
 

Photos show elusive bush dog to be
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Bush dogs photographed in Donoso, Colón Province, Panama, Dec. 7, 2012,
06:15. MWH Global, Inc., Minera Panama S.A.. Credit: Ricardo Moreno, MWH
Global, Inc., Minera Panama S.A..
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New camera trap photos capture the elusive bush dog in Panama on its
way North as it expands out of South America.

The bush dog is one of the most enigmatic of the world's canid species,
seldom seen throughout its range in Central and South America. New
data from photos taken by automated camera traps in remote areas in
Panama, along with other sightings, show the species to be widespread in
the country. The new study, co-authored by Smithsonian Research
Associate Ricardo Moreno, will assist conservation planning for this near-
threatened species.

"Our group of biologists from Yaguará Panama and collaborators are
working on an article about big mammals using camera trapping data
that spans Panama from the Costa Rican border to the Colombian
border," Moreno said. "The bush dog is one of the rarest species that we
photograph."

Bush dogs, Speothos venaticus, are short-legged and stubby, standing only
about a foot tall at the shoulder. They live mainly in tropical forests but
have also been recorded in fragmented and altered habitats. Hunting in
packs of up to 10 animals, bush dogs give high-pitched whines to
maintain contact and yap like puppies when they chase their prey. They
feed mostly on large forest rodents like agoutis and pacas, but at one site
in Brazil, they mainly ate armadillos. Fierce for their size, a pack of six
once was seen chasing a tapir, an animal almost 20 times a bush dog's
weight. Although active by day, bush dogs are remarkably hard to see
and are very rarely reported even where they are known to occur.
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Panama is the only country in Central America where bush dogs are known to
occur, aside from a few unconfirmed sightings in easternmost Costa Rica near
the Panamanian border. Credit: Wikipedia, public domain

Digital camera traps, which take pictures automatically when their
infrared sensors detect an animal's body heat, are used in many wildlife
studies. Camera traps were set out as part of surveys for other mammals,
including jaguars. The cameras fortuitously snapped photos of bush dogs
at four sites ranging from Cerro Pirre near the Colombian border in
eastern Panama, to Santa Fe National Park in the western part of the
country. To give some idea of the difficulty of studying the species,
photos were obtained on only 11 occasions out of more than almost
32,000 camera-days (the number of cameras multiplied by the number
of days they were in operation).

The article reports bush dog sightings from five additional sites,
including Fortuna west of Santa Fe, showing the species is found in
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suitable habitat nearly throughout Panama. Panama is the only country in
Central America where the species is known to occur, aside from a few
unconfirmed sightings in easternmost Costa Rica near the Panamanian
border. "We think that it will soon cross the border into Costa Rica,"
Moreno said.

  
 

  

Camera trap photo of bush dogs in the wet tropical forests of Pirre, Darién
Province, Panama, March 20, 2015 at 09:44h. Credit: Ricardo Moreno, GEMAS
Panamá , Fundación Natura, Fondo Darién, Fundación Yaguará Panamá,
Southern Illinois University.
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The International Union for Conservation of Nature has estimated that
bush dog populations have declined by up to 25 percent in the past 12
years, and has classified it as "near-threatened" globally. Unlike other
some other carnivores in Panama, such as jaguar, puma and coyote, bush
dogs do not appear to be directly persecuted by humans. The main
threats are habitat loss and encroachment—15 percent of Panama's
forests were lost between 1990 and 2010. Bush dogs have very large
home ranges for animals of their size, as much as 270 square miles, and
they may require large tracts of forest to survive. Other threats include
reduction of the abundance of their prey from hunting by humans and
exposure to diseases carried by dogs used by hunters.

  More information: Meyer, N., Moreno, R., Valdes, S., Méndez-
Carvajal, P., Brown, E. and Ortega, J. 2015. New records of bush dog in
Panama. Canid Biology & Conservation. 18(10): 36-40.
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