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Disassociation of Black Rhino
Mothers from their Calves

Dear Editor,

izaszociation betveeen black-

rhinoceros mothers and

their calves appears to occnr

when a Black rhinoceros
mother visits a watering point without
her calf, which remains alone at some
distance from the water point.

This behaviour was first highlight=d
by Berger (13593), based on obsenvations
of desert rhino in Namibia. Earger
found that this behaviconr cecnrred
onky for cabres less than six months
old and further speculated that it may
be correlated with the long distances
mothers travel to water in desert
regions and, possibly, low density of
predators redocing the risk of leaving a
calf alome,

We recently reported fwo forther
instances of disassociation in Elack
rhino (Law et al. 2019}, Althoogh both
cases again imvobred Black rhino in
Mamibia. both occurred on private game
ranches where the distances travelled
to water were not zreat {only one
kilometre in one case) and, in any case,
comparables to distances the cow-calf
pairs wers obzerved to travel together,

Lion and spotted hyaena were also
absent from both ranches, Tt is of
conrse possible that the disaszociation
behaviour was shaped by conditions
that Black rhino on game ranches no
longer encounter but that the behavionr
neverthelsss persists. We speculated
that another factor that could contribute
1o this behavionr, and if so would =till be

operating. is the rizk of accidental injury
or mortality to young calves during
interactions between their mothers

and rhino bulls, It is known that social
interactions amongst rhinos fregnently
pocar at water boles, sometimes in large
congregations (Conningham and Berger
iggTiog; BEC 2oig).

When writing np cur obhservations.
we conducted a ssarch of the Bhino
Reszource Center database (vwww,
rhinorespurcecenter.com) for forther
literature on disas=ociation behaviour
but found only two other referencas
(Joubert & Elof, 1griza7; Anon.. 1997,
neither of which, nnfortonatsly, is
nformative about the behavdonr, ecocept
that while the older report also comes
from MNamibia, the more recent one was
from Kenya, This observation would
appear to undermine Berger's suggestion
that dizazzodation behavicur evolved
only in those parts of the range of the
species with more extrems conditions. In
any case, we were surprised that no other
reports of disassociation have been made
in the 26 years zince Berger’s article,
or the 48 years since the obsarvation of
Jembert and Elof.,

Although dizassociation behavioor is
well known in varions ungolates (Lent
1574 ), this behavicur in Black rhino
remains myzterions. How are the acts
of disassociation and re-association
initiatad? What iz the primary
driver? Is the behavioor ecologically
restricted? Does this behaviour occnr
with white rhino? Not cnly iz this
behavionr intrinzically interesting but

nnderstanding itz modus oparandi
and frequency could be important to
conservation and management of the
SpeCiEs,

We therefore encourage all those
enzaged in monitoring black (and whits)
rhino to lock for this behaviour when calf
births are detected. We also imvite anyone
with chservations and mformation on
dizazzociation to communicate vwith us
(1o pridb@protonmail.com] as we are
interested in collating such data to better
nnderstand this behaviour, Croestions of
interest inclode:

i} Duoes the behawiour appear o be
related to this individual's history,
mclnding its matrilineaze?

#) Arethere characteristics of the
water points where dizassociation
pocurs? For example, evidence of
other rhing present?

#i] Distance travelled by the mother
alome?

#v] Behaviours of the mother while in
tran=it, e.z., browsinz?e

Peter B Law

Research Associate, Center for
African Conservation Ecology
Nelson Mandela University
South Africa

CORRECTION g




