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What we thought we knew about 
giraffes doesn’t measure up. 
There's more than one species!

By Lynn Brunelle

  TTallall
 Tales Tales

STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION

As you read, think about the body 
parts that help a giraffe survive in 
its environment.

Wildlife and Wild Places
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Under the Radar
They tower above the grasslands and 
woodlands of Africa. They stand out in 
zoos around the world. They appear in 
ancient rock carvings in Africa. They show 
up in toy stores and on clothing. Everyone 
knows a giraffe when they see one. But 
scientists weren't really taking a close 
look—until now. 

Scientifically, giraffes didn’t seem that 
interesting. They didn’t seem to form close 
bonds, as elephants do. They didn’t seem 
to be social, like gorillas. They didn’t seem 
to do more than quietly browse. “Since 
they were a common sight in the wild, 
no one imagined there was an issue with 
population numbers,” says Steph Fennessy. 
She’s the co-founder of the Giraffe 
Conservation Foundation in Namibia, 
Africa. Steph and her husband, Julian, focus 
on the conservation of giraffes in the wild.

Not All the Same
Scientists noticed there were different 
groups of giraffes living in different parts 
of Africa. They observed nine populations. 
Scientists thought they all belonged to the 
same species. 

Then the Fennessys did more research. 
They gathered tissue samples from the 
major groups of giraffes. A scientist, Axel 
Janke, compared the samples under a 
microscope. He saw that there was not just 
one species of giraffe but four!

Branching Out 
Long ago, giraffes may have belonged to 
one species. Over time, groups of giraffes 
spread out over Africa and lost contact with 
each other.   

Each group adapted to their new 
environments. They slowly changed. They 
became four distinct species. Today they are 
as different from each other as a polar bear 
is from a brown bear. 

The northern giraffe species lives in 
East and central Africa. The southern 
giraffe lives in southern Africa. The 
reticulated giraffe lives in East Africa. The 
Masai giraffe is found in southern Kenya, 
Tanzania, and Zambia. 

Spot the Difference
How can you spot the difference between 
giraffe species? Look at their spots. The 
Masai giraffe has spots that are dark brown 
and leaf-shaped. The patches are jagged 
and surrounded by a creamy color. Their 
pattern does not cover all of their legs. They 
look like they’re wearing socks.

The reticulated giraffe has large, 
orangey-brown spots. Thin streaks of 
creamy white surround the spots. The 
pattern goes all the way down the legs. 

The spots of the southern and northern 
giraffes look similar. They are a chestnut 
brown surrounded by paler tan. The 
southern giraffe’s patches are a little more 
jagged. The northern giraffe has no spots 
on its legs.

Masai 
giraffes

southern 
giraffe

reticulated 
giraffe

Reticulated 
means 
arranged  
or marked 
like a net  
or network.

northern 
giraffe
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Range of  
giraffes by  
species

 Masai

 Northern

 Reticulated

 Southern
SOURCE: Giraffe Conservation Foundation
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High Pressure
Giraffes need a lot of room to roam and 
browse. As human populations expand, 
giraffes’ habitats start to shrink. People 	
cut down trees. Then there is less food 	
for giraffes.

Giraffes are also a target. Poachers kill 
them for their spotted coats and for meat. 
They are also killed for their tails, which are 
valued in some African cultures. 

Giraffes are already extinct in at least 
seven countries in Africa. Across Africa, 
there are fewer than 100,000 giraffes 
left. That’s not a lot for four species. So, 
there’s much concern among animal 
conservationists.

WORDWISE
conservationist: a person who 
works to protect animals and 
plants and promotes the careful 
use of natural resources

habitat: the place where a plant or 
an animal lives

species: a group of animals or 
plants that is similar and can 
produce young animals or plants

Numbers Game
Axel Janke believes we must take a closer 
look at giraffes. “We need to understand 
giraffes better to conserve them,” he says.  

Time is running out to do so, though. 
The northern and reticulated giraffe species 
are the hardest hit. Poaching, habitat loss, 
and disease have reduced their numbers. 
There are fewer than 5,200 northern 
giraffes left in the wild. And fewer than 
8,700 reticulated giraffes.

Bad News, Good News 
The bad news is that each of these species 
is in trouble. According to Julian Fennessy, 
giraffes are among the most endangered 
large mammals in the world. But until 
scientists knew there were four species 
instead of one, they didn't realize the threat.

The good news is that the world is now 
aware of the urgent need to protect giraffes. 
How they are counted will change their 
conservation status. 

Small Science, Big Difference
Giraffes look so similar. It took looking 
through a microscope to really understand 
their differences.

This highlights the importance of 
technology in understanding nature. As 
Janke says, “Only with scientific knowledge 
can we protect animals.” 

A group of giraffes is called a tower.

Giraffes have fur-covered  
horns called ossicones. 

Giraffes must 
stoop to drink. 

A giraffe's long, purple 
tongue helps it snag leaves 
in hard-to-reach places.

Pathfinder      9


