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Identifying Tracks and Signs from Photographs

Taking photographs of animal tracks and signs for identification purposes, or identifying

tracks and signs from photographs, sounds easy enough! Well,

it is not that easy.

Remember a few basic principles and avoid common pitfalls to add to your appreciation

and the conservation of nature.

1. The Bigger Picture:

The identification of tracks and signs, as well as
the tracking of an animal, is a holistic activity. In
addition to evaluating the track itself, a tracker
considers the environment as a whole. As this
complex environment may not be visible in a
photograph of the track or sign, additional
information needs to be provided!

2, Size:

As the measurements of a track usually play a
significant role in its identification, a clear ruler
should be included in the photograph. If this is not
possible, any object of a widely known, relatively
consistent size should be used. A bank card, a
pen, a match box or a beer bottle top are
excellent examples. Objects of variable sizes (car
keys, a lighter, a pocket-knife or a shoe) should
be avoided. Preferably a measurement should
also be provided, e.g., 95mm length.

3. Locality:

This information should be as specific as
possible, i.e., “Lowveld” or “Northern Cape” does
not suffice as many species have a restricted
distribution. The precise GPS coordinates may
be required for proper record keeping and
atlassing, but even a description such as
“Richtersveld National Park” or “Game farm 15km
north of Mokopane” will be of value.

4. Habitat:
Although the locality may give an indication of the
habitat, it is often essential to describe the habitat
in more detail, especially for smaller creatures. An
animal, for example, may prefer the denser
growth around a waterbody in the bushveld.

Contribute to conservation:
Submit your track photographs to a well-managed database: iNaturalist www.inaturalist.org
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5. Additional evidence:
This may be provided in the form of additional
photographs or even a concise description. It may
be important that the animal occurred in a group,
that it from time to time dug in the hard soil or that
its tracks were on top of the vehicle tracks from
early that morning.

6. Examples:

Each square is 10 X 10 mm

Ruler:

Locality: Nylsvley Nature Reserve
Habitat: Bushveld, on road
Additional: Track found early morning

Answer: Aardvark walking from left to right;
hindfoot partially registers on front.
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15 cm
Locality:  Pilanesberg
Habitat: ~ Bushveld, on road
Answer: Male leopard walking fast from left
to right; overstep. Insert: Right front foot.

Ruler:
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