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Teacher’S Key

How do dogs make trouble
for wildlife in the Andes?

Why can dogs be a problem for wildlife and domesticated animals?

Dogs are carnivores, which means they naturally hunt and kill animals for food. Hunting in packs 
(like their wild ancestors, the wolves) allows them to take down animals bigger than themselves, 
like cows, sheep, and deer. In the US alone, feral dogs cause millions of dollars in damage to 
cattle, sheep and goat farmers per year! Dogs can also harm wild animals indirectly, by eating 
their prey, for instance, or by transmitting dangerous diseases like rabies.

Why do you think our study showed that dogs had a bigger impact on wildlife in the Andes than 
habitat fragmentation and destruction did?

Humans have a long history in the Andean Mountains in Ecuador, and the area has long been 
a patchwork of agricultural, natural and cultural land. Habitat destruction and fragmentation 
probably HAD a big impact in the past, but the animals that we see there now already have been 
impacted and altered by that. Feral dogs, however, are probably on the rise in numbers, and thus 
are still creating an increasing threat to local wildlife.
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3 Why don’t we know how large of a threat dogs are in the area, even after our study?

We can’t say for sure because we don’t have any information about the natural abundance of 
native carnivores in the areas for the past. We don’t have a baseline (previous studies) that we 
can compare our numbers against. Dogs may have reduced native carnivore numbers greatly 
already, and we are just seeing the “last survivors”. Or, we could be seeing the beginning of the 
decline. Without a baseline, we can’t tell.

What other pets can you think of that might be a threat to native animals?

Cats are a huge threat to birds and other small animals. Cats (and dogs) that are abandoned 
turn into a big problem because they learn to survive by preying on wild animals. However,  
almost any pet can become a threat if it is released into the wild where it does not belong, thus 
potentially turning into an invasive species. This is especially true for exotic pets (fish, snakes, 
turtles, etc.) that come from countries far away from those where they are kept as pets. For 
example, Burmese pythons, along with over 50 other introduced species, are now a threat to 
wildlife in Florida, even in parks that are supposed to protect wildlife.

What can you do to make sure your pet is not harmful to local wildlife?

Always take good care of it; don’t release it into the wild; make sure to keep health checks and 
vaccinations up to date. Larger four-legged pets should wear a collar with your ID and phone 
number on it… and train your dog not to chase wildlife!
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