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Flight distance and reaction to fawn handling are greater in high- than in
low-ranked pampas deer (Ozotoceros bezoarticus) females
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Abstract

The flight distance from humans and the reaction of the mother to human handling of their offspring are measures that can be used
to assess the quality of the human-animal relationship which could vary according to animals’ position in a group. The objective was
to determine if the flight distance and the mother’s reaction to human handling of her fawn during the first 24 h after birth differ
according to pampas deer (Ozotoceros  bezoarticus) hinds’ social rank. A complementary aim was to compare the mothers’
reaction to their fawns being handled relative to its sex. Studies were carried out on a semi-captive population. Animals were classed
as high- or low-ranking individuals according to agonistic interactions between hinds recorded during autumn (breeding season) while
animals received rations. In the first part of the study, the flight distance was determined in high- and low-ranked hinds. In the second,
the minimum distance that the mother stayed from her fawn was recorded while the fawn was weighed and sexed during the first
24 h after birth, and the latency period for the dam to return with her fawn was also recorded. High-ranked hinds presented greater
flight distance than low-ranked hinds. High-ranked hinds kept a greater distance from their fawns compared to low-ranked hinds and
more high- than low-ranked hinds remained at a farther distance. In summary, high-ranked hinds seem to perceive humans as a
greater threat, and thus be more fearful of them. The sex of the fawn did not affect the hinds’ reaction to human handling. 
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Introduction
Animal welfare may be affected by the quality of human-
animal relationship (Waiblinger et al 2006). It is therefore
important to study how this relationship affects the captive
management of each species according to its needs, especially
in endangered species bred ex situ. Hence, an understanding of
how animals in continuous contact with humans perceive
them — the extent to which each animal considers human
presence dangerous — is an important component of animals’
individual welfare. How animals react to humans impacts
upon their physiology and behaviour (cows [Bos taurus]:
Hemsworth 2003; Indian Gaur [Bos gaurus gaurus]: Sekar
et al 2008; antelopes [Antelope cervicapra L]: Rajagopal et al
2011); effects that are probably even more pronounced in wild
compared to domestic animals (for a review, see Claxton
2011). For example, stressful human management induces
behavioural reactions in red deer (Cervus elaphus) (Bartosova
et al 2014). Moreover, the ability to adapt to the presence of
people and frequent handling should be considered an
important fitness-determining factor in wild animals managed
in captivity (Price 1999).
Most ruminants, including deer, live in hierarchical groups.
Hierarchies are maintained through agonistic interactions

that imply threat and submission (Lynch et al 1992),
resulting in a dominant individual (the winner) and a
submissive individual (the loser) (Drews 1993). Dominance
relationships determine unequal access to resources, such as
food (Ceacero et al 2012), water (Andersson et al 1984),
lying space (Andersen & Bøe 2007), or shade (Sherwin &
Johnson 1987), and is positively related to mate acquisition
(Willisch & Nehaus 2010) and, thus, to lifetime fitness
(Wilson et al 2011). The differing access to resources also
has direct consequences on animal physiology and metabo-
lism (Turbill et al 2013). The consequences of hierarchical
relationships may be even greater for captive compared to
free animals, as the former are unable to control their social
environments (Price 1999), which may also affect their rela-
tionship with humans. For example, even in domestic
animals, such as cattle, social management may affect
aggression toward humans (Price & Wallach 1990).
Flight distance from humans is a method of assessing the
quality of the human-animal relationship in domestic
ruminants (Waiblinger et al 2006). This is an objective test
used to assess the animal reaction to handling and evaluate the
animal in motion (Blache & Bickell 2010; Burdick et al 2011).
However, there would appear not to have been any systematic
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