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The Serengeti Ecosystem 

Annual migration 
 > 1.2 million wildebeests 
 > 200, 000 zebra 



A UNESCO World Heritage Site and 
Biosphere Reserve 
 
Arguably one of the most important 
conservation areas on the planet 



28 species of ungulates 



26 species of predators 



FIRE: a generalist consumer and a 
strong competitor for grass 
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Ngorongoro 
Crater highlands 

Approximate route of 

migratory wildebeest  

The migration is the defining 
feature of the ecosystem 
 
 -- it passes through two 
countries and seven 
different protected areas, 
each with different 
administration, rules, and 
politics 
 
Varied management: 
   - Hunting 
   - Tourism 
   - Cattle grazing 
   - Agriculture 
   - Villages (settlement)  

Lake Victoria 



March 

The Serengeti Migration 

Loliondo 



June 

The Serengeti Migration 

Grumeti 

Ikorongo 



The Serengeti Migration 

August 



Irruption of the Serengeti Wildebeest Population:  
   The event that changed everything – to understand it 
   we must go back a century 
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South Africa 1896 

- Introduced in Ethiopia 1887 -- spread to the Cape by 1896 
 

- Die-off of cattle and other ruminants 95% 
 

- Eradicated in the early 1960’s 
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The Great Rinderpest Epidemic 



Strong relationship between wildebeest numbers 
and percentage of Serengeti that burns 



Serengeti Area Burnt in Dry Season 
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% Acacia tree canopy cover drops 
rapidly in the 1960s 

H.Dublin 1986 



Northern Serengeti, Mara triangle 1944 

Photo Syd Downey 



Northern Serengeti, Mara triangle 1944 

1983 



Burtt’s valley, 
northern Serengeti 

1935 

1989 

Note decline in 
trees in the red 
box 



1980 1986 

2003 1991 

Photos: courtesy of Tony Sinclair 



How will large increases in Serengeti elephant 
population affect the system?  

CITES ban on ivory 



Elephants are strong regulators 
of woodland density 











What issues threaten the integrity of Serengeti? 



Nature | Opinion  

Road will ruin Serengeti 

 Nature 467:272–273 (16 September 2010) Migration- 
dry season  
range 

Proposed Serengeti Highway 



Poaching: a Major Conservation Issue in Serengeti 
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Camera traps 
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Poaching: a Major Conservation Issue in Serengeti 



“George” July 2010 



- George was killed in November 
of 2010, just a month after 
release  
 

- In May 2012 a repatriated 
mother and calf were poached 
 

- Another of the newly released 
rhinos was killed in January 2014  

“The Ministry has taken measures by 
suspending 23 of its employees who are 
facing various charges, including 
corruption and helping of poachers”. 
 

   -Hon. Lazaro Nyalandu, Ministry of 
 Natural Resources and Tourism 



Habitat loss 
1984-2003 

Western boundary: 
>600,000 people 
 
Growth rate: 3.5 % yr-1 

 
Annual bushmeat 
consumption:   
~120,000 wildebeest 
(Rentsch & Packer 2012) 

Human population changes in Western Serengeti 



To fence or not to fence, that is the question… 

The future of Serengeti National Park? 
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Is it all bad news?   …NO! 

Serengeti elephant population 



Is it all bad news?   …NO! 

Wild dog relocation project 

After 15 years of research in 
Serengeti, February 2014 was 
the first time to see wild dogs 



Questions? 

So my question to the international 
community is: where does this road lead? 


