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Guardians
LGD/Wolf Issues  

in the Alps
By Cat Urbigkit, Big Piney, Wyoming
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Sign your friends up 
for The Shepherd!

Know someone who should be 
reading The Shepherd magazine? 
Send us their names and mailing 
addresses and we’ll set them up with 
complimentary two-month subscrip-
tions! Email information to editor@
theshepherdmagazine.com, or send to 
The Shepherd, P.O. Box 168, Farson, 
WY 82932. 

Wolf damage to livestock herds in the 
southern French Alps continues to be a 
chronic problem, with more than 2,400 
head of livestock killed by wolves in 
2013. Researchers have indicated that 
the region is facing the limit on the effica-
cy of the use of Livestock Guardian Dogs 
(LGDs) in that region.
Researchers

Preliminary results of the most recent 
detailed research project were published 
in the Spring 2014 Carnivore Damage 
Prevention News. The paper, “The 
CanOvis Project: Studying Internal and 
External Factors that May Influence 
Livestock Guardian Dogs’ Efficiency 
Against Wolf Predation,” was written by 
Jean-Marc Landry, Gerard Millischer, 
Jean-Luc Borelli, and Gus Lyon of the 
Institute for the Promotion and Research 
on Guarding Animals in Switzerland, and 
Parc National du Mercantour of France.
Methods

Researchers were equipped with a 
long-range infrared binocular with 
recording capabilities. They were able to 
record night-time interactions between 
wolves and LGDs in the Maritime Alps. 
Research involved three flocks of sheep, 
two of which had high wolf pressure, 
including one grazing in an area where 
no wolf shooting permits are issued – not 
even to livestock producers experiencing 
wolf attacks on their herds. Flock sizes 
ranged from 1,750 to 2,500 sheep. One 
area had two flocks at the start of the 
grazing season, but these were com-
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bined at the end of the summer due to 
frequent wolf predation on one herd. All 
three flocks were protected by LGDs, 
mainly by Great Pyrenees dogs, or Great 
Pyrenees/Maremma crossbreds. One 
flock had 11 LGDs, while the other two 
herds had four LGDs each. The LGDs 
were fitted with GPS collars each eve-
ning, and their movements were tracked 
until sunrise.
How did the LGDs react?

LGD reactions ranged from no reac-
tion, to barking, social or close contacts 
(33% of the events), and chasing. Using 
the infrared binoculars, researchers were 
able to document wolves passing by the 
flock, feeding on freshly killed sheep, 
and attempting to attack sheep – despite 
the presence of LGDs. The researchers 
noted: “Wolves were apparently unafraid 
of LGDs. Although wolves were chased 
by LGDs or had agnostic encounters, 
these experiences did not prevent them 
from returning the same or following 
nights. Moreover, we recorded several 
occurrences in which a single LGD faced 
a wolf and exaggerated its behaviors 
instead of attacking, allowing enough 
time for the wolf to escape. Thus, the 
LGDs observed (either naïve or experi-
enced with wolf encounters) seemed to 
be very cautious around wolves.”

The researchers suggest that LGDs 
should be considered a primary repellent 
by disrupting a predator’s behavior, but 
they do not permanently modify that 
behavior. Wolves become habituated to 
the presence of LGDs, according to the 

researchers. They found that both LGDs 
and wolves seem to evaluate the risk of 
escalating confrontation.
Aggression

Great Pyrenees LGDs are often select-
ed for use in areas with a high degree of 
tourism, because they are known to be 
less aggressive to humans and other 
dogs. In fact, they are now bred and pro-
moted for their docility. But LGDs that are 
expected to be effective guardians in wolf 
territory must have a higher level of 
aggression to predators. They must have 
a willingness to confront and fight the 
predator, as certain LGD breeds are 
known to do. Researchers pointed to the 
Karakachan from Bulgaria as a breed 
known its aggression to intruders. 

Stepping away from the research 
paper for a moment, I would note that 
our family started with Great Pyrenees 
LGDs but found they were not aggres-
sive enough for the predator challenges 
they faced. Thus we moved to Akbash, 
which have a higher level of aggression 
to predators while not posing a threat to 
humans;  and to  Cent ra l  As ian 
Shepherds, which have a high level of 
canine-aggression. We have found them 
to be very effective in wolf-inhabited 
areas of western Wyoming.
Barking

The researchers found that LGD 
barks do not modify wolves’ ongoing 
behaviors, but these vocalizations do 
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Karakachan LGDs in Bulgaria. Cat Urbigkit photo.

seem to transmit information. “Because 
barking is easy to pinpoint, they might 
give valuable information to the wolves 
about the LGDs’ location, the number of 
individuals, their distance and maybe 
even temperament. Nevertheless, LGDs’ 
barks can attract other LGDs, even if 
they are not able to observe the scene.”
Marking

The LGDs in the study were often 
seen leaving the flock in the early morn-
ings to defecate and urinate before 
returning. Some LGDs and wolves defe-
cated on the same spot, so these “scent 
markings” did not serve to deter wolf 
presence. 
Age & Courtship

Just as wolves become more seden-
tary and their predatory performance 
declines with age, the same appears to 
be true with LGDs, especially as it per-
tains to a weakening physical condition 
that comes with age.  Thus, the age 
structure of the LGD pack is a key factor 
in protecting skills.

The researchers also noted that female 
LGDs in heat poses a separate problem 
that needs managed by the herder or flock 
owner. “The energy to protect the flock is 
wasted on courting females and fighting 
males,” the researchers noted. “In our case, 
a strange male LGD managed to reach a 
female in heat in the middle of the flock 
despite the presence of three males, proba-
bly because they were wounded during a 
fight at the beginning of the evening.”
Young Wolves

Particular wolves were seen staying 
near the flocks, attempting (and failing) to 
attack, and interacting with LGDs. 
Researchers believe these were young 
wolves learning to hunt and testing the 

LGDs. “Consequently, if these first 
encounters are not associated with nega-
tive consequences, we hypothesize they 
will learn that LGDs and shepherds are 
not a danger and will perceive sheep as 
an available resource. This knowledge 
may then be passed to the next genera-
tion through associative learning. Thus, 
more aggressive LGDs may be necessary 
to teach young wolves that encounters 
with LGDs have severe consequences.”
Shepherds aren’t a threat either

The researchers found that shep-
herds aren’t viewed as much of a threat 
to the wolves either. Since their only 
option is yelling and throwing rocks, the 
effect on wolves is negligible. The 
researchers found that the wolf flight dis-
tance when confronted by the shepherds 

was sometimes as short as 100 feet.
Recent wolf attacks on sheep herds 

are happening more often in daylight 
(52% of all attacks) and a shepherd 
reported being challenged by a wolf 
while trying to retrieve a wounded lamb.
Future

The CanOvis project research project 
will continue, with researchers continuing 
to observe how LGDs react to wolves and 
how wolves counter-respond. To read the 
full paper, download it here: http://www.
protectiondestroupeaux.ch/fileadmin/doc/
International/CDP_and_General_Infos/
CDPnews_10_Spring2014z.pdf. Q


