
 

The Red List of Mammals of South Africa, Lesotho and Swaziland Phacochoerus africanus | 1 

Taxonomy 

Phacochoerus africanus (Gmelin 1788) 

ANIMALIA - CHORDATA - CETARTIODACTYLA - SUIDAE - 

Phacochoerus - africanus 

Common names: Common Warthog (English), Vlakvark 

(Afrikaans), Ngulubi (Ndebele), Kolobê (Sepedi, 

Setswana), Kolobe (Sotho), Mzanxi, Inyamatane (Swati), 

Ngulube (Tsonga), Ndlovudalana (Zulu) 

Taxonomic status: Species 

Taxonomic notes: During the 18
th
 and 19

th
 centuries two 

species of warthog were recognised: Phacochoerus 

aethiopicus (Pallas 1766) from the Cape Province of South 

Africa and Phacochoerus africanus (Gmelin 1788) from 

West Africa. In the early 20
th
 century, mammalian 

taxonomists lumped the two species under P. aethiopicus. 

Palaeontologists, however, continued to recognise two 

distinct species based on the absence of incisors in P. 

aethiopicus and differences between the two species in 

the structure of the third molar. The Cape Warthog (P. 

aethiopicus aethiopicus) was extinct by the 1870s, but it 

was not until the rediscovery of the Somali Warthog 
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Andre Botha 

(P. aethiopicus delamerei) in the horn of Africa (Grubb 

2013) that the 20
th
 century confusion over the 

classification of the two species of warthog was resolved. 

The history of the classification of warthogs is fully 

described by Grubb and D’Huart (2010). All southern 

African forms are referred to P. africanus. 

Assessment Rationale 

Listed as Least Concern as the species is relatively 

widespread within the assessment region, they are 

abundant, and there are no major threats believed to be 

resulting in a significant population decline. From available 

game count data from formally protected areas, private 

nature reserves and game farms, there are an estimated 

22,252 observed Common Warthogs within the 

assessment region. There is also evidence that the 

species is expanding its distribution in South Africa, both 

naturally and through introductions.  

Regional population effects: The Common Warthog is 

widespread across sub-Saharan Africa from West Africa 

eastwards to Ethiopia and southwards through East Africa 

and southern Africa to South Africa There may be some 

dispersal across national boundaries and between 

neighbouring populations in Botswana, Zimbabwe, 

Mozambique, South Africa and Swaziland. 

Distribution 

Within southern Africa, they occur in northeastern 

Namibia, and extensively in Botswana, Zimbabwe, 

Mozambique and South Africa (Table 1). Within the 

assessment region, the species naturally occurs in the 

northern and eastern parts of the country from Limpopo 

Province to the Northern Cape. They occur throughout 

Mpumalanga, Limpopo and North West provinces and 

marginally in Northern Cape Province, including Kgalagadi 

Transfrontier Park, and in the north-eastern areas of 

KwaZulu-Natal (Skinner & Chimimba 2005). Six isolated 

introduced subpopulations occur in the southern KwaZulu-

Natal (www.kznwildlife.com).  

The Common Warthog has often been referred to as 

P. aethiopicus, but this is the binomial for the Cape 

Warthog that became extinct before 1870 (Skead 2011). 

Phacocoerus africanus has been introduced into the 

former range of P. aethiopicus aethiopicus, including 

Eastern Cape, Free State and Northern Cape provinces 

(Figure 1). Boshoff and Kerley (2013) conclude that the 

Orange River probably represented the northern boundary 

between Cape and Common Warthog (where all records 

south probably refer to the Cape Warthog), while the 

Tugela River was the southerly limit of Common Warthog 

and records south of 30°S and between 27° and 30°E refer 

to Cape Warthog. The first extra-limital introductions were 

made in 1960s and 1970s. An unknown number of 

Common Warthogs sourced from the Hluhluwe-iMfolozi 

Park (KwaZulu-Natal), were introduced onto the Golden 

Gate Highlands National Park (GGHNP), Free State 

Province, between 1963 and 1968 (Penzhorn 1971). 

Burrows are very important in the lives of 

Common Warthogs, affording them protection 

against predators and adverse climactic 

conditions, and are essential to the survival of 

younger animals during cold nights 

(Cumming 1975). 
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Figure 1. Distribution records for Common Warthog (Phacochoerus africanus) within the assessment region 

Another group of warthogs (N = 20) also sourced from 

Hluhluwe-iMfolozi were introduced onto the Andries 

Vosloo Kudu Nature Reserve (AVKNR) (which now forms 

part of the Great Fish River Nature Reserve) in the Eastern 

Cape Province between 1976 and 1977 (Somers 1992a). 

Country Presence Origin 

Botswana Extant Native 

Lesotho Probably Extant Native 

Mozambique Extant Native 

Namibia Extant Native 

South Africa Extant Native 

Limpopo Province Extant Native 

Mpumalanga Province Extant Native 

Gauteng Province Extant Native 

North West Province Extant Native 

Eastern Cape Province Extant Introduced 

Western Cape Province Extant Introduced 

Free State Province Extant Native & possibly 

introduced 

Northern Cape Province Extant Native & possibly 

introduced 

Swaziland Extant Reintroduced 

Zimbabwe Extant Native 

In 1984, three warthogs were translocated from the 

AVKNR to the Rolfontein Nature Reserve (RNR) in the 

Northern Cape Province (unpubl. reserve records). They 

have also been reintroduced to areas of KwaZulu-Natal 

and Eastern Cape provinces (Skinner & Chimimba 2005). 

It is unclear how widely they have been introduced into 

the Northern and Western Cape provinces.  

The species has been reintroduced into game reserves in 

Swaziland (Monadjem 1998), and likely occurs in low 

densities along the Caledon River in Lesotho, where their 

historical occurrence is documented in Boshoff and Kerley 

(2013), and they have been observed in the vicinity of the 

Caledon River in the Wepener area since 2013 (E. Schulze 

pers. obs.). 

Warthogs are generally not contained within the borders 

of a property by standard wire or wire-mesh fencing, and 

can be considered a “free-roaming” species in South 

Africa. Their home ranges may stretch across a number of 

fenced properties which includes crop, livestock and 

game farms, and private or public nature reserves (M. 

Swanepoel unpubl. data). This has enabled them to 

disperse and expand their distribution from the initial 

introduction points in the Eastern Cape and arid Karoo. It 

is expected that their dispersal and range expansion will 

continue into areas that meet their habitat requirements. 

This would include large parts of central and eastern 

South Africa, with the very arid west coast and the fynbos 

regions possibly the only exceptions. Since these free-

roaming animals are subjected to hunting on private farms 

and reserves, formally protected areas, where no hunting 

takes place, might harbour core populations. 

Table 1. Countries of occurrence within southern Africa 
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Population 

The overall number of Common Warthog in southern 

Africa (Angola, Zambia, Tanzania and southwards) has 

been estimated at about 250,000 (Cumming 1999). 

Typical densities range from 1–10 individuals / km² in 

protected areas (Hunter 1998; Caro 2005; Cumming 

2013). Densities in the iMfolozi Game Reserve, KwaZulu-

Natal Province, ranged between 26.0 individuals / km
2
 in 

2006 and 22.8 individuals / km
2
 in 2007 (White 2010). 

Within Kruger National Park alone, population size was 

estimated at between 2,000 and 5,000 individuals in 2012, 

or about 0.25 warthogs / km
2
 (Ferreira et al. 2013). Overall, 

using composite data from 147 formally protected areas, 

private protected areas and game farms within the 

assessment region, the minimum observed population 

size for the species in 2013 was 22,252 individuals. In a 

typical sounder (a group of warthogs), the adults 

represent roughly 40%, but composition changes 

seasonally (Somers et al. 1995). Thus, there are estimated 

to be at least 8,900 mature individuals, which is very likely 

to be a significant underestimate.  

Annual growth rates vary but can be as high as 40–45% 

under favourable conditions (for example, absence from 

predators, access to water and burrows, sufficient fodder), 

such as when introduced to a protected area without 

predators (Somers 1992a; Somers & Penzhorn 1992), but 

higher rates have been recorded. For example, in the 15 

years since 43 warthog were introduced in Tussen die 

Riviere Nature Reserve in the Free State Province 

(protected area, no large predators), the population grew 

by an average of 62.6% per year, and highest growth rates 

(between 83% and 106% were recorded 8–11 years after 

introduction; E. Schulze unpubl. data). 

Subpopulations are widespread across South Africa in 

national and provincial parks, private game reserves and 

wildlife ranches. Through the expansion of game ranching 

across South Africa, coupled with potentially high 

reproductive rates and potentially increasing dispersal 

events, the national population is likely to be increasing. 

Current population trend: Increasing due to their 

prevalence on private lands and their high potential 

growth rates. 

Continuing decline in mature individuals: No 

Number of mature individuals in population: At least 

8,900. 

Number of mature individuals in largest subpopulation: 

Between 2,000 and 5,000 individuals in Kruger National 

Park. 

Number of subpopulations: Unknown 

Severely fragmented: No. Although they exist in fenced 

properties, they are able to disperse between properties. 

Habitats and Ecology 

They inhabit moist and dry African savannah grasslands, 

open bushlands and woodlands (Cumming 2013), with 

varied climatic conditions across the continent, from the 

desert-like conditions of the Sahel zone (southern parts of 

Niger, Chad and Sudan) to the subtropical conditions of 

central Africa (Kenya and Tanzania). Within the 

assessment region, it occupies a wide range of habitat, 

especially open woodland, shrubland, short grassland 

and floodplains (Skinner & Chimimba 2005). Its natural 

distribution corresponds with the Savannah biome, which 

is demarcated by altitudes from sea level to 2000 m, 

annual rainfall averages from 235–1,000 mm, diverse soil 

types and a temperate to tropical climate. It has been 

introduced to areas where the main vegetation types are 

primarily grassland, thicket and Nama Karoo. Although it 

usually occurs within range of perennial surface water, it 

may be the least water-dependent of all the suids and 

possibly obtains the majority of its required moisture from 

the food it consumes (Harris & Cerling 2002). Despite this, 

they readily drink and wallow when water is available. 

However, the evidence that warthog may be independent 

of water is anecdotal and based on occasional sightings 

where observers assumed surface water was not 

available. Warthogs will go down burrows to reach water 

below the surface in apparently waterless areas (D. 

Cumming pers. obs. 1968). 

Common Warthogs have potentially high reproductive 

rates, combined with a polyandrous mating system and 

exhibit little territorial behaviour, as males actively 

compete for mating opportunities and not habitat. They 

typically reach sexual maturity around 18–24 months, but 

juvenile females less than 12 months of age have been 

found pregnant (Somers 1992a). They can reproduce 

aseasonally in high rainfall regions where resources are 

plentiful, but have distinct farrowing peaks in October and 

April in regions with a marked dry and wet season, such 

as South Africa. Litter sizes are usually between one and 

four but as many as eight have been recorded (Child et al. 

1968). Average litter sizes that have been recorded are 3.7 

(Child et al. 1968), 2.6 (Boshe 1981), 3.3 (Mason 1982) 

and 4 (Somers & Penzhorn 1992). Adoption may occur 

when a female with young is lost to predation or disease 

and another closely related lactating female within the 

sounder raises the young as her own (Plesner-Jensen et 

al. 1999). Both sexes are considered strongly philopatric 

with sounders belonging to clans of related individuals 

within a population (Cumming 1975; Muwanika et al. 

2007; White & Cameron 2009). They are non-territorial and 

non-migratory animals who have large home ranges in 

their native habitat. 

Ecosystem and cultural services: Common Warthogs 

are considered a pioneer species as they are one of the 

first species to inhabit and utilise previously disturbed 

habitats, potentially promoting nutrient turnover in soils 

and grasses and assisting in their restoration (Treydte et 

al. 2006a, 2006b). They have economical potential as a 

profitable species in terms of recreational and trophy 

hunting, eco-tourism and meat production. Considered a 

popular bushmeat species, they are hunted and utilised 

by local communities for subsistence and readily 

exterminated locally by hunting with domestic dogs. Local 

markets also trade in warthog ivory, obtained from the 

large canines (formal term for tusks in this family). 

Use and Trade 

Common Warthogs have an economic value as a game 

animal hunted for trophy value and meat provision. 

International trade is for trophy hunting only – there are no 

live animals or animal meat traded through concern over 

the spread of African swine fever. Nationally, however, 

Common Warthogs are used for local subsistence, 

commercial meat provision, trophy and recreational 

hunting, and live animal auctions (Table 2). Utilisation is 

unlikely to affect the population. However, the bushmeat 

trade is increasing rapidly, and in some areas, reserves 
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close to human settlements have been stripped almost 

clean of wildlife. Warthogs are actively targeted in these 

hunts as they are easily killed (E. Schulze unpubl. data). 

Current research on the animal is primarily directed 

towards identifying disease risks (Penrith 2009), 

ecological and biological aspects of introduced 

populations (Nyafu 2009; Mgqatsa 2010), avenues for 

management and utilisation of extra-limital populations, 

and aspects relating to the value of meat (Swanepoel et al. 

2014). Additionally, the warthog's potential for parasite 

transmission is being considered, specifically with regards 

to African Swine Fever and Bovine Tuberculosis (BTB) 

(Renwick et al. 2007). 

Wildlife ranching has extended the range of this species, 

and free-roaming subpopulations are expected to expand 

their distribution in South Africa where there is suitable 

habitat (Table 3). They have been actively translocated 

from their native range to reserves and wildlife ranches 

across South Africa and high reproductive rates have 

allowed the species to establish and disperse to wildlife, 

livestock and crop farms. They are sometimes considered 

damage-causing animals when responsible for crop 

raiding or causing damage to fences. Damaged fences 

may allow previously excluded predators to gain access to 

vulnerable livestock and game animals. In some 

agricultural regions they are heavily persecuted by 

humans for loss reprisal. There are no domesticated 

Common Warthog subpopulations, but they are 

sometimes kept as pets. 

As part of management efforts, the extensively distributed 

extra-limital subpopulations should rather be controlled, 

and perhaps utilised to create rural and commercial meat 

production systems for local markets. Warthogs have a 

favourable carcass yield and can be utilised for 

commercial game meat production (Somers 1992b; 

Swanepoel et al. 2014). Assigning a monetary value to the 

species to establish and implement incentives for 

sustained management and utilisation strategies could 

further incentivise the shift from livestock agriculture to 

wildlife ranching. 

Threats 

There are currently no major threats to this species. It is 

widespread and tolerant, and shows remarkable 

resilience. Populations quickly recover due to their high 

reproductive rates and large litter sizes (Mason 1990; 

Somers & Penzhorn 1992). However, the species is 

susceptible to drought and overhunting or persecution, 

Category Applicable? Rationale 
Proportion of 

total harvest 
Trend 

Subsistence use Yes Meat provision Minority Increasing with wildlife ranching 

expansion. 

Commercial use Yes Trophy hunting and 

live game sales 

Majority Increasing with wildlife ranching 

expansion. 

Harvest from wild population Yes Used as bushmeat ~ 50% Increasing with human settlement 

expansion. 

Harvest from ranched population Yes Game meat and 

trophy hunting 

~ 50% Increasing with wildlife ranching 

expansion. 

Harvest from captive population No Not domesticated - - 

Table 2. Use and trade summary for the Common Warthog (Phacochoerus africanus)  

Net effect Positive 

Data quality Inferred 

Rationale It is a favoured species of game ranchers and can expand into new areas following introduction or reintroduction. 

Management 

recommendation 

Use this species in extra-limital subpopulations as a source of low-carbon protein for rural communities to sustain the 

economic value of wildlife-based economies. 

Table 3. Possible net effects of wildlife ranching on the Common Warthog (Phacochoerus africanus) and subsequent 

management recommendations 

Rank Threat description 
Evidence in the 

scientific literature 

Data 

quality 

Scale of 

study 
Current trend 

1 5.1 Hunting & Collecting Terrestrial Animals: overhunting 

(trophy and bushmeat) or persecution of 

subpopulations. 

Somers 1997 Simulation Local Increasing through 

human settlement 

expansion. 

2 11.2 Droughts: climate change increasing the frequency 

of droughts. Current stress 1.2 Ecosystem Degradation: 

ecosystem degradation from lack of water availability. 

Ogutu et al. 2008 Empirical Regional Possibly increasing 

with climate 

change. 

Table 4. Threats to the Common Warthog (Phacochoerus africanus) ranked in order of severity with corresponding evidence 

(based on IUCN threat categories, with regional context) 
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create stable and resilient subpopulations of this species 

that can be used commercially, while increasing 

management and research efforts should be directed to 

control extra-limital populations. Landowners should be 

made aware of alternative interventions to reduce fence 

and crop damage. For example, the use of swing-gates in 

game fencing has been shown to reduce the damage 

caused by warthogs burrowing under fences (Schumann 

et al. 2006). Similarly, Weise et al. (2014) trialled the use of 

discarded car tyres as wildlife passageways along the 

border of a Namibian wildlife ranch to reduce Common 

Warthog damage, which halved the number of holes 

needing to be repaired along the fence. 

Recommendations for land managers and 

practitioners: The primary management recommendation 

is to manage the Common Warthog harvest sustainably. 

This is a key species to galvanise sustainable wildlife-

based economies. More incentives and infrastructure 

should be put in place to ensure this species is used as a 

low-carbon, local source of protein to stimulate local 

economies to encourage game meat consumption and 

enhance national food security (Swanepoel et al. 2014). 

To do this, it is necessary to monitor subpopulations and 

their distribution across seasons, as this would directly 

influence the degree of harvesting pressure applied to a 

subpopulation. The best times to monitor subpopulations 

are during summer and spring, early morning, midday and 

late afternoon, as these are the times they are most visible 

(M. Swanepoel, unpubl. data). Secondly, accredited field 

abattoirs, which can inspect and process carcasses for 

commercial markets, must be established. Increasing the 

hunting pressure on cohorts such as piglets and yearlings 

would possibly simulate natural mortality and population 

regulation. This has been suggested for feral pig 

subpopulations, with the added emphasis on removing 

yearling sows (Gaillard et al. 2000; Gamelon et al. 2012). 

Research priorities: 

 There is uncertainty regarding the exact distribution 

of extra-limital subpopulations across central South 

Africa and the extent of translocations resulting in 

the spread of P. africanus into the former range of P. 

aethiopicus where it may be regarded as an invasive 

which may result in localised extinctions (Somers 1997), 

or localised population fluctuations. Climate change may 

thus become an emerging threat if it alters surface water 

distribution, thereby degrading habitat suitability for the 

species. For example, Ogutu et al. (2011) found warthogs 

to be influenced by rainfall patterns. 

Current habitat trend: Common Warthogs have a wide 

habitat tolerance in the region. They are primarily grazers 

and can successfully co-occur with livestock and game 

species through resource partitioning. On farmlands they 

have access to food, permanent water sources, and 

burrows, as the species responsible for digging burrows, 

such as Aardvark (Orycteropus afer) and Porcupine 

(Hystrix africaustralis) are distributed across South Africa. 

Farmlands encompass large areas of the total surface 

area of the provinces where warthogs occur; Limpopo 

(88.2%), Mpumalanga (60.9%), KwaZulu-Natal (71.4%), 

North West (85.1%), Eastern Cape (86.8%), Free State 

(90.9%) and Northern Cape (81.3%) (DAFF 2013). Thus, 

the habitat for Common Warthogs is stable. 

Conservation 

The Common Warthog is present in numerous protected 

areas, wildlife ranches and agricultural lands across its 

extensive range within the assessment region. The most 

important protected areas in their native range include 

Kruger National Park, Mapungubwe National Park and 

Marakele National Park in Limpopo Province; Madikwe 

Game Reserve and Pilanesberg National Park in North 

West Province; and Hluhluwe-iMfolozi Park and Ndumu 

Game Reserves in KwaZulu-Natal Province. In their 

introduced range, key protected areas include the Addo 

Elephant National Park and Mountain Zebra National Park 

in the Eastern Cape Province, Golden Gate Highlands 

National Park and Tussen die Rivere Nature Reserve in the 

Free State Province, and Mokala National Park in the 

Northern Cape Province.  

Its sustainable use should be continued and enhanced by 

more formal structures to promote the Common Warthog 

as an alternative meat source for local communities and 

commercial markets, which may potentially reduce illegal 

bushmeat hunting. Conservancy formation will help to 

Rank Intervention description 

Evidence in 

the scientific 

literature 

Data 

quality 

Scale of 

evidence 

Demonstrated 

impact 

Current conservation 

projects 

1 1.1 Site/Area Protection: form 

conservancies to create resilient 

subpopulations and reduce internal 

fence damage. 

- Anecdotal - - None 

2 2.1 Site/Area Management: educate 

and assist farmers and landowners 

on alternative methods to mitigate 

negative impacts, such as installing 

wildlife passageways in fences. 

Schuman et 

al. 2006 

 

 

Weise et al. 

2014 

Empirical 

 

 

 

Empirical 

Local 

 

 

 

Local 

Warthog hole 

creation lowered by 

40%. 

 

Warthog hole 

damage reduced 

from 31 to 14 per day. 

Long term monitoring of 

wildlife use of swing 

gates in Free State 

Province, University of 

Stellenbosch. 

3 6.1 Linked Enterprises & Livelihood 

Alternatives: invest in infrastructure 

and human capital to produce and 

process Warthog meat and reduce 

bushmeat poaching. 

- Anecdotal - - Nutrition and sensory 

profile of warthog meat 

and meat products, 

University of 

Stellenbosch. 

Table 5. Conservation interventions for the Common Warthog (Phacochoerus africanus) ranked in order of effectiveness with 

corresponding evidence (based on IUCN action categories, with regional context) 
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species (Skead 2007, 2011). However, this might not 

affect the current listing. Further research should 

nevertheless seek to delimit the extent of their 

current distribution and natural range expansions.  

 Similarly, research into the ecological and biological 

factors contributing to the success of the Common 

Warthog as an introduced species, and their impact 

in these areas, should be undertaken. For example, 

understanding whether small livestock farms are 

shifting to large livestock or mixed farming practices 

following the introduction of the Common Warthog in 

the Northern Cape and Free State provinces. This 

also includes documenting the internal parasites of 

extra-limital subpopulations with reference to native 

subpopulations. 

 Determine the risk of Common Warthogs acting as 

long-term hosts and vectors of potentially harmful 

livestock and game animal diseases (for example, 

African Swine Fever).  

 Methods of artificially simulating natural mortality 

patterns in Common Warthog subpopulations as 

management tool should be developed. 

 Further research is needed on practical methods to 

mitigate the negative ecological and economic 

impacts caused by Common Warthogs. 

Encouraged citizen actions: 

 Consume Common Warthog meat and products to 

stimulate wildlife-based economies.  

 Similarly, landowners should manage extra-limital 

warthog subpopulations commercially for local food 

consumption. 

 Report sightings on virtual museum platforms (for 

example, iSpot and MammalMAP) to establish the 

extent of extra-limital distribution within the 

assessment region. 
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