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Preface. 

 

Canis aureus is a medium-sized wild dog widely distributed in Africa, Asia, in the Arabian 

Peninsula and in Central and South-Eastern Europe (JHALA &  MOHELMAN, 2008).  

The European golden jackal (C. a. moreoticus) is surely the largest subspecies of this taxon, since 

that the Egyptian form of this taxon (C. a. lupaster) is actually a little cryptic African wolf 

(FERGUSON, 1981; KNISPEL RUENESS et al., 2011).   

The European distribution of this species has been noticeably modified in the last sixty years, due to 

the increase of its Croatian and Bulgarian populations and to the natural trend to long dispersal rates 

of the species (KRYŠTUFEK & TVRTKOVIC, 1990; KRYŠTUFEK et al., 1997; ARNOLD et al., 2011).  

In the XX Century the first pulsation of its distribution-range in North Adriatic Hinterland dated 

back to the first years of 50’s, when some packs of golden jackals arrived in North-Western and 

Central Slovenia (BRELIH, 1955).  

A second bigger pulsation began in 80’s and a third impressive expansion seems to have started at 

the beginning of the XXI Century (LAPINI et al., 2009; KRYŠTUFEK, 2011).  

The present situation is a consequence of the above-mentioned range pulsations, particularly due to 

the drastic reduction of the Balkan populations of wolves, culminated at the end of the first half of 

the XX Century (KRYŠTUFEK & TVRTKOVIC, 1990; KRYŠTUFEK et al., 1997). 

The influences of the recent Climate Global Changes on this general picture are not clear yet, but 

might be negligible, because the main factors involved in the modification of the range of the 

species seem to be clearly anthropogenic.      

 

The golden jackal in Italy. 
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The species arrived in Italy from Northern Istria probably only in 1984 (LAPINI et al, 1993), but its 

reproduction in the North-Eastern part of the country was firstly ascertained only in 1985, when two 

young were born in agricultural lowlands near Udine (LAPINI &  PERCO, 1988, 1989; LAPINI, 1997).  

The official inclusion of the species in the Italian faunal lists lead to its legal protection, with the 

National Law n. 157/1992 (LAPINI, 2003; LAPINI et al., 2009).  

Further data on the distribution of Canis aureus in Italy were then published in various papers 

(LAPINI et al., 1993), but the spatio-temporal distribution of the available records seems to indicate 

that in 90’s its Italian diffusion was in decline (LAPINI, 2003) (fig. 1).  

At the beginning of the XXI Century, on the contrary, a clear increase of the data indicates (fig. 1) a 

new phase of expansion, with the constitution of various reproductive households in Julian (LAPINI 

et al., 2009) and Carnian Pre-Alps (LAPINI, 2009-2010; LAPINI, 2011; KRYŠTUFEK, 2011).  

The present situation was clearly oriented toward the expansion to the West, with various 

reproductive groups widely dispersed in the Regions Friuli Venezia Giulia (Karst of Gorizia and 

Trieste, Julian and Carnian Pre-Alps of the Province of Udine) and Veneto (Alps and Pre-Alps of 

the Province Belluno).  

Various presences of the species have been recorded also in the Lowlands of the Provinces of 

Venezia and Treviso (LAPINI et al., 1993, 2009; CAPPELLETTO &  FASANO, 2010), and a first vagrant 

male was recently shot in the Province of Bolzano (Alto Adige-Südtyrol) (LAPINI et al., 2009; 

AUCKENTHALER &  GERSTGRESSER, 2009).  

At present this last datum is the Westernmost sure record available in the whole European 

distribution of the species (LAPINI, 2009-2010; ARNOLD et al., 2011).    

 

The current situation. 

 

The present situation of the species in North-Eastern Italy is summarized in fig. 2.  

In the interpretation of the distributive data have been considered three levels of quality (Q1, Q2, 

Q3), but their overall credibility is quite high (fig. 3).  

On the contrary, had been considered “surely ascertained reproductive groups” only those (1) whose 

reproductive status was supported by objective proofs, like as road-killed yearlings, photos of 

young or pictures of (at least) two-three specimens together (fig. 4), or those (2) that responded to 

our play-back stimulation with collective choruses.  

In these last cases, however, the reproductive status of the howling group had been only 

hypothesized, waiting other confirmations (thin arrows in fig. 2).    
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Anyway, the XXI Century’s expansion of the species is rather evident (fig. 1), also if at present it is 

no possible to obtain a clear-cut picture of the exact number of reproductive groups present in 

North-Eastern Italy.  

This is due to some uncertainties in the interpretation in the field data.  

The presence of a reproductive group up to now was always ascertained with the contemporary 

combination of photo-trapping surveys (fig. 4), analysis of road-kills (particularly those of young 

females, fig. 5) and jackal-howling surveys performed with the standard methods defined by G. 

Giannatos in 2001 (GIANNATOS et al., 2004, 2005) (fig. 6), already applied in various other 

European situation (LANSKI et al., 2007; KROFEL, 2007, 2008, 2009; LAPINI et al., 2009).  

The combination of these methods surely gathers the better results, but for various groups of jackals 

it was no possible to combine all these techniques, obtaining only bio-acoustic data.  

As already noted, the jackal-howling approach alone it is not sufficient to clear the reproductive 

status of a golden jackal group. The correct interpretation of the jackal-howling results, in fact, is 

very difficult, due to various reasons.  

-First, it is almost impossible to evaluate the exact number of the howling specimens;   

-Second, various groups localized only with play-back methods have rapidly moved, disappearing 

after few months. This was particularly evident for various groups located along the Italian-

Slovenian borders (Karst and Southern Julian Pre-Alps) (LAPINI, 2009-2010). 

In Friuli Venezia Giulia at present there are three to six reproductive groups of golden jackals, with 

some un-certainties in number due to the interpretation of the data from Julian Pre-Alps. In this 

zone, indeed, it is quite difficult to understand if the data belong to one or three groups. It is very 

difficult to estimate their number also because at present there are no indications about the habitat 

requirements of a jackal group in alpine and sub-alpine environment. The species, indeed, shows a 

wide range of space-use patterns in relation to the local availability of the anthropogenic resources 

(ROTEM et al., 2011). 

In Veneto there are one or two groups located in the mountains of the Province of Belluno, but also 

their number is still uncertain (fig. 2). The presences of some vagrant males in the lowlands of the 

Province of Venezia and Treviso seem to be due to these reproductive groups, as well as the vagrant 

male caught in Val Pusteria-Pustertal (Province of Bolzano).    

 

Perspectives. 

 

The expansion of the golden jackal in North-Eastern Italy is surely increasing.  
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A current estimates of the number of specimens in this zone is quite difficult, but at present it was 

possible to locate three to seven true or potential reproductive groups (15-35 specimens). 

Nevertheless, considering the elusive behaviour of the species, it is possible that the situation would 

be greatly under-estimated.  

In Italy the species selects low to medium altitude environments (fig. 7), with a clear-cut preference 

for various typology of wooded mesophilous habitats (Aceri-Tilietum, Fagetum, Abieti-Fagetum, 

Orno-Pinetum nigrae, Pinetum, Salicetum) (figg. 8, 10). An high frequentation of the surroundings 

of various human settlements was also noted (Provinces of Udine, Gorizia, Trieste, Venezia and 

Treviso), like as well a clear preference for wet biotopes, riverbeds and riparian woods (fig. 8). 

The main mortality-causes of Italian golden jackal are linked to the road-mortality and to the 

mistakes during the culling-operations directed to the foxes (fig. 9). In the period 1984-2011 in Italy 

were shot at least 7 specimens (one young female, one reproductive female and five sub-adult 

males), but their true number is probably higher (LAPINI, 2009-2010). 

At the present distribution and population density, anyway, the species doesn’t directly conflicts 

with human activities. Up to now in Italy have been noted only negligible problems consisting in 

the rare predation of some game species (mostly brown hare and roe deer), or in the predation of 

domestic poultry (LAPINI, 1994, 2003, 2009-2010; LAPINI et al., 1993, 2009; AUCKENTHALER &  

GERSTGRESSER, 2009 ).        

A conservation plan for the species in Italy is urgently needed (see for example GINSBERG &  

MACDONALD, 1990; GIANNATOS et al., 2004), both for the above-mentioned human-related 

problems and for the problems that the cohabitation with increasing population of wolves will 

create in the future.  

The recent return of the wolves in North-Eastern Italy (LAPINI et al., 2010), indeed, in the near 

future will create the conditions for an ecological segregation between the grey wolf and the golden 

jackal.  

In a condition of true cohabitation between these species, in fact, Canis lupus will occupies the most 

secretive wooded eco-systems from the Alpine Mountain Chain, while Canis aureus will be 

relegated to more open lowland habitats.  

Within these environments the golden jackal prefers floodplains, swamps, wetlands, surroundings 

of human settlements and agro-ecosystems, riverbeds, estuaries and lagoons. These ecologic 

perspectives in the future would exacerbate the conflicts with various human activities.  

The researches on the species in Italy, anyway, are still very poor, due to the secretive behaviour of 

the species. With this elusive wild dog it is possible to obtain good non-invasive distributive data 

only by using the play-back method of GIANNATOS (2004, 2005).    
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In North-Eastern Italy, however, the so-called jackal-howling method allows to obtain responses 

from reproductive groups of jackals only in 20% of the cases, also in various zones where the 

presence of the jackals has been already demonstrated. This might be due to the fact that low 

densities usually reduce the elicitability of the golden jackals (LAPINI et al., 2009).  

In this conditions the best results were obtained with opportunistic methods (LAPINI et al., 2009), 

conducting bio-acoustic campaigns in areas where the presence of the jackals was previously 

indicated by sightings, road-kills, photographic records or howling spots signalled by hunters, 

biologists or generic nature lovers.     

On the basis of our field experiences, however, the importance of the play-back method in the 

localization of scattered reproductive groups of golden jackals is surely over-estimated, at least 

where they live at low population levels. On the contrary, it may be very useful in the monitoring of 

the relative density in areas where there are true populations of golden jackals, organized in more 

neighbouring reproductive groups.     

The jackal-howling technique must be surely considered a useful tool in the monitoring of Italian 

golden jackal populations, but at the present low population levels it must be fully utilized only on 

the basis of other objective evidences, and integrated by other field methods (photo-trapping, field 

tracing, genetics, etc.).  

A large-scale autumn survey on the golden jackal will gathers new data for a more detailed 

evaluation of the resolution power of the jackal-howling techniques at the present Italian low 

population levels. In late summer, indeed, the reproductive groups are more vociferous; their 

responses are more frequent, due to the high number of young in the wild (G. Giannatos, in litteris, 

2010).    
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Fig. 1. Temporal distribution of the data on the golden jackal in Italy from 1984 to the February, 
10th, 2011. It is possible to note that the availability of information has noticeably increased 
in the XXI Century. 
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Fig. 2.  UTM 10x10 km cartographic synthesis of the distribution of the golden jackal in Italy                      
    (from LAPINI, 2009-2010, modified and integrated with various recent results). 

Q1: objective data (road kills and any other verifiable record);  
Q2: good but un-verifiable records;  
Q3: particularly uncertain data. 
-Thin arrows: reproductive groups localized up to now only by bio-acoustic techniques;  
-Broad arrows: reproductive groups localized by photo-trapping and/or road kills, most of 

them later confirmed also by bio-acoustic techniques; 
-White star: locality where was released a male golden jackal caught in the center of S. 

Donà di Piave (Venice) on April, 30th, 2009 (LAPINI et al., 2009).  
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Fig. 3. Credibility of the data on the golden jackal in Italy from 1984 to the February, 10th, 2011. 
Q1: objective data (road kills and other verifiable records); Q2: good but un-verifiable 
records; Q3: particularly uncertain data. 
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Fig. 4. Photo-trapping results, most of them confirmed by means of bio-acoustic surveys (a, b).  
 
 

 
 

a- Reproductive group photo-trapped in the riverine woods along the River Tagliamento (Carnian    
Pre-Alps, Province of Udine) on December 2010 (Photo D. Conte, Udine). 

 
 

 
 

b- Two golden jackals photo-trapped in the Polje of Doberdò, Province of Gorizia, on March, 1st , 
2011 (Photo M. Zupan). The picture has been sampled from a short film recorded by an infra-red 
photo-trap. The eyes of the second specimen are indicated by an arrow. 

 



L. LAPINI et al., 2011. Italian jackals 1984-2011.An updated review (Canis aureus: Carnivora, Canidae) 

 
14 

c- A lone (?) specimen photo-trapped in a karstic wood near San Dorligo della Valle-Dolina (Karst, 
Province of Trieste) on May, 28th, 2011 (Photo L. Kozlan, Trieste). 
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Fig. 5. Road Kills. Young female (kg 9,7) road killed on an highway near Farra d’Isonzo (Gorizia) 
on February, 10th, 2011 (Photo L. Lapini).  
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Fig 6. Bio-acoustic surveys. Above: material used in our bio-acoustic campaigns; below: bio-
acoustic survey performed along the River Tagliamento (Carnian Pre-Alps, Udine 
Province). Photo L. Lapini. 
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Fig. 7. Altitudinal preferences of the golden jackal in Italy from 1984 to the February, 10th, 2011.  
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Fig. 8. Habitat selection of the golden jackal in Italy from 1984 to the February, 10th, 2011.   
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Fig. 9. Mortality of the golden jackal in Italy from 1984 to the February, 10th, 2011. 
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 Fig. 10. Habitat used by some reproductive group of golden jackal in north-eastern Italy.  
1-Riverbed of the Tagliamento River (Prealpi Carniche, Udine Province), photo L. Lapini. 
2- Aceri-Tilietum mesophilous woods (Julian Pre-Alps, Udine Prov.), photo T. Fiorenza. 
3-Agricoltural lowland landscapes (Udine surroundings), photo L. Lapini. 
4-Karstic environment near the Polje of Doberdò (Gorizia Province), photo A. Scarpa. 
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