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people in parks

Wild dogs in the 
north of kruger are 
seldom seen, but 
research proves they 
are there. SC
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There are more wild dogs in northern kruger than was 

previously thought, yet they are seldom seen. 

packs are using both sides of the border. 

By Dianne Tipping-Woods

and discovered that several lion prides and wild dog 

Wild joined a tracking team along the shingwedzi river 

On the
edge

Wild dogs love open, grassy 
banks alongside rivers and 
streams. To track them, you 

have to think like them,” says predator 
researcher Leah Andresen as we explore 
a remote drainage line to the north of the 
Shingwedzi River in the Kruger National 
Park. Leah directs detection dog Scooby 
and his handler, Jennifer Hartman from 
Conservation Canines, towards the most 
likely looking terrain. We’re moving 
along the dry watercourse, sometimes in 
the stream bed and sometimes weaving 
through jackal-berries, apple-leaf trees, 
knobthorns and the occasional sycamore 
fig. Leah moves as though she’s part wild 
dog herself. 

“Large predators use large spaces. They 
ignore administrative boundaries,” says 
SANParks large mammal ecologist Sam 
Ferreira, who himself has been involved 

“The mystery in northern Kruger 
is why there are less wild dogs than 
one might expect given the habitat.” “
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in numerous studies about predators in 
Kruger. For the last five years valuable 
research has been done on large predator 
populations in the Greater Limpopo Trans-
frontier Conservation Area (GLTFCA) by 
Leah and Kristoffer Everatt, PhD candi-
dates at the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 
University. Their work is providing data 
to better understand predator dynamics 
in the north of the park and, especially, 
key wildlife species that span international 
boundaries. 

Moving confidently and quietly through 
the bush, Leah’s eyes and ears are attuned 
to the landscape. She’s honed her skills 
over thousands of hours of working in 
some of the world’s most remote and wild 
places, tracking grizzly bears and wolves 
in the Yukon in Canada, jaguars in Belize 
and now, lions, cheetahs and wild dogs in 
South Africa and Mozambique.

“Let’s go down for a bit,” she says, lead-
ing us into the sandy stream bed broken by 
scattered rocks and grassy nodes. Within 
minutes, Scooby is signalling that he’s 
found something under a tangle of grass. 
It’s either a lion scat or wild dog scat. As 
a detection dog, he’s a high-functioning 
animal trained to target specific scents and 
he’s hardly ever wrong. 

“Dogs like Scooby contribute to conser-
vation science by assisting researchers to 
locate a sufficient number of samples from 
rare and elusive species. The DNA extract-
ed from the scats will allow us to estimate 
population size and structure for species 
that are otherwise difficult to study,” ex-
plains Leah as she begins to document 
the scene. Gloves on, she examines the 
scat, breaking it open and giving Jennifer 
the information to record using the cyber 
tracker app. 

Scooby finds more scats in about a 20 
metre radius and the remains of a water-

buck further along the stream bed. “He’s 
my hero,” smiles Leah, as Jennifer rewards 
him with a throw of his small orange ball 
and a cool sip of water.

As Leah works the scene, the question 
is, what killed the waterbuck. Was it wild 
dog or lion? She crouches down, looking 
at the clean ribs and a few tufts of hair. 
“I’m thinking lion,” she says, noting that 
wild dogs like to nibble the ribs down to 
the spine. The scats, however, look like 
wild dog, with tell-tale bits of grass in the 
faeces. In the field, factors such as the age 
of the scat, fungal growth and the weather 
can make a positive identification hard, 
“but the genetics are definitive,” she ex-
plains as we continue up the drainage line 
with several scat samples neatly bagged. 

As we circle back on the opposite side 
of the drainage line, there are a number of 
new samples to collect. Just before we cross 
the Shingwedzi and return to the research 
vehicle, Scooby finds even more scats on a 
wide, pebbled bank. A pod of hippo watch 
us and I can picture the pack here, drink-
ing and playing beside the water. 

“We are particularly excited about the 
wild dog findings in northern Kruger. 
We’ve documented that there are more 
wild dogs in this part of the park than was 
previously thought, including a pack at 
Shingwedzi and Vlakteplaas,” says Leah.  A 
2014 paper co-authored by Sam estimated 
there were a total of 20 wild dog packs 
in the whole of Kruger or, roughly, 151 
individuals, of which about 24 are in the 
northern region of the park. “They’re here, 
and yet the sightings in the north are few 
and far between,” Leah notes.  

Their systematic sampling method 
means that whatever predators there are in 
northern Kruger, Kris and Leah will find 
them, although their focus is on wild dogs, 
cheetah and lions. Together, they have 
walked over 850 kilometres in this section 
of the park and about 5 000 kilometres over 
the course of their project. In northern 
Kruger alone, they have collected over 250 
lion samples, 150 cheetah samples and 300 
wild dog samples. It’s one of the biggest 
surveys ever conducted on foot. 
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“We are particularly  
excited about the  
wild dog findings in 
northern Kruger.”

Leah’s honed her skills 
working in some of the 
world’s most remote 
and wild places.
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“Excitingly, we are beginning to see 
clear patterns emerging between our find-
ings on the Mozambican side and north-
ern Kruger. It is clear that several lion 
prides and wild dog packs are using both 
sides of the border,” says Kris.

The genetic analysis of their scats will 
show which groups of carnivores are 
related, what they ate, their gender and 
reproductive health, and a host of other 
information. “The mystery in northern 
Kruger is why there are less wild dogs 
than one might expect given the habitat,” 
says Leah. 

The answer might lie in their trans-
boundary territories. As wide-roaming, 
subordinate predators, wild dogs do well 
in areas such as Limpopo National Park 
with good prey availability and lower lion 
densities, which are around seven lions 
per 100 square kilometres in northern 
Kruger and one lion per 100 square kilo-
metres in Limpopo National Park. But 
they are susceptible to what are known 
as edge effects, changes in population or 
community structures that occur where 
habitats meet. This is important because 
while the wild dogs may not see the dif-
ferences in habitat quality between Kruger 
and Limpopo National Parks, these differ-
ences may be affecting the population. 

“The habitat in Limpopo National Park 
may look good to them, with low lion 
densities and abundant prey, but they’re 
also exposed to human-induced threats 
such as snares in areas where there is a lot 
of bush meat poaching,” Leah explains. If 
wild dogs and other predators are being 
drawn into habitat in Limpopo because 
it appears ideal, but are suffering higher 
than normal mortality due to human 
impacts, it could be draining northern 
Kruger populations. This effect is known 
as an ecological trap. “We will be able to 

determine if this is the case by under-
standing predator habitat-selection pat-
terns and by tracking recent gene move-
ments from DNA obtained in the scats,” 
explains Leah. 

In addition to scat samples, Kris and 
Leah also use camera traps and spoor 
sampling. “We’ve initiated GPS tracking 
of lion prides that move across boundar-
ies within the GLTFCA. This shows lion-
esses crossing back and forth through the 
Mozambique-South Africa border fence,” 
says Kris. 

He is an adept tracker, and I join him 
on another section close to the Shin-
gwedzi River, where he is recording the 
detection or non-detection of all mammal 
spoor per kilometre within a randomly 
selected sample grid. We find nyala, leop-
ard and hyena tracks and startle some im-
pala.  As they scatter gracefully amongst 
the flowering mopane pomegranates, I 
wonder if there are any predators in the 
vicinity. ”We’ve had exciting encounters,” 
Kris concedes as we find the spoor of a 
lioness with a cub. “If we were to walk 
into anything, it would be here,” he says, 
pointing out a shady, sheltered spot close 
to a pool of water in a drainage line. Sure 
enough, when we go down to take a look, 
we see the remains of a buffalo kill and 
signs of lion activity.

Back at the research camp, the weather 
has been wet and the wild dogs scats we 
collected need careful handling. “It’s not 
glamorous,” Leah laughs as she removes 
her gloves.

She’s restless in camp, eager to get back 
into the field despite the damp weather. 
“Our research is starting to show the 
massive potential of conservation efforts 
within the Greater Limpopo Transfrontier 
Conservation Area,” says Leah. “As big as 
Kruger is, it’s not big enough.”  
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Share your SightingS
Have you encountered wild dogs, lions or cheetahs north of kruger’s shingwedzi Camp?  
send your pictures to wilddigital@tipafrica.co.za and we will share in our gallery.

together, Kris and 
Leah have walked over 
850km in this section of 
the park.
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