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Summary  

  

AWCF has been working on site in the Zimbabwean Lowveld for almost a decade now, with this project over 5 

years old. The flagship species of our organisation, and the priority of our conservation efforts, is the 

endangered African wild dog (Lycaon pictus). We work in and around the Savé Valley Conservancy (SVC/the 

conservancy) and Gonarezhou National Park (GNP/the Park) to conserve African wild dogs and other large 

carnivores, and benefit local communities. We run multidisciplinary programmes; covering aspects of field and 

conservation research and monitoring, training and capacity building, community education and outreach, and 

promoting human-wildlife co-existence. 
 

Zimbabwe is one of only eight African countries supporting viable populations of wild dogs, and the Lowveld 

supports the largest population in the country. Notably, the wild dog populations in both SVC and GNP are 

nearing ecological capacity and now provide a source of dispersers. This is an incredibly important milestone in 

terms of both the local and international conservation of the species, and there is no doubt that it is a result of 

our presence and conservation effort on the ground.  
 

As such, we have started to shape our project objectives and priorities to be more progressive and forward 

thinking with regards to the conservation of African wild dogs in our study area. Whilst consistent and long-term 

monitoring and hands-on conservation of the species will continue to be a vital aspect of our work (both for the 

persistence of the species in our area and our research objectives), we are striving to do more in terms of 

community engagement and operating on the trans-boundary level.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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 in Savé Valley Conservancy 



2 

 

 

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/the conservancy) and Gonarezhou National Park (Gonarezhou/the 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 128 adult/yearling wild dogs in SVC and at least 17 pups (145 in total) – only 

five packs are denning currently and we are still waiting for the puppies to emerge from three of the packs. We 

had a 36% pup survival with 36 of our 99 pups born in 2016 still alive. We had eight out of our 15 residents packs 

breed successfully during the 2016 denning season with an average litter size of 7.6 ± 2.3 pups. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The long term trends for this species are as expected. Wild dogs are a classic ‘boom and bust’ species showing 
major population fluctuations over time. The trend for the species over the last three years, and considering the 

full historical trend, indicates that we may be in for a population ‘bust’ or dip. In 2016 we found an increase in 

lion pressure, both in terms of adult wild dog mortality and disturbance at wild dog dens. Further, pup survival 

after leaving the dens was significantly lower in 2016 than the average from 2014 and 2015, and this is bound to 

have subsequent effects moving into the 2017 denning season and on the total population count for the species. 

Snaring was also a significant cause of adult wild dog mortality in 2016. 

 

Very interestingly, and this was prominent in the 2016 breeding season, we have noticed that a number of wild 

dog packs in our study area are having multiple litters, and furthermore, that a number of individuals within 

these subsequent litters are surviving to one year of age. Based on research and from speaking to wild dog 

experts in the field (both locally and internationally), the latter is very uncommon. As such, this provides a very 

interesting research topic with regards to African wild dog breeding behaviour and biology, and we have begin 

to collate our data and hope to publish a paper on our findings soon!    

 

The African wild dog population in Gonarezhou National Park continues to thrive, although we have recorded 

some concerning incidences and continue to find dogs being impacted by snaring. At the end of 2016, we knew 

of 13 packs in the Park, totalling 161 different dogs (114 adults and 47 yearlings). This suggests the population is 

Figure 1: Population trend for African wild dogs in 

Save Valley Conservancy. 
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relatively stable; it was estimated at 180 individuals in December 2015 (105 adults and yearlings and 75 pups). 

Aside from an anomalously low count in 2013, and suspected undercount in 2016, the wild dog population is 

showing a steady increase (Figure 2). 

  

Several packs didn’t den in 2016 in the Park, and we did not manage to locate the den sites for two packs. In 
comparison with previous years, fewer den sites were located in GNP. Naivasha Pack didn’t den because their 
alpha female was killed in a snare a few months prior to denning season starting, and we believe some other 

packs didn’t den because they were only newly formed packs in 2016. However some should have denned (i.e. 
Machaniwa Pack and Danger Pack), and we are not sure why they didn’t. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 2017 denning season is just underway and, although we only have four packs denning to date (three in SVC 

and one in GNP); we anxiously wait to see how the packs and dogs will fair this year! Given that there is only 

estimated to be 660 breeding packs left in the wild, our 27 packs represent a significant stronghold! 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A key part of species monitoring is having an understanding of the challenges threatening the animals’ survival 
and persistence. Lions and indiscriminate snaring by poachers for bush-meat continue to be the major threats to 

wild dogs (and other carnivores) in the south-east of Zimbabwe (Figure 3). 

Figure 2: Population trend for African wild dogs in 

Gonarezhou National Park. 

The first few glimpses of the Marikiti Pack pups in 

Gonarezhou National Park. The pack started denning on 

the 21
st

 April 2017. 
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In the past year we have unfortunately noticed a number of African wild dogs carrying snares; normally on our 

edge/boundary packs. We continue to try and remove the snares as and when they are detected, but it can 

sometimes be extremely challenging to get close enough to the wild dog packs to dart them, particularly in the 

Park. Importantly, we have removed snares from five wild dogs since June 2016, but sadly had six dogs die from 

snares before we could help them. Further, one cannot forget about the possibility of more wild dogs being 

caught in snares, unable to break free, or dying away from the pack and hence not found is highly likely.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Major causes of wild dog mortality in both Savé Valley Conservancy and Gonarezhou National Park (adults = 11 

and pups = 6) for the period May 2016 – May 2017. 

 

 

 

We removed this awful snare from a young female from our Splinters Pack. She returned carrying the snare through her 

mouth after her pack spent a few days outside of the Savé Valley Conservancy. 

 

Both de-snaring  and removing wire from the field when we find it are incredibly important hands-on activities 

of ours; given the endangered status of wild dogs we cannot afford to be losing these animals to snare wires. 
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Supporting anti-poaching efforts to mitigate snaring as a cause of wild dog decline  

 

This objective we address daily and as the needs arise. As demonstrated under objective 1, snaring is a 

considerable cause of wild dog mortality both in and around SVC and around GNP. 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 Gonarezhou National Park to mitigate the 

threat from snaring as a cause of wild dog decline, and to reduce the threat of snares to other wildlife. Given the 

endangered status of wild dogs we cannot afford to be losing these animals to snare wires. 

 

Notably, in October 2016, the AWCF scouts teamed up with the scout units from the neighbouring ranches 

within the Savé Valley Conservancy to conduct snare sweeps across the northern ranches of the conservancy 

(Figure 22). A total distance of 788km was covered during the sweeps and 185 snares cleared from the field. 

Two poachers were also caught during the combined efforts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 22: AWCF scout, Cain Kodzevhu, points out a snare line in the bush; the scout units gather for a debriefing before 

starting their patrols; snaring is indiscriminate and affects many other wildlife species. 

 

 

Reducing the threat from rabies through domestic dog vaccination campaigns 

 

Given the close proximity of high density communities, and associated domestic dog populations, to the 

boundaries of both SVC and GNP, regular rabies vaccination campaigns are a must! Towards the end of 2014, we 

started receiving reports of rabid domestic dogs and potential child and adult deaths due to the virus in two 

neighbouring districts; Chipinge and Bikita. Ever since it has been a priority of ours to fundraise for and organise 

regular vaccination campaigns in these areas. The benefit of these campaigns extends 5beyond just reducing the 

chance of disease transmission from domestic dogs to wildlife, but brings about positive change for the human 

welfare and livelihoods of the affected communities.  

 

In collaboration with Veterinarians for Animal Welfare Zimbabwe we successfully carried out a rabies campaign 

in Bikita in April 2016 and 2 172 domestic dogs were treated and vaccinated across 14 local sites (Figure 21). This 

was an increase of 1 203 domestic dogs vaccinated compared to the campaign in September 2015 which directly 

relates to a better turnout and support from the community members, and is just fantastic and very promising 

for these campaigns moving forward! 
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Figure 21: Community members from Bikita came from far and wide to have their domestic dogs vaccinated.  

 

We had another campaign planned for recently in April 2017, but unfortunately the vaccines did not arrive in 

time. This campaign has been rescheduled for the last week of August (21st – 26th August). We will continue to 

fundraise for and organise more campaigns as often as we can, and aim to complete at least two 

comprehensions campaigns per year in areas of need.   

 

 

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

 

This genetics project is currently wrapping up at the University of Johannesburg, co-supervised by Dr Rosemary 

Groom, using samples from Savé Valley Conservancy, Gonarezhou National Park and other areas in the 

Zimbabwean lowveld  (exported under CITES permits ZW0475/2012, ZW0998/2013 and ZW0081/2015). 

 

Sample collection, lab work, and data analysis have been finished for the first part of the African wild dog 

project. The article based on the population genetics of African dogs has been published in the journal 

Conservation Genetics with the following citation:  “Tensen L, Groom RJ, van Belkom J, Davies-Mostert HT, 

Marnewick K, Jansen van Vuuren B (2016) Genetic diversity and spatial genetic structure of African wild dogs 

(Lycaon pictus) in the Greater Limpopo transfrontier conservation area. Conservation Genetics: 1-10” 

 

The student is currently busy with efforts to add more samples from new locations through affiliation with other 

projects, to contribute to a bigger study that aims to reveal the genetic diversity and population genetic 

structure of African wild dogs in southern Africa. Furthermore, we question whether reduced population size 

and habitat loss have been of influence with regards to phylogeographic structure, and want to strengthen the 

research by extending the amount of DNA markers (microsatellites) to 20 loci. 

 

Zimbabwe represents a stronghold for African wild dogs and an important research location for the above work. 

Thus, this research provides the opportunity for Zimbabwe to be on the forefront of some very progressive and 

important research on Africa’s second most endangered carnivore.   
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Monitoring trans-boundary movements and anthropogenic impacts on wild dogs 

 

As mentioned previously, the wild dog populations in both SVC and GNP have increased exponentially in recent 

years and are nearing ecological capacity, with evidence that these populations are now able to provide a source 

of dispersers. Thus,  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. 

 

To achieve the above we focus on selecting an individual within ‘edge packs’ in both SVC and GNP. Edge packs 
are packs that are typically resident on, and likely to roam across, the boundaries of the protected areas. We 

aim to dart a young male (1-2 years old) within the pack as they are the most likely to disperse/leave their natal 

pack with a same sex group of brothers (typically). In GNP our priority is packs along the eastern boundary and 

in the south, in the hope of collecting movement data across into Mozambique and/or South Africa. Collaring of 

wild dogs typically takes place just before or over the denning season, when the movements of the pack are 

restricted to their denning area and the pack can reliably be found at the den. This is important more so for the 

packs in GNP which are much less habituated and move greater distances.    

 

In the past year in Savé Valley Conservancy we have collared three wild dogs from three different packs, two of 

which were satellite collars fitted to likely dispersers (including one female from a pair that had already 

dispersed from their natal pack). We fitted one satellite collar to a pack in GNP (please see below), and between 

June and August 2016 we collected some incredibly useful and interesting dispersal data from one of our 

previously collared young males (January 2016) in the conservancy (Figure 4). 

 

 
 

Our one pack, Splinters Pack, travelled 

30-40km north of the conservancy on 

two separate occasions – firstly to the 

north-east not far from Buhera, and 

secondly to the north-east towards 

Chimanimani. This pack was heavily 

male bias and we believe the males 

were driving the extensive movements 

of the pack, as shortly thereafter the 

pack split and formed a male dispersal 

group, whilst what remained of the pack 

settled down to den. The 17 males then 

travelled down through the south of the 

conservancy (almost to Triangle) in 

search of mates or a new home range. 

 

Figure 4: Splinters Pack movements 

between 1
st

 May 2016 – 31
st

 August 2016 
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The bachelor group was unsuccessful in their dispersal attempt and ended up returning to the conservancy and 

settling down with an unrelated female from our Zizi Pack. 

 

In GNP one adult female dog from Marikiti Pack was collared on 26th October 2016 with a satellite GPS collar. 

The pack movements are shown in the map below (Figure 5). This pack has picked up snares previously so we 

will be able to use the GPS positions to detect in future where they might be coming into contact with snare 

lines, as well as monitor any possible movements north of GNP or into Mozambique. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 5: Movements of the Marikiti Pack, November 2016 - June 2017, 

and Rueben Boté and Jess Watermeyer fitting the collar 

 

 

Another interesting case study is that of a young male wild dog from our Danger Pack in GNP (collared in 

September 2015) which undertook some very interesting movements in September 2016 (Figure 6). He left the 

Park (we think with five other males from his natal pack) in mid-September 2016, when he would have been just 

over 2 years old, which is the classic dispersing age for African wild dogs. He headed north east along the Park 

boundary between the 16th and 17th
 September and then headed due east on the 18th September before 

heading all the way south again on 19th September. Between the 19th September and the 9th November when 

the collar stopped working, the dog(s?) remained in Mozambique, mostly in an area of about 400km2 between 

GNP and Banhine National Park. During the actual dispersal, he moved over 20km straight line distance per day, 

for several days in a row. 

 



9 

 

 

Figure 6: Movements of a young male African wild dog, originally from Danger Pack in the Gonarezhou 

National Park, between September 2015 and November 2016. 

 

We are starting to collate and examine this data as it provides extremely useful insights into the choice of 

dispersal routes from both SVC and GNP, and adds to our understanding of connectivity between SVC and GNP 

and neighbouring wildlife areas, including international protected areas such as Banhine National Park. Further, 

when looking at the data on a fine scale we are able to analyse the landscape use of dispersing African wild 

dogs. 

 

When wild dog packs are moving beyond the boundaries of the SVC or the Park we do our outmost to ‘stay on 
top of them’ as well as to inform the local communities outside that the wild dogs may be moving through their 

homesteads and area. In doing so we guarantee that we will be able to quickly pick up if the animals come to any 

harm, and potentially reduce any chances of retaliatory killings by advising the communities on the best practice 

for herding and kraaling their livestock when wild dogs are in the area.  

 

 

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.  

This was so unusual that it formed the basis for a PhD study, which has provided valuable baseline data for 

recording changes since then.   
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After an initial lag the growth rate, the lion population in SVC increased exponentially from 2007. Two detailed 

studies were conducted on this wild dog population; one (the PhD study) in the ‘pre-lion era’, by Dr Alistair Pole, 
and this study, in the ‘lion era’. In the pre-lion era, wild dog pup survival to three, six and 12 months of age was 

significantly higher than equivalent pup survival during the lion era.  A paper on the impact of lions on wild dogs 

has recently been published in Animal Conservation, headed by Dr Groom: Groom, R. J., Lannas, K. and Jackson, C. 

R. (2016), The impact of lions on the demography and ecology of endangered African wild dogs. Animal Conservation 

DOI:10.1111/acv.12328 

 

Although the overall density of wild dogs was higher in the lion era than in the early days of their recolonisation, 

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. Likewise, as the lion 

population continues to increase in Gonarezhou we may start to see changes in wild dog movements, pup 

survival and denning behaviour.  
 

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 (as illustrated under objective 1 and in Figure 7 

below). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7 Number of adult and young African wild dogs killed by lions in the Savé Valley Conservancy each year from 2012 to 

2016.  Numbers represent carcasses where cause of death is confirmed to be lions. 

 

The latest annual carnivore spoor survey puts the lion population in the Savé Valley Conservancy at 217 

individuals (8.8 lions / 100km2), which is a good density and reflects good conservation and management of the 

population.  The results from this work will also feed into the SVC lion management plan which is currently being 

updated with the assistance of the AWCF team, and using our data. 

 

 In Gonarezhou, the lion density is lower. At the last count, the estimate was only 1.1 lions / 100km2, or only as 

few as 54 lions in the Park (Figure 8).  However, during the last spoor survey in Gonarezhou, there was a drop in 
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population estimates for all species, and it is assumed it was a general undercount due to the exceptionally dry 

conditions.  Nonetheless, the trend needs to be watched in case it is the start of a genuine decline.  But for now, 

we consider the lion population is more likely to be closer to 2015 levels of c. 125 lions. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8:  Lion Population Estimates for Gonarezhou National Park. 

 

 

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 

Since 2012 we have had a fully operational and extensive schools based education program in place around SVC, 

and since May 2015 around GNP. All of our community and education work around GNP is carried out by the 

Chilojo Club, which is a joint initiative between us, Gonarezhou Conservation Trust, Frankfurt Zoological Society 

and the WILD Programme. 

 

 Our schools program (through which we support 123 rural primary schools) is multifaceted and includes 

conservation awareness and DVD program, literacy and library program, a secondary school scholarship 

program, and organised field and day trips. Our education officers work tirelessly and with admirable 

commitment to visit all of our schools at least five/six times during the year (deliver lessons, provide and follow 

up on resources, engage with the teachers and children etc.). Evaluation quizzes and Happy Readers literacy 

tests are carried out at specific times of the year contributing to a long-term data set and helping us to evaluate 

the effectiveness of our programs.  

 

Feedback from the teachers, and as evidenced from the photos below (Figure 9), reaffirms just how much the 

children enjoy and look forward to the visits from our education officers. They often cram themselves into the 

classrooms in anticipation of what they will have to say! Lessons delivered include topics covering; natural 

resources, living with dangerous animals, food chains and food webs, and lessons specifically focussing on 

African wild dogs, cheetahs, pythons, ground hornbills and pangolins. 
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Figure 9: Children listen attentively to what the education officers have to say, and the children actively engage with Victor 

and Ezekia and are keen to answer their questions.   

 

When Victor, Ezekia and Anesu visit the schools they continue to train the teachers and offer support on how 

best to use the conservation awareness materials supplied. The teachers are motivated and encouraged to use 

the resources as much as possible and environmental clubs are supported through the provision of materials, 

ideas and presentations. 

 

Education and outreach is a fundamental aspect of everything we do, and we know that our time and efforts 

spent working with the schools and communities is producing significant and positive benefits for conservation 

in our area. The real test however, is whether or not this results in behavioural change, but this is notoriously 

hard to identify.   Nonetheless, evidence of this was gleaned in October 2016 when three children from Pore 

Pore Primary School rescued two African wild dog puppies that were drowning in a canal near their school 

(along the southern border of the Savé Valley Conservancy). This was an incredibly proud moment for us as an 

organisation, firstly because the children could correctly identify the animals as wild dogs, secondly because 

they knew they were important to save, and thirdly because they took action to do so and inspired adults (their 

teachers) to get involved too; all thanks to the education lessons they had received! The latter instilled much 

excitement and faith as to the conservation benefits which may be generated from our program. We went to 

visit the school to commend the children and teachers and formally express our thanks and support to the 

school in front of the entire school, parents and the wider community (Figure 10).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Junior, Witness and Takudzwa – our wild dog warriors – proudly display their certificates, and a Pore Pore 

teacher helps to rescue the puppies.  



13 

 

A key achievement of ours in 2016 was organising an external and independent evaluation of our entire 

education program (September 2016). Evaluation and follow up is a vital component of everything we do, and 

we try as much as possible to shape our activities according to recommendations from evaluations. Albeit still 

being early days for the program, the results of the evaluation revealed positive, significant results with regards 

to the outputs from our schools education work, as well as provided us with insights as to how we can improve 

and adapt on what we are doing to more effectively influence the minds and attitudes of the Zimbabwean youth 

towards wildlife conservation. 

 

The results show a significant improvement in children's attitude, knowledge and understanding of conservation 

after a year of being exposed to our program, as well as an increase in exam pass rates for schools equipped 

with our literacy program (Happy Readers Literacy Books and Library Program), amongst other important 

results. 

 

AWCF going the extra mile 

We try as much as possible to think of new and interesting ways to keep the children, community members and 

teachers we engage with interested in our work and program and motivated to spread our conservation 

messages. As such, in the past year, we (as the Chilojo Club) participated in the 2nd Gaza Trust Cultural Festival 

at Muhlanguleni growth point in Chiredzi, and we prioritised organising day trips and field trips into GNP for 

rural school children with our new game drive truck. 

 

From the 28
th

 to 31
st

 July 2016, the Chilojo Club attended, as exhibitors, the 2nd Gaza Trust Cultural Festival at 

Muhlanguleni growth point in Chiredzi. The Chilojo Club tent was equipped for a fun day for children, with 

wildlife videos/films to watch, painting of life-size papier-mâché wild dogs, a colouring competition, and lastly a 

quiz in which some children had the opportunity to win t-shirts and stationery. As to be expected, the stand 

attracted many children; however it also received a lot of interest from adults who were keen to know about 

the club and its benefits for the community. The festival was therefore a great way to engage with the 

community at all age levels, and increase local awareness of the educational and conservation benefits of our 

work. 

 

Day trips for primary school students into Gonarezhou National Park 

This was a new initiative by the Chilojo Club in the past year, the aim of which was to educate children about 

wildlife outside of the classroom through close, personal and real life experiences in the wild. We felt that the 

numerous and significant benefits from providing rural children and community members with the 

opportunities to visit a wildlife conservation area for a day and to see animals in situ, would be a fundamental 

addition to our education and outreach work. 

 

We held the first of our day trips in September 2016, and organised an additional eight day trips for eight 

neighbouring schools before the end of 2016; Chionja, Chipinda, Maparadze, Ndali, Chibwedziva, Muhlanguleni, 

Vhelemu, and Chikovo. The children were fed breakfast and lunch within the Park, where they visited Chipinda 

Pools, Masasanye Dam and Chilojo Cliffs.  
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The day was headed by our Community Education Officer, Mr Ezekia Chauke, who discussed the Park’s wildlife, 
history and importance with the students throughout the day (Figure 11). 

 

 
Figure 11: The truck at Chipinda Pools ready to go on a game drive; students from schools neighbouring GNP enjoy their 

time in the Park, and students from Chionja and Chipinda Primary enjoy their time at the Chilojo Cliffs. 

 

The reactions of the children whilst out on these day trips is truly inspiring, and we have no doubt that these 

field trips are helping to instil an appreciation of wildlife and conservation in the children, past what the 

classroom could offer. As many of these students live within 10-15km of a wildlife area, yet have never seen 

impala or elephant, the field trips are the perfect opportunity to show the children, in the wild, all species of 

animals that they had been learning about – African wild dogs, cheetahs and pangolins – given that we were 

lucky enough to see them. 

 

Finally, we recently used the truck to facilitate our first ever field course in GNP from the 27th – 30th April. The 

course was attended by 20 children from four different primary schools neighbouring the Park, namely; Ndali, 

Benzi, Jekero and Mupinga. The children stayed at Nyavasikana Camp and enjoyed a host of activities (game 

drives and walks, nature lessons, bush skills etc.) and leadership and skills developments all whilst being 

experiencing nature and wildlife and the beauty of GNP. We have plenty more day trips planned for 2017 (x18), 

and will also be using the truck to facilitate more four-day-long field trips (x3) and trips for teachers (x4) into the 

Park. 
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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 GNP.  This scheme is a nationally recognised education program that has been proven to make a 

significant difference to the literacy levels in schools.   

 

This is a continuous goal for us. In order for the children to understand and truly draw benefit from the 

resources we are supplying them with, and to be able to make something of their lives upon leaving school, they 

need to be able to read. Children that can read, can read to learn, and can begin to teach themselves more 

about the world around them, stand a better chance of finishing school, receiving tertiary education and gaining 

employment. 

 

Thanks to a generous donation in 2016, we were able to implement the Happy Readers Literacy program into 

five more primary schools around GNP, thus bringing the total to 12 supported schools around the Park (we also 

have the books in 19 schools around Savé Valley Conservancy). The books were distributed to the schools in 

June 2016 at a Happy Readers Literacy workshop which was held for the teachers of all schools around the Park 

that received the books, not just the recent five. The workshop took place at Jereko Primary, and aimed to 

ensure that the teachers were adequately trained and able to use the books to their full potential and for the 

full benefit of the children.   

 

The workshop was facilitated by GNP Community Liaison Officers, as well as the author of Happy Readers books, 

Connor O’Beirne (Figure 12). It was a successful turn out, with all supported schools attending the workshop, 

and with three schools, Mugiviza, Chingele and Machindu receiving a donation of Level 1 reading books at the 

end (a further two schools had already received their books prior to the workshop – Chitepo and Ndali). 

 

 
Figure 12: Connor O’Beirne carries out his training; handing the books over to Chitepo Primary School; a young student 

enthusiastic to get started with the Happy Readers books.  

 

We evaluate the success of the program closely, through annual literacy testing, and the improvement in 

students reading ability is significant. We continue to fundraise for this initiative and we would like to get the 

books into as many (if not all!) of our 123 schools as possible. 
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Establishing libraries in schools 

This is initiative goes hand-in-hand with the Happy Readers scheme mentioned above and aims to assist with 

literacy and improve student’s reading skills, as well as a love of learning through access to fun and interesting 
books. To date, and through very generous donations from the Zambezi Schoolbook Project, we have proudly 

been able to stock 106 of 123 local primary schools with library books (Figure 13)! It is hoped that through the 

cumulative benefits of the literacy and library program, that students will be able to extend their reading skills, 

and therefore improve their knowledge in a variety of subjects. Further, we are encouraging those schools that 

are better equipped to open their libraries to community members too. There is much to be said for providing 

information and knowledge to people that generally have no other access to resources or media. 

 

The above has been achieved through a very fruitful partnership and collaboration with the Zambezi 

Schoolbook Project for the past two and a half years. The Zambezi Schoolbook Project has organised and 

facilitated the donation of almost c. 100 000 books to date, and we have another full container of books (c. 

30,000 books in total) on its way to us (should arrive in the next couple of months), which will allow us to 

complete our target of setting up libraries in all our primary schools (as well as establish libraries in some key 

secondary schools). 

 

   
Figure 13: Children from Charuma Primary carry the books into their library; Students from Kufakwatenzi Primary assist 

with offloading the books; the children of Mutema Primary are ecstatic to have received the library books. 

 

Capacity building and teacher training is a fundamental aspect of everything we do to ensure our programs are 

truly sustainable long-term. As such, three Librarian Training Workshops were held from 28
th

 to 30
th

 

September 2016, at Nyahanga, Checheche and Malipati Primary schools. Through these workshops teachers in 

charge of the libraries learnt how to correctly look after the books and catalogue them, so that the students 

would have easy and long term access to the books. They also learnt how to design and operate their libraries 

so that they would be inviting for children and incite literacy instruction and knowledge sharing amongst the 

teachers and children. The workshops were facilitated by the Zimbabwe Parks and Wildlife Management 

Authority (ZPWMA) librarian, Mr. Moyo. The workshops proved to be informative to attending teachers, with 

many recommending more training workshops like this be held in the future (which we plan to organise as 

soon as the final container of books arrives in a few months time). 
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As with all our programs, we evaluate the effectiveness in a number of different ways. For the library and 

literacy program, recent analysis of this data demonstrated an increase in literacy from 9.9% to 30.8% in just 

three years across eight schools within the program (Figure 14). The percentage of children who passed their 

final school exams (averaged over a five year period) also increased from 33.4% to 45.7% after the provision of 

the literacy program (and library program) in schools.  

In addition, the pass rates for schools with libraries were significantly higher than those for schools not included 

in the program, demonstrating the effectiveness of the library program. 

 

 
Figure 14: Average Grade 7 pass rates for (N=8) schools with libraries and all other rural schools in Chiredzi District 

without libraries. 

 

Solar lighting established in schools 

To further the students’ educational growth, it was felt that the opportunity for access to literature and 
educational material after school was important. As most of the students in our schools program live in rural 

areas where there is no electricity, the ability to study at home and after school hours was limited. As such, 

after securing a donation of solar lamps, we started to set them up in the schools and linked to the libraries 

(we also provide a solar lamp to each of our scholarship students). These solar lights were donated in the hope 

that students will now be able to continue their studies at night or when borrowing library books to read at 

home (Figure 15). We have secured donations of 2 000 solar lights to date (from the Bourke Family 

Foundation) which has been a significant help in facilitating the use of the school libraries for after hours 

studying, and to assist with adult literacy in community members. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15: Pore Pore Primary students in their library with 

their donated solar lamps, Tapudzai Primary children using 

the solar lamps to study and read at night. 
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Providing scholarships for students to attend secondary school 

Our scholarship program continues to go from strength to strength and to date, after taking on another five 

students at the end of 2016, we support 23 students. We offer scholarship bursaries to excelling students among 

the selected primary schools in our schools program. Students under the scholarship programme have their 

secondary tuition fees paid for, and are provided with uniforms at the beginning of form 1, 3 and 5. Our support 

also extends to providing extra lessons (where needed) for the students sitting Ordinary Level exams, and to 

help pay for accommodation should children need to attend schools far from their family homes.  

 

All the students in our program were selected for their academic ability and their genuine enthusiasm for 

wildlife conservation. They actively partake during our conservation awareness lessons in the schools, are 

ambitious and show immense potential to reach their aspirations and goals. These children are all needy, and 

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.  

 

The children are also able to enjoy a week long annual conservation awareness and leadership trip to the Save’ 
Valley Conservancy (Figure 16: in future, now we have the truck, we hope some courses will be held in the Park). 

These field trips have been ongoing for the last three years, and again, we cannot express enough the numerous 

and significant conservation benefits associated with the rural youth visiting a wildlife area. The aim of this 

programme is to assist children who show a great talent and passion for learning in their secondary education, 

this in the hope that they will strive for higher goals past the schooling system. 

 

 
 

Figure 16: The children always have a wonderful time at Chishakwe Ranch and we try to get them out into the bush and 

active outdoors as much as possible; it is a really wonderful opportunity for them to learn more about and experience 

wildlife. 

 

Our field trip was once again held at Chishakwe Ranch in the Savé Valley Conservancy, and was filled with a 

variety of activities and lessons, all of which aimed to excite the children about wildlife, stimulate their interest 

in conservation, teach them new and interesting lessons, make them think outside the box and develop their 

communication and leadership skills (Figure 16). This was our third annual field trip (attended by 20 students), 

so it was incredibly rewarding to welcome back the familiar faces, and great to engage with the new Form 1’s 
who joined our program at the end of 2015! The field trip is an opportunity for the children to experience 

wildlife and conservation work first hand, learn valuable skills, make friends, build their confidence and learn 



19 

 

about the future employment opportunities and benefits linked to wildlife areas. We also added a new element 

to the field trip and included a computer literacy session; a first for many of the children!  

 

Engagement, Education and Outreach in the communities surrounding GNP and SVC 

 

There has been a significant addition to our community education and outreach work in the past eight months. 

Not only do we have our mobile education unit fully functional in the communities around both SVC and GNP, 

but since November 2016 we have had a fully operational human-wildlife conflict (HWC) project in pace around 

GNP. This project is a joint initiative between the Gonarezhou Conservation Trust (Frankfurt Zoological Society 

and the Zimbabwe Parks and Wildlife Management Authority), the WILD Programme, and AWCF, operated 

through the auspices of the Chilojo Club.  AWCF has been the main driver of this project to date. 

 

The purpose of the HWC project was to establish a dedicated HWC unit for the GNP and surrounds. The HWC 

unit comprises a mixed group of GNP rangers with experience in problem animal control (PAC) and related HWC 

issues, the Park’s community liaison officer, the Chilojo Club education team and three full time HWC monitors 

who serve as important links between the communities and the Park management with regards to HWC issues. 

All outreach officers were sourced and selected from local communal wards, and underwent intensive training 

to prepare them for their roles. 

 

Training included a two day course at Chipinda Pools headquarters of GNP (which also included Zimbabwe Parks 

and Wildlife Management Authority rangers) as well as a training visit to the Hwange Lion Project and the 

Victoria Falls Wildlife Trust HWC Programs (Figure 17). In addition one of the team attended a two week course 

at the Savoury Institute for Holistic Management in Victoria Falls. The team has been fully operational since 

November 2016. 

 

 
Figure 17: HWC training at Chipinda Pools 
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Human-wildlife conflict workshops 

Between 11
th

 and 27
th

 of April 2016 we held a series of 10 Human Wildlife Conflict Workshops in 11 wards 

surrounding Gonarezhou National Park. These workshops were the perfect platform to gather background 

information on the human wildlife conflict situation around the Park, identify which animals are problematic in 

which boundary areas and to understand the specific problems the communities were having. It was also an 

opportunity to see which mitigation measures had been tried by the communities and which, if any, were 

working. Most importantly, we wanted community involvement in developing an effective ‘bottom to top’ 
response protocol for future incidents. 

 

Questionnaires were also undertaken at the time of the workshops, to add to the information collected during 

the workshop. Some of the results are shown below (Figure 18), and the information obtained in the workshops 

and the questionnaires then played a crucial role in guiding the agenda for the follow up workshops in each 

ward which were carried out in October 2016. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Predator attacks on livestock around GNP for 2014-2016 

 

By the time we held the second set of workshops in October 2016, we were able to provide each ward with 

context-specific feedback and guidance, and possible mitigation measures relevant to the most significant HWC 

issues for that ward (Figure 19). It was also an opportunity to provide useful and informative information and 

materials, and to cement the established response protocol so that future incidents are correctly reported and 

dealt with timeously, and in the most appropriate and ‘conservation-aware’ way. Once again, we had a platform 
to remind people of the penalties for killing predators. 

 

 

 

 

1: low incidence | 2: med incidence | 3: high incidence 
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Figure 19: The outreach team busy with field plot demonstrations for community members in war 30, and community 

members in ward 5 attend the follow up workshop to learn how to tackle the HWC challenges specific for their area.   

 

Mobile kraals for protection of livestock and improved crop yields 

We also organised for a mobile kraal demonstration to assist with the development of holistic rangeland 

management practices (Figure 20). The demonstration was held in Mahenye community, north of GNP, and was 

very well supported by the local people and attended by the Chief. The kraal was set up the afternoon before 

and people were asked to report with their cattle herds at first light the next morning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20: Setting up the mobile kraal, Chief of Mahenye having a walk around the demonstration kraal, herders guiding 

the cattle into the boma, the HWC monitors and GNP personnel in front of the boma. 
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There were over 200 heads of cattle which were driven into the kraal in unison. After which the outreach team 

addressed the community and Chief to explain the process and the multiple benefits of communally grazing and 

kraaling their livestock. The human wildlife conflict officers also made a point of visiting the wards and discussing 

with households and groups, what constituted a good kraal. They were then encouraged and shown how to fix 

their crawls to ensure their livestock was adequately protected from any predators. The kraals not only have a 

100% success rate in the prevention of livestock losses to predators, but are integral in so-called holistic 

rangeland management. Mobile kraals make use of bunched herding of livestock to improve ecological 

sustainability and carrying capacity of rangeland, improve soil fertility in crop lands and nutrition gardens. 

Further, systematically and communally grazing cattle promotes rangeland rehabilitation. 

 

Finally, we have just held a follow up set of workshops in the neighbouring wards and another session of training 

for our HWC unit at Chipinda Pools (April & May 2017). The benefit of these workshops has been significant, not 

only in terms of the understanding we have acquired with regards to the situation on the ground, but also the 

positive feedback and reception we have received from the local people in terms of their appreciation towards 

the Park and its related stakeholders that HWC matters are being targeted in this way. Engagement and support 

from the local people is paramount for this system to work.   

 

Moving forward, we plan to make these workshops and feedback sessions a twice annual process (post wet 

season and mid dry season), so that we can continue to engage and support the communities on HWC issues 

and stay abreast of any changing circumstances on the ground. Simply having a presence and working network 

to respond to the frustrations of local people upon HWC incidences has proven to significantly reduce the 

chances of retaliatory killings and unnecessary persecutions of wildlife.  

 

Conclusion 

 

AWCF is invested long-term in the conservation of African wild dogs and all wildlife, and we are fully dedicated 

to our work and programs in the Zimbabwean lowveld. As illustrated above, we are producing many meaningful 

and significant benefits for the conservation of local wildlife, and for the upliftment of the local people. We will 

never stop striving to find ways to improve or adapt our approaches so that we may continue to make a tangible 

and sustainable contribution to the conservation of Africa’s precious wildlife.    
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