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Abstract 

A	
  pair	
  of	
  bush	
  dogs	
  Speothos	
  venaticus	
  was	
  sighted	
  in	
  a	
  large	
  forest	
  fragment	
  (1,050ha)	
  of	
  Los	
  Llanos,	
  a	
  native	
  tropical	
  grassland	
  plain.	
  	
  The	
  sight-­‐
ing	
  occurred	
  during	
  data	
  collection	
  for	
  a	
  long-­‐term	
  primate	
  monitoring	
  project	
  (November	
  2008	
  to	
  present)	
  at	
  the	
  private	
  Las	
  Unamas	
  Natural	
  
Reserve	
  in	
  San	
  Martín,	
  Meta,	
  Colombia.	
  	
  On	
  10	
  January	
  2012,	
  two	
  individual	
  bush	
  dogs	
  crossed	
  a	
  trail,	
  which	
  was	
  being	
  used	
  as	
  a	
  transect	
  in	
  the	
  
primate	
  study,	
  at	
  the	
  edge	
  of	
  the	
  forest	
  fragment.	
  	
  Colouration	
  and	
  size	
  differences	
  between	
  the	
  two	
  individuals	
  were	
  not	
  evident	
  and	
  sex	
  could	
  
not	
  be	
  determined.	
   	
  No	
  vocalizations	
  were	
  heard	
  before,	
  during	
  or	
  after	
   the	
  sighting.	
   	
  This	
   is	
  an	
  update	
  on	
  bush	
  dog	
  distribution	
   in	
  Colombia,	
  
576km	
  from	
  the	
  only	
  published	
  sighting	
  at	
  the	
  El	
  Tuparro	
  National	
  Natural	
  Park,	
  Vichada,	
  Colombia.	
  

The	
   bush	
   dog	
   Speothos	
   venaticus	
   is	
   a	
   poorly	
   studied,	
   IUCN	
   Near	
  
Threatened	
   canid	
   species	
   that	
   occurs	
   in	
   Central	
   and	
   South	
   America	
  
(DeMatteo	
  2008,	
  DeMatteo	
  et	
  al.	
  2011).	
  	
  In	
  Colombia	
  however,	
  reports	
  
of	
   this	
   species	
   are	
   rare.	
   	
   There	
   is	
   only	
   one	
   published	
   sighting	
   of	
   the	
  
species	
   at	
   the	
   El	
   Tuparro	
   National	
   Natural	
   Park,	
   Vichada,	
   Colombia	
  
(Defler	
  1986;	
  Figure	
  1),	
  approximately	
  576km	
  from	
  the	
  present	
  study.	
  	
  
This	
   sighting	
   was	
   a	
   group	
   of	
   seven	
   individuals	
   in	
   an	
   open	
   area	
   of	
  
“surales”	
   (a	
   savanna	
   formation	
   of	
   grassy	
   hummocks).	
   	
   The	
   present	
  
report	
  is	
  of	
  two	
  individuals	
  observed	
  inside	
  a	
  lowland	
  forest	
  remnant	
  
surrounded	
  by	
  a	
  combination	
  of	
  natural	
   savannas	
  and	
  pastures	
   (Fig-­‐
ure	
  1).	
   	
  Confirmation	
  of	
  bush	
  dog	
  presence	
  has	
  proven	
  difficult	
  with	
  
traditional	
   survey	
  methods	
   such	
   as	
   line	
   transects	
   and	
   camera	
   traps,	
  
possibly	
  due	
  to	
  the	
  bush	
  dog’s	
  habits	
  and	
  low	
  density	
  (DeMatteo	
  et	
  al.	
  
2004).	
   	
   This	
   makes	
   it	
   difficult	
   to	
   confirm	
   Speothos	
   in	
   its	
   estimated	
  
distribution	
   (DeMatteo	
  et	
  al.	
  2004;	
  DeMatteo	
  2008).	
   	
  Here	
   I	
   report	
  a	
  
sighting	
  of	
  a	
  pair	
  of	
  bush	
  dogs	
  in	
  a	
  large	
  forest	
  fragment	
  (1,050ha)	
  in	
  
the	
   Colombian	
   Llanos.	
   	
   I	
   also	
   provide	
   information	
   on	
   potential	
   prey	
  
species	
  and	
  other	
  carnivores	
  present	
  in	
  the	
  same	
  area.	
  

The	
  sighting	
  occurred	
  during	
  data	
  collection	
   for	
  a	
   long-­‐term	
  primate	
  
monitoring	
   project	
   (November	
   2008	
   to	
   present)	
   at	
   the	
   private	
   Las	
  
Unamas	
   Natural	
   Reserve	
   in	
   the	
   Colombian	
   Llanos.	
   	
   This	
   reserve	
   is	
  
located	
  in	
  Las	
  Pampas	
  farm	
  (3°34'51.93"N,	
  73°27'02.56"W;	
  350m	
  asl),	
  
close	
  to	
  the	
  town	
  of	
  San	
  Martín,	
  Meta,	
  Colombia	
  (Figure	
  2).	
  	
  San	
  Martín	
  
has	
   historically	
   been	
   a	
   pastoralist	
   town	
   due	
   to	
   its	
   natural	
   savannas.	
  	
  
Over	
  the	
  years,	
  the	
  savannas	
  have	
  been	
  converted	
  to	
  pastures	
  thereby	
  
fragmenting	
   the	
   natural	
   landscape,	
   especially	
   around	
   watercourses.	
  	
  
Forest	
   fragments	
  present	
   in	
   the	
  area	
  are	
   remnants	
  of	
   lowland	
   forest	
  
several	
   kilometres	
   wide	
   that	
   were	
   converted	
   to	
   pastures	
   in	
   the	
   last	
  
century	
  (Stevenson	
  and	
  Aldana	
  2008).	
  

In	
  recent	
  years,	
  palm	
  oil	
  plantations	
  and	
  petrol	
  extraction	
  have	
  further	
  
fragmented	
  the	
  landscape.	
  	
  This	
  is	
  especially	
  true	
  of	
  palm	
  oil;	
  the	
  Meta	
  
department,	
  which	
  is	
  the	
  main	
  producer	
  of	
  palm	
  oil	
  in	
  Colombia,	
  has	
  a	
  

major	
   presence	
   in	
   the	
   region	
   (Castiblanco	
   et	
   al.	
   2013).	
   	
   Las	
  Unamas	
  
Natural	
  Reserve	
  is	
  one	
  of	
  the	
  few	
  areas	
  near	
  San	
  Martín.	
  	
  Over	
  the	
  past	
  
100	
  years	
  it	
  has	
  been	
  managed	
  for	
  livestock	
  and	
  timber	
  extraction	
  for	
  
farm	
  use	
  only	
  (E.	
  Enciso,	
  pers.	
  comm.).	
  

	
  

	
  

Figure	
  1.	
  Location	
  of	
  bush	
  dog	
  sightings	
  in	
  Colombia.	
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It	
   is	
   comprised	
   of	
   large	
   (100–1,000ha)	
   and	
   extra-­‐large	
   (more	
   than	
  
1,000ha)	
   forest	
   fragments	
   that	
   are	
   surrounded	
   by	
   pastures	
   and	
   two	
  
private	
   natural	
   reserves,	
   Rey	
   Zamuro	
   and	
  Matarredonda	
   (Figure	
   2).	
  	
  
The	
  vegetation	
  present	
  in	
  Las	
  Unamas	
  has	
  elements	
  of	
  Amazonian	
  and	
  
Orinoquia	
   regions.	
   	
   Las	
   Unamas	
   had	
   an	
   annual	
   precipitation	
   of	
  
2,177mm	
   (average	
   from	
  2004–2006),	
   characterized	
  by	
   a	
  wet	
   season	
  
(April–November)	
  and	
  dry	
  season	
  (December–March)	
  with	
  an	
  annual	
  
average	
  temperature	
  of	
  26°C	
  (Carretero-­‐Pinzón	
  2008).	
  	
  Illegal	
  hunting	
  
has	
  been	
  observed	
  inside	
  and	
  outside	
  of	
  all	
  three	
  reserves,	
  especially	
  
during	
   the	
  dry	
   season	
   (X.	
  Carretero-­‐Pinzón,	
  pers.	
   obs.).	
   	
  Data	
   for	
   the	
  
primate	
  monitoring	
   project	
   was	
   collected	
   through	
   line	
   transect	
   sur-­‐
veys	
   (Thomas	
   et	
   al.	
   2002).	
   	
   Other	
   mammal	
   species	
   detected	
   during	
  
these	
  surveys	
  were	
  also	
  recorded.	
  

On	
   10	
   January	
   2012	
   at	
   0618hr	
   during	
   a	
   line	
   transect	
   survey	
   on	
   an	
  
existing	
   trail,	
   two	
   bush	
   dogs	
   crossed	
   the	
   trail	
   50m	
   from	
   the	
   forest	
  
fragment	
  edge	
  and	
  200m	
  from	
  a	
  small	
  water	
  course	
   that	
  crosses	
   the	
  
savanna	
  before	
  joining	
  to	
  the	
  main	
  stream.	
   	
  Both	
  animals	
  were	
  walk-­‐
ing	
   with	
   their	
   heads	
   down	
   as	
   they	
   emerged	
   from	
   the	
   forest	
   on	
   the	
  
trail.	
   	
   They	
  walked	
   for	
   a	
   few	
  minutes	
   on	
   the	
   trail	
   and,	
   on	
   detecting	
  
human	
  presence,	
  walked	
  faster	
  to	
  the	
  other	
  side	
  of	
  the	
  trail	
  and	
  disap-­‐
peared	
   into	
   the	
   forest.	
   	
  Colouration	
  and	
  size	
  differences	
  between	
  the	
  
two	
  animals	
  were	
  not	
  evident	
  but	
  both	
   individuals	
  were	
  adults.	
   	
  The	
  
sex	
   of	
   the	
   animals	
   could	
   not	
   be	
   determined.	
   	
   No	
   vocalisations	
  were	
  
heard	
  before,	
  during	
  or	
  after	
  the	
  sighting.	
  

	
  

	
  

Figure	
  2.	
  Location	
  of	
  bush	
  dogs	
   recorded	
  at	
  Las	
  Unamas	
  Natural	
  Re-­‐
serve.	
  
	
  

A	
  pilot	
  study	
  conducted	
  in	
  2010	
  using	
  camera	
  traps	
  inside	
  Las	
  Unamas	
  
did	
  not	
  find	
  any	
  evidence	
  of	
  bush	
  dogs	
  (E.	
  Enciso	
  pers.	
  comm.).	
  	
  How-­‐
ever,	
   previous	
   studies	
   using	
   camera	
   traps	
   reported	
   low	
  detectability	
  
of	
  bush	
  dogs	
  due	
  to	
  the	
  elusive	
  habits	
  of	
   the	
  species	
  (DeMatteo	
  et	
  al.	
  
2009;	
  DeMatteo	
  et	
  al.	
  2011).	
  	
  Only	
  one	
  other	
  sighting	
  of	
  this	
  species	
  in	
  
Colombia	
  has	
  been	
  published	
  (Defler	
  1986).	
  

Other	
   carnivores	
   reported	
   for	
   Las	
   Unamas	
   from	
   the	
   primate	
   project	
  
include	
   felids	
   such	
   as	
   jaguar	
   Panthera	
   onca,	
   puma	
   Puma	
   concolor,	
  
ocelot	
  Leopardus	
  pardalis,	
  margay	
  Leopardus	
  wiedii	
   and	
  oncilla	
  Leop-­‐

ardus	
   tigrinus,	
   and	
   one	
   canid,	
   the	
   crab-­‐eating	
   fox	
   Cerdocyon	
   thous.	
  	
  
Potential	
   prey	
   species	
   observed	
   in	
   this	
   area	
   include	
   black	
   agouti	
  
Dasyprocta	
   fuliginosa,	
   nine-­‐banded	
   armadillo	
  Dasyprocta	
   novemcinc-­‐
tus	
  and	
  spotted	
  paca	
  Cuniculus	
  paca.	
  

Exposure	
  to	
  disease	
  from	
  domestic	
  dogs	
  in	
  the	
  surrounding	
  areas	
  is	
  a	
  
threat	
  to	
  the	
  bush	
  dog	
  population	
  (DeMatteo	
  2008),	
  and	
  this	
  threat	
  is	
  
further	
  aggravated	
  by	
   illegal	
  hunting	
  with	
  domestic	
  dogs	
  being	
  com-­‐
mon	
  in	
  the	
  area.	
  	
  Due	
  to	
  limited	
  knowledge	
  of	
  bush	
  dog	
  distribution	
  in	
  
Colombia	
  and	
  the	
  potential	
  threats	
  to	
  the	
  species,	
  more	
  effort	
  to	
  detect	
  
and	
   evaluate	
   wild	
   populations	
   of	
   this	
   species	
   is	
   needed	
   in	
   order	
   to	
  
determine	
  its	
  conservation	
  status	
  in	
  the	
  country.	
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