Current Ethology 2016, Vol. 15, N°2, 24-29

Male-male aggression in free-ranging collared peccaries, Pecari tajacu (Artiodactyla,

Tayassuidae), from Brazilian Pantanal

iSIS MERI MEDRI" AND GUILHERME MOURAO*

We video-recorded the first aggressive interaction between two wild adult male collared peccaries (Pecari
tajacu), resulting in the death of the defeated individual. The aggressor repeatedly bit the scrotal area
and the hind leg of the attacked individual, which remained lying on the ground, vocalizing and clicking
his teeth. Occasionally, the attacked individual raised his head, unsuccessfully attempting to bite the
attacker to defend himself. The attacked individual died few minutes later the end of the aggression. The
aggression was possibly caused by competition for female in estrus.
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Agressao macho-macho em catetos de colarinho livres, Pecari tajacu (Artiodactyla,

Tayassuidae), do Pantanal brasileiro

Registramos em video o primeiro comportamento agressivo entre dois catetos (Pecari tajacu) machos
adultos de vida livre, que resultou na morte do individuo derrotado. O agressor mordeu repetidamente
aregido escrotal e a perna traseira do individuo atacado, que permaneceu deitado no chio, vocalizando
e estalando os dentes. Ocasionalmente, o individuo atacado levantou a cabega, tentando sem sucesso
morder o atacante para se defender. O individuo atacado morreu poucos minutos depois do final da
agressdo. A agressao foi possivelmente causada pela competi¢do por fémea no cio.
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The collared peccary, Pecari tajacu
(Linnaeus, 1758) (Artiodactyla, Tayassui-
dae), has the widest range of all peccary
species and occurs from the Southern Uni-
ted States of America to Northern Argenti-
na, in a diversity of habitats ranging from
deserts to rainforests. The social unit of
collared peccaries is a cohesive herd that
can vary from two individuals to over 50.
However, most herds range from 5 to 15
individuals (Sowls, 1997) and, in the Bra-
zilian Pantanal, the herds usually range
from 5 to 10 individuals (Desbiez et al.,
2009). Herds are generally composed of
1-2 adult males, 1-3 adult females, and
several young of different ages (Dubost,
2001). Males and females are about the
same size and possess a scent gland loca-
ted on the dorsal ridge line that is rubbed
against tree trunks and other objects for
territorial marking. Also, scent gland is
used for recognition between group mem-
bers as well as coordination of herd move-
ments (Nowak, 1991). Breeding occurs all
year long (Neal, 1959) and the persistence
of sexual activity throughout the year se-
ems to favor mixed groups as the basis of
the peccary social system (Dubost, 2001).

Behavioral information on social
behavior of the collared peccary indica-
tes that affiliative behaviors among group
member (including play, mutual rubbing
and olfactory investigations) occur more
frequently than agonistic interactions
(Byers & Bekoff, 1981). Furthermore, most
agonistic behaviors does not involved phy-
sical contact (Byers & Bekoff, 1981), and
threatening actions are far more common
than the fighting actions (Schweinsburg &
Sowls, 1972). However, Lochmiller and
Grant (1982) recorded an agonistic encou-
nter between captive adult male collared
peccaries resulting in the death of one in-
dividual. In this case, an adult male caught
from the wild was released into an outdoor
enclosure containing a herd with three adult
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males and nine adult females. Shortly after
the newly arrived male was released into
the facility, the resident males repeatedly
attacked him. Bites concentrated around the
scrotal area were observed in the fifth day,
and the animal was found dead by severe
infection in the tenth day. Schweinsburg
(1971) also described an attack in the field,
in which a solitary male engaged in a fight
with other male and was badly cut. Once
again, bites concentrated around the hind-
quarters. Schweinsburg and Sowls (1972)
found that the most severe injuries of the
fighting collared peccaries were caused by
reciprocal biting of flanks and hindquarters.

This note describes an agonistic en-
counter between two free-ranging wild
adult collared peccary males in the cen-
tral region of the Brazilian Pantanal. To
our knowledge, this is the first case of
male-male aggressive interaction under
natural conditions that resulted in the dea-
th of the defeated individual. We recorded
the sequence of aggressive behaviors on
18 August 2007 at 5:02 p.m. in the Embra-
pa Pantanal Nhumirim ranch (18°58°32”'S;
56°38°14”W), state of Mato Grosso, Cen-
tral Brazil. The study area is about 112 m
above sea level and is composed of a mo-
saic of permanent and temporary ponds,
forest patches, savanna, scrub savanna and
seasonally flooded grasslands. The site
was reached with an all terrain vehicle and
the behavior of collared peccaries was vi-
deo-recorded for a total 2 min and 9 sec
with a digital photographic camera.

The agonistic encounter occurred at
the edge of a temporary pond, where we
observed a herd of collared peccaries. Most
of the individuals from the herd ran away
to the forest upon our arrival, except two
adult males and an adult female that only
moved away about 5 m from the place. One
of the males was severely biting the other
around his scrotal area and on his right hind
leg (Fig. 1a). The aggressor was undistur-
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bed by our presence and continued to inju-
re the other individual, even when one of
us approached within few meters of them
to record the action. The injured individual
remained lying on the ground, raising his
head sporadically, vocalizing and clicking
his teeth, unsuccessfully attempting to bite
the aggressor to defend himself. We wit-
nessed this action for approximately 70 se-
conds. After that, the aggressor ran off in
the direction of an adult female that remai-

ned about 5 meters from the place, and then
both the aggressor and female ran away to
the forest (Fig. 1b).

The defeated individual stayed lying
on the ground, apparently exhausted, with
his head submerged in the mud, almost
motionless. A few minutes later he died. In
the field, we observed he presented totally
erupted and well-worn third molars on both
the maxilla and mandible, indicating that
he was an adult (Keuroghlian & Desbiez,

Figura 1. Aggressive behavior between two free-ranging adult collared peccary males (Pecari tajacu) resulting
in the death of the defeated individual. (a) Adult male collared peccary biting other adult male towards scrotal
area and hind leg. (b) The aggressor (left) ran in the direction of an adult female (right) that was about 5 m of
the fighting place. (c) Bites in the right hind leg. (d) Bite injuries in the scrotal area, some of them presenting
well-developed screwworms (arrow).
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2010; Kirkpatrick & Sowls, 1962). Upon
closer inspection, we found several recent
bites on the right hind leg (Fig. 1c), and re-
cent and former bite injuries on the scrotal
area. Some of the injuries presented myia-
sis caused by well-developed screwwor-
ms (Fig. 1d), probably of the species Co-
chliomyia hominivorax (Coquerel, 1858)
(Diptera: Calliphoridae), which is found
in many parts of the Brazil and is the fly
that most frequently causes myiasis in live
tissues of mammals in the tropical Ameri-
ca (Guimaraes, Papavero & Prado, 1983).
Screwworm larvae emerge from the eggs
in 12 to 24 hours, and reach maturity about
5-7 days after egg hatch (OIE, 2008). The
presence of well-developed screwworms
suggests that the attacked individual had
previous wounds, possibly caused by biting
of peccaries. Untreated myiasis may cause
discomfort, decreased appetite, lethargy,
and individuals may die in 7 to 14 days by
toxicity and/or secondary infections (CFS-
PH, 2006).

There is a controversy in the litera-
ture regarding the dominance and social
hierarchy among collared peccary herds,
probably because no one has yet studied a
sufficient number of marked animals and
observed them long enough in wild herds
(Sowls, 1997). Bissonette (1982) observed
wild herds and found that collared pecca-
ries have a linear dominance hierarchy of
both sexes with a dominant male in every
group. Moreover, Dubost (2001) observed
the behavior of semi-captive collared pec-
cary and recorded that there are two dis-
tinct monosexual hierarchic orders, with
clear dominance hierarchy within males
and females inversely proportional to age,
and that the dominance hierarchy was less
evident in females than the males. The do-
minant male is the focal member of the so-
cial unit in the collared peccary, because it
displays higher frequency of behaviors for
the group cohesion. Subordinate males, in

27

turn, have a limited social role and live as
satellites to the troop, whereas subordinate
females are elevated to the top of the hie-
rarchy after giving birth. Some individual
males are seen living alone and are often
referred to as solitary in contrast to the
majority which live in herds (Neal, 1959).
Females can also be found living solitary
(Oldenburg et al., 1985; Schweinsburg,
1971), as well as both young and old colla-
red peccaries (Oldenburg et al., 1985).

As reported by Schweinsburg (1971),
herd numbers fluctuate when members se-
parate from the group. This fission may
occur when (i) individual peccaries wan-
der away from the main herd, (ii) there is
aggression among herd members, driving
an individual out, or (iii) the herd is scat-
tered during an alarm. Separated individu-
als remain within the herd’s home range
and usually rejoin the herd in a few hours
or days (Oldenburg et al., 1985; Schweins-
burg, 1971). There are cases in which indi-
viduals leave the herd and home range and
stay within the home range of an adopted
herd, but these permanent alterations do not
occur as frequently as fluctuations in herd
size (Schweinsburg, 1971). Individuals that
attempt to join a herd usually encounter
strong hostility by members of the group,
even those which were temporarily separa-
ted and returned to the original herd (Byers
& Bekoft, 1981). This exclusion is more in-
tense between individuals of the same sex
(Lochmiller & Grant, 1982) than different
sexes (Dubost, 2001).

Since permanent exchange of indi-
viduals between herds does not occur as
frequently as fluctuations in the herd size
(Schweinsburg, 1971), it is thought that the
attack observed here in wild collared pecca-
ries may have occurred between a solitary
male trying to join a herd, but being repul-
sed by a resident male. In addition, it is li-
kely that the aggressive behavior between
collared peccaries described here was not a
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casual attack, but occurred more than once
in the last two weeks prior to the death of
the defeated animal, due to the presence of
well-developed screwworms in his wounds.
In a previous study of social behavior of
free-ranging collared peccaries, 4.8% of to-
tal behavior was agonistic and only 13.7%
of this involved physical contact, but wou-
nds or bleeding were not observed (Byers &
Bekoft, 1981). Overall, serious fighting re-
sulting in death is thought to be rare within
wild herds, and although Lochmiller and
Grant (1982) reported an agonistic encoun-
ter in captivity resulting in death, it has ne-
ver been reported in field studies elsewhere.

Finally, we suggest that the aggres-
sion between these two males free-living
collared peccaries may have been caused by
competition for estrous female, because the
dominant male does virtually all the bree-
ding and subordinate males are not allowed
to approach females in estrus (Ingmarsson,
1999). Dominant males of captive herd are
large in body weight, have higher concen-
tration of testosterone than subordinates,
and are the most successful breeders (Hell-
gren et al., 1989). Only one male marks
the territory with his dorsal gland and has
conflict with others herd members, prin-
cipally when a female is among the males
(Nogueira-Filho, Nogueira & Sato, 1999).
Furthermore, fights with physical injury be-
tween collared peccary males are observed
only when a female is in estrous and usually
occur when two peccaries are matched clo-
sely in size (Bissonette, 1982). Thus, we ad-
vocate the dispute for females as the more
plausible cause of the agonistic encounter
between these free-ranging adult males that
resulted in the death of the defeated animal.
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