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INTRODUCTION
During your visit to Welgevonden you may come across a number of camera traps set up
across the reserve. These cameras form part of a province wide project run by Panthera,
in partnership with the Limpopo Department of Economic Development, Environment
and Tourism (LEDET) and the University of KwaZulu-Natal, to monitor leopard populations in Limpopo. Although leopards are widespread, their status is by no means
secure and large numbers are killed every year. To ensure effective conservation, it is
important to know where leopards are, how many there are, and most critically, how
populations change over time. However, monitoring leopards is challenging due to their
secretive nature and wide-ranging behaviour, and we rely on modern technology and
powerful statistics to reliably estimate leopard numbers. In addition to Welgevonden,
we are conducting surveys in the Western Soutpansberg Mountains, on Makalali, Venetia-Limpopo and Timbavati Game Reserves, as well as Atherstone and Wonderkop
provincial Nature Reserves.
METHODS
We set up 40 camera-trap stations within each reserve, spread roughly equally throughout the area. Each station comprises two cameras, enabling us to photograph both flanks
of a leopard as it walks by. We distinguish individual leopards by the unique spot patterns
on their coats, and use statistical models (known as capture-recapture models) to assess
how often an individual is photographed (or captured) compared to other individuals.
These data are combined with information on where leopards were photographed to
generate a robust estimate of leopard population density for each survey site.
RESULTS
We photographed 20 leopards on 126 occasions during our 56 day survey in Welgevonden during 2015. Of these, 10 were males, 6 were females, and 4 could not be sexed. The
survey on Welgevonden covered an area of 228 km2. The population density of leopards
as estimated by the capture-recapture models was 2.3 ± 0.5 leopard/100 km2, suggesting
that roughly >9 leopards occupy Welgevonden at any one time (some of the leopard we
photographed have home ranges that extend beyond the borders of the reserve).
DISCUSSION
Leopard densities have decreased significantly since 2014 (5.4 ± 1.05 leopard/100 km2),
and by a third since 2013 (3.2 ± 0.6 leopard/100 km2). These results are concerning, but
may be due to natural population fluctuations in the area. Of the females that were photographed, all were adults. Of the males that were photographed, 4 were younger than 7
years, and 6 were at the age of 7, or older. The prevalence of so many 7+ year males is a
good sign, but the decrease in females since 2014 (N = 17) is cause for concern.
Different land-uses, such as intensive game breeding (i.e., breeding colour morphs) may
have played a role in this decline. We are currently analysing data that suggests game
breeders in Limpopo are becoming less tolerant towards carnivores as game profitability
increases. Welgevonden’s leopard population has historically been exposed to high levels
of illegal killing from neighboring farms, and well as legal mortality through putative
damage-causing animal control on neighboring farms.
Together with LEDET, the Limpopo Leopard Project is working hard to design novel
ways to manage and mitigate these alternative sources of compensatory mortality across
Limpopo – the effects of which will only be detected in later years as Welgevonden’s
leopard population stabalises.
We would like to thank the Welgevonden management team, as well as all the members
of Welgevonden for allowing the Limpopo Leopard Project to conduct research on the
reserve. Welgevonden provides a vital opportunity to monitor and appropriately react to
leopard population fluctuations so that the species can be managed better across Limpopo, and locally within the Waterberg. For any questions, please feel free to contact the
Limpopo Leopard Project team at limpopoleopardproject@gmail.com.

Advisory - the Panthera camera-traps are triggered by a
passive infrared sensor, which detects changes in temperature when an animal or vehicle passes in front of the
camera. The camera-traps emit a bright flash at night,
which produces a clear and sharp image – without this
impressive flash our research would not be possible. As
per our data, leopard and other animals, are not disturbed by the flash. We know this because we can test for
it statistically. To date, focal species on our camera-trapping sites, including Welgevonden, do not exhibit a “trap
shyness” response to the Panthera camera-traps.
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