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Herding sheep among wolves and people in the Netherlands

Introduction

My name is Ray Dorgelo and I am a shepherd, educator, 
consultant and former dog breeder. I have been involved 
in the field of non-lethal livestock protection, primarily 
with the use of livestock guardian dogs (LGDs), for the 
past 16 years. Initially, I worked and studied among farm-
ers and shepherds in the Romanian Carpathians. For 
broader vision and comparison, I also researched various 
locations in the Italian Abruzzese Mountains, the Spanish 
regions of Cantabria, Castilla y León, Alicante and Duero 
as well as Douro, Peneda-Gerês, Montesinho and Alvão in 
Portugal. Using the knowledge and practical experience I 
gained there, I started working with LGDs myself as well 
as helping other people to do so successfully.

Since 2018 my work has increasingly focused on my 
birth country, the Netherlands, where wolves (Canis lu-
pus) began to return that year. My main activity now is 
the integration of LGDs into the peculiar Dutch context, 
guiding shepherds and farmers to work efficiently with 
these dogs in wolf territories which, at the same time, are 

1	 https://www.yuverta.nl/mbo/richtingen/natuur-en-water/schaapherder.
2	 https://www.wolvesacrossborders.com.

heavily exploited recreational areas. I give presentations 
as a guest teacher within the Dutch shepherd training 
course1. Several days a week I also work as a shepherd with 
the mixed sheep and goat flock of Staatsbosbeheer (Dutch 
State Forest Department) at Hoog Buurlo in the Veluwe. 
At over 1,000 km², the Veluwe is the largest nature area 
of the Netherlands and consists of heathland, sand dunes 
and forest. It is a core region of wolf recovery, currently 
harbouring seven packs. We hosted a field trip for the 
Wolves Across Borders conference2 in 2025. Among the at-
tendees was Robin Rigg, who asked me to write this arti-
cle for CDPnews based on what I told the visiting group 
that day.

Learning from experience

There is more than one way to run a successful live-
stock operation in predator country, but only the most 
efficient and experienced people master the art on a level 
near to perfection. During countless hours spent among 
traditional shepherds, primarily in Romania, I witnessed 
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many styles and practices, varying from below average to 
superb. The key factor is to facilitate protectors (LGDs) to 
be able to do their job in the easiest way, thereby making 
it nearly impossible for predators to succeed in attacking 
the flock. Unfortunately, the number of knowledgeable 
people in this field is plummeting dramatically due to old 
age and the rise of intensive farming practices. When it 
comes to coexisting with nature, conventional farming 
falls short time and time again. This is also one of the 
reasons why the effective use of LGDs in modern livestock 
operations is rare.

The basic requirement to integrate LGDs into any 
set-up is to have dogs from working lines, preferably with 
a long ancestral history of work in predator-rich environ-
ments: the longer, the better. More than anything else, 
experience with specific environments and predator pres-
ence shapes the desired physical and mental traits, in-
stincts and characteristics of LGDs, which are then trans-
ferred to their offspring. There are still some unbroken 
working lines of LGDs that have resulted from centuries 
of experience, constantly shaped and improved through 
time. While completely losing this would take decades, 
and perhaps even then not everything would disappear, a 
decline in abilities already starts after one generation 
away from work, simply because the selection criteria, 
strengths and weaknesses, are only visible when dogs are 
working.

The same goes for livestock, which may also be adapt-
ed and shaped to survive and thrive in predator-rich and 
often challenging environments. Traditionally, sheep and 
goat flocks are composed of multiple generations of ani-
mals which thus have good flock behaviour in their genes. 
This not only helps them to be safer from predator attacks 
or other threats; it also enables shepherds and LGDs to 
work with the flock more efficiently. A compact flock is 
easier to oversee, protect and manoeuvre. It is also more 
difficult for a predator to attack as most predators try to 
single out an individual or grab one away from the flock. 
A more dispersed flock is at increased risk of predation 
because, no matter how many LGDs there are, there will 
always be an individual sheep or goat out of their range, 
within predators’ reach. It is not for nothing that a com-
mon practice among the better traditional shepherds is 
to confine flocks to a tight space at night and when not 
grazing, with LGDs keeping guard outside the corral. 
Sheep with good flock behaviour, when there are not so 
many that they split into smaller groups, also tend to 
graze rather compactly of their own accord. In my expe-
rience, the ideal number of animals which quite easily 
flock is up to 250 (if it is a ‘true’ flock, with multiple gen-
erations being together for a prolonged period). If there 
are over 500, more aid is required from tending or herding 
dogs. Commercial flocks across Europe are getting bigger 
in order to increase production. Above 1,000 sheep, mul-

Fig. 1. Exloo flock: compact grazing sheep, Altdeutsche Hütehund and two Mastin Español de Trabajo LGDs  
(Photo: Jenny Dorgelo-Kleine Staarman).
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tiple shepherds and tending/herding dogs are needed to 
prevent them splitting into numerous sub-flocks and 
roaming in every direction.

Ancient methods in new lands

While most (traditional) shepherds graze their ani-
mals solely to feed them, shepherds in the Netherlands 
are paid to maintain and manage certain habitat types, 
mostly heath or moorland. Land managers provide them 
with a grazing plan in which all dos and don’ts are de-
scribed. There are restrictions when it comes to particular 
parts of the area and/or delicate, rare flora and fauna, 
while certain vegetation types are targeted for grazing, 
most commonly purple moor-grass (Molinia caerulea). For 
such assignments, more than 250 sheep are not necessary. 
A flock of this size, grazed in a compact way, has more 
impact than a larger, more dispersed flock.

In 2019, shortly after the first wolves re-settled in the 
Netherlands, a stakeholder meeting about wolves for 
shepherds in the Veluwe area was held at the sheepfold 
from ‘Stichting Schapedrift’ in Ermelo. I gave a presenta-
tion about LGDs and brought two of my own so partici-
pants could see their behaviour towards sheep and people. 
The general mindset among the shepherds present was 
that they did not see themselves working with LGDs. 
Some even thought it was not possible due to the many 
recreational activities in the area and their way of work-
ing at the time. I was not surprised by that, nor concerned 
about the difficulties they mentioned. I know LGDs can 
work in many settings if things are done in a correct way, 
but I don’t put my energy into trying to convince people 
to try them. Motivation and will mostly come from neces-
sity. My primary concerns regarding LGD implementation 
in Dutch flocks were the grazing methods, flock structure, 
flock behaviour and absence of experience with LGDs 
among the local sheep and goats.

Around a year later, I was contacted by one of the shep-
herds, Wilfried Buitink from the Staatsbosbeheer flock in 
the Veluwe. Although we hadn’t talked during the meet-
ing, he had listened, observed and later researched every 
material and video about LGDs he could find on the in-
ternet. This also included my material, and the fact that 
it showed LGDs working in touristic areas prompted him 
to get in touch. He came to me, we spoke, he saw my dogs 

3	� Driving dogs such as Border Collies primarily gather or round up livestock and steer (drive) them to another pasture, corral, barn, etc. They are 
mostly interval dogs, whereas tending dogs are endurance dogs, working more slowly over a longer period of time to keep all animals together 

and their behaviour and then told his management that 
he would like to try to integrate LGDs in his mixed flock 
of sheep and goats in Hoog Buurlo. Why? There were trail 
cameras installed around his electric flex-net night pen 
and one night they recorded a wolf checking out the flock. 
At one point the wolf touched the net, received an electric 
shock and stepped back, but did not leave immediately. 
The wolf continued to investigate the pen. The sheep did 
not startle or run and eventually the wolf left. This led 
Wilfried to doubt that a good electric fence alone would 
keep his flock safe at night. One flaw or defect could mean 
a tragedy. Back then he didn’t even think about the po-
tential risk of wolf attacks during the day while grazing, 
which have since happened at several flocks.

A little over a month after Wilfried visited me, I was 
invited to take one of my dogs to join him for a day with 
his flock. He could see the behaviour of flock and dog and 
consider if it would be manageable to have LGDs with the 
flock during grazing. Dogs are pack animals: for their so-
cial needs and to support each other to deter threats, they 
need the company of at least one other dog from the same 
utility group. The success and survival of LGDs peak when 
they work and live in a pack, so there should always be a 
minimum of two per flock. I was surprised to see that Wil-
fried’s flock was very organised, calm and grazed in a com-
pact way, which was not common in the Netherlands. I 
could see it was a true flock with multiple generations of 
animals who knew each other and the way of working. To 
keep it compact, Wilfried used Altdeutsche Hütehunden 
tending dogs, which act like a living fence, whereas the 
majority of shepherds in the Netherlands use driving 
dogs3. The conditions to implement LGDs were excellent. 
I was asked to provide a proposal for a two-year pilot with 
the lease of two dogs and including my guidance and sup-

Fig. 2. Hoog Buurlo flock: compact grazing with a mixed flock of 
goats and sheep, Altdeutsche Hütehund and two Romanian 
Carpathian Shepherd Dogs (Photo: Lynn Dorgelo).
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port.
I got my first LGDs, Carpathian Shepherd Dogs (Cio-

banesc Romanesc Carpatin), from breeders and shepherds 
in Romania. I selected this breed as the best suited for my 
first small project in Romania. They have terrific skills, 
especially in harsh mountain conditions. Until four years 
ago, I bred them to provide pups to other farms and shep-
herds as well as myself. So we started at Hoog Buurlo in 
the autumn of 2020 with two of my Romanian Carpathian 
Shepherd Dogs. One was a very experienced female who 
had previously worked within my project for four years in 
bear and wolf areas of Romania and then at my place. The 
other, her daughter, was born at my place and was used 
to goats and poultry. As the mother was already an older 
dog, in the second year we added a male pup that was born 
in a small sheep and goat flock in the French Alps. (The 
pup’s father was born in Romania, grew up and lived at 
my place for four years and then went to France together 
with an unrelated female from my breeding stock.) When 
the male was one and a half years old, we retired the old-
er female back to my place. Not long after we began, I was 
asked to help out as a shepherd at various flocks due to a 
shortage of good personnel. Five years on, the Hoog Buur-
lo LGDs are owned by Staatsbosbeheer but I still work 
there as a shepherd when Wilfried is off duty.

Safe and efficient grazing

As they returned to the Netherlands and established 
territories in the Veluwe and elsewhere, wolves took their 
time to observe and analyse available opportunities. We 
have seen that, under normal circumstances, wolves al-
ways do a thorough risk assessment. This is illustrated by 
the following observations:
•	 It took approximately two years before some wolves 

attacked sheep during the day in sight of a shepherd4 
(probably wolves had already attacked sheep before 
that, but not in view of the shepherd); such attacks 
occur when flocks spread out while grazing, with many 
animals far from the shepherd and each other.

•	 It was two to three years before some wolves ap-
proached people, clearly showing begging behaviour; 

while grazing and create a boundary which they must not cross.
4	� Attacks on sheep while shepherds were present have mostly been by single adult wolves. However, other (younger) wolves were often present in 

the direct surroundings without attacking. Most herded flocks are present in wolf areas from early spring until late autumn. Wolf packs typically 
consist of a mated pair of adults and their pups, sometimes also with one or more yearlings. At least until the end of August, the adults hunt with-
out the youngest pack members, which lack experience and would likely increase the risk of a failed hunt.

this is a consequence of being fed by, for example, road 
construction workers and nature photographers.

•	 After about four years, some wolves attacked dogs in 
the presence of their owners; this occurs because pet 
dogs are walked within wolf territories and the pres-
ence of many strange canines that disrespect their 
territory markings must be a considerable provocation 
for wolves.
Although it is rarely if ever mentioned that some prob-

lematic behaviours took years to emerge, we can see from 
the above examples that wolves learn and adapt according 
to what we do and don’t do. Some people say we are train-
ing wolves to do things we don’t want, but in my opinion 
the term ‘training’ is not applicable here, since most peo-
ple are not even aware of the behaviours they are encour-
aging. There is a huge lack of pragmatic self-reflection in 
society. Fuelled by the media and certain politicians, 
much of the public expects wild animals to follow our 
rules while not moderating their own activities. An odd 
but rather prevalent mindset in the Netherlands views 
nature areas as, first and foremost, places for people to 
recreate that just happen to also be home to flora and 
fauna. These attitudes also impact pastoralists. Where I 
work as a shepherd, on several occasions speed cyclists 
refused to stop for the flock near the sheepfold and almost 
collided with the tending dog or sheep. There are a lot of 
tourists in the pastures, with or without their pet dogs, 
and some of them provoke our dogs. Children sometimes 
throw sticks or snowballs and scream at them. Occasion-
ally, passing e-scooter riders scream, honk, bark or bleat. 
If these things happen a lot during the day and for mul-
tiple days in a row, dogs become more reactive.

My approach to integrating LGDs in such an environ-
ment was and is to be as responsible and safe as possible. 
Wolves were already settled in the Veluwe, so we needed 
to start with (young) adult dogs that could stand their 
ground in wolf country. LGDs need time to bond with an 
unfamiliar flock, shepherds and location. To facilitate this 
while at the same time having a degree of control, we 
always start them on a leash connected to a shoulder gir-
dle and take them with us as we go about our daily tasks. 
In this way, they get accustomed to every aspect of work-
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ing with the flock. This is not training, but conditioning. 
After a while, bonding and routine become clearly visible, 
which is the right time to start working with the dogs off 
leash. They are conditioned and encouraged to stay close 
to the flock. Venturing away too far is verbally discour-
aged.

I won’t describe all the stages of integrating LGDs5, but 
I will mention this: there is still not enough backup and 
support in the Netherlands from lawmakers. Therefore, 
we must often leash LGDs where there is a high presence 
of recreationists, many of whom have dogs with them. 
This makes the situation for shepherds with LGDs diffi-
cult. Obviously, working LGDs need to be off leash to be 
able to position themselves in the best possible way to 
prevent predator attacks and approaches. Today we have 
various shepherds working responsibly with LGDs in wolf 
country. It is high time to implement a protected status 
for such flocks, prioritising their work and workspace 
above recreational activities. Flocks are not present 
everywhere. There is plenty of space for both shepherds 
and recreational activities while maintaining a responsi-
ble distance between the two. When people keep their 
distance from the flock (by staying on paths), we see that 
the LGDs barely react. Wildlife would also benefit from 
more regulation of human activities in their living spaces.

Our experience shows that, with appropriate measures, 
sheep can be safely grazed even directly within wolf ter-
ritories. During the night, the Hoog Buurlo flock is con-
fined together with LGDs inside a 50×50-metre corral 

5	� My website has various articles on this topic in English as well as some reports of pilot projects in Dutch, but the way we integrate LGDs is 
customised to each specific location and situation. The process begins when shepherds or farmers ask for help to start with LGDs. After an initial 
talk, both sides decide if they want to work together and on how many levels my help is needed. A plan of approach is then made. Either I connect 
them with potential suppliers of working LGDs or, if they prefer, I handle that for them. Then I guide them through all the stages, remotely and in 
the field, until they are ready to work comfortably with the dogs on their own.

comprised of electrified flex nets with fortified angles of 
120 ° to 140 °. Ideally, the flock would be in a tighter corral 
with the LGDs outside, as is traditional in Transylvania, 
but this is not possible due to the prevalence of recrea-
tional activities as already mentioned. We found that 
sheep learned quickly – within a couple of weeks – how 
to act when wolves were close at night. They position 
themselves in the middle of the corral, leaving the LGDs 
space to move freely along the fence line. We use trail 
cameras to monitor activity at night, but upon arrival in 
the morning we can see immediately if and where the 
latest threats occurred by the position of the flock and 
dogs in the corral.

To start the day’s herding, we open the corral and call 
the flock to come out and follow the shepherd. No tending 
dog is allowed to go inside the corral or to put any pres-
sure on the flock as it comes out of the safe haven. The 
flock has been conditioned to this way of working over 
more than 10 years. The sheep pay attention to the posi-
tion and walking direction of the shepherd, as they know 
this will take them to feeding grounds. The tending dogs 
work instinctively, acting where and when necessary, 
mostly without commands. If they are over-eager and in-
tervene more than needed, we tell them to reduce pres-
sure, a command which the flock has also learned to un-
derstand. The opposite is seen where driving dogs are 
sent on outruns to gather a dispersed flock. In those cas-
es, sheep learn to start running towards each other when 
they hear the command.

LGDs and tending dogs accept each other perfectly, 
each allowing the other to do their respective jobs. We 
don’t let them associate with each other during LGDs’ 
first days on the job. Instead, we immediately start herd-
ing, so the tending dogs are occupied with working the 
flock and the LGDs see that we accept that. After this 
stage, they start to appreciate each other’s presence and 
can be in each other’s direct surrounding without prob-
lems.

This compact way of grazing is very useful in wolf 
country, but it was not implemented because of that. Wil-
fried started using this approach as an efficient way to 
meet grazing management targets with a relatively small 
flock and to unleash his own vision on the landscape. The 

Fig. 3. Hoog Buurlo flock: compact grazing with a mixed flock of 
goats and sheep, Altdeutsche Hütehund and Romanian 
Carpathian Shepherd Dog (Photo: Ariane Meersschaert).
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flock, kept tight with help 
from the tending dog, can 
be compared to an organic 
grazing machine, the pace 
and direction of which de-
termines the amount of 
pressure exerted on the 
vegetation. When a spot 
with thick purple moor-
grass needs to be thor-
oughly opened up, the flock 
is kept there as long as 
needed. A strolling pace is used on more delicate or thin-
ly vegetated patches and spots where grazing is undesir-
able are avoided. To offer the flock necessary diversity, a 
position is chosen where various vegetation types are 
within reach. Basically, when a flock is well-conditioned 
to this work method, they eat from the first second they 
leave the corral till the last before they re-enter it, at a 
constant slow pace or standing still. The process develops 
very fast when it is kept up consistently, day in and day 
out, so that the sheep get used to it. A key factor is to do 
it where there is plenty to graze on at all times. Grazing 
is done in two non-stop blocks, morning and afternoon, 
to be maximally efficient. In between, the flock has a ru-
mination break in the corral.

This calm and compact way of moving through the 
landscape enables a close eye to be kept on the safety of 
the flock. At the same time, no animals are left separated 
where predators could zoom in on them and attack with-
out the risk of being confronted by the shepherd or LGDs. 
When you add to this consideration of one’s position in 
relation to the wind direction, you have a constant set of 
damage prevention measures in motion. There haven’t 
been any losses to wolves at Hoog Buurlo, either while 
grazing during the day or at night, despite their frequent 
presence. Some other flocks with LGDs have had losses, 
but they were more dispersed while grazing. Multiple 
flocks without LGDs have suffered losses.

More shepherds now graze their flocks in a compact 
way. It takes time to get a flock accustomed to this and 
obviously it’s best to have flocks with the same animals 
and their offspring each year. I’ve had very positive feed-
back and gratitude from those who implemented and con-
tinued with LGDs. Some grazing companies that partici-
pated in pilot projects later quit working with LGDs 
because wolves were not present, or no longer present, 

where they had their flocks. Wolf presence and, especial-
ly, attacks is the major motivator for Dutch shepherds to 
work with LGDs.

Final words of advice

Sustainable coexistence between livestock and preda-
tors is possible, but pragmatic and realistic approaches 
are necessary. One needs to be able to truly understand 
the behaviour of the animals involved, both domestic and 
wild. It’s important to learn about the predators you’re 
dealing with. Consider that what animals learn and do 
instinctively is always stronger than what is taught to 
them. In critical situations, taught behaviour goes out the 
window and instincts take over. However, by conditioning 
what we want and don’t want from animals, we can shape 
behaviour through their instinctive drives. We facilitate 
what they can, should and must do and block what they 
shouldn’t. People can be helped to achieve coexistence 
with large predators if they have the will to do what’s 
needed. Additionally, it makes a huge difference if the one 
trying to help can show how it’s done by example. 

For most shepherds in the Netherlands, a set of two 
LGDs is currently enough for the way of work I have de-
scribed. In any case, it is not easy to manage more than 
two LGDs right from the start. For people who are new to 
LGDs, it is better to learn the ropes with two at first. After 
gaining experience, more can be added later, if needed. 
The best way to do this is by producing a litter from your 
own dogs. It is very important to do things responsibly 
and step by step. Lost time cannot be caught up in a rush. 
The focus should be on doing the best one can do in a 
realistic and responsible way while taking all necessary 
details into consideration.

Fig. 4. Tight night corral in the Romanian Carpathian Mountains (Photo: Jenny Dorgelo).


