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Executive Summary: 

 

In 2011, the Ministry of Environment and Tourism conducted a questionnaire to various 

stakeholders to determine relative abundance of large carnivores throughout Namibia.  

The results of this questionnaire were quantified and mapped to establish the current 

range and relative abundance of the six Namibian large carnivores.  Recent population 

estimates for leopards are used here, however, the remaining species we used estimates 

from the previous Atlas as our best estimates to date.  Species estimates are higher than 

previously reported for all species with lions, leopards, cheetahs and wild dog estimates 

doubling the previous estimates.  Spotted hyenas estimates increased by more than 40% 

and brown hyenas increasing by more than 8%.   The doubling of these carnivore 

populations is unlikely in an 8 year period regardless of likely, natural increases in 

particular species. The reason for this increase is likely related to our range calculation 

(since the densities remained the same for all species but leopards) and therefore range 

data and analysis between approaches must be reviewed.  The initial Atlas determined 

range based on the tourism industry and government reports, whereas our questionnaire 

was based on qualitative data from mail-in questionnaires.  Though both methods leave 

desired improvement, our current survey provides a more uniform sampling strategy, 

though the results appear inflated. As a follow up, we suggest conducting a second 

quantitative questionnaire in targeted regions.  Additionally, detailed population surveys 

should be undertaken for more updated and accurate estimates with emphasis on lions, 

wild dogs and cheetahs as species of conservation concern. 

 

  



Introduction: 

 Species conservation requires the best available information on population 

distribution and health for appropriate management. Without such information, the 

management of protected species could be mishandled, causing greater harm on already 

vulnerable populations. As a leading voice in conservation in southern Africa, the 

Namibian government has taken proactive steps towards adaptive carnivore conservation 

by creating this updated large carnivore atlas. The previous large carnivore Atlas, a 

project not undertaken in any other African country to date, was completed eight years 

ago (Hanssen and Stander 2004). Hanssen and Stander (2004) provided a template for the 

current altas including providing the density estimates for all species except leopards. In 

recent years, regional concerns about the population trends of lions, cheetahs and wild 

dogs have grown.  In an effort to address these concerns and monitor population trends, it 

is imperative that we use the most recent information to create a starting point for future 

carnivore research and management.  

 

Objectives: 

1. Provide up to date information about large carnivore distribution and abundance 

2. Compare the results of our analysis with the previous large carnivore atlas and 

internationally accepted estimates for each species 

3. Identify species and regions that require more focused study 

 

Methods: 

 In 2010, the Ministry of Environment and Tourism (MET) initiated a large 

carnivore survey.  First, MET sent questionnaires to farmers throughout the country. 

Nearly 300 farmers replied, giving a clearer picture of presence- absence and perceived 

occurrence levels. From these data we used a kernel estimator to create a contoured map 

of absent, high, medium and low occurrence for all 6 of Namibia’s large carnivores. The 

areas were then calculated for each occurrence area.  We then applied density estimates 

from the previous large carnivore atlas to calculate population estimates for each species 

excluding leopards that were intensively surveyed (Hanssen and Stander 2004, Stein et al. 

2012). The results are discussed for each individual species; presented with the individual 

contour map. 

  



Table 1. The density and population estimates for all Namibian large carnivores across 

low, medium and high density areas. 

 

Species Area (km²) % Range Min Max Min Max

Lion 69,505 8.5 0.05 0.10 35 70

Leopard 80,393 9.8 1.20 2.80 965 2,251

Cheetah 62,194 7.6 0.05 0.10 31 62

Wild Dog 30,372 3.7 0.01 0.10 3 30

Brown Hyaena 146,707 17.9 0.07 0.10 103 147

Spotted Hyaena 93,525 11.5 0.01 0.05 9 47

Area (km²) % Range Min Max Min Max

Lion 138,874 17.0 0.50 0.70 694 972

Leopard 182,938 22.3 1.90 4.30 3,457 7,823

Cheetah 164,121 20.0 0.70 1.50 1,149 2,462

Wild Dog 47,697 5.8 0.50 1.00 238 477

Brown Hyaena 153,899 18.8 0.10 0.15 154 231

Spotted Hyaena 220,613 27.0 0.50 1.50 1,103 3,309

Area (km²) % Range Min Max Min Max

Lion 27,392 3.3 1.40 2.20 383 603

Leopard 308,586 37.6 2.90 4.10 8,935 12,632

Cheetah 323,400 39.5 2.00 3.40 6,468 10,996

Wild Dog 76,219 9.3 1.00 1.40 762 1,067

Brown Hyaena 206,233 25.2 0.15 1.00 309 2,062

Spotted Hyaena 121,703 14.9 5.00 8.00 6,085 9,736

Species Area (km²) % Range Min Max

Lion 583,199 71.2 1,113 1,644

Leopard 248,091 30.3 13,356 22,706

Cheetah 269,069 32.9 7,648 13,520

Wild Dog 662,329 81.1 1,004 1,574

Brown Hyaena 312,364 38.1 566 2,440

Spotted Hyaena 381,061 46.6 7,198 13,092

High Density High EstimatesHigh

Absent Total Estimates

Medium Medium Density Medium Estimates

Low EstimatesLow Low Density

 

 

  



Table 2. The comparative low and high estimates of large carnivores and the % increase 

from 2004 to 2012. 

 

Species Low High Low High Low High

Lion 562        894          1,113      1,644        98 84

Leopard 5,469      10,610      13,356    22,706      144 114

Cheetah 3,138      5,775        7,648      13,520      144 134

Wild Dog 355        601          1,004      1,574        183 162

Brown Hyaena 522        1,187        566        2,440        8 106

Spotted Hyaena 5,075      8,791        7,198      13,092      42 49

2004 Estimates* Current Estimates % Increase

 
*  Estimates taken from Hanssen and Stander 2004  

 

 

  



Wild Dogs: Lycaon pictus 

 
 

Since the previous large carnivore atlas, the estimated wild dog population has 

increased by over 150% according to our calculations. This range remained consistent, 

density designation changed from low to high occurrence (Table 2; Hanssen and Stander 

2004).  The entire northeastern portion of Namibia is categorized as high density 

including large portions of the Caprivi Strip. It is likely that the wild dog population of 

northern Botswana acts as a source for Namibia’s population.   Additionally, several 

areas have reported questionable densities of wild dogs including the Khomas, Erongo, 

Ohangwena and Oshikoto thus requiring follow up study.  

The total estimate for African wild dogs is approximately 4,534 and Namibia 

specifically at 200 adult individuals (Woodroffe and Sillero 2012). Although these 

estimates may be conservative and not based on field data, it is unlikely that Namibia’s 

wild dog population is 22% of the total known population.  More research in to wild dog 

density and distribution is required to  support the results of our questionnaires. 

 

 

  



Leopard: Panthera pardus 

 
 

The leopard is the most widespread large carnivore in Namibia and their 

population is thought to be increasing in many regions of the country. Our survey 

suggests that the leopard population has increased by more than 110% since 2004 (Table 

2).  Although our analysis is based on estimates derived from both camera-trapping and 

spoor surveys, the results were not entirely different from those reported in the previous 

Atlas (Hanssen and Stander 2004).  The substantial increase in area considered high 

occurrence has driven the increase in estimates.  Further, targeted study should 

investigate leopard density in the communal lands in the northeast, northwest and 

commercial farms in the south. 

Though most experts refuse to provide a total estimate for leopards in sub-

Saharan Africa, it is likely that Namibia’s leopard population  is closer to the lower end 

of the estimate (Henschel et al. 2008). Further study will help fine-tune the current 

estimate. 

 

 

 



Brown Hyaena: Hyaena brunnea 

 
 

The brown hyaena population remained the most stable of the large carnivores, 

though the high estimate was a 100% increase on the previous high estimate (Hanssen 

and Stander 2004).  As well, the designation of high brown hyaena density was applied 

across the majority of their range and small pockets close to towns reported an absence.  

Brown hyaenas are considered the most compatible of the large carnivores for living with  

human populations in particular in the absence of larger competitors such as spotted 

hyaenas. 

 The total estimate for brown hyenas across their range is between 5,000-8,000 

including large populations in Botswana, Zimbabwe and South Africa (Wiesel et al. 

2012). The IUCN Redlist suggests that the brown hyena population of Namibia is 

between 500-1000 individuals, which is not far from our stated estimate. 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Spotted Hyaena: Crocuta crocuta 

 
 

The national estimate for spotted hyenas has increased by over 40% compared to 

the previous carnivore Atlas (Hanssen and Stander 2004). Respondents reported a larger 

area of high spotted hyaena occurrence compared to previous estimates, in particular 

along the northern boundary of the country.  Spotted  hyaenas are extremely difficult to 

survey in good field conditions but more difficult in hostile farmlands. As well, the 

reported occurrence of spotted hyaenas may be influenced by the similarity in spoor 

shape and secretive nature. 

The IUCN reports a total spotted hyena population between 27,000-47,000 

individuals across Africa (Honer, Holekamp and Mills 2012). Their estimate for Namibia 

is between 2,000-3,000, which is substantially lower than our reported estimate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Lion: Panthera leo 

 
 

The lion population estimate for Namibia has nearly doubled from the previous 

large carnivore atlas to our current analysis (Hanssen and Stander 2004). This increase is 

due to the slight expansion of the lions range and the impression that the lion population 

has changed from low to medium occurrence in established areas. Though the source 

populations for lions are outdoubtedly northwest Botswana and Etosha National Park, the 

Kunene lion population through conflict mitigation have established healthy prides that 

may provide dispersal adults to surrounding areas. 

 Range-wide lion estimates have ranged from 23,000 to 39,000 depending on the 

source and the model used from extrapolation (Bauer and Van Der Merwe 2004, 

Chardonnet 2002).  With the expansion of the lion population, it is likely their population 

has increased despite the reported poisonings in recent years, however, our estimates are 

likely inflated and require further information from the northwest. 

 

 

 

  



Cheetah: Acinonyx jubatus 

 
 

The national cheetah population is of critical importance as the home of the 

largest population of wild cheetahs in the world. Our estimate has increased by over 

130% since the 2004 estimates (Hanssen and Stander 2004). This is likely due to the 

reported high occurrence of cheetahs throughout the northern half of Namibia. Though 

many locals report that cheetahs are increasing throughout the country, it is unlikely that 

cheetah populations are as high as they have been reported here and therefore require 

indepth population surveys in the northeast and northwestern portions of the country 

where large blocks of high cheetah occurrence were reported. 

 The global cheetah population is estimated to be between 7,000-10,000 

individuals (Durant et al. 2008). Though Namibia is recognized as the largest stronghold 

of free- ranging cheetahs, it is unlikely that the cheetah population is at or above this 

range. Experts suspect that there is approximately 2,000 cheetahs in Namibia which 

seems low considering the reported estimate from the previous Atlas and the perceived 

increase in the national population.  
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