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Overview 
One of the most common conflicts between people 

and wildlife takes the form of crop raiding, which is 

widespread and an issue throughout the world. Crop 

raiding is a high-risk behaviour for wildlife, but it is 

also a high-gain foraging strategy – successful raiders 

derive substantial nutritional benefits from crops. 

Primates rank amongst the most problematic of 

species that forage on crops, and baboons are often 

cited as the most damaging of all primate crop raiding 

species (Fig 1). Being highly intelligent and adaptable, 

farmers often have little success preventing crop 

damage by primates. Raiding significantly impacts 

farmers’ livelihoods and so reduces tolerance to 

wildlife and often results in lethal methods of 

retaliation. Mitigation can only be successful if the risk 

to animals of crop raiding is increased to outweigh its 

benefits, but this requires a detailed understanding of 

the dynamics of crop foraging by the baboons.  Since 

baboons in farming areas are often highly wary of 

humans, observational methods are limited in their 

applicability.  Innovative approaches are thus required 

to investigate this problem. 

The majority of research on crop raiding has focused 

on the conflict between wildlife and subsistence 

agriculturalists. However, wildlife damage to large-scale 

commercial agriculture is also a major facet of human-

wildlife conflict and presents conservation challenges of 

its own, not least because of significant economic costs 

of primate damage to commercial farms. Further 

research in these commercial contexts is a priority. 

 

 
 

Fig 1: Chacma baboons foraging on commercial crops in 

Limpopo Province, South Africa 

 

Recently, GPS tracking collars with accelerometers 

have been used to explore the behavioural strategies of 

male chacma baboons used when raiding in the suburbs 

of Cape Town, South Africa. The baboons spent almost 

all of their time at the urban edge, using short, high-

activity forays into the urban areas to obtain 

anthropogenic food. Activity levels were also increased 

where the likelihood of deterrence by rangers was 

greater. Raiding baboons had thus dramatically altered 

their activity patterns compared to natural foraging 
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populations to exploit the energy sources offered by 

human habitation while minimising the risks of 

persecution in these areas.  Such an understanding 

allows management strategies to be appropriately 

targeted. 

Our primary objective in this project is to use 

sophisticated bio-loggers to understand baboon crop-

foraging within a commercial farming region of South 

Africa that reports high levels of human-primate 

conflict.  The results will be used to support the 

development of management plans to reduce human-

wildlife conflict in the region. 

 
Methodology 
Research will take place within Blouberg Local 

Municipality, northern Limpopo Province, South 

Africa. The region is a hot, semi-arid area with warm 

dry summers and an annual rainfall between 380-

550mm; as such it is prone to frequent drought. The 

municipality is predominantly rural, and is one of the 

least developed regions within Limpopo Province. 

Agriculture is one of the key drivers of the local 

economy with livestock and game farming and crop 

and vegetable farming the two significant subsectors. 

The project will build on our existing research on 

crop-foraging by primates and understanding human-

wildlife conflict in the region (Findlay 2016). 

Numerous factors have been suggested to affect the 

type, location, frequency and duration of crop raids, 

including farm location and size, number of 

neighbouring farms, crop type, season, natural food 

availability and mitigation methods such as field 

guarding.  Our previous research shown crop-foraging 

to be seasonal, with baboon ranging data showing 

significant shifts (Fig 2) and exploitation of farming 

field in winter when natural environmental 

productivity (indexed by NDVI) is low. Nevertheless, 

we have limited understanding of baboon behaviour 

away from the crop fields and the dynamics of how 

the baboons approach and move into the farming 

areas and minimise the risks from field guards. 

Building on our collaboration with the Alldays Wildlife 

and Communities Research Centre, that will provide 

accommodation and logistical support in South Africa 

in conjunction with Professor Hill’s Primate & 

Predator Project, we will conduct a range of farm 

assessments and identify focal farms to deploy GPS 

and motion sensing collars on chacma baboons.  The 

project will build and deploy the collars to baboons 

and through collecting high resolution spatial data 

coupled with estimates of baboon activity levels based 

on the Vector of the Dynamic Body Acceleration 

(VeDBA) explore the behaviour of the baboons 

across an annual cycle.  These data will be integrated 

with detailed ecological and crops assessments, 

remotely sensed data and information on mitigation 

methods for analysis. 

 

 
 

Fig 2: Range use of a group of chacma baboons in a 

farming area.  Use of crop fields increased in winter (July) 

when natural food availability was low. 

 

A key partner in the project is Dr Andrew King, head 

of the SHOAL (Sociality, Heterogeneity, Organisation 

And Leadership) group at Swansea.  The group 

designs and builds sophisticated bio-logging collars and 

has significant expertise in the analysis and 

interpretation of the resulting data.  Dr King will lead 

the training in the design of the collars and 

behavioural analysis based on acceleration data. 

 
Timeline 
 

This is a 3½ year PhD studentship with a proposed 

start date of October 2019.  

 

Months 1-4: Initial PhD training, literature review, 

and assessment and analysis of existing data.  

Months 5-7: Training in Swansea on collar design and 

construction of collars and the statistical methods 

related to data analysis. 

Months 8-9: Finalisation of design of field study 

following site visit with supervisor RH. 

Months 10-24: Observational and ecological field 

study, in Limpopo Province South Africa based at 

the Alldays Wildlife and Communities Research 

Centre.  

Months 25-36: Detailed data analysis. Presentations 

at conferences. Preparation of manuscripts for 

submission to peer-reviewed journals.  

Months 37-42: Finalise writing and completion of 

thesis. 



 

  

 
Training & Skills 
 

This project offers a dedicated student the 

opportunity to develop their interests in behavioural 

ecology and the use of bio-logging to understand 

animal behaviour, as well as understanding how these 

approaches may be applied in mitigating human-

wildlife conflict.  The project will provide training and 

experience in international field-work, behavioural 

observations, ecological data collection, bio-logging, 

data management, statistical analysis and modelling. 

The student will also develop generic skills in project 

management, information management, time 

management and written and oral communication. 

 

The supervisors have complementary expertise, and 

the close proximity of Durham and Newcastle 

facilitates interaction and collaborative supervision.  

Through research groups and centres at Durham, 

Newcastle, Swansea and South Africa the student will 

gain integration into broad-based research networks. 

At Durham they would join the cross-university 

Behaviour, Ecology & Environment Research Centre 

as well as the Primatology Group, based in the 

Anthropology Department; at Newcastle they would 

join the Centre for Behaviour & Evolution; in South 

Africa they would also join supervisor RH’s Primate & 

Predator Project that coordinates the research at the 

Alldays Wildlife and Communities Centre.  The 

SHOAL group at Swansea will provide dedicated 

training and supervision in collar design and 

construction and data analysis. 

 

The four supervisors have complementary expertise 

across the project range: 

 

RH’s main research interests are in the behavioural 

ecology of primates and other large mammals.  His 

Primate & Predator Project increasingly explores 

issues surrounding human-wildlife interactions and 

methods for mitigating conflict. 

 

DN is a behavioural ecologist with particular interest 

in the impact of environmental exposures over the life 

course on life-course on ageing, health parameters, 

and behavioural strategies. He is based in the Centre 

for Behaviour & Evolution.  

 

LF’s research integrates quantitative and qualitative 

approaches to understanding crop-foraging by wildlife 

and assesses the effectiveness of different methods for 

mitigating crop losses and reducing human-wildlife 

conflict.  She manages the research at the Alldays 

Wildlife and Communities Research Centre. 

AK’s research uses a question-oriented approach to 

address a range of issues in animal behaviour and 

ecology and has pioneered the use of bio-logging 

devices to explore how raiding baboons exploit the 

anthropogenic food sources and mitigate the risks 

presented by raiding in urban environments. 
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Further Information 
 

Given the highly competitive nature of these 

studentships it is recommended that candidates get in 

touch informally, sending a copy of their CV, to 

discuss a potential application. Please contact Russell 

Hill for further information: r.a.hill@durham.ac.uk. 
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