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Abstract

Direct observations of interspecific interactions among large carnivores remain relatively uncommon in the wild, largely due
to their elusive behaviour and low densities. This note reports an unusual instance of a lone Indian wolf Canis lupus pallipes
associating with a pack of dholes Cuon alpinus on three separate occasions in Melghat Tiger Reserve, Maharashtra, India.
The pack, consisting of two adult dholes and three pups, exhibited no signs of aggression or avoidance toward the male wolf,
which was observed moving and resting in close proximity to the group. Such affiliative behaviour contrasts with typically
antagonistic interactions reported between sympatric carnivores and suggests behavioural flexibility potentially shaped by
factors such as habitat structure, prey distribution, availability of conspecifics, or shared space use along habitat edges. These
observations add to the limited but growing evidence of context-dependent associations between social carnivores in India.

Introduction

Interspecific interactions among large carnivores are central to understand-
ing community dynamics, shaping patterns of coexistence, competition, and
resource partitioning in shared landscapes. These interactions and their com-
plex interplay influence everything from species persistence to ecosystem
functioning (Srivathsa et al. 2023). The Asiatic wild dog or dhole Cuon al-
pinus is a globally Endangered social carnivore distributed widely from
Central Asia to South-East Asia (Kamler et al. 2015; Srivathsa et al. 2020).
The IUCN Red List assessment suggests that India harbors the largest pop-
ulation of dholes; however, the species has lost nearly 60% of its historical
range in the country over the last century, indicating a continuing trend of
local extinctions (Karanth et al. 2010, Srivathsa et al. 2020). Currently,
dholes are found in small and likely declining populations that are primarily
limited to forested landscapes in three important regions of India: portions
of Northeast India, Central Indian forests, and the Western Ghats and are
protected under Schedule-II of India’s Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972 (Dur-
bin et al. 2004, Karanth et al. 2009, Punjabi et al. 2017, Srivathsa et al.
2019a, 2019b, 2020).

Native to the Indian subcontinent, the Indian Wolf Canis lupus pallipes is
an ancient, endemic wolf subspecies (Sharma et al. 2004, Hennelly et al.
2021; Jhala et al. 2022). This subspecies is classified as Vulnerable and is
protected under Schedule-I of India’s Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972. Alt-
hough earlier studies suggested that wolves seldom inhabit forests, recent
observations have confirmed their presence in several forested regions
across the country (Jhala et al. 2022). The tiger reserves of Mukundara, Ka-
wal, Udanti, Sitanadi, Melghat, Panna, Palamau, Bor, Kanha, Satpura, and
Pench were notable for having a significant number of wolves (Jhala et al.
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2022). Although there is little overlap between the wolves and dhole eco-
logical niches, they have been observed to coexist in Central Indian forests,
particularly in the buffer zones of Protected Areas. These buffer zones,
which surround the core area, serve as transitional regions that allow for
certain sustainable uses, while the innermost protected area, known as the
core zone, is largely prohibited from human activity. Transitional zones
such as these often differ in prey density and tree cover due to anthropogenic
pressures (Pfeifer et al. 2017).

Interactions between dholes and wolves are rarely documented, with only
two records of such encounters having been reported from parts of Central
India (Nair and Panda 2013, Ghaskadbi et al. 2021). Here, we report three
sightings of unusual inter-genus interactions between a pack of dholes and
a lone male wolf in Melghat Tiger Reserve, Maharashtra, India.

Methods

The observations of dhole and wolf were made opportunistically during
field surveys for owls conducted from February to June 2025 in the Gug-
amal Division of Melghat Tiger Reserve. Melghat Tiger Reserve is situated
between 21°15" and 21°45’ N and 76°30" and 77°15' E in the Satpura Hill
Range of northern Maharashtra, India, covering an area of about 2,768km?
(Kulkarni et al. 2022). This landscape facilitates ecological connectivity
among protected areas such as Satpura, Pench, and Kanha (Sharma et al.
2013). The vegetation of the reserve is mainly tropical dry deciduous forest,
as per forest classification by Champion and Seth (1968). Teak Tectona
grandis makes up about 75% of Melghat's forest area, with mixed forest
featuring species like axle wood tree Anogeissus latifolia, indian ash tree
Lannea coromandelica, flame of the forest Butea monosperma, yellow teak
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Adina cordifolia, kaim Mitragyna parviflora, Indian laurel Terminalia el-
liptica, and small flowered crape myrtle Lagerstroemia parviflora, making
up the remaining 25%. The reserve is also home to a large population of
bamboo Dendrocalamus strictus (Kulkarni et al. 2022). Melghat Tiger Re-
serve supports a rich assemblage of biodiversity, including a diverse guild
of carnivores, like tiger Panthera tigris, leopard Panthera pardus, sloth bear
Melursus ursinus, and striped hyena Hyaena hyaena. Herbivores in the re-
serve include nilgai Boselaphus tragocamelus, sambar Rusa unicolor, chital
Axis axis, gaur Bos gaurus, muntjac Muntiacus muntjac, and four-horned
antelope Tetracerus quadricornis (Kulkarni et al. 2022). Furthermore, more
than 260 different bird species have been recorded, including the Endan-
gered forest owlet Athene blewitti, leading to the reserve’s designation as an
Important Bird Area (BirdLife International 2025).

The human population within the reserve's buffer area is increasing at a rate
of 15 % a decade (Chikkanarayanaswamy et al. 2024). Their presence and
associated activities exert pressure on local biodiversity. Stressors include
forest land encroachment for agriculture, unauthorized tree felling for per-
sonal and commercial purposes, illegal grazing, occasional animal poach-
ing, and man-made forest fires (Chikkanarayanaswamy et al. 2024).
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Figure 1. Map of the three locations where the dhole pack and wolf interac-
tions were observed in Melghat Tiger Reserve, India.

Results

Three independent observations of an unusual association between a pack
of dholes and a lone wolf were recorded near the boundary between the core
and buffer zones of Melghat Tiger Reserve (Figure 1). The first encounter
took place on 07:00 on 24 March 2025 when the dhole pack was spotted by
the side of the road. When approached by a vehicle, the group, consisting of
two adult dholes and one male wolf, quickly moved inside the forest away
from the road. The second encounter took place at 15:00 on 03 May 2025,
approximately 2km from the first location. This time, three pups and two
adult dholes (a male and a female) were seen with the male wolf. They were
crossing a forest road and the wolf trailed them while keeping a small dis-
tance. There were indications of some familiarity as neither species dis-
played any signs of fear, aggression, or hesitation. During the first observa-
tion, recorded more than a month earlier, the pups were not present. Since
the dhole denning season extends from December to February and the post-
denning (pup-rearing) period from March to June (Johnsingh. 1982,
Acharya. 2007), it is likely that the pups were inside the den at the time of
our first encounter.

At 07:00 on 20 May 2025, we observed a third encounter near a forest road
(Figure 2a, b), where the group was discovered resting together. Adult
dholes, their pups, and the male wolf retreated in a composed and well-co-
ordinated movement. The pups showed no signs of fear, and the adult dholes
displayed no defensive or aggressive behavior, despite the wolf being in
close proximity to the young. These opportunistic observations, recorded
over two months, suggest that the wolf may be in some form of temporary
associative relationship with the dhole pack.
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Figure 2. (a, above, and b, below) images of the lone wolf and the dhole
pack moving together (photos by Vishnu Pattayil)

Discussion

This field note documents a first recorded instance from Melghat Tiger Re-
serve, Maharashtra, describing an association between a lone male wolf and
apack of dholes. The observation showed no signs of aggression, avoidance,
or competition, even with the presence of dhole pups. Usually, the breeding
dhole pair, especially the mother, is more territorial and protective
(Maestripieri 1992, Gonzalez-Mariscal 2022), but in this case, they showed
a neutral response towards the wolf even when it remained in close proxim-
ity to the young. Their familiarity and consistency of the interaction suggest
that this was not a chance encounter but rather a case of prolonged interspe-
cific tolerance. Previous Indian records further support the possibility of tol-
erant or context-dependent relationships between these two species. For ex-
ample, in Debrigarh Wildlife Sanctuary, Odisha, a lone wolf maintained a
neutral association with a dhole pair for over a month (Nair and Panda
2013). In contrast, in Satpura Tiger Reserve, a wolf attempting to scavenge
at a cattle carcass faced aggression from a dhole pack, although it was later
seen moving without conflict alongside a smaller group of four dholes
(Ghaskadbi et al. 2021). These examples highlight the variability of inter-
specific interactions, which may range from antagonism to apparent cohe-
sion depending on ecological and social contexts. Interestingly, the obser-
vation in Satpura Tiger Reserve was seen in the buffer zone and all three
sightings in Melghat took place close to the boundary between the core and
buffer zones of the reserve. Anthropogenic disturbances influence tree cover
and prey density in these transitional zones, which may, in turn, promote
behavioral adaptability among carnivores (Habib et al. 2021). These ecolog-
ical dynamics are tied to how sympatric carnivores usually manage to coex-
ist, by partitioning their niches through temporal, spatial, or spatio temporal
segregation. However, when prey is scarce, overlaps in their activity tend to
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increase (Glen and Dickman 2005, Karanth et al. 2017). Given the interac-
tion’s location, edge habitats may contribute to the formation of unusual
associations like the one observed here.

Mixed-species groups are a common phenomenon in mammalian taxa, es-
pecially among primates and ungulates (Stensland et al. 2003). Functional
drivers such as improved foraging efficiency or enhanced predator detection
frequently underlie the formation of such groups (Stensland et al. 2003). For
instance, zebras Equus quagga and wildebeest Connochaetes taurinus in
East African grasslands regularly form seasonal mixed groups potentially
driven by anti-predator advantages (Kiffner et al. 2014). Similarly, in the
Western Ghats of India, Nilgiri langur Semnopithecus johnii and tufted grey
langur Semnopithecus priam have been documented forming associations
in several locations for increasing their foraging efficiency and reduce pre-
dation risk (Mahato et al. 2024). Although the advantages of these associa-
tions may not be distributed equally and can shift with resource availability,
habitat structure, or seasonality. Interspecific associations have also been
documented in carnivores like coyotes Canis latrans and American badgers
Taxidea taxus in North America. They have been observed engaging in in-
terspecies hunting associations, where they travel and hunt in close proxim-
ity, an association thought to be driven by foraging advantage when hunting
ground squirrels (Kiliaan et al. 1991; Minta et al. 1992). These cases suggest
that carnivores such as wolves and dholes, both being social species with
flexible group structures, may also form such associations under particular
ecological conditions (Stensland et al. 2003). Solitary Ethiopian wolves Ca-
nis simensis are known to associate with gelada monkey herds Thero-
pithecus gelada for increasing social benefits (Venkataraman et al. 2015).
Hence, a lone wolf, possibly a dispersing individual and lacking nearby con-
specifics, may temporarily associate with another social canid to gain social
benefits.

These observations suggest that interspecific associations between large car-
nivores can arise under specific ecological and social contexts. The apparent
tolerance between wolves and dholes indicates behavioral plasticity in both
species and underscores the ecological significance of edge habitats as dy-
namic spaces that merit conservation attention. In India, both species face
considerable pressures from habitat fragmentation, human encroachment,
and resource variability. These interspecific associations may signal these
stressors and offer insights for adaptive management. The observation also
raises questions about the potential absence of conspecific wolves present
or a low local wolf population. Recognizing that carnivore coexistence can
involve both tolerance and competition is crucial for developing multi-spe-
cies management strategies in human-influenced landscapes. Further re-
search employing camera traps, long-term behavioral monitoring, genetic
analyses, and spatial movement data is needed to assess the frequency, driv-
ers, and ecological consequences of these interspecific associations.

Acknowledgements

This survey was carried out with the support of The Peregrine Fund, USA,
and survey permission was granted by the Maharashtra Forest Department
and Melghat Tiger Reserve authorities. We also thank Dr. Arjun Srivathsa
for his valuable input.

References

Acharya, B.B. 2007. The ecology of the dhole or Asiatic wild dog (Cuon
alpinus) in Pench Tiger Reserve, Madhya Pradesh. Unpublished PhD Dis-
sertation. Saurashtra University, Rajkot, India.

BirdLife International (2025) Site factsheet: Melghat Tiger Reserve. Down-

loaded from https://datazone.birdlife.org/site/factsheet/melghat-tiger-re-
serve

Champion, H.G. and Seth, S.K. 1968. 4 revised survey of the forest types of
India. Government of India Publication, Delhi, India.

Chikkanarayanaswamy, P., Kulkarni, J. and Pathak, P. 2024. Living on the
edge: insights into habitat patterns of forest-dwelling mammals in the buffer
zone of Melghat Tiger Reserve, India. Journal for Nature Conservation 80:
126627. 10.1016/.jnc.2024.126627

Ghaskadbi, P., Das, J., Mahadev, V. and Habib, B. 2021. First record of
mixed species association between dholes and a wolf from Satpura Tiger

Canid Biology & Conservation | http://www.canids.org/c-b-¢/

Dhole wolf association India

Reserve, India. Canid Biology & Conservation 23: 15-17.

http://www.canids.org/CBC/23/Dhole_wolf association.pdf

Glen, A.S. and Dickman, C.R. 2005. Complex interactions among mamma-
lian carnivores in Australia, and their implications for wildlife management.
Biological Reviews 80: 387-401. 10.1017/S1464793105006718

Gonzalez-Mariscal, G. 2022. Parental Behavior in Carnivores. Pp. 55-78,
Patterns of Parental Behavior: From Animal Science to Comparative Ethol-
ogy and Neuroscience (1st ed), Springer International Publishing AG.

Habib, B., Ghaskadbi, P., Khan, S., Hussain, Z. and Nigam, P. 2021. Not a
cakewalk: insights into movement of large carnivores in human-dominated
landscapes in India. Ecology and Evolution 11: 1653-1666.
10.1002/ece3.7156

Hennelly, L.M., Habib, B., Modi, S., Rueness, E.K., Gaubert, P. and Sacks,
B.N. 2021. Ancient divergence of Indian and Tibetan wolves revealed by
recombination-aware phylogenomics. Molecular Ecology 30: 6687-6700.
10.1111/mec.16127

Jhala, Y., Saini, S., Kumar, S. & Qureshi, Q. 2022. Distribution, status, and
conservation of the Indian Peninsular wolf. Frontiers in Ecology and Evo-
lution 10: 814966. 10.3389/fev0.2022.814966

Johnsingh, A.J.T. 1982. Reproductive and social behaviour of the Dhole,
Cuon alpinus (Canidae). Journal of Zoology 198: 443-463.
\0.1111/j20.1982.198.4.443

Kamler, J.F., Songsasen, N., Jenks, K., Srivathsa, A., Sheng, L. and Kunkel,
K. 2015. Cuon alpinus. The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 2015:
€. T5953A72477893. Accessed on 31 July 2025

Karanth, K.K., Nichols, J.D., Hines, J.E., Karanth, K.U. & Christensen, N.L.
2009. Patterns and determinants of mammal species occurrence in India.
Journal of Applied Ecology 46: 1189-1200. 10.1111/.1365-
2664.2009.01710.x

Karanth, K.K., Nichols, J.D., Karanth, K.U., Hines, J.E. & Christensen, N.L.
2010. The shrinking ark: patterns of large mammal extinctions in India. Pro-
ceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 277: 1971-1979.
10.1098/rspb.2010.0171

Karanth, K.U., Srivathsa, A., Vasudev, D., Puri, M., Parameshwaran, R. &
Kumar, N.S. 2017. Spatio-temporal interactions facilitate large carnivore
sympatry across a resource gradient. Proceedings of the Royal Society B:
Biological Sciences 284: 20161860. 10.1098/rspb.2016.1860

Kiffner, C., Kioko, J., Leweri, C. & Krause, S. 2014. Seasonal patterns of
mixed species groups in large East African mammals. PLoS ONE 9:
e113446. 10.1371/journal.pone.0113446

Kiliaan, H.P.L., Mamo, C. & Paquet, P.C. 1991. A coyote, Canis latrans,
and badger, Taxidea taxus, interaction near Cypress Hills Provincial Park,
Alberta. The Canadian Field-Naturalist 105: 122-123 10.5962/p.357965

Kulkarni, J., Mehta, P., Vartak, A., Ghose, D. and Reddy, M.S. 2022. Re-
duction in firewood consumption due to implementation of improved
cookstoves in Melghat Tiger Reserve, India. Asia-Pacific Journal of Rural
Development 32: 26-36 10.1177/10185291221114950

Maestripieri, D. 1992. Functional aspects of maternal aggression in mam-
mals. Canadian Journal of Zoology 70: 1069-1077 10.1139/2z92-150

Mahato, S., Kumara, H.N., Singh, M. and Singh, M. 2024. Occupancy, coat
colour pattern and social organization of mixed-species and mixed-mor-
photype groups of Nilgiri langur (Semnopithecus johnii) and Tufted Grey
langur (Semnopithecus priam). Current Science 126: 593

Minta, S.C., Minta, K.A. and Lott, D.F. 1992. Hunting associations between
badgers (Taxidea taxus) and coyotes (Canis latrans). Journal of Mammal-
ogy 73: 814-820 10.2307/1382201

Nair, M. and Panda, S. 2013. ‘Just Friends’. Sanctuary Asia 33, No. 3.


http://www.canids.org/c-b-c/
https://datazone.birdlife.org/site/factsheet/melghat-tiger-reserve
https://datazone.birdlife.org/site/factsheet/melghat-tiger-reserve
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jnc.2024.126627
http://www.canids.org/CBC/23/Dhole_wolf_association.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1464793105006718
https://doi.org/10.1002/ece3.7156
https://doi.org/10.1111/mec.16127
https://doi.org/10.3389/fevo.2022.814966
https://doi.org/10.1111/jzo.1982.198.4.443
http://dx.doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.UK.2015-4.RLTS.T5953A72477893.en
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2664.2009.01710.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2664.2009.01710.x
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2010.0171
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2016.1860
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0113446
https://doi.org/10.5962/p.357965
https://doi.org/10.1177/10185291221114950
https://doi.org/10.1139/z92-150
https://doi.org/10.2307/1382201

Pattayil et al.

Pfeifer, M., Lefebvre, V., Peres, C.A., Banks-Leite, C., Wearn, O.R., Marsh,
C.J., Butchart, S.H.M., Arroyo-Rodriguez, V., Barlow, J., Cerezo, A., Cis-
neros, L., D’Cruze, N., Faria, D., Hadley, A., Harris, S.M., Klingbeil, B.T.,
Kormann, U., Lens, L., Medina-Rangel, G.F., Morante-Filho, J.C., Olivier,
P., Peters, S.L., Pidgeon, A., Ribeiro, D.B, Scherber, C., Schneider-
Maunoury, L., Struebig, M., Urbina-Cardona, N., Watling, J.I., Willig,
M.R., Wood, E.M. and Ewers, R.M. 2017. Creation of forest edges has a
global impact on forest vertebrates. Nature 551: 187-191 10.1038/na-
ture24457

Punjabi, G.A., Edgaonkar, A., Srivathsa, A., Ashtaputre, S. and Rao, M.K.
2017. Distribution of the dhole in its northern range limits in the Western
Ghats, India. Canid Biology &  Conservation 20: 7-13
https://www.canids.org/CBC/20/Dhole_in_western_Ghats.pdf.

Sharma, D.K., Maldonado, J.E., Jhala, Y.V. & Fleischer, R.C. 2004. An-
cient wolf lineages in India. Proceedings of the Royal Society of London.
Series B: Biological Sciences 271: S1-S4. 10.1098/rsb1.2003.0071

Sharma, S., Dutta, T., Maldonado, J.E., Wood, T.C., Panwar, H.S. & Sei-
densticker, J. 2013. Forest corridors maintain historical gene flow in a tiger
metapopulation in the highlands of central India. Proceedings of the Royal
Society B: Biological Sciences 280: 20131506 10.1098/rspb.2013.1506

Durbin, L.S., Venkataraman, A., Hedges, S. & Duckworth, W. 2004. South
Asia—south of the Himalaya (oriental). Pp 210-219 in Sillero-Zubiri, C.,
Hoffmann, M. and Macdonald, D.W. (eds).Canids: Foxes, Wolves, Jackals
and Dogs. Status Survey and Conservation Action Plan. Gland, Switzerland
and Cambridge, UK.

Srivathsa, A., Karanth, K.U., Kumar, N.S. & Oli, M.K. 2019a. Insights from
distribution dynamics inform strategies to conserve a dhole Cuon alpinus
metapopulation in India. Scientific Reports 9: 3081 10.1038/s41598-019-
39293-0

Srivathsa, A., Puri, M., Karanth, K.K., Patel, I. & Kumar, N.S. 2019b. Ex-
amining human-carnivore interactions using a socio-ecological framework:
Sympatric wild canids in India as a case study. Royal Society Open Science
6: 182008 10.1098/rs0s.182008

Canid Biology & Conservation | http://www.canids.org/c-b-¢/

Dhole wolf association India

Srivathsa, A., Sharma, S., Singh, P., Punjabi, G.A. & Oli, M.K. 2020. A
strategic road map for conserving the Endangered dhole Cuon alpinus in
India. Mammal Review 50: 399-412 10.1111/mam.12209

Srivathsa, A., Ramachandran, V., Saravanan, P., Sureshbabu, A., Ganguly,
D. & Ramakrishnan, U. 2023. Topcats and underdogs: Intraguild interac-
tions among three apex carnivores across Asia’s forestscapes. Biological
Reviews 98:2114-2135 10.1111/brv.12998

Stensland, E., Angerbjorm, A. & Berggren, P. 2003. Mixed species groups
in mammals. Mammal Review 33: 205-223 10.1046/1.1365-2907.2003.
00022.x

Venkataraman, V.V., Kerby, J.T., Nguyen, N., Ashenafi, Z.T. & Fashing,
P.J. 2015. Solitary Ethiopian wolves increase predation success on rodents
when among grazing gelada monkey herds. Journal of Mammalogy, 96:
129-137 10.1093/jmammal/gyu013

Biographical sketch

Vishnu Pattayil is a research biologist focused on owls, studying their ecol-
ogy and conservation. His interest lies in bird ecology and human-wildlife
interactions.

Bidesh Tripura is a research biologist working on owls with a keen interest
in animal behaviour. He has a postgraduate degree in Ecology.

Pradyut Rao is project manager on the Forest Owlet Project at the Wildlife
Research and Conservation Society, India. His expertise and interest lie in
avian behavioural ecology and conservation.

Ramchandra L. Kasdekar is a field assistant at Wildlife Research and
Conservation Society.

Prachi Mehta is a Senior Wildlife Scientist and Director (Research) at the
Wildlife Research and Conservation Society, India.



http://www.canids.org/c-b-c/
https://doi.org/10.1038/nature24457
https://doi.org/10.1038/nature24457
https://www.canids.org/CBC/20/Dhole_in_western_Ghats.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsbl.2003.0071
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2013.1506
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-39293-0
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-39293-0
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsos.182008
https://doi.org/10.1111/mam.12209
https://doi.org/10.1111/brv.12998
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2907.2003.00022.x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2907.2003.00022.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/jmammal/gyu013

