
wild dogs in KZN has relatively low inbreeding, despite 
a few direct observations of mating between relatives.  
Interestingly, inbred and subordinate individuals had 
shorter lifespans; however, there was no difference in 
fitness between inbred versus not inbred wild dogs 
when measured as a function of breeding pack forma-
tion, ascension to dominance or reproductive success.  
There was a surprisingly high level of reproductive 
sharing among pack adults; when two same-sex adults 
were present in the pack, subordinate (beta) females 
produced one third and males nearly half of all pups.  For 
the KZN population to persist in 50 years, it would be 
necessary to translocate one single-sex dispersal group 
into the area every four years.  The major applications of 
these results are to advise and ultimately to reduce the 
need for future management interventions.
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African wild dogs, whose scientific name Lycaon 
pictus means “painted wolf ” after their beautiful 
multi-colored coats, are endemic to Africa and are 

endangered.  An estimated 5,000 animals remain in a frac-
tion of their former range.  In South Africa, great efforts 
have been made throughout the country to reintroduce 
wild dogs to areas they once roamed, and currently about 
one third of South Africa’s wild dogs occur in the south-
eastern province of KwaZulu-Natal (KZN).

Our African Wild Dog Reintroduction and 
Conservation Program has been working with the 
KZN population of African wild dogs since 2003 (sup-
ported by the AZA Conservation Endowment Fund, 
Disney Worldwide Conservation Fund and Smithsonian 
Institution, among other generous donors).  Overall, we 
have had as our goals to assess reintroduction success, 
to maintain the genetic viability of and to boost popula-
tion numbers of wild dogs, and to create a second viable 
population of wild dogs in South Africa (the other being 
in Kruger National Park).  

Our genetic investigations provided extremely valu-
able information regarding genetic variation, fitness 
and behavior among wild dog individuals and the popu-
lation as a whole.  We determined that the population of 
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