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I currently work a large mixed species yard with several white rhinos. Out of the herd, there are two females with a very strong bond who tend to gang-up on our male and have caused some serious injuries last summer. We have tried running two herds with these specific females in different groups hoping to break the pair bond but without success, after over 6 months apart they came right back together upon introductions and proceeded to back down the male as a team. When seperated into different herds they allowed the male to breed and only mild agression was noted. Has anyone experienced similar problems or have advice on what might be triggering such antagonistic social behaviors? Both females are proven breeders and we are eager to get them bred again. 




Some questions come straight to mind after reading this such as: species Southern or Northern, but I’ll assume Southern. The other questions come to mind such as: What age and size are the females and the male?  Is it just this male? Do these females have calves at foot?

Injuries aside, generally though from my experience of watching over Southern White Rhinos it doesn't sound unduly worrying.  In the wild a fully mature adult male would stay apart. Furthermore, males will go for calves. I spent several years on/off sitting for many days, in many conditions, in amongst rhinos in a safari park, where, amongst other 'anti-social' behaviour from the male, I have seen a very young calf thrown completely over in the air by a young adult male. So it is in the female’s interest to assert itself over any male, where it can. Children first I suppose.
Furthermore, to me at least it rather depends on the degree of aggression/ganging-up and actual amount of time spent exhibiting this behaviour? For example, is the aggression always a full blown charge/physical engagement with the male? Or usually just a brief chase of the male away from where the females are grazing? It may be worthwhile to attempt to measure length of time of this aggression/bullying? It may be beneficial to simultaneously measure if the male although ‘picked on’ is actually exhibiting stressful or an increased amount of stressful behaviour as a result (such as stereotyping e.g. pacing). On this more academic I note, you don't give the total number of rhinos kept together but it sounds like quite a few. So generally I am curious as to whether there is sufficient space for all the rhinos and whether this is the underlying cause? Confinement is an issue in rhinos. This leads to the question: what area do the rhinos you watch have overall?

I worked at a safari park (over several years, and watching several SW rhinos) I regularly saw two females rhinos, what you could describe as also 'bullying', a male but as I said was never unduly worried by it. Indeed many a time it seemed necessary. Crucially, there was space for the 1 male and 2 females and 1 calf to get away from each other. They could go to different ends of the park or simply return to the pen. In my own case though that 'bullied' male which I watched over was not yet fully sexually mature but after time (year/two years) came to grow larger than the females and dominate if needed, a role reversal if you like. It has mated and at that park and there are calves.

Anyway, you could just mix them when breeding is required as you have already done. If it works don't fix it sort of thing. And what usually works for most animals keeping them in near proximity (in pens), seperated by a fence, slowly they tend to settle with each other, start to show interest, at this point, one may consider to let the (most) interested one in with the male.

I’ll finish by adding that I have left that park I worked at now but I am writing up a small project on the rhinos there. The outline essence of which can be seen on a poster on the RRC. Just type in 'Honeyman' on the 'Search Reference' tab. Basically, I attempted to get some quantification on amount of time spent on different types of behaviour so it may be helpful (slightly!). I am trying to promote this type ‘record keeping’ to that safari park for I came to realise and as you have discovered there is scant record of captive white rhino behaviour for comparison when the question arises of: is this usual/unusual behaviour? If you are further interested perhaps I could pass on the ethogram I constructed for that study.
Anyway, I rather rushed out this message so there maybe some errors in it and I do apologise if most of this is all old hat to you but in the meantime all the best with the crash under your care.
Gordon.
