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Regressive Growth Periods as a Mechanism for Herd Formation
in Siberian Ibex (Capra ibex)

By Robert H. Horwich, Richard vanDyke
and Stephen J. H. Cogswell, Gays Mills

With 6 Figures

Young mammals during development proceed through periods of high and low con-
tact levels with their mother. These recurring high contact periods have been termed
regressive periods of growth because of their infantile quality (Horwich 1974a). Re-
gressive growth was noted in 12 species of monkeys and additional data from the litera-
ture showed that the phenomenon exists through a wide variety of mammals (Horwich
1974 a). The fact that other behaviors show a fluctuation in frequency during develop-
ment was noted earlier in squirrels (Horwich 1967; 1972). Some of these behavioural
fluctuations observed alternate temporally with the high mother-infant contact periods
(Horwich 1974b). The times at which the regressive phases occur seem to come at
relatively regular times during the ontogeny, according to the species, and are thus a
normal phase of the species’ ontogenetic process (Horwich 1974a). A similar kind of
description of human development has been written (Ames and Ilg 1964).

In the present study of Siberian ibex, Capra ibex, we had hoped to see if the regressive
phenomenon extended to ungulate species. The degree to which it occurred in ibex sug-
gests that mother-infant contact fluctuations are related to miammalian sociality rather
than characterizing a certain group or species. In the ibex and other social ungulates the
regressions seem to occur at crisis periods, during rut and calving, when the older calf
would have the most trouble maintaining contact with its mother. Thus, it may be the
basic mechanism which holds together the matriarchal group structure, yet allows for
seasonal variation in herd social structure.

Methods

Extended observations were made on a single mother-infant pair of Siberian ibex
and additional observations were made on 10 other infants born during the spring, 1974
in the ibex herd exhibited at Brookfield Zoo. The total herd was composed of 42 indivi-
duals at the start of the study on May 31, 1974; a few 33 were removed from the group
before the end of the study on December 13, 1974. Many of the ibex, including all infants,
were eartagged and all of the mother-infant pairs could be individually recognized. Much
of the ground work for identification and social behaviour on this herd was laid by Carl-
stead (1973). The herd resides on a large oval gunite island approximately 65 m by
40 m. This structure is smrrounded by a dry moat 2.5 m deep. The island has several peaks
on it, the highest being 11 m high and a number of caves which provide shelter and seclu-
ded calving areas. There are two hay rack feeding stations located in two underpasses
through the peaks with several troughs for grain set nearby on the ground.

100 hours of observation were made on “Lady”, a 10 year old ¢ and her 3 infant
“Tramp”, from May 31, 1974 when “Tramp’ was 9 days old until December 13, 1974
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