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Since ancient time, livestock guarding dogs (LGDs) have been an important element of 

pastoralism in the old world. They were selected with a unique purpose - to protect 

livestock from predators, such as wolves, bears or lynxes – and are thought to have 

been one of the most ancient and numerous types of dogs. With the eradication of large 

carnivores from most of their original range, and the decline of extensive livestock 

grazing, their use decreased. This resulted in the reduction of their numbers and the 

loss of knowledge on how to use them, threatening many of the nearly 50 recognized 

breeds and their working abilities. With the increasing concern on nature conservation, 

and the recovery of large carnivores, LGDs regained their central role as one of the most 

efficient tools to promote human coexistence with endangered carnivores. They are 

now used in all continents to protect livestock from many different predators - from 

coyotes to pumas in America, cheetahs in Africa or dingoes in Australia. 

Promoting their use also contributes to the recovery of native LGDs and livestock 

breeds used in extensive husbandry, by reducing damages and allowing the use of more 

pastures, increasing farmers’ income with positive socioeconomic impacts in 

depopulated rural areas. In turn, sustainable grazing provides ecosystem services by 

maintaining the landscape and threatened habitats, and preventing fires by reducing 

combustibles. To learn more about LGDs has gained increased interest and relevance 

to optimize their use and deepen our knowledge on their behaviour. Furthermore, 
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studies on LGDs increased our understanding on the domestication, ontogeny and 

phylogeny of dogs. 

In 1996, Grupo Lobo initiated its LGD Program to promote the use of these dogs as an 

efficient measure to reduce conflicts with wolves and contribute to the conservation of 

this endangered predator in Portugal. Since then, nearly 650 dogs were placed in more 

than 370 flocks and herds throughout the wolf range, with very positive results. Dogs’ 

development is monitored until adulthood, after which their efficacy is assessed in 

terms of damage reduction, dog behaviour and farmers’ satisfaction. A 

multidisciplinary approach has been implemented to learn more about LGDs’ 

performance and behaviour, but also about their morphology, demographics, genetics 

and the social implications of their use. Long-term results of the Program will be 

presented as well as the challenges facing the contemporary use of LGDs. 
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