10% to intermediate 196 
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species (consumers), and 82% to basal species. The latter were made up of plants, insectivorous rodents and passerines, 197 

insects themselves, and of those consumers for which it was not possible to find dietary information. In turn, the 198 

network was made up of 143 native nodes (64%), 27 exotic (12%), and 52 mixed (23%) (Table 1S, Fig. 2). The link 199 

density (L/S) was equal to three, representing the number of interactions per node. The network had a vulnerability 200 

SD = 1.4 and a generality SD = 2.9, which implies that the network was more homogeneous in terms of vulnerability 201 

than in generality, having nodes with very wide dietary breadth (e.g., guanaco Lama guanicoe with 47 prey items, or 202 

sheep Ovis aries with 40 prey) versus others with much narrower dietary breadth (e.g., Colocolo cat, Leopardus 203 

colocolo with two prey items). In the network, the rabbit was the most connected species, with connectance = 11.4. 204 

This means that of all the nodes identified, the rabbit node had the most trophic interactions, associated with a total of 205 

59 links. At the same time, it was the second most in generality (17,374), after the lama Lama guanicoe (18,146).  206 

 207 

 208 

 209 

Figure 2: Food web of the rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus in the Magellanic/Fuegian steppe of southernmost Chile. Each 210 

circle represents a node (usually a species), and each line a link (trophic interaction). The rabbit node is shown in 211 

yellow and the remaining nodes in purple. The size of each node represents the number of trophic interactions 212 

associated with it: the larger the size, the more trophic interactions. Large nodes clockwise from rabbit are Vultur 213 
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gryphus (native scavenger), Lycalopex griseus (native predator), Hippocamelus bisulcus (native herbivore), Lepus 214 

europaeus (exotic herbivore), Ovis aries (domesticated herbivore), Oligoryzomys longicaudatus (native herbivore), 215 

Neovison vison (exotic predator), and Lama guanicoe (native herbivore). Predators/scavengers are circled in red.  216 

 217 

The rabbit was preyed on by 14 species, of which 13 were native (the continental fox Lycalopex culpaeus magellanicus 218 

was treated separately from the Fuegian fox Lycalopex culpaeus lycoides; see Iriarte and Jaksic 2022) and one was an 219 

exotic invasive (Neovison vison) (Fig. 3A). Among predators/scavengers with the broadest dietary breadth were Vultur 220 

gryphus, Lycalopex griseus, and Neovison vison. Rabbit predators with the narrowest dietary breadth were Leopardus 221 

colocolo, L. pajeros, and L. geoffroyi. The latter could be those that depend more strongly on rabbit abundance. On 222 

the other hand, the rabbit preys (as a herbivore) on 45 species (Fig. 3B), of which 69% of the species or genera had 223 

two or more herbivores, the remaining 31% being consumed only by rabbits. The percentages of exotic, native, and 224 

mixed nodes of the species consumed by rabbits were 58%, 13%, and 29%, respectively. 225 

 226 
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 227 

 228 

Figure 3: Relative importance of the rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus in the Magellanic/Fuegian steppe of southernmost 229 

Chile. (A) Dietary breadth of rabbit predators in decreasing order. (B) Resources used by rabbits in decreasing order.  230 

 231 
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When removing the rabbit from the network (Fig. 4A), 12 nodes lost from 10 to 20% of their consumers, ten lost from 232 

20-30%, three lost 30-40%, six lost 40-50%; finally, 14 nodes lost 100% of their consumers. Among the predators that 233 

consumed the rabbit, most of them were not greatly affected by its removal, because they did not lose more than 20% 234 

of their prey (Fig. 4B). Only one species, Leopardus colocolo, lost 50% of its prey. Thus, the main ecological 235 

mechanism triggered by the removal of the rabbit node was the release of pressure on plants from its herbivory. 236 

 237 

 238 

 239 

Figure 4: Species extinction analysis of the rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus in the Magellanic/Fuegian steppe of 240 

southernmost Chile. (A) Number of prey species that lose a certain percentage of predators by removing the rabbit 241 

from the network. (B) Number of predator species that, when eliminating the rabbit, lose a certain percentage of their 242 

prey.  243 

 244 

Discussion 245 
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Together with the increase in connectivity within ecosystems because of human influence, there is usually an increase 246 

in biological invasions into new environments (Everett 2000, Jaksic and Castro 2021). Although the often negative 247 

effects of introduced species have been extensively studied, an invasive exotic species does not carry an intrinsic 248 

negative or positive value, and for this reason the effects that it could have on an ecosystem should be studied (Camus 249 

et al. 2021). Our study highlights the role of the European rabbit in the food web of the Magellanic/Fuegian steppe 250 

ecosystem, as a consumer of plants, as a potential competitor of other herbivores, and as new prey for various 251 

predators, native and exotic to the Magallanes Region. 252 

 253 

The analysis of the network generated shows the European rabbit as the most connected species, highlighting how 254 

immersed it is in the regional ecosystem, even though numerous interventions have been carried out for its control or 255 

eradication. The rabbit is prey of 14 species (one is an exotic predator) and a consumer of 45 plant species or genera 256 

(native or exotic). Thus, it has different effects on the food web depending on the trophic relationship it has with other 257 

species, being simultaneously an herbivore, a competitor, and a prey.  258 

 259 

A simulated control of the rabbit, which translates into a decrease in its abundance, would be especially detrimental 260 

to Magellanic predators with low dietary breadth. For example, the cat Leopardus colocolo would lose an important 261 

fraction of its diet, but also because it has low mobility, limiting its possibilities to move to farther places for finding 262 

other or the same food sources. In addition, rabbits play less role on the diet of Fuegian fox Lycalopex culpaeus 263 

lycoides, and the grison Galictis cuja, in comparison with L. coloco. However, rabbits’ control could have important 264 

indirect impacts its prey species, intensifying the predation pressure. Moreover, their relatively low mobility (small 265 

home ranges) contrasts with that of other predators with higher dietary breadth and mobility (e.g., Andean condor and 266 

puma), who may move to farther places for finding other or the same food sources. Similar results was obtained in a 267 

semi-arid scrub in northern Chile (Gübelin et al. 2023), where the rabbit was also the most connected species, in 268 

addition to fulfilling similar ecological roles as consumer, competitor, and prey. Interestingly, the two food webs had 269 

Leopardus colocolo and Galictis cuja as the species with the lowest dietary breadth. On the other hand, in the scrub 270 

food web, the Andean condor Vultur gryphus and the puma Puma concolor had very narrow dietary breadth, in marked 271 

contrast with the Magellanic/Fuegian trophic network. This could be explained by the latter network covering an entire 272 

Region as compared to the scrub network, which had a much smaller geographical extent. Among the 273 
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Magellanic/Fuegian rabbit predators, the raptors Buteo ventralis and Geranoaetus melanoleucus --because their low 274 

dietary breadths between the avian predators-- would be the ones most likely affected by rabbit control or eradication, 275 

changing and intensifying their feed by another prey such birds, other mammals, reptiles, or insects for B. ventralis, 276 

and hares or guanaco for G. melanoleucus (pers. comm. M. Duclos). Of special concern is Buteo ventralis, a species 277 

of vulnerable conservation status (Iriarte et al. 2019).  278 

 279 

Among the native plants eaten by rabbits in the Magellanic/Fuegian ecosystem are Nothofagus spp. and Acaena spp., 280 

which sustain a large number of consumers; while Gavilea lutea, Adenocaulon chilense, and Asplenium dareoides are 281 

only eaten by rabbits. The latter species could then be relieved of herbivory pressure, which could lead to an increase 282 

in their biomass. But in addition to eating plants, rabbits are also known to be legitimate disperser of some species 283 

(e.g., Fernández and Sáiz 2007, Castro et al. 2008, Bobadilla et al. 2023). In the Magallanes Region, perhaps Empetrum 284 

rubrum could be dispersed by rabbits. Still, the effect of rabbits’ intense consumption of plants may negatively impact 285 

some species of conservation or forestry concern (Correa-Cuadros et al. 2022, 2023; Valenzuela 2023) as well as 286 

livestock production, especially of sheep (Camus et al. 2008, 2021; Valenzuela 2023).  287 

 288 

Overall, the positive effect that the rabbit has on the Magellanic/Fuegian food web cannot be ignored: It has become 289 

a staple prey for different regional predators, generating a food subsidy which allows them to maintain higher 290 

population abundances, while shifting away predation on native prey, as documented in Argentinian Patagonia 291 

(Palacios et al. 2012; Barbar et al. 2016, 2018; Barbar and Lambertucci 2018, 2019, 2023) and in central Chile (Correa-292 

Cuadros et al. 2022, 2023; Gübelin et al. 2023). If controlled or eradicated, perhaps predators would direct higher 293 

predation pressure on another invader, the European hare (Lepus europaeus), which would not be unwelcome news 294 

(Jaksic 2023).  295 
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