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The characteristics of social groups of the Tibetan antelope ( Pantholops

hodgsoni) in the Kekexili region
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Abstract: We report characteristics of social groups in the Tibetan antelope (Pantholops hodgsoni). Field work was conducted
from July 2002 to December 2003 in and near the Kekexili National Nature Reserve. in Qinghai Province, China. We recorded
936 unique antelope groups comprising 13,795 individuals (including duplicates). We designated an “experimental area” in
which most observations were made, and which was an important migration corridor and rutting ground for antelope, and was
located along the Golmud-Lhasa highway. Additional observations were made during spring 2003 in the interior of the Reserve.
We defined 5 types of Tibetan antelope groups: female (41.45% of total observations), male (4.49%), ewe-lamb (31.20%),
mixed-sex (11.54), and individual animals (11.32%). The frequency of each type of group varied (»<C0.001) seasonally. In
spring, 60.49% of observed groups were female, and 30.86% were male. In summer, female (41.65%) and ewe-lamb
(49. 36%) groups predominated, as they did during autumn (49. 66% and 33. 67 % respectively). During these 2 seasons, male
groups were rarely encountered, because they moved away from the experimental area during this migration period. During

winter, more than half (58.14%) of observed groups were mating (mixed-sex) groups, and consisted of 1 adult male and 2-12
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mature females. Other groups during winter consisted of sub-adult males, which we observed in areas separate from those
occupied by mating groups. Thus, male groups were also very common in winter. Seasonal dynamics of grouping behavior
were related to the annual breeding and migration cycles. We observed subadult males attempting to mate with females being
attacked by adult males, and believe that their mating attempts were unsuccessful. Attacks on subadult males by adult males
resulted in frequent changes in composition of the mating groups. Group size varied from 1 to 604. Most (71.90%) groups fell
within our category of 2~20, fewer (16.35%) within our category of 21~200, and very few (0.43%) were >200 animals.
Single antelope usually remained alone for only several hours to days, and then joined larger groups. We observed splitting and
combining of smaller and larger groups. The largest groups did not include males, but rather were either female (prior to
lambing) or ewe-lamb (after lambing). Our data suggest that antelope prefer group sizes of 2~20.
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