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Taxonomy is the science of the classification of living things and comprises two main processes, 
defining taxa and naming them. In relation to the taxonomy of the Dingo, the scientific name has 
been unstable for many years. It has been referred to as Canis familiaris, Canis familiaris dingo, Canis 
lupus familiaris, Canis lupus dingo or Canis dingo. The nomenclature, however, has become even more 
unstable in recent years with advocacy for the name Canis dingo by some authors in spite of a lack of 
morphological differentiation or interfertility between Dingo and Domestic Dog hybrids. As a result, 
there is a need to review the taxonomy of the Dingo with the aim of confirming its correct scientific 
name in order to promote stability. Using the most widely accepted species concepts, we reviewed 
the taxonomy of the Dingo by objectively dissecting each of the proposed arguments for recognising 
the Dingo as a distinct species. We conclude that the most appropriate taxonomic name to use for the 
Dingo is Canis familiaris, and that this binomial is the appropriate taxonomic name for all ancient and 
modern dog breeds, their hybrids and wild-living derivatives. It is important to highlight that correct 
taxonomy is an important part of on-ground conservation and management of wildlife. However, the 
taxonomy used as a basis for management decisions needs to be based on a consistent and evidence-
based scientific approach and not other factors.
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Introduction
Taxonomy is the theoretical study of classification including 
its principles, procedures and rules. It comprises two main 
parts including classification (identification of taxa) and 
naming of those taxa (nomenclature). Taxonomy has its 
modern origins a century prior to evolutionary theory 
as articulated by Darwin (1859), when Linnaeus (1758) 
published his Systema Naturae in which he developed the  

 
binomial system of nomenclature (i.e. a two-word system 
of naming: genus and species). Importantly the taxonomic 
system reflects or is intended to reflect the evolutionary 
relationships of species. Animals that have more recent 
common ancestry will be genetically, and in most cases 
morphologically, more similar to each other than either 
is to more distantly related animals. This network of 
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deduced relationships should ideally be reflected in their 
classification. An important principle for the practice of 
taxonomy is to optimise, as much as possible, nomenclatural 
stability of the scientific names used for species and the 
groups to which they belong (ICZN 1999).

Within Canidae, the appropriate scientific name of the 
Dingo has been uncertain for many years. There have 
been five different binomials/trinomials used with varying 
frequency (Allen et al. 2011; Kreplins et al. 2019). These 
include: Canis familiaris Linnaeus, 1758; Canis lupus 
familiaris Linnaeus, 1758; Canis familiaris dingo Meyer, 
1793; Canis lupus dingo Meyer, 1793; and Canis dingo 
Meyer, 1793. Of these five, the name Canis dingo had 
widely fallen into disuse (Jackson et al. 2019; Kreplins 
et al. 2019), until its advocated use by Crowther et 
al. (2014). Although Crowther et al. (2014) did not 
explicitly state the rank at which the taxonomic name 
Dingo should be placed, it is apparent from subsequent 
publications that they intended it to be recognised as a 
distinct species, i.e. Canis dingo (Smith 2015; Smith et al. 
2019). Since 2014 there has been increasing instability 
because the name Canis dingo has continued to be 
promoted by some authors in spite of the fact that this 
binomial has been reviewed and consistently rejected 
by numerous taxonomists (including the IUCN Canid 
Specialist Group) with dingo being regarded to be a junior 
synonym of familiaris (Jackson & Groves 2015; Jackson et 
al. 2017, 2019; Alvares et al. 2019).

In reference to the taxonomic status of the Dingo, the 
International Commission of Zoological Nomenclature 
has published two opinions relevant to the taxonomic 
status of the Dingo. These include: 

Opinion 451 – This publication suppressed the older 
name Canis antarticus [sic] Kerr, 1792 and made the 
younger name ‘dingo’ available for usage (ICZN 1957). As 
discussed by Jackson et al. (2017, 2019), the availability of 
the name ‘dingo’ does not mean its use as a specific name 
is obligatory because it remains subject to taxonomic 
revision and can be recognised as a synonym of another 
species-level taxon.

Opinion 2027 (Case 3010) (ICZN, 2003) – This 
publication reviewed 17 specific scientific names based 
on wild species that are pre-dated by, or contemporary 
with, those based on domestic animals. This publication 
lists the Grey Wolf (Canis lupus Linnaeus, 1758) and its 
domestic derivative the Dog (Canis familiaris Linnaeus, 
1758). It also explicitly places the name Dingo in brackets 
after the name Dog to provide a clear indication that 
the Dingo was considered to be a Dog. In addition, the 
Opinion confirmed that Linnaeus’ binomial, e.g. Canis 
familiaris, should be retained for the 17 domestic animals 
and their wild-living (sensu Darwin 1859) derivatives as 
a matter of nomenclatural procedure. This arrangement 
was reiterated by Gentry (2004).

Smith et al. (2019) offered a view different to the IUCN 
and ICZN and instead proposed that the Dingo should 
be recognised as a distinct species because it is “…
geographically isolated, genetically distinct, phenotypically 
distinct, ecologically distinct, behaviourally distinct, and 
devoid of many of the signs of domestication”. The first 
four of these arguments can be related to speciation and 
species concepts while the last two are not relevant to the 
recognition of species and will not be discussed further. 
All have previously been considered and found to be 
unsupported, based on standard procedures and criteria 
applied in taxonomy (Jackson et al. 2019). The aim of 
this review is to further evaluate the first four arguments 
to determine their validity, and to outline what would be 
required for taxonomists to consider the Dingo to be a 
separate species. 

A fundamental issue undermining the case brought 
by Smith et al. (2019) is their focus on arguing for the 
Australian population of the Dingo to be a distinct 
species. The species distinction of the Australian Dingo 
remains untenable while ‘Dingo’-like canids (the presumed 
progenitor population of the Australian Dingo) still exist 
in South East Asia, such as Pariah dogs and other ancient 
breeds of Asian dogs (vonHoldt et al. 2010). Authors 
such as Corbett (2001) and Sillero-Zubiri (2009) regard 
these South-East Asian and Australian dog populations 
as the same taxon (i.e. Canis lupus dingo) [sic], that is they 
are all Dingoes. This makes biological sense given their 
recent shared ancestry and no clear argument against this 
arrangement has yet been made. No proposal to make the 
Australian Dingo a separate species can be supported until 
this issue is addressed.

Geographical isolation of the 
Dingo
The use of allopatry to recognize the Dingo as a distinct 
species is highly problematic and not a sound criterion 
for taxonomic decisions. This is because allopatry does 
not necessarily equate to speciation as the many current 
mammal species with allopatric populations, across 
various continents, archipelagos and islands demonstrate 
(e.g., Wilson & Reeder 2005; Van Dyck & Strahan 2008).

It is generally accepted that the Dingo was introduced into 
Australia by humans (e.g. Wood Jones 1921; Macintosh 
1975; Filios & Taçon 2016). The fossil record consistently 
suggests the Dingo arrived in Australia less than 3,500 years 
ago (Corbett 2006). Fossil Dingoes from approximately 
3,250 years ago discovered in Madura Cave on the 
Nullarbor Plain provide the oldest reliable date for the 
Dingo in Australia (Balme et al. 2018). These authors also 
suggest that this date is very likely close to the time of 
first arrival of Dingoes because it probably spread rapidly 
throughout mainland Australia after its arrival. Other fossil 
records suggest the earliest date may be 3,450 years ago 
(Corbett 2006, Smith & Savolainen 2015). These findings 
are consistent with the archaeological evidence of Greig 
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et al. (2018) who proposed that dogs were introduced to 
the islands of Oceania, via island Southeast Asia, around 
3,300 years ago and were tied to human expansion. They 
also suggested that as a result of their genetic analysis of 
archaeological dog specimens, from mainland and island 
Southeast Asia and the Pacific, that there were at least 
three dog dispersal events into the region in addition to the 
introduction of Dingoes to Australia (Greig et al. 2018). 
These archaeological studies are also supported by genetic 
studies using mitochondrial DNA that indicate that the 
Australian Dingo, New Guinea Singing Dog and ancient 
Polynesian dogs are all recently descended from East Asian 
dogs (Savolainen et al. 2004). Interestingly the results of 
Cairns et al. (2017) suggested a closer relationship between 
southeast Australian Dingoes and the New Guinea Singing 
Dog than to the northwest Australian Dingoes. 

Some molecular studies have suggested that Dingoes 
were introduced to Australia earlier than their occurrence 
in the fossil record. These estimations include ~4,600-
5,400 or 4,600-10,800 BP (Savolainen et al. 2004) and 
4,600–18,300 years BP (Oskarsson et al. 2012) based 
on a small (<600 bp) section of one mtDNA gene. 
Using whole mtDNA genomes (~16,000 bp) Cairns 
and Wilton (2016) identified two divergent mtDNA 
lineages within Australian Dingoes and estimated that 
they diverged ~8,300 (range 5,700-11,700) years BP, most 
likely outside Australia and prior to their independent 
introduction to Australia. More robustly, Freedman et al. 
(2014) using data from whole genomes (10 million SNPs) 
estimated that the Dingo diverged from other ancient 
dog breeds 12,800 years BP (range 11,800-13,700). This 
divergence would have had to occur prior to the Dingo’s 
introduction to Australia. Most of these dates should be 
treated with some caution given that mtDNA effectively 
represents a single locus, the uncertainty surrounding the 
mutation rates and calibration points used, as well as the 
widespread introgression of modern Domestic Dog DNA 
into Australian Dingo populations and the often limited 
sampling of the progenitor South-East Asian population.

Suggestions that the Dingo arrived in Australia up to 
10,000 years ago, or longer, (Smith et al. 2019) are unlikely 
and unsupported by the fossil evidence. Despite there being 
many fossil deposits known from around the continent 
that are older than 3,500 ybp, none of them contain the 
remains of Dingoes. In addition, if the Dingo had been 
in Australia longer it would also be expected to occur 
in modern or archaeological records of offshore islands 
including Kangaroo Island and Tasmania where the land 
bridges broke down approximately 8,900 and 12,000 years 
BP respectively (Lambeck & Chappell 2001; Haoucher et 
al. 2014; Bowdler 2015).

Not only is the introduction of the Dingo into Australia 
very recent but it also appears that it is unlikely to have 
been isolated since its initial introduction because there is 
evidence of at least two introductions over the last ~4,000 
years with an unknown time span between them (Cairns 

& Wilton 2016; Cairns et al. 2017). This highlights that 
the Dingo does not appear to have been completely 
isolated since its first introduction into Australia.

The Dingo’s introduction to Australia is not exceptional. 
Numerous animals have been translocated by people 
throughout Wallacea, New Guinea and other nearby 
islands over the last 20,000 years or more. For example, the 
Northern Common Cuscus (Phalanger orientalis) is thought 
to have been introduced to New Ireland in the Bismarck 
Archipelago approximately 23,500 to 20,000 ago in the 
Late Pleistocene (Flannery & White 1991; Spriggs 1997; 
Summerhayes 2007; Heinsohn 2003, 2010). Similarly, the 
New Guinean Pademelon (Thylogale browni) appears to 
have been introduced to New Ireland around 8400 to 7000 
BP (Flannery & White 1991; Spriggs 1997; Summerhayes 
2007). Many of these populations have some amount of 
morphological and genetic distinction. Yet none of these or 
many other species that have been translocated to different 
islands by humans during this period have been thought to 
be, or recognised as, distinct species. 

This level of recent differentiation, involving populations 
established or isolated for no more than tens of thousands of 
years, is not generally recognised as taxonomically relevant 
in mammalogy. There are thousands of island mammal 
populations globally (and hundreds just within Australia) 
that have been allopatric since the Last Glacial Maximam 
(a longer time period than the Dingo has been in Australia) 
and have not evolved into different species (Abbott & 
Burbidge 1995; Wilson & Reeder 2005; Van Dyck & 
Strahan 2008). This is because speciation is not a simple 
linear process that flows rapidly or inevitably from isolation. 
Populations isolated in similar environments commonly 
do not develop partial or total reproductive isolation 
from each other (i.e. speciate) even over long periods 
of time (Frankham et al. 2011). Speciation events are 
typically associated with adaptation to novel environmental 
components and/or chromosome changes over variable 
periods of time (Frankham et al. 2011). For example, the 
North American and Eurasian populations of Grey Wolves 
have been isolated since the Last Glacial Maximam (LGM) 
but are still regarded to be the same species. Similarly, in 
the Australian context, the evolution of endemic island 
mammal species has only resulted in a handful of taxa that 
are overwhelmingly associated with long-isolated (millions 
of years) oceanic islands (e.g. Christmas Island, Lord Howe 
Island) and not the recently separated land-bridge islands 
that only became isolated from the mainland at the end 
of the LGM (10-15K YBP) (Van Dyck & Strahan 2008). 
Most Australian mammal species now found only on land-
bridge islands (e.g. Tasmanian Devil Sarcophilus harrisii, 
Long-tailed Mouse Pseudomys higginsi) have become so as a 
result of their extinction from the mainland (Van Dyck & 
Strahan 2008) and not in situ island evolution. 

Globally there are a few cases where relatively recent 
island populations of canids have been recognised as 
distinct species. The Dwarf California Channel Islands Fox 
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(Urocyon littoralis) and the extinct Falkland Islands Wolf 
(Dusicyon australis) are two currently-recognised island 
endemic canids that are only shallowly differentiated 
from mainland relatives. The timing of the arrival of these 
two taxa to their respective islands has been estimated 
to be 7,000-16,000 year ago (Hofman et al. 2015) and 
16,000 years ago (8,000–31,000) (Austin et al. 2012) 
respectively. However, these relatively new insights (i.e. 
Austin et al. 2012; Hofman et al. 2015) into the recent 
origin of these isolated populations means their taxonomic 
status as distinct species is now in doubt. Dusicyon 
australis is probably in fact conspecific with its mainland 
relative, often called Dusicyon avus, which became extinct 
in southern South America in the Holocene. These 
congeners are genetically and morphologically similar 
and have been traditionally recognised as closely related 
mainland and island counterparts (Austin et al. 2012). 
The “Falkland Islands” Wolf, in other words, was likely in 
fact the last surviving population of a formerly widespread 
species that likely evolved principally in mainland South 
America, rather than being an island endemic per se 
(this is an extinction trajectory that will be familiar to 
Australian mammalogists!).

Genetic studies have also shown that Urocyon littoralis 
is less distinctive compared to mainland Gray Foxes (U. 
cinereoargenteus) than various mainland populations of U. 
cinereoargenteus are to one another, and island foxes are 
even suspected to have arrived throughout the Channel 
Islands by human transport (Hofman et al. 2015). Thus, 
the Dwarf California Channel Islands Fox is a recently 
isolated island population of a single widespread species 
that occurs broadly across the American continents from 
northern North America to South America, rather than a 
distinct species. Similarly, recent taxonomic reviews of the 
other Carnivora widespread on islands in the Americas—
the raccoons of the Bahamas (“Procyon maynardi”), 
Guadeloupe (“P. minor”), Barbados (“P. gloveralleni”), 
the Tres Marias Islands (“P. insularis”), and Cozumel 
(“P. pygmaeus”)—have now shown that all of these 
putative species are very recently isolated, and in many 
cases human transported, island populations of the very 
widespread Common Raccoon (P. lotor) (Helgen and 
Wilson 2002, 2003, 2005; Louppe et al. 2020). One other 
similar situation is the Cozumel Island Coati, which was 
traditionally classified as a distinctive island endemic, 
Nasua nelsoni, but it is now regarded as a population 
(not necessarily even a subspecies) of the widespread 
White-nosed Coati (N. narica) following genetic studies 
(e.g. Nigenda-Morales et al. 2019). All of these formerly 
recognized island carnivores were originally classified as 
distinct species mainly because they were isolated island 
populations that differ in minor ways, mainly in body size, 
from their mainland congeners. To summarize: similar to 
the case of the insular raccoons and coati, “island” canid 
taxa often traditionally accorded taxonomic status (i.e. 
prior to genetic evidence of their relationships and level 
of divergence being available)—the Falkland Islands Wolf, 
the Island Gray Fox, and the Dingo—are now understood 

to be recently established variants of more widespread 
mainland lineages, and as such it is increasingly recognised 
they do not or may not deserve taxonomic recognition.

Genetic distinction of the Dingo
Within animal populations there is a spectrum of genetic 
differentiation ranging from between individuals within 
a population, through populations within a species to 
differentiation between species within a genus. It is 
expected that at the level of species there should be a 
major break in the distribution of genetic diversity, that 
differentiates each species from others in the genus. The 
suggestion by authors, including Crowther et al. (2014) 
and Smith et al. (2019), that the Dingo is genetically 
distinct is not surprising given the current use of high-
resolution genetic markers that enable most populations 
within a species to be distinguishable. This does not 
mean each diagnosed population is a separate species. 
For example, Koala (Phascolarctos cinereus) populations 
are genetically differentiable across their distribution 
with high resolution genetic markers yet only a single 
species, with no subspecies, is recognised (Neaves et al. 
2016; Johnson et al. 2018). Similarly, Abrolhos Island 
populations of Tammar Wallabies (Notamacropus eugenii), 
are readily genetically distinguishable from southwest 
Western Australian mainland populations after over 
10,000 years of isolation but are still considered a single 
species (Eldridge et al. 2017). The ability of modern 
high-resolution genetic markers to distinguish most 
populations within species, and indeed often family 
groups within populations, should not be used as the basis 
for spurious taxonomic splitting of what are otherwise 
demonstrably single species (Frankham et al. 2012). 
The use of diagnosable phylogenetic species concepts is 
well known to result in over-splitting and if applied in 
the current context would result in all diagnosable dog 
breeds being considered separate species – which would 
be biologically and taxonomically unsustainable and 
unmeaningful.(Frankham et al. 2012).

In modern mammal taxonomy, identifying and classifying 
distinct mammal species involves demonstrating deep and 
largely independent evolutionary histories that usually 
involve genetic distinctions acquired over hundreds of 
thousands or millions of years (e.g. Baker and Bradley 
2006). However, when the phylogenetic position of the 
Dingo is compared with wolves and other canids, it is clear 
that the phylogenetic position of the Dingo fits solidly 
within a group containing ancient Asian dog breeds 
(vonHoldt et al. 2010). 

VonHoldt et al. (2010) investigated the domestication 
of the dog from the wild wolf using genetic differences. 
This large-scale study used more than 48,000 single 
nucleotide polymorphisms in the genome from 912 dogs 
of 85 modern breeds of modern and ancient dog breeds, 
and 225 grey wolves. VonHoldt et al. (2010) showed that 
when the Dingo is considered in context with other dog 
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breeds it clearly sits within the group containing the Shar-
Pei, Akita, Chow Chow and New Guinea Singing Dog. 
These results were subsequently supported by the research 
of Wang et al. (2013, 2016). Genetically, the Dingo is no 
more distinct than any other ancient dog breed and so 
does not warrant recognition as a separate species.

The fact that dingoes readily interbreed and hybridise 
with domestic dogs, leading to widespread introgression 
between them (e.g. Stephens et al. 2015; Cairns et al. 
2017), also undermines the suggestion that the Dingo 
should be recognised as a distinct species. Effective 
reproductive isolation remains the gold standard for 
establishing species status under the most widely used 
species concepts, although it is now recognised that 
occasional hybridisation and introgression is common 
between good species, including amongst canid species 
which nevertheless maintain their separate identities.

Morphological distinction of the 
Dingo
Dingoes are not consistently, readily or robustly 
morphologically distinguishable from other ancient or 
modern dogs. Their body, skull and dentition are similar 
to those of other dogs. The cephalic indices and other 
cranial features demonstrate that Dingo skull morphology 
falls within the range for dogs as a whole. We agree with 
Smith et al. (2019) that the morphological separation of 
Dingoes from domestic dogs remains problematic. This is 
because there is:

•	Large morphological variation in cranial shape within 
domestic dogs.

•	Dingoes also exhibit morphological variation through 
space and time.

•	Dingoes and dingo–dog hybrids can be difficult to 
separate morphologically (Parr et al. 2016).

•	Efforts to distinguish Dingoes and domestic dogs on the 
basis of morphology have been based on examination of 
skulls that post-date European contact (e.g. Crowther 
et al. 2014); hence any of these could be the result of 
cross-breeding rather than pure dingoes.

•	Similarly, some dog breeds, particularly the Australian 
cattle dog, show evidence of previous hybridisation with 
Dingoes.

•	There is evidence for at least two sub-populations of 
Dingoes in Australia, possibly the result of multiple 
introductions (Cairns & Wilton 2016; Cairns et al. 
2017). These sub-populations also show some evidence 
of morphological separation (Colman 2015), thus 
further obscuring efforts to characterise and distinguish 
the skulls of Dingoes from those of other dogs. 

Even if the Dingo could be distinguished consistently on 
the basis of cranial morphology, as some other breeds of 
dogs can be distinguished (e.g., Chihuahuas, Pugs, and 
Great Danes), it does not change the Dingo’s ancestry. It 
is unsurprising that artificial selection for morphological 
variation among modern dogs should give rise to a wide 
variety of diverse morphologies (Georgevsky et al. 2014, 
Jackson et al. 2019). Nor is it surprising that Dingoes, 
which have been isolated from intensive anthropogenic 
selection and introgression of modern dog genes until 
recent times, should be relatively consistent and likely 
similar to those that were first introduced.

As an ancient dog breed the dingo has not been 
highly modified by anthropomorphic selection and so 
is morphologically similar to some other ancient breeds 
of dogs and to free-living dogs throughout much of the 
world, including dogs found in India, Japan, Philippines, 
Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia and New 
Guinea (e.g. Corbett 2001; Koler-Matznick et al. 2003; 
Smith & Savolainen 2015; Fillios & Taçon 2016, 
McIntyre et al. 2020).

The ecological distinction of the 
Dingo
In regard to the suggestion that the Dingo is ecologically 
distinct, the ecology of an animal is not typically a criterion 
used for distinguishing species. Species of most widespread 
mammalian carnivores (e.g. canids, big cats, bears, toothed 
whales) often have populations that are ecologically and/
or behaviourally distinct from other populations. In any 
case, no substantial ecological difference, as such, has been 
demonstrated between Dingoes and other dogs (Crowther 
et al. 2020) or even most other canids. Dingoes and other 
free-roaming dogs are generalist, opportunistic predators 
and scavengers (Ritchie et al. 2014; Fleming et al. 2017) 
that have adapted their foraging behaviours and diets to fit 
the opportunities of their specific environments (Thomson 
1992; Corbett 2001; Purcell 2010). In this same context, 
free-roaming dogs are similar to Coyotes (Canis latrans) 
in that they are all highly adaptable to a wide range of 
environments with ecological behaviours tailored to suit. 
While some Coyote populations are ecologically distinct 
from others, this does not mean that they should be 
regarded as different species.

Dingoes and hybrids with modern dogs fill many roles 
across Australia, ranging from scavengers to preferential 
predators of common macropodids (Corbett 2001; 
Fleming et al. 2001; Vernes et al. 2001; Doherty et al. 
2019). For example, Dingoes readily become commensal 
when artificial resources are provided when there are 
natural environmental deficits and in so doing they can 
become focused on scavenging anthropogenic food waste 
(e.g. Newsome et al. 2014a; 2014b). Feral, free-roaming 
modern dogs sometimes fulfil a similar commensal role, 
and interact in the wild with Dingoes and hybrids 
(Gabriele-Rivet et al. 2019; Sparkes et al. 2014, 2016). 
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There are often greater ecological differences between 
Dingo populations than there are between co-occurring 
dingoes and Red Fox (Vulpes vulpes) or feral Cat (Felis 
catus) populations, which can have highly overlapping 
diets (Allen et al. 2012; Fleming et al. 2012). Such highly 
overlapping diets means they eat the same things and 
therefore have shared ecological roles. None of these 
studies suggests that ‘different ecology’ should be a 
criterion for distinguishing species. 

As a result of the issues discussed above, it is difficult to 
functionally differentiate Dingoes, wild-living modern 
dogs and hybrids (Claridge & Hunt 2008; Crowther 
et al. 2021). Therefore, until animals can be reliably 
distinguished in the field, and functional differences 
can be demonstrated, all wild living canids in Australia 
should be inclusively labelled and managed as ‘wild dogs’ 
(Fleming et al., 2001; Allen et al. 2011).

Conclusion
Our review of taxonomic criteria suitable for distinguishing 
the Dingo from other dogs confirms the view that dingoes 
inhabiting Australia should not be recognised as a distinct 
species of canid, but rather should be recognised as an 
ancient breed of domestic dog with the scientific name 
Canis familiaris. When aiming to distinguish the Dingo as 
a breed distinct from other ancient or modern breeds of 
dog, we recommend authors use: Canis familiaris (Dingo). 
Our review also demonstrates that the literature does 
not support the proposal by Smith et al. (2019) that 
because the Dingo is geographically isolated, genetically 
distinct, phenotypically distinct, or ecologically distinct it 
should be regarded as a separate species. In contrast, the 
literature is very clear that: 

1.	 Australian dingoes have not been geographically 
isolated for any great length of time, and that 
populations of other species geographically isolated for 
longer are still recognised as the same species; 

2.	 though the Australian Dingo can be genetically 
distinguished from other dogs, so can all other dog 
breeds, populations and subpopulations. Recent 
genetic divergence or distinctiveness of dog breeds 
reflects their recent population history and is not 
grounds for recognising a distinct species (or inventing 
a new species); 

3.	 the phenotypes expressed by the Dingo in Australia 
are very common across free-roaming dog populations 
on most continents and also sit firmly within the 

normal phenotypical range of other dogs; and 

4.	 not only are dingoes not ecologically distinct, but 
ecological distinctiveness is often highly variable 
within species. 

Smith and colleagues’ (2019) claims to the contrary are 
inconsistent with published data and do not provide a 
rational basis for establishing species distinction. This 
position is supported by Opinion 3010 of the ICZN 
(Gentry et al. 1996; ICZN 2003) and sustained during 
recent review by the IUCN Canid Specialist Group 
(Alvarez et al. 2019), which places the Dingo with the 
domestic dog. Consequently, the Dingo is ineligible for 
consideration on the IUCN Red List of Threatened 
Species and has been recently removed from that list (see 
www.iucnredlist.org). 

Though the correct scientific name of the Dingo is Canis 
familiaris, this in no way diminishes its iconic status 
or conservation value, or impedes on-ground Dingo 
conservation actions (Allen et al. 2017, 2021; Fleming 
et al. 2021). While we are sympathetic to the need to 
protect the important ecosystem function provided 
by this population of wild dogs in Australia, changing 
their taxonomic designation is not an appropriate way 
of doing this.

For the Dingo to be recognised as a separate species 
or subspecies would require that Opinion 3010 of the 
ICZN (Gentry et al. 1996; ICZN 2003) be rescinded or 
countermanded by a new Opinion. In addition, for the 
Dingo to be regarded as a separate species would require 
one or more of the following:

i.	 new evidence of effective reproductive isolation of the 
Dingo from related canids

ii.	 new genetic evidence that showed the Dingo does not 
cluster within the diversity represented by domestic 
dog breeds

iii.	 new evidence that the Dingo was an independently 
derived evolutionary lineage that was more distinct 
from domestic dog breeds, than these breeds are from 
each other

iv.	 In addition, the relationship of the Australian Dingo 
population with other ‘Dingo’ populations in mainland 
and island South-East Asia including New Guinea 
(Singing Dog) would need to be clarified.
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