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Summary  

 

The project is going from strength to strength and making good progress towards its goal of large carnivore 

conservation in the lowveld, particularly for African wild dogs.   

 

The African wild dog population in the Zimbabwean Lowveld remains stable, with good litter sizes and 

reasonable pup survival.  We have documented a strong and healthy population of wild dogs in Gonarezhou 

National Park (the Park / Gonarezhou), and have started to collect valuable information about their movements 

within the Park and along the eastern boundary. Similarly in Savé Valley Conservancy (SVC), we are beginning to 

ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ǇŀŎƪǎΩ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƻ ōŜǘǘŜǊ 

understand linkage and address/mitigate possible hindrances to successful dispersal attempts. 

 

We continue to reduce the threat to this endangered species by helping with snare removal and treating 

individuals maimed by wire snares, and by addressing human-carnivore conflict through our outreach and 

education initiatives. The past year has been an incredibly strong year for our Education and Outreach Program 

and we are proud to report on the successes highlighted below. Whilst our education and outreach work is only 

one part of what we do, we firmly believe that it may be the most important to achieve truly sustainable wildlife 

conservation. Further, the benefits to the people and communities we reach with our efforts are numerous. 

 

Our overall goal and objective is to enhance the conservation and viability of the endangered African wild dog 

population in the Zimbabwean part of the Greater Limpopo Transfrontier Conservation Area. This report covers 

all of our main achievements and successes over the past year.    

  

 

African wild dog conservation and population monitoring 

 
We focus on two key conservation areas in the Zimbabwean part of the GLTFCA; Savé Valley Conservancy (SVC) 

and Gonarezhou National Park.   

 

Monitoring data from Savé Valley Conservancy in the past year shows a strong and stable population of African 

wild dogs. The population appears to be levelling off, after a population increase following a period of decline 

(Figure 1). We currently know of 79 adult wild dogs in the conservancy and 55 pups/yearlings (134 in total). We 

have a 63% pup survival rate with 55 of our 93 pups on first emergence (across 10 breeding packs and including 

two beta litters) still alive. This is a very promising pup survival rate as few pups normally survive to 6 months, 

and even fewer to 1 year. For example, last year (June 2013-June 2014) only 25% (17 out of 68 pups on first 



2 
 

emergence) survived to one year of age. We had 10 out of our 14 residents packs breed successfully during the 

2014 denning season with an average litter size of 8.9 ± 4.2 pups. 

 

 
 
 

In the past year we have confirmed a bare minimum of 80 adults and 66 pups in 10 different packs in 

Gonarezhou National Park. Through the tireless efforts of our head scout, Rueben Boté, we managed to locate 

the den sites for nine of the ten packs, and get camera traps up for monitoring (Figure 2). As such, we have ID 

photos for all the adults and many of the pups which is a significant contribution to a developing long-term 

database of African wild dogs in the Park. Further, it is likely there are several more packs in the Park (based on 

spoor evidence, reported sightings etc.), and we would estimate about 14 in total. Given that in the late 1990s 

there were thought to be no resident African wild dogs in Gonarezhou (Alistair Pole, pers comm), these results 

are tremendously encouraging. 

 

 

   

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2. The images collected from camera traps at the dens not only provide valuable monitoring data (number of pups at 

first emergence, predator threats at the dens etc.), but also give us a lovely insight into the activities and life at the dens. 

 

Together with the Kruger National Park (South Africa), the Gonarezhoǳ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ tŀǊƪΩǎ and Savé Valley 

Conservancy wild dog populations are of global significance, and there are few places in the world that can 

demonstrate such a significant increase in the population of this endangered species. However, both the SVC 
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Figure 1. Population trend for African wild dogs in Save 

Valley Conservancy. 
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and GNP wild dog populations now faces threats from an increasing lion population, increasing human 

infringement into wildlife areas, as well as from becoming isolated and stagnated if movement across 

boundaries is restricted. 

 

Lions and indiscriminate snaring by poachers for bush-meat continue to be the greatest threats to wild dogs 

(and other carnivores) in the south-east of Zimbabwe (Figure 3). In SVC, lions have been a major cause of both 

pup and adult wild dog mortality. Since May 2013 we have had six wild dogs killed by lions; four adults and two 

pups.  Wire snaring has also been a significant contributor to wild dog mortality, claiming three wild dogs. 

Importantly, no incidences of death due to disease or direct human persecution were reported. 

 

  
Figure 3. Major causes of wild dog mortality (adults = 8 and pups = 4) for the period June 2014 ς May 2015. 

 

Further, in the last year we have had two of our affiliated students (Matthew Wijers and Nobesuthu Ngwenya) 

complete, and begin to publish from, their research projects with us. Both projects considered factors affecting 

den selection in African wild dogs in SVC in an effort to better understand what drives denning success in our 

resident packs. Successful denning and reproductive is key to maintain our currently stable population. These 

citations are listed under objective 11 and the full papers are available on request.   

 

 

Assessing the genetic health and connectivity of the lowveld wild dog population 
 

This genetics project is being undertaken at the University of Johannesburg, co-supervised by Dr Rosemary 

Groom, using samples from Gonarezhou National Park and other areas in the Zimbabwean lowveld  (exported 

under CITES permits ZW0475/2012, ZW0998/2013 and ZW0081/2015). 
 

In total 236 samples have been analysed from the south east Lowveld of Zimbabwe, including 47 from 

Gonarezhou National Park. In addition, 40 samples from Kruger National Park have been included, in 

collaboration with the Endangered Wildlife Trust. DNA extractions were conducted and sequencing has been 
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completed for the mitochondrial DNA control region (D-loop) and Cytochrome B, which led to a total sequence 

of 789 base pairs. PCRs have also been performed for 10 microsatellites. 
 

A phylogenetic tree based on the mtDNA was constructed and shows that there is no genetic sub-structuring 

amongst African wild dog populations from the various sites. The short branch lengths show that there is little 

genetic diversity amongst the wild dogs, which could indicate a recent bottleneck or inbreeding. Genetic 

diversity measures have been calculated and support, although introductory, these speculations. Microsatellite 

analyses show that there is still gene flow between the populations, and that no population is isolated despite 

habitat fragmentation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Monitoring trans-boundary movements and anthropogenic impacts on wild dogs 

 

In order to produce truly sustainable benefits for the species in the region, we need to not only monitor the 

populations within key protected areas, but identify potential passages for dispersal and connectivity and 

mitigate any threats which my hinder such movements. 

 

We currently only have one functioning GPS collar on wild dogs in Gonarezhou National Park.  This is on a young 

adult female (collar data in green in Figure 5), originally part of a pack from the north of the Park, who dispersed 

to the south with two female siblings and met up with five males to form a new pack.  The other pack whose 

collar data is shown in Figure 5 (in red) is the Chalanda Pack, which lost their collar (with the collared dog 

presumed dead) in May 2014. Both sets of collar data serve to confirm the extensive movements that wild dogs 

Figure 4. Neighbour-joining tree 

based on mitochondrial D-loop 

and cytochrome-B sequences of 

116 African wild dogs originating 

from south eastern Zimbabwe 

and South Africa (Kruger NP).  

Inset photo: PhD student Laura 

Tensen 

 


