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African wild dogs are hot and hungry
Response to Creel et al. (2023)

The accurate identification of threatening processes is an essential component of
species conservation; if threats are misidentified, conservation actions unlikely to
succeed. For this reason, we welcome Creel et al.’s (2023) assessment of prey depletion
as a threat to endangered African wild dogs (Lycaon pictus). This threat has been
repeatedly recognised in wild dog conservation strategies, but identifying the affected
populations should help to mobilise targeted and evidence-based conservation action.

We are concerned, however, that Creel et al’s (2023) dismissal of climate change
as an additional threat to wild dog populations is based on a misunderstanding of our
published findings. Creel et al. (2023) argue that “prey depletion might underlie changes
through time in wild dog dynamics that have been attributed to climate change”.
However, our multi-site studies did not investigate temporal trends in adult survival
(Rabaiotti et al. 2021), and we have repeatedly reported detecting no such trend in
reproductive success (Abrahms et al. 2022; McNutt and Gusset 2012; Woodroffe et al.
2017), other than declining pup survival at a single site in Botswana (Woodroffe et al.
2017). Our identification of climate change as a threat is not based upon observed
temporal trends in wild dog demography; rather, it is inferred (including through
modelling, Rabaiotti et al. in press) from the twin observations that (i) where
temperature fluctuates over time, periods of hot weather are associated with lower
reproductive success and higher mortality (Rabaiotti et al. 2021; Woodroffe et al. 2017),
and (ii) periods of hot weather will become more frequent under climate change.

Creel et al. (2023) claim a “lack of consistency in relationships between
temperature and demography”. The paper they cite (Rabaiotti et al. 2021) states
explicitly that adult mortality was associated with temperature at only one site.
However, in an earlier paper we documented consistently negative associations
between pup recruitment and denning period temperature across multiple sites
(Woodroffe et al. 2017). Elsewhere, we have argued that widespread seasonal
reproduction in wild dogs is an adaptive response to low pup survival in hot weather
(McNutt et al. 2019). Associations between temperature and pup survival are thus
highly consistent across sites; however, these associations are documented in papers

not cited by Creel et al. (2023). Ignoring these associations risks compromising wild dog
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conservation because, as argued elsewhere, wild dog “population dynamics are most
affected by juvenile survival... thus, juvenile survival should be a focal point for any direct
conservation actions” (Creel et al. 2004).

We also wish to draw attention to anomalies in the Creel et al. (2023) paper.
Supplementary material and data cited in the text are in fact not provided. Data sources
for Figures 1A and 1B are not reported and, as neither of these figures has a scale on the
x axis, it is not clear whether these are graphs or infographics. We would have expected
such errors, along with the failure to consider relevant literature outlined above, to
have been detected and addressed during the publication and peer review process.

In conclusion, we are concerned that Creel et al’s (2023) paper could
unintentionally harm wild dog conservation. While we support their identification of
prey depletion as an important threat, we are concerned that their dismissal of climate
change as a parallel threat (based on a misinterpretation of the evidence) will
discourage conservation managers and policymakers from acting to mitigate this threat,

increasing the risks of local and regional wild dog extinction.
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