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Savé Valley’s
Wild Dogs
Despite their beauty, enigmatic nature and incredible social
structure, African wild dogs are the most endangered large
carnivore in southern Africa, facing local extinction in many
areas. The African Wildlife Conservation Fund (AWCF)
actively promotes and facilitates the conservation of this
endangered species in Zimbabwe. Christopher Scott headed
down to the Savé Valley Conservancy to check it out...

Crocodile Pack pups in the
Savé Valley Conservancy
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Batanai Pack pups combine
cooling down and a bit of play in
the Savé Valley Conservancy
Photo: Dr. Rosemary Groom

measures on the area’s wild dog population. Here,
there are about 75 adults in 11 packs. Along with the
estimated 8 to 12 packs in Gonarezhou National Park
and Kruger National Park, these animals constitute
about 1/10th of the world’s Wild Dog population.

“My favourite aspect of working
with wild dogs is their wonderful
enthusiasm for everything!”

T

he low burbling
revving of the
motorbike engine
reverberates through
the dense scrub while
needle-sharp thorn branches tear
at my shins and shoulders as Scout
Cain Kodzevhu expertly maneuvers
us around boulders, fallen logs and
the thickest of the hot African bush.
Perched on the back of Cain’s
motorbike, trying to hold on and not
lose any of my camera equipment
at the same time, I have little
opportunity to soak in the rugged
beauty of the surrounding lowveld
terrain as we steadily make our
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way to the Mapura Pack’s den site
perched on the slopes of one of the
region’s iconic kopjes. The dogs are
used to the sound of motorbikes.
The scouts approach all den sites
using them as they are the least
intrusive monitoring method and the
dogs hardly look up when we come
burbling around the corner.
I was in the Savé Valley
Conservancy, one of the world’s
largest wildlife conservancies,
spending some time understanding
arguably one of the continent’s
most threatened species, African
Wild Dogs. The African Wildlife

Conservation Fund’s Lowveld
Wild Dog Project (LWDP) based
at Chishakwe Ranch, has made
tremendous inroads into Wild Dog
conservation in the area as well as
helped to raise awareness of the
plight of the African Wild Dog in the
international conservation arena.

“My favourite aspect of working with wild dogs is their
wonderful enthusiasm for everything!” exudes AWCF
Project director Dr Rosemary Groom. “They are such
charismatic and social animals – there is nothing better
than sitting and watching the interactions between
members of a pack, especially when they have pups,
they are just so entertaining, and so beautiful.

Above Left: Dr. Rosemary Groom
preparing drugs to dart a snared dog.
Above Inset: Scout Misheck Matovi doing his
rounds of the dens on his trusted motorbike.
Photo: Christopher Scott (3)

Headed by conservation biologist
Dr Rosemary Groom, the AWCF
aims to understand pup survival
rates, causes of mortality of adults
and pups, movement patterns,
potential conflict, genetic diversity,
inter-specific competition and the
impact of various conservation
Crocodile Pack pups having
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It’s also very rewarding knowing that you are helping an endangered
species – and not just them but all the other animals and plants that
will inherently be protected through our large-scale habitat conservation
efforts and our work with communities.”
Despite the positive impact
the research project is having
on the animals in the area, the
research is not always easy and
often frustrating, with the most
challenging aspect being “trying to
change community attitudes and
perceptions of wild dogs and other
large carnivores. There are a lot
of (very negative) misperceptions
surrounding the species which
need to be addressed, and we
also need to find genuine and
tangible ways for people to benefit
from the wildlife that they live
alongside,” reflects Dr Groom.
On the positive side the sheer size of the Savé Valley Conservancy, at over
one million acres, in itself provides one of the key aspects necessary for
the survival and growth of the species: lots and lots of space!
“They need large areas of good wildlife habitat and they need to be able
to move between these areas with minimal persecution and mortality,”
Dr Groom explains. “So current protected areas need to do what they
can to support good wild dog populations – maintaining the prey base,
reducing wire-snare poaching, carefully managing the distribution of

Above: During an education day at
Mukuvisi Woodlands 19 different
schools attended and learned about
Wild Dog Conservation.

Below: Crocodile Pack pups playing.

A member of the Batanai
Pack returns to the den site
after a successful hunt.
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Left: Crocodile Pack pups

Below: Alpha female ‘Ursula’ of the
Mapuna Pack calls her pups out the
den to relocate them.
Photo: Christopher Scott (2)

larger competing carnivores,
particularly lions, and preventing
encroachment. Then work
needs to be done to ensure that
protected areas are connected,
not necessarily through defined
‘corridors’ but by areas with a
moderate to low human population
density where farmers will tolerate
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wild dogs moving through.” The
long-term viability of AWCF’s
programmes are under threat by
one constant issue, that of funding,
particularly for core costs such as
salaries, fuel, vehicle maintenance
and contingencies. The AWCF is a
registered Trust in Zimbabwe and
if you would like to support the

Trust’s conservation efforts contact
Dr Rosemary Groom on rosemary@
africanwildlifeconservationfund.org.
Or visit their website http://www.
africanwildlifeconservationfund.org
and make a donation through their
secure paypal system.
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Camera Traps
AWCF uses camera traps extensively in their field conservation efforts as
a non-invasive way of monitoring the Wild Dogs, particularly at their den
sites. Whilst the Wild Dog photographs captured provide very useful data
on pack sizes, individual identification, litter sizes and disturbances at dens
from lions/hyenas etc, the camera trap also captures a wide variety of other
species. Many interesting and comic selfies!
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