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Living in balance with wild
and domestic carnivores

Wolf Pups
Learn
Important
Lessons
From Their
Pack
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When the pups have outgrown the den, the pack will move them to what
is called a rendezvous site. This is an open area where the pups will
stay while the rest of the pack is off hunting. Usually, they’ll be left with
a chaperone. They don’t start hunting with the rest of their family until
they’ve reached six months of age.1

Sources:
1.
2.
3.

wolf.org/wolf-info/wild-kids/wolf-families/
wolfhaven.org/conservation/wolves/pack-structure/
nywolf.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Wolf-family-values_The-exquisitely-balanced-sociallife-of-the-wolf-has-implications-far-beyond-the-pack.pdf
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Young wolves learn a lot from their family members. Just like we do in
our families when we’re growing up. Then we, in turn, teach the next
generations. As you get together with your family this week, celebrate all
the important lessons you’ve learned and enjoy the time spent with your
own pack!
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Other members of the pack might end up as dispersers. These are
wolves that end up leaving the pack in order to form their own and find
their own territory. These wolves have an important role to play because
they help create new packs and ensure the genetic diversity of future
generations.2
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Young wolves learn everything they need to survive from the members
of their pack. It’s been studied that even though young wolves may be
close to the size of a full-grown wolf, their ability to choose the best
animal to hunt and take that animal down, may not be fully realized until
they’re a few years old. This points to the idea that learning from their
pack and gaining experience helps younger wolves learn.3
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As the pups play and grow, they’ll figure out what their role is in their
family. There’s a very specific structure of how a wolf pack functions. The
two wolves at the top are called the alphas, and every wolf underneath
them has a specific rank, all the way down to omega – these are the
lowest ranking members and they are responsible for playtime and stress
relief. The pups will end up within this ranking system and being around
their pack at this young age helps them learn how their pack works and
what rank they’ll end up being.2

By Chris Anderson

A

fter the holiday season, many of us
are coming down from the family time
between Thanksgiving and New Years. For
good and bad, families shape us into who we
are and teach us things throughout our lives.
The same goes for wolf packs!
Wolves are very social animals that live in
packs. These packs consist of alphas, which
is a male and female breeding pair, and
several generations of their offspring. Packs
can consist of a handful of wolves or a bigger
group like up to 20 wolves. Every member of
the pack works together from helping take
down bigger prey while hunting to raising
and looking after the pups.
Breeding females are pregnant for about
63 days.1 They will dig a den for the pups
during their first few weeks of life to protect
them from predators. These dens will usually be 6-14 feet deep and close to a water
source. This is where the pups will stay until
they’re about ten weeks old.2 When pups are
born, their eyes are closed and they’ll rely
on their mother and the rest of the pack for
everything.1
Continued...
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Packs can
consist of a
handful of
wolves or a bigger
group of up to 20
wolves.
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where cane toad infestation is most extensive.
Scent-detection canines and their handlers
can quickly and efficiently scan remote areas
for the presence of northern quoll. Since they
are nocturnal, searches for burrows can be
conducted during the daytime with no disturbance to the sleeping quoll. If active burrows
are found, protections for their territory can be
established preventing human development of
the area. Furthermore, efforts to eliminate cane
toads or predators from the area can be taken
to help preserve population numbers. Finally,
when new “students” are needed for future
taste aversion training, scent-detecting canines
can quickly find new recruits for relocation to
the island academy.
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he next venture on our worldly tour of
Canines Assisting Conservation takes
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endangered northern quoll. First, for all the
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readers outside of Australia, what is a quoll?
(But don't call -- no
Resembling a mouse mixed with a chipmunk,
one will answer!)
quolls are small marsupials native to only
Australia and nearby New Guinea. Historical
genetic evidence shows they evolved on the
continental island sometime during the Miocene
Period, around 15 to 5 million years ago. Six
species of quoll have survived to the present day,
and each occupies distinct habitat in differing
locations of Australia and the surrounding
islands. The northern quoll (Dasyurus hallucatus),
sometimes also known as the North Australia
native cat, is the smallest and believed to be
the first species to diverge from their common
ancestor.
Contrary

to their rodent look-a-likes, all quolls
are carnivorous, preying upon insects, reptiles,
birds, and even other small mammals. Being
smaller sized, northern quolls tend
to consume mostly insects, small
lizards, frogs, songbirds, and
small mammals if the opportunity arises. They stalk their
prey, then leap to pounce upon
the unsuspecting food item.
When attacking larger mammals,

quolls jump on the back of the prey and bite
at the neck until disabled. They are known to
scavenge on roadkill and around campsites,
bringing this usually shy recluse near humans.
In addition to meat, quolls also eat fruit, with
northern quolls having a particular affinity for
figs. Being mostly nocturnal, quolls search
for food at ground level but can climb trees if
necessary.
Before European settlers arrived in Australia,
quolls were widespread across the continent.
As the human population grew and the land
was converted to housing or agriculture, quoll
populations decreased immediately. The invasive predators that followed humans caused
even more damage to quoll populations. Domestic cats and red fox, both introduced to
Australia, not only prey directly upon quolls but
also consume the same prey animals as quolls,
therefore the negative effects are doubled. Finally, the most recent and drastic threat to quoll
survival is the noxious invasion of cane toads
into the Australian ecosystem. Cane toads
produce a strong poison on their skin that kills
any predator.
Northern quoll numbers have plummeted since
cane toad introduction in 1935, landing them
on the International Union for Conservation
of Nature’s Endangered Species List in 2008.
The IUCN estimates northern quoll populations

have decreased by up to 50% over the past ten
years with the trend continuing. The Australian
government also listed them as Endangered in
2005 and has taken efforts to protect current
populations. In the years leading up to endangered status, northern quoll were collected and
relocated to islands where no toads or predators existed. These populations thrived quickly,
proving predation and cane toad presence are
the major contributors to their demise. Researchers then attempted to teach these wild
quoll to avoid cane toads by using taste aversion training. The newly educated quolls were
released back to former quoll territory with
the preliminary results showing some success.
However, local dingoes soon ended the experiment by consuming all the research subjects.
Conservationists believe this taste aversion
training and protecting critical quoll habitat
is the key to helping native quoll populations
survive the cane toad onslaught. However, the
nocturnal, solitary life of northern quoll makes
finding them a challenge. In addition, they tend
to prefer heavily rocked outcroppings or dense
eucalyptus forest to inhabit, both of which are
difficult for human researchers to navigate.
Thankfully, scent-detecting conservation
canines are now on the hunt for the elusive
pint-sized predator. Dogs trained to alert
for northern quoll scent are greatly assisting
conservation efforts across Northern Australia,

Without the assistance of research dogs,
northern quoll populations would undoubtedly
continue their decline toward extinction. By
improving the accuracy and efficiency of finding
northern quoll habitat, land protection and cane
toad elimination can quickly occur to save the
few remaining individuals in that territory. As
further canine searches occur across Northern
Australia, more northern quoll become protected, saving them from the brink of extinction.
Once again, scent-detecting dogs can be credited with the literal preservation of a species.
For further reading about northern quoll conservation, visit:
1.

iucnredlist.org/species/6295/21947321

2.

bushheritage.org.au/blog/finding-the-northern-quoll-on-carnarvon-station-re

3.

australianwildlife.org/wildlife/northern-quoll/
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