Earlessness in the Black Rhinoceros — A Warning
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Unilateral or bilateral earlessness (i.e. lack of pinnae) in the black
rhinoceros has been recorded fromanumberof populationsin eastern
.and southern Africa (Goddard, 1969; Hitchins and Anderson, 1983).
These authors have attributed the condition to predation on black
rhinoceros calves by spotted hyaena Crocuta crocuta whilst Goddard
(1969) suggests thata genetic character, a sexinfluenced orsex-linked
gene could also be responsible for a congenital deformity.

The black rhinoceros population in the Hiuhluwe/Corridor/Umfolozi
Game Reserve complex, has been monitored at various intervals
between 1961 and 1985 by the author. Physical characteristics of all
individuals seen were recorded over this period, which resuited in
comprehensive data on missing ears and/or tails or parts of tails of
various individuals. Priorto 1961 earlessnesswas firstobserved in early
1955 (N. Deare, pers. comm.) in the north of Hluhluwe Game Reserve:
anadultfemale with its left pinnamissing. Later during 1955 amale calf
was born with both pinnae missing and with no external openings.
From 1955 to 1985 atotal of 23 individuals in Hiuhluwe Game Reserve
and Corridor showed the earless condition (one or both pinnae
absent) and an additional 15 individuals had eithera portion of the tail
or the whole tail missing (Table 1; Figures 1, 2 and 3).

Inthe earless condition (n=23), 21 animals were examinedin thefield
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Table 1. Number of black rhinoceros with missing gars and/or tails or
portions of tails in Hluhluwe Game Reserve and Corridor, 1955-1985.

Sex One Both One One  Tail Portion
pinna pinnae andtail and  absent of tail

absent absent absent portion absent
of tail
absent
HLUHLUWE:
Male 7 1 1 2 — 7
Female 3 2 — — 3 3
Unsexed 1 — 1 — — —
CORRIDOR:
Male — 1 — — — —
Female 2 1 — 1 — 2
TOTAL 13 5 2 3 3 12
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Figure 1. Black rhinoceros male with left pinna absent; note scars.

in detail and showed the following characteristics:

both pinnae absent with no external opening: 1 (no scars);

both pinnae absent with external opening: 3 (scars present);

one pinna absent with no external opening: 1 (scar present);

one pinna absent with external opening: 16 (scars present).
Where tails were missing or damaged (n = 15) obvious scars were

always visible.
Of the 36 animals examined with missing ears and/or damaged tails,

only one showed a congenital deformity. If one considers this single
case in relation to the whole black rhinoceros population in the
Hiuhluwe/Corridor/ Umfolozi Game Reserve complexovera 30-year
period (1955 to 1985) the incidence of a genetic character being
responsible for earlessness is indeed rare. The impact of hyaena
predation on the black rhinoceros population is unknown but is con-
sidered tobefairly highin Hluhluwe, lowin the Corridorand verylowin
Umfolozi. Kruuk (1972) observed hyaenas grabbing black rhinoceros
calves preferentially by the ears and tail at Serengeti which supports
the observations in Table 1.

It is of interest to note that in the square-lipped rhinoceros Cerato-
therium simum simum there has been no record of any ear ortail losses
in the reserve complex from thousands of observations made by the
author. There is little doubt that the reason for this is related to
predation by spotted hyaenas on black and not square-lipped
rhinoceros. This preference is in turn related to the mother-calf
relationship when the animals are disturbed: with the square-lipped

Figure 4. Disturbed square-lipped rhinoceros, mother and calf in
flight.

Figure 2. Detail of ear opening of black rhinoceros male showing
prominent scars.
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Figure 3. Young black rhinoceros male with tail (note scar) and left
pinna missing.

Figure 5. Disturbed black rhinoceros, motherand calf in flight.



rhinoceros, acalf always runsinfrontofthe mother (Figure 4) which has
total contactwithiits calf, whereas the black rhinoceros calf follows the
mother with very little contact and therefore less protection (Figure 5).
Both these relationships are related to the different habitat require-
ments of these two species.

THE WARNING:

In 1977 a black rhinoceros male lacking one pinna was introduced to
the Addo Elephant National Park from Hluhluwe Game Reserve. itwas
later successfully castrated to prevent the possibility of an earless
inducing gene beingintroduced into the Addo population {de Vosand
Braack, 1980). Subsequently it has been destroyed as it no longer
served a reproductive function in the park (j. Flamand, pers. comm.).
The animal had been a familiar resident of Hluhluwe Game Reserve
prior to its translocation and was known to have been born with both
pinnae. Scars that were subsequently seen around its ear opening
indicated that the animal was no exception to the general rule that
earlessness in the Natal black rhinoceros is due to hyaena predation.
The castration exercise was clearlyill-considered and the presumption
that rhinoceros earlessness is necessarily a genetic condition is to be
avoided in future.
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