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Press Release 
 
Early humans influenced the availability of meat and 
scavenging animals 
 
Research team from the Senckenberg Centre for Human Evolution 
and Palaeoenvironment at the University of Tübingen investigates 
relationship dynamics in ecosystems 130,000 to 20,000 years ago 
 
 
 
Tübingen, 22.01.2025 
 
A new study indicates that human behavior around 45,000 to 29,000 
years ago contributed to a change in the composition of scavenging ani-
mal species living nearby. While smaller scavenging animals such as 
foxes and some bird species benefited from the presence of humans, 
large scavengers such as hyenas and cave lions tended to be displaced. 
This was the finding of a comprehensive analysis of data from archaeo-
logical sites in Europe conducted by Dr. Chris Baumann from the Senck-
enberg Centre for Human Evolution and Palaeoenvironment at the Uni-
versity of Tübingen, Dr. Andrew W. Kandel from the University of Tü-
bingen and Dr. Shumon T. Hussain from the University of Cologne. The 
study has been published in the latest edition of Quaternary Science Re-
views. 
 
Many carnivores consume prey they themselves catch; yet the additional 
consumption of carrion is often neglected when considering food chains 
and networks. “Early humans, more than 30,000 years ago, did not live in 
isolation from the animal world; they were integrated into a network of 
relationships with scavengers,” says Chris Baumann. From today's 
perspective, it is difficult to understand how the different species 
influenced each other. 
 
Comprehensive data 
 
To find out more, the researchers used the ROAD database compiled by 
the research center ROCEEH (The Role of Culture in Early Expansions 
of Humans), a collaboration between the University of Tübingen, the 
Senckenberg Nature Research Society and the Heidelberg Academy of 
Sciences and Humanities. The database comprises finds from 2,400 pre-
historic sites in Europe, Africa and Asia. The researchers focused on 
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zooarchaeological data obtained from animal remains at sites in Europe that were 
once inhabited by humans. 
 
“We assume that when hunting early humans killed more animals than they them-
selves consumed, so that more carrion became available,” says Baumann. “Ini-
tially, this benefited large scavengers,” he adds. He says that in the period be-
tween around 130,000 and 60,000 years ago the relationship between humans 
and scavengers became less competitive. However, humans also made sure that 
large predators did not come near their settlements. “Small scavengers such as 
foxes, ravens or crows posed no danger, so they were probably tolerated,” says 
Baumann. “The situation is similar today in urban environments, where we tolerate 
foxes and raccoons, but not wolves.” He believes a particular dynamic developed 
in the relationship between humans and scavengers in the period between around 
45,000 and 29,000 years ago, and that there was a radical change. 
 
Displacement of large species 
 
“Our analysis showed that during this period, the late Pleistocene, the large scav-
engers began to be displaced in favor of smaller species, some of which even ben-
efited from living with humans,” says Shumon Hussain. Archaeological evidence 
from the period also points to this. The upheaval may also have had something to 
do with the fact that the first populations of modern humans, Homo sapiens, ap-
peared in Europe during this period and displaced the last European Neanderthals. 
“Humans further developed their skills and hunted so many animals that signifi-
cantly more energy became available in the food web,” adds Baumann. This led to 
behavioral adaptations and evolutionary changes in the scavenging animals, while 
humans themselves also developed new ways of colonizing the landscape. As a 
result, they helped to shape ecosystems, which in turn may have had an influence 
on human evolution itself. 
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