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The greater Serengeti ecosystem, which 
includes Kenya’s Masai Mara (north) 
and Tanzania’s Serengeti (south), is the 
main arena for this awesome sight. At 
the end of each year during the short 
rains—November to early December—
the herds disperse into the southeast 
plains of Tanzania’s Seronera. After 
calving early in the new year (wilde-
beests drop up to 8,000 babies a day), 
huge numbers of animals start the 
800-km (497-mi) trek from these now 
bare southeast plains to lush northern 

pastures. On the way they will face 
terrible, unavoidable danger. In June 
and July braying columns—40-km (25 
miles) long—have to cross the croco-
dile-infested Grumeti River. Half of the 
great herds which successfully survive 
the crossing will stay in northern Tan-
zania, the other half will cross over into 
Kenya’s Masai Mara. In early October 
the animals begin their return journey 
back to Seronera and come full circle, 
only to begin their relentless trek once 
again early the following year.

THE GREAT MIGRATION
Nothing will prepare you for the spectacle that is the Great Migration. 

This annual journey of more than 2 million animals is a safari-seeker’s 

Holy Grail, the ultimate in wildlife experiences. Some say it’s one of the 

world’s greatest natural wonders. 

Blue wildebeest in Tanzania’s Serengeti National Park

by Kate 
Turkington





What will you see during the 
migration? 
More than 2 million wildebeest 
250,000 Thompson’s gazelle 
200,000 zebra
70,000 impala
30,000 Grant’s gazelle 
In addition, huge numbers of 
predators follow the herds. You’re 
likely to see lion, leopard, chee-
tah, jackal, hyena, and numerous 
smaller predators. 

WHO’S MIGRATING
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After surviving the deadly 
river crossings, the herds 
cross into Kenya’s Masai 
Mara until October, when 
they head south again. 

More than 2 million 
animals descend upon 
southern and eastern 
Serengeti. January is peak 
calving season. 

At the end of the rainy 
season (April-October), 
the herds head north to 
Grumeti for rutting and 
mating. 



In 2007, because of heavy rains, rivers 
became swollen and almost impassable. 
Disoriented, the wildebeest mistimed 
the crossings and over 10,000 drowned. 
Bloated bodies washed up on the river 
banks for weeks afterwards and crocodiles 
were so sated they could hardly move. 

WASHED UP
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W HERE THE M A GIC HA PPEN S
The Serengeti more then lives up to its 
awesome reputation as an amazing spot 
to see wildlife and it’s here that the Great 
M igration begins and ends. The park’s 
ecosystem supports some of the most 
abundant mammal populations left 
anywhere on earth and it covers almost 
15,000 square km (9,320 square mi) of 
seemingly endless plains, riverine bush, 
forest and scrubland roughly the size 
of Northern Ireland or Connecticut. It 
stretches between the Ngorongoro high-
lands, Lake Victoria, and Tanzania’s 
northern border with Kenya. It was 
named a UNESCO World Heritage Site 
in 1978 and an International Biosphere 
Reserve (a UNESCO international con-
servation area) in 1981.  

W HEN  TO  GO 
Because rainfall patterns are unpredict-
able, it’s diffi cult to anticipate timings 
for the migration. But usually, by the 
beginning of each year, the grazing on 
the southeast plains of Serengeti’s Sero-
nera is exhausted and the herds start to 
move northwest into Tanzania’s West-

ern Corridor . The actual crossing of the 
Grumeti River, usually between June 
and July, when an unrivalled bloody 
spectacle of terrifi ed frantic wildebeest 
and huge lashing crocodiles unfolds, is 
a gruesome, unforgettable spectacle. 
You’ll see hundreds of thousands of 
animals between March and November, 
including predators. Seronera in March, 
April and May is an ideal time for a 
safari because there are huge concen-
trations of predators preying on all the 
baby animals. Safaris are much cheaper 
between April and June, and although 
you may not witness the actual river 
crossings, you’ll still be privy to prime 
game-viewing experiences. Plus there 
will be far fewer vehicles.
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