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		Although they are called dogs, African wild dogs are only very distantly related to domestic dogs.



		
African wild dogs live on the grasslands and savannahs of southern and eastern Africa. They are fierce carnivores that hunt in groups to catch their prey. However, there is a lot more to discover about these amazing animals!
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		The colourful coat of African wild dogs is the reason why they are sometimes called ‘painted wolves’.



		

African wild dogs are one of the largest wild dog species in the world. A fully grown adult can weigh up to 80 pounds (36 kg) – the size of a large German shepherd dog. African wild dogs can grow up to 90 cm (35 inches) tall. They can live for up to 11 years in the wild. With their colourful coats with markings of black, brown, yellow and white fur, no two African wild dogs have exactly the same coat markings or colours!



		Appearance
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		In most social animal groups, it is the males that leave the group once they become adults, to find a new pack. With African wild dogs, however, the females leave the pack when they are adults, to go and join a new pack.



		
As extremely social animals, African wild dogs live in groups, called ‘packs’. The usual size of a pack is between four to nine adults, plus their pups. However, some packs can be very large, with as many as 27 adults plus their pups.



		Social
Behaviour
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		African wild dogs have a strictly organised social hierarchy, but they also look after the weaker members of their pack. If one African wild dog is hurt, the others will bring it food until it has recovered.



		
African wild dog packs are organised into a hierarchy. This means that there is one dominant pair, a male and a female, which are in charge of the rest of the pack. The female that is in charge of the other females in the pack is called the alpha female. The male that is in charge of the other males in the pack is called the alpha male. By organising their packs in this way, African wild dogs know when it is their turn to eat, so they very rarely fight each other for food.



		
Hierarchy
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		Some packs of African wild dogs are such skilled hunters they can catch and eat an adult zebra!



		
African wild dogs are carnivores, meaning that they only ever eat other animals. They work together in their pack to hunt their prey. African wild dogs usually hunt during the day, either at dawn or at dusk. Antelopes are their favourite prey. African wild dogs are excellent hunters and because they work so well together as a team, their hunts have a much higher success rate than other, larger predators, such as lions.



		Diet
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		African wild dogs use their great sense of sight to help them spot their prey, which is why they prefer to hunt in the daylight.



		
Having excellent senses helps African wild dogs to be very successful animals. They have an outstanding sense of hearing. They can also move their large, rounded ears in the direction of the slightest sound. Their keen sense of smell helps them to keep track of where the other members of their pack are.



		Senses
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		If one African wild dog becomes separated from the rest of the pack, it will make a noise that sounds a bit like the sound an owl makes – a ‘hoo’ sound – until the rest of the pack can find it again.



		
Unlike domestic dogs, which generally only bark and growl, African wild dogs have a wide range of ways to communicate by sound. For example, they make a high-pitched sound when they greet other members of their pack. Before they go on a hunt, African wild dogs let each other know they are about to go hunting by making a sneezing sound. The alpha male usually sneezes first, then the other African wild dogs start sneezing to pass on the signal that the hunt is about to start.



		Communication
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African wild dogs can run almost twice as fast as the average horse.



		
Compared with their overall body size, African wild dogs have longer legs than domestic dogs. This means that African wild dogs are excellent runners. African wild dogs can run very fast – up to 70 km per hour (44 mph). A domestic dog can generally only run at about 30 km per hour (19 mph). African wild dogs also have great stamina, so they can keep running for a long time and can hunt their prey over long distances.



		
Running
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		An African wild dog mother generally gives birth to a litter of about ten pups – the largest litter of any wild dog species!



		
In an African wild dog pack, only the dominant female gives birth to a litter. This is because their litters are so large it would be too difficult to feed all of the pups from more than one mother. If any other females give birth, their pups may be killed. An African wild dog’s pregnancy lasts for about two and a half months. When they are around ten weeks old, the pups join the adults when they go on a hunt.



		Reproduction
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		Although African wild dogs are much smaller than hyenas, because they work so well together as a pack, African wild dogs can often fight hyenas off when they try to steal their food.



		
Lions are one of the main natural predators of African wild dogs. Lions do not usually kill African wild dogs to eat them. Lions kill African wild dogs so that the lions have less competition when hunting prey animals, such as antelopes. Hyenas sometimes follow packs of African wild dogs. Hyenas do not normally kill African wild dogs, but instead, they steal the prey that African wild dogs have just killed. African wild dogs also have to be careful not to get injured by larger herbivores, such as wildebeest.



		Predators and Competitors
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		It is estimated that there are now fewer than 6,600 African wild dogs living in the wild.



		
African wild dogs are one of the most endangered species in the world. They used to be widespread throughout the African continent. Now, however, their range is limited to a few parts of southern and eastern Africa. This is mainly because humans have turned much of the natural habitat of African wild dogs into agricultural land. Having their population so spread out across Africa is a problem for African wild dogs, because the females need to leave the pack to go and find a new pack of their own. This is much harder to do if there are no other African wild dog packs nearby for the females to join.



		A Highly Endangered Species
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African wild dogs are an amazing species. They live in close social groups and they always look after each other, making sure that none of their pack ever goes hungry. Their close bonds mean they work brilliantly well together as a team, making them fearsome predators. We humans should also work hard together to make sure that we look after the natural habitat of African wild dogs.
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