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Letter to the Editor
A response to LETNIC M et al., 2011 [Current Zoology, 57 (5): 668–670]
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Abstract The studies of Allen (2011) and Allen et al. (2011) recently examined the methodology underpinning claims that
dingoes provide net benefits to biodiversity by suppressing foxes and cats. They found most studies to have design flaws and/or
observational methods that preclude valid interpretations from the data, describing most of the current literature as ‘wild dogma’.
In this short supplement, we briefly highlight the roles and implications of wild dogma for wild dog management in Australia. We
discuss nomenclature, and the influence that unreliable science can have on policy and practice changes related to apex predator
management [Current Zoology 57 (6): 737–740, 2011].
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Dingoes (Canis lupus dingo and hybrids) have had a
tumultuous history since their introduction to Australia,
often being viewed as a destructive pest, an ecological
saviour, or something in between. These perspectives
largely rest on the attention given to which species dingoes happen to be killing at the time. Additionally, dingoes have importance to some indigenous people, and
may also influence some wildlife species by their mere
presence. In recent years however, there has been a
growing body of literature focussing primarily on their
perceived ability to provide faunal biodiversity benefits
through suppression of foxes Vulpes vulpes and feral
cats Felis catus.
We recently reviewed the methodology underpinning
this literature and found that 75% of field studies were
based on data acquired in flawed experimental designs,
with a further 20% using insensitive measures (Allen et
al., 2011, but see response by Letnic et al., 2011a).
Desktop studies relying on distribution maps for modelling purposes suffered similar weaknesses (Allen, 2011).
We described this literature as ‘wild dogma’, and cautioned the use of deficient studies to inform dingo management. In this brief supplement, we aim to highlight
the roles and implications of wild dogma for dingo/wild
dog management in Australia.
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Like all domesticated dogs, dingoes are a derivative
of the grey wolf Canis lupus (Saetre et al., 2004;
Savolainen et al., 2004), and discussions on the ecological roles of dingoes are clouded by nomenclature.
The taxonomic name applied to the same group of dingoes could be either Canis lupus dingo, Canis lupus
familiaris, Canis familiaris dingo, Canis dingo, or feral/wild individuals of Canis familiaris – each term being in common and current usage. Each of these taxonomic names essentially describes the same type of
animal, and claiming that Canis lupus dingo is functionally any different from Canis lupus familiaris is
largely impossible at present (Claridge and Hunt, 2008).
Until such time as a definitive technique (such as DNA
identification) is able to reliably distinguish between
them in the field (Elledge et al., 2008; Jones, 2009),
followed by the demonstration of a functional difference
between them, all wild living canids in Australia could
be collectively labelled and managed as ‘wild dogs’
(Fleming et al., 2001). Thus, wild dogs are either conserved or killed in many places, and their current management largely depends on where they live and what
they’re doing, not what their genetics are or what they
look like. Wild dogma influences public and professional attitudes about the positive and negative man-
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agement of wild dogs.
This is particularly important because recent literature has culminated in calls to cease lethal control of
wild dogs and restore them to some livestock production
areas where they have been locally eradicated (Dickman
et al., 2009; Letnic et al., 2011b). This mirrors international studies on other apex predators that are often rare
or in decline (Hayward and Somers, 2009). In contrast,
there are probably more wild dogs now than at any other
time in Australia’s ecological history (Corbett, 2001b;
Davies et al., 2010), though their genetic identity is being altered through hybridisation (Corbett, 2001a;
Purcell, 2010). Less than 25% of Australia is relatively
free of wild dogs (i.e. the sheep production zone), which
are typically either widespread, common, and/or abundant in all other areas (West, 2008), in spite of sporadic
lethal control in some places (Allen, 2010). Thus, wild
dog densities have been reduced in restricted areas to
accommodate sheep production, but they have conversely increased in other areas through the anthropogenic provision of ample food and water resources
(Corbett, 2001b; Davies et al., 2010; Allen, 2011). In
short, wild dogs are doing very well in Australia.
Wild dogs also have almost mythical status in Australian culture (Hytten, 2009), and conflicting viewpoints, stories, and legends inhibit cooperative wild dog
management. Wild dogma perpetuates this confusion
and only serves to keep the discussion grounded in ambiguity. While amassing more and more unreliable
studies could be viewed as ‘a growing body evidence’
for the positive role of wild dogs, it essentially amounts
to claiming that more and more ‘unknowns’ create a
‘known’. The folly in this view should be obvious, and
no amount of unreliable studies will be enough. By examining the methodological detail in this body of literature, we therefore did not ‘miss’ any meta-patterns
(Letnic et al., 2011a), but demonstrated that the foremost observable meta-pattern is one of consistently unreliable studies (Allen et al., 2011). This confusion and
unreliability of recently published studies not only impedes the control of wild dogs, but it also curtails their
preservation.
For example, some land managers may refuse to participate in community wild dog control programs in
livestock production areas with the belief that they will
suppress foxes and cats. This weakens the effectiveness
of the control program and undermines the efforts of all
the other participants. Conversely, some land managers
may continue to destroy wild dogs where their preservation may actually be economically beneficial for their
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enterprise and the environment generally. Clear, demonstrable, evidence for the roles of wild dogs (whatever
they are) are required to inform their best-practice
management. In turn, this may inform the improved
recovery of threatened wildlife species.
The studies discussed in Allen (2011) and Allen et al.
(2011) contribute to wild dog management by providing
theories and hypotheses suitable for subsequent testing
and consideration. However, most of them cannot (and
do not) constitute evidence for these theories and hypotheses in and of themselves – individually or collectively (Allen et al., 2011). As such, they cannot be used
reliably as support for the notion that wild dogs suppress mesopredators or provide net benefits to faunal
biodiversity. For recent publications advocating this
viewpoint, a close examination of the literature supporting this notion typically leads back to the very studies found to be most unreliable. Allen et al., (2011) was
concerned that such studies would be used to prematurely inform policy and practice change despite the
clear absence of supporting data. This has already begun
to occur.
For example, Allen (2011) showed that ignoring the
effects of historical and contemporary sheep grazing
overlooks the role of wild dogs as post-grazing agents
of faunal decline and extinction, and the primary study
criticised (Johnson et al., 2007) has already been used to
support policy change protecting pure dingoes in Victoria (Clarke, 20073). In addition, Carwardine et al. (2011)
recommends the prohibition of wild dog control as the
foremost action to reduce the impacts of cats in tropical
northern Australia. However, this proposal was supported with reference to studies conducted in temperate
(Johnson and VanDerWal, 2009) and arid (Letnic et al.,
2009) areas, which were determined to be misleading
and unreliable after critical review (Allen, 2010; Allen
et al., 2011). Confusingly, the recommendation of Carwardine et al. (2011) is also contrary to published evidence from tropical northern areas (Kennedy et al.,
2011), which reports that wild dog control does not
positively affect cat activity.
The potential biodiversity outcomes of prematurely
managing wild dogs positively in the absence of reliable
information were highlighted by Augusteyn (20101),
which reported the results of a study that ceased control
of wild dogs, believing their reestablishment would
suppress the impacts of mesopredators. When the critically endangered species (bridled nailtail wallabies
Onychogalea fraenata) continued to decline, wild dog
control was resumed, and the wallaby population
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quickly responded positively. Contemporary wild dog
control typically targets both wild dogs and foxes
(Fleming, 1996; Claridge et al., 2010), and control programs for these canids have never resulted in negative
effects for threatened species populations (Glen et al.,
2007; APVMA, 20082; Saunders et al., 2010). Moreover,
this conclusion is not due to a mere lack of relevant
studies, but is the result of rigorous reviews of multiple
studies to investigate the non-target impacts of canid
control in all areas of Australia (for examples, see
Eldridge et al., 2002; Allen, 2005; Fenner et al., 2009;
Claridge et al., 2010). Given this, continued calls to
suspend wild dog control on biodiversity conservation
grounds are perplexing, especially when they’re supported by unreliable studies. This highlights how wild
dogma can influence policy and practice change with
negative consequences for faunal biodiversity.
Irrespective of these implications, it is important to
remember that we did not attempt to challenge mesopredator release theory or deny that wild dogs can/do
have positive roles in the environment – we merely
highlighted the weaknesses of studies claiming to provide evidence for such functions. We certainly did not
demonise the dingo, specifically stating that it would be
regrettable if our study were viewed in this way. Improved research may yet demonstrate the ecosystem
services and net benefits of retaining wild dogs in some
areas, but we reaffirm the importance of avoiding the
common pitfalls identified in Allen et al. (2011) when
undertaking such research. We also encourage researchers to focus on applied science questions (e.g. does wild
dog control harm threatened species?) that can inform
wild dog and threatened species management more appropriately. Replacing wild dogma with wild dog fact
will greatly enhance our ability to manage this unique
and charismatic predator in Australia.
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