Wildlife Conserve

Background

This project investigates how carnivore communities in Laikipia, Kenya are responding to increasing

human pressures, and what these changes might mean for emerging patterns of human—wildlife
conflict. East Africa supports one of the world’s most diverse carnivore guilds. It is well established
that larger carnivores such as lion, cheetah, leopard, and spotted hyaena, are experiencing dramatic
population declines due to conflict, habitat loss, and other human impacts.

In contrast, we know very little about how smaller carnivores, such as serval, African wildcat, caracal,
and genet, are persisting in the face of these same pressures. Despite their ecological importance,
smaller species have often been overlooked in both research and conservation efforts. A key
assumption is that declines in large carnivores will lead to mesopredator release, where smaller
species expand in number or distribution once competitive or predatory pressures ease. However,
much of the existing evidence for this comes from North American canids, and its relevance to the
more specialist felid species of East Africa remains uncertain.

To address these questions, this project combines two complementary approaches:

1. Camera trap surveys were used to examine how carnivore species of all sizes are distributed
across a landscape gradient of human activity and large carnivore presence. This will help us
assess current patterns of carnivore occurrence and behaviour, and investigate whether changes
in community structure may already be underway.

2. Community-based interviews captured how local people perceive and interact with a wide
range of carnivore species. These interviews provide crucial insight into which species are most
likely to cause conflict, how often people encounter them, and whether perceptions are positive
or negative—information essential for understanding future coexistence.

By combining ecological data with local knowledge, this project aims to generate a more holistic
understanding of how carnivore communities are changing as a result of anthropogenic pressures,
and what that means for both conservation planning and community livelihoods.




Camera Trapping
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What we did

During February 2025, 118 camera traps were
deployed across five different management areas in
Laikipia: Lewa Wildlife Conservancy, Borana Wildlife

Conservancy, Ole Naishu Ranch, Lolldaiga
Conservancy, and Maiyanat Community

Conservancy. These cover a variety of different
habitats and land use types, including cattle ranches,
and private and community managed conservancies.
Cameras were deployed in pairs across a 3.5x3.5km?

grid in locations chosen to optimise carnivore
detections. Cameras are planned to be taken down

at the end of April so the survey will last three
months.

What we found so far

Preliminary results reveal detections of:
Spotted hyaena: 864
Leopard: 429
Black-backed jackal: 295
Lion: 264
Honey badger: 78
Serval: 77
Side-striped jackal: 66
Aardwolf: 20
Genet: 7
African wildcat: 6
African civet: 6
African wild dog: 3
Caracal: 2
Bat-eared fox: 2
Cheetah: 1




What we did

Between 5th March and 2nd April, we carried out 661
interviews across the communities of Maiyanat, Mokogodo,
lIngwesi, Chumvi, Ethi, and Kimugandura which border the
camera trap area. Participants were asked about six local
carnivore species, along with questions about themselves
and their livelihoods.

Topics included:

Frequency and location of carnivore sightings
Livestock losses to carnivores

Preferences for the future of each species' population
Expectations for how local livestock numbers may
change in the future

What we found so far

Fromal analysis has not yet started, however we have

begun initial exploration of the data. We interviewed 362
men and 299 women. The predominant age category was
31-40 and 59% of respondents reported having lived in

e the area for over 10 years.

The most commonly seen carnivore was spotted hyaena
whilst serval and African civet were the least seen. Overall
18% of respondents reported liking the species in
question, whilst 68% reported that species has caused
problems for their community.

When asked if there were other animals causing

problems, respondents mentioned elephants 57 times
and baboons 38 times.
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Next steps

Whilst we did not expect the same level of local knowledge
about smaller carnivores as large carnivores, we are
surprised by how big of a difference there is. This does
mean alternative analysis from the original plan may be
required. However, this lack of local knowledge is itself a
very interesting find and we look forward to exploring the
data further in combination with the camera trapping
results and discussing why we are seeing this with the local

# team. Whether this result is due to the species cryptic
: nature, or if their populations are not at the levels thought,
is a key question going forwards.




What comes next

The next phase of the project is data analysis, which will take several months. Preliminary results are
expected by September 2025. | plan to return to Laikipia in September to share early findings with the
research team, as well as with the communities that participated in the interviews and the conservancies
involved in the camera trapping. These meetings will be arranged in advance to gather feedback and help
guide accurate interpretation. Following this, | will present the results at the Kenyan Wildlife Research and
Training Institute (WRTI) Annual Conference at the end of September. | also aim to submit this research for
publication within the next 18 months.

In the longer term, although the results are still preliminary, there are some potentially concerning signs for
smaller carnivore populations in the study area. | have already begun discussions with the team about what

the next steps in the field should be. We are particularly interested in testing these methods in areas where
small carnivores are known to be more abundant, to help us determine whether the patterns in Laikipia
reflect truly low presence or if other factors are influencing detection. Given the lack of research on small

carnivores and the common assumption that their populations are stable, these early findings suggest there
is an urgent need to establish baseline population estimates and develop robust field methods suited to

these species and ecosystems. Without this, we risk the silent extinction of species that are being
overlooked—not because they aren’t important, but because we're not yet looking for them in the right
ways.
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Thank you

| would like to sincerely thank everyone involved in this work. First and foremost: my amazing
enumerators—David, Nickson, Jackson, and Mohammed—who exceeded my expectations by miles and

worked tirelessly to ensure the success of our survey. A big thank-you to Betty, who joined us during

training and provided crucial support at just the right moment. I'm also incredibly grateful to Gabriel and
Ruth at Lion Landscapes, whose support helped turn this idea into a reality, and Titus and Ogeto who

provided valuable contextual insights during planning. Finally, my deepest thanks go to the communities
and leaders of Mayainat, Mokogodo, lllingwesi, Chumvi, Ethi, and Kimugandura for their approval,
participation, and generosity throughout the process.

| would also like to thank all the funders whoes support has made this research possible:
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