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Summary
The following report details the progress made towards the objectives listed in the proposal. Overall, the
project is making good progress towards its goal of large carnivore conservation in the lowveld, particularly for
African wild dogs.
We have seen the African wild dog population in the Zimbabwean Lowveld
remain stable, with good litter sizes and reasonable pup survival. We have
documented a strong and healthy population of wild dogs in Gonarezhou
National Park, and have started to collect valuable information about their
movements within the park and along the eastern Boundary. We have
managed to reduce the threat to this endangered species by helping with snare
removal and by treating individuals maimed by wire snares. No outbreaks of
rabies have been reported in the wild dog population this past year.
The issue of connectivity within the Greater Limpopo Transfrontier
Conservation area is being investigated, and we run a comprehensive
conservation education program in primary schools in the communities
surrounding the protected areas, benefitting c. 16,000 students and 500
teachers in 37 different communities.

Monitoring wild dog populations for conservation management
There are two key protected areas in the Zimbabwean part of the GLTFCA; Savé Valley Conservancy (SVC) and
Gonarezhou National Park (GNP). The wild dog population in SVC is relatively stable. Currently, there are 10
focal packs with at least 85 known adults and 37 pups. The total population count as of January 2014 (N =
122) is comparable with that at the January 2013 (N = 126), and slightly higher than the recorded total in
January 2012 (N = 89). Eight of the packs bred successfully in 2013. At the start of the 2013 denning season
(June 2013) 64 pups were recorded with an average litter size of 8.00 ± 3.02 (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Average (± SD) Litter Size for Wild Dogs in SVC (n = 8 litters).

Three months later, and just after the packs had left their den sites, the average litter size decreased to 5.88 ±
1.46. Once the packs leave the shelter and security of the den sites the pups are more vulnerable to lion and
leopard predation, and other natural hazards (snake bites, disease etc.). Average pup survival after 6 months
for 2013 was 65% (0.65 ± 0.27) with an average litter size of 4.65 ± 1.51 (Figure 1).
There are at least eight breeding packs of wild dogs in GNP, totalling well over 50 adults and yearlings, and
probably over 100 individuals in total. Whilst we struggle to get good data on litter sizes of these hard-toaccess packs, anecdotal evidence suggests they are breeding well and that pup mortality is lower than in SVC.
We currently have four packs collared in the park. Interestingly, the collar information is showing a significant
lack of movement of wild dog packs across the international border into Mozambique, despite no apparent
difference on the ground. This is concerning for the GLTFCA functioning and we are investigating possible
reasons for it through a student project using Species Distribution Modeling and Persistence Profiling for wild
dogs for in and around GNP. This project is being done by a Zimbabwean masters student through the
University of Stellenbosch.
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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. In SVC, lions have been a major cause of both pup and
adult wild dog mortality, and evidence of lions visiting wild dog den sites is frequently encountered (spoor,
camera traps and visual sightings). Since May 2013 we have had four wild dogs killed by lions (that have been
found and verified); two adults and two pups. But the most significant contributor to adult mortality in the last
six months has been wire snaring, claiming five wild dogs. Importantly, no incidences of death due to disease or
direct human persecution were reported.
Dispersal trends and pack home ranges in both SVC and GNP continue to be monitored through the use of
spoor tracking, radio telemetry, and photographic identikits. Since August 2013 we have fitted an additional
four (two GPS and two VHF) collars across three packs (two in SVC and one in GNP) to ensure effective
monitoring and collection of spatial data after the recent loss of several collared dogs (from old age, snaring
and lions). Collaboration and photo-sharing with neighbouring conservation areas enabled us to identify a
potential dispersal event of one (possibly more) member of the Mambira pack between the south of SVC and
Malilangwe Reserve.
As well as the collaring and monitoring of wild dog packs, during June and July 2013 we also undertook a very
successful camera trap survey to better understand the factors affecting wild dog den selection in SVC. This
was a massive undertaking for which we employed 100 Panthera V4 camera traps, rotated across seven grids,
over the space of two months covering a large proportion of the north of SVC. The data are currently being
analyzed by a new Zimbabwean honours student, Matthew Wijers, from Stellenbosch University and we hope
to start producing some of our findings this year. Further, a local undergraduate project at NUST, in its write up
stage, analysed wild dog den selection relative to different lion densities in an effort to better understand what
drives denning success in wild dog packs in SVC.

Assessing the genetic health and connectivity of the lowveld wild dog population
Over 230 genetic samples have been collected over the last few years and shipped (with CITES permits from
PWMA) to the University of Johannesburg, South Africa, where a PhD project is investigating the genetic health
and diversity of the wild dog population in the Zimbabwean lowveld, as well as it’s connectivity with other
protected areas in the Greater Limpopo Transfrontier Conservation Area. This study is currently ongoing.
In September and October 2013, all DNA extractions were conducted. The extraction of DNA from faecal
samples took significant time. Polymerase chain reactions followed, and were first performed for the mtDNA
control region. Preliminary analyses were continued with only the samples that succeeded sequencing of the
control region. For these 122 samples, PCRs were performed for three other primers of the major
histocompatibility complex (MHC). Success rate for these primers was lower however, for they require purified
DNA and a higher DNA concentration. For faecal samples this can be complicated to retrieve. If a clear DNA
yield was shown on an electrophoresis gel, samples were send to Stellenbosch University for sequencing.
For the statistical analysis, all primers have to be concatenated. Since the dataset is not complete to date, no
significant result can be given yet. However, preliminary results can be derived from a phylogenetic tree based
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on the mtDNA control region. Genetic diversity appears to be fairly low for all individuals, but there is no strong
genetic structuring. The latter suggests free (recent) dispersal between the reserves in the Zimbabwean part of
the Greater Limpopo Transfrontier Conservation Area.
We also have agreement from the Endangered Wildlife Trust in South Africa that we can share their wild dog
genetic samples from in and around Kruger National Park, so we will be able to look at connectivity between
the Zimbabwean Lowveld and Kruger.

Monitoring trans-boundary movements and anthropogenic impacts on wild dogs
GPS collars fitted to lions and wild dogs in Gonarezhou National Park indicate a concerning lack of movement
across the international boundary with Mozambique and even into the Sengwe corridor south of the park (Fig
2).

Figure 2: Map showing movements of collared African wild dogs and lions in Gonarezhou NP

More work is needed to understand why there is such a clear lack of transboundary movement. In addition to
the collar data, we try and pick up on possible transboundary movements through collaborations with
carnivore projects in South Africa and Mozambique, with whom we share photographic data to see if we can
pick up evidence of wild dogs crossing international boundaries through photo-matching. The genetic project
will also add to our understanding of the extent of cross border movements of wild dogs.
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The major anthropogenic impact on wild dogs in the Lowveld, aside from habitat loss and fragmentation, is
snaring. The dogs are caught as by-catch in snares set for other animals. The problem is particularly severe
along the Mozambique boundary in Gonarezhou National Park and in the southern part of the Savé Valley
Conservancy.

Interspecific competition - investigating the impact of lions on wild dogs
The Savé Valley Conservancy provides a unique opportunity to study the impact of an increasing lion
population on the behaviour and demography of African wild dogs. Soon after the conservancy’s demarcation
in 1992, wild dogs colonized the area, with lions and spotted hyenas being much slower to do so. This resulted
in a unique situation where for some time wild dogs outnumbered their superior competitors by a considerable
margin. However, after an initial lag the growth rate of the lions increased exponentially from 2007. Two
detailed studies were conducted on this wild dog population; one in the ‘pre-lion era’, by Dr Alistair Pole, and
this study, in the ‘lion era’. In the pre-lion era, pup survival to three, six and 12 months of age was significantly
higher than equivalent pup survival during the lion era. Although the overall density of dogs was higher in the
lion era than in the early days of their recolonization, average pack sizes were smaller, with a much lower pup
to adult ratio. Direct mortality from lions increased from 0% (N=31) in the pre-lion era, to 35.7% (N=56) in the
lion era. Given the apparent impact of lions on wild dogs, management actions with regards to controlling the
lion population, as well as water distribution, are now critical, and will significantly impact the future viability of
wild dogs in the conservancy.
Wild dog interactions with lions are recorded whenever observed (rarely), and details of all wild dog carcasses
attributable to lion predation are examined and details recorded. Although lion / wild dog interactions are
rarely recorded, there is no doubt that the influence of lions in increasing.
The latest annual carnivore spoor survey puts the lion population in the Savé Valley Conservancy at 96
individuals (3.8 lions / 100km2). In Gonarezhou, the lion density is much lower (1.5 lions / 100km 2), but the
population trend is a steady increase (Fig 3).

Figure 3: Lion Population Estimates for Gonarezhou National Park (south of the Runde River only). Extrapolation to the
2
rest of the park gives a total of 77 lions in the whole park (1.5 lions / 100km )
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The spoor surveys used to compile these estimates provide an excellent opportunity for our project’s head
tracker, Rueben Boté, to train other people in carnivore track identification and for us to teach them about the
spoor survey methodology. The last survey in Gonarezhou National Park was driven by the Park Ecologist,
Henry Ndaimani, who was accompanied by research rangers and students, in an effort to assist the team with
carnivore track identification and spoor survey methodology.
Our previous attachment student, Nobesuthu Ngwenya, currently in her 4th year at NUST, is doing her honours
project on the impact of lions at wild dog den sites. She worked with us during 2013 to collect field data at den
sites, including vegetation sampling and use of camera traps to record visitations by predators to both active
and random den sites. We continue to support Nobesuthu as she writes up her project and aim to get her to
publish a paper from it.
We also carried out a big camera trap survey in July 2013 to look at wild dog den site selection relative to lions
(and other factors). This data is currently being analysed by another Zimbabwean undergraduate student. In
addition, Rosemary Groom is busy with a paper on the impact of lions on wild dogs in the Savé Valley
Conservancy.

Education and Outreach in the schools surrounding GNP and SVC
All our work in schools is done under permit from the Ministry of Education. We also have support letters from
the Provincial Education Director, the District Education Officers, and signed MOUs with the Rural District
Councils.

Conservation awareness in schools
We have our first set of key resource materials (WILD Cards, carnivore fact books and wild dog board games)
distributed to all 123 primary schools in our program, and are underway with the distribution of our Lowveld
ABC Resource. We have also managed to source a donation of posters to put up in some schools, and have
three posters in the process of being designed – specifically about African wild dogs, large carnivores and
carnivore conservation – that will be distributed to all schools later this year.
Our Community Liaison Officer, Victor Chibaya, visits all the 84 schools around SVC once per term. The training
the teachers received in the use of the materials is constantly reinforced, and the teachers motivated and
encouraged to use the resources (which are all in line with the curriculum) as much as possible. Environmental
Clubs are supported through provision of materials, ideas and presentations.

AWCF’s Conservation Awareness Program. Food chain demonstration at Sangwe Primary, using the Lowveld ABC
resource; AWCF’s CLO Victor Chibaya leading the Environmental Club at Mugumire Primary; Students at Ruware Primary
play the Wild Dog Board Game
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In addition, on every visit to the school a conservation-themed DVD is shown, along with a take home message,
and a question and answer session afterwards. The perceptiveness of the students answers and the questions
they ask demonstrate a good retention of facts (even from last terms movie) and a real enthusiasm for the
topic.

DVDs are always popular and classrooms are packed. AWCF’s Victor Chibaya hosts a question and
answer session before and after each film, and pauses to explain important points.

Literacy program in primary schools
We use the Ministry-approved Happy Readers scheme to assist with literacy in the rural primary schools
around SVC and Gonarezhou. This scheme has been proven to make a significant difference to the literacy
levels in schools.
We currently have the literacy program running in 10 schools, and in May 2014 we’ll be adding another 11
schools! This program is extremely effective both in improving literacy standards in the schools, and in creating
goodwill towards wildlife amongst the students – Larry Lion, for example is a firm favourite!

Grade 2 students enjoy the Happy Readers books and the accompanying My ABC Dictionary

The new schools to be given the books in May 2014 are Muteo, Jereko, Machoka, Nyahanga, Mupinga,
Mahenya, Puzani, Davata, Samu, Gwaivi and Maose Primary Schools. The books will be distributed at a
teacher training workshop conducted by the Happy Readers team, and with the support of the District
Education Officer.
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Providing scholarships for students to attend secondary school
Our school scholarship program is going very well. We currently have 14 students in the program, the oldest of
whom will be sitting her O-Levels this year! All the students in our program (9 girls and 5 boys) were selected
for both their academic ability and their neediness – none of the students would have had the opportunity to
attend secondary school without our support. The students are known as Predator Scholars, in order to
maintain the link between the wildlife and the benefit.

For the most part, all scholars are doing well in school – several have requested solar powered lights to enable
evening / night time study and we will be providing these this year. In addition we pay full school fees,
uniforms and a stipend for books and stationary. In August 2014 we will be bringing them, together with their
science teachers, on a four day field course in the Savé Valley Conservancy in order to further engage them
with AWCF’s field activities and help encourage them to become wildlife ambassadors in their schools and
villages.
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Mobile education unit for communities around Savé Valley Conservancy and Gonarezhou
Our mobile education unit (mobile library) is currently operating around the Savé Valley Conservancy. The unit
visits all the wards around the SVC and provides people with access to books, magazines and puzzles with a
wildlife, environmental or conservation theme.

AWCF’s Mobile Education Unit provides
villagers with access to information about
African wild dogs and other wildlife and
environmental issues

Ward 3 Community enjoys a DVD about
African wild dogs and large carnivores
conservation

We’ve found the unit, and the DVDs we show, to be very well attended for much of the year, but much less so
during the rainy season when people are busy in the fields. We will therefore be operating only between the
months of April and November from now on.

Reducing the threat from rabies through domestic dog vaccination campaigns
Encouragingly, we did not need to get very involved in rabies vaccination campaigns over the last year, because
the District Veterinary Authorities have been carrying out the campaigns and the Government provided the
vaccines. We did however ensure that the vaccinations were done around the key wildlife areas and assisted
the vet units with some campaigning to ensure maximum turnout.
We have had no evidence of rabies in either the domestic or wild dog population for several years now.

Supporting anti-poaching efforts to mitigate snaring as a cause of wild dog decline
We continue to support and extend current anti-poaching efforts (removing snares from the field, reporting
criminal activity and supporting the SVC anti-poaching unit where possible) within both SVC and GNP to
mitigate the threat from snaring as a cause of wild dog decline.
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AWCF’s Scouts Misheck Matari, Rueben Boté and Cain Kodzevhu cover vast distances on their motorbikes
and significantly support site-based anti-poaching operations.

Where possible, snares are removed from wild dogs in the field and subsequent wounds treated. Several wild
dogs were de-snared over the previous year. Without doubt this saved their lives.

Conclusion and looking ahead
This project has been going from strength to strength and we have a lot of plans for the project over the next
couple of years. The most important thing is to get the programs to the point where they can be self-sustaining
in the long run, ably managed by the local team. Dr Groom has enjoyed supervising NUST attachment students
and giving local biologists a chance to experience how to run a field conservation project. We would like to
support and train several more of these students in the future.
In addition we have been asked by the Parks and Wildlife Management Authority staff in Gonarezhou National
Park to assist with some ranger training and prepare some management guidelines for large carnivore
translocations. Lastly, there is still a lot to be understood about the large carnivore movements in and around
Gonarezhou National Park, and work to be done to try and improve the effectiveness of the GLTFCA for large
carnivore conservation.
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