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Abstract: Social relationships of juvenile wild elephants (3-6 years old) in the Udawalawa National Park
were studied. Focal animal sampling was employed to quantify behaviour of juveniles encountered on 450
different occasions.  Nearest neighbour (NN) and nearest neighbour distance (NND) were considered for
proximity analysis and the social relationships of focal animals. Adult females and juveniles were the NN of
the study group during 50.8% and 37.6% of the total observed time respectively.  The mean NND was
1.62m (SD±2.8), and it was less than 5m 98% of the time while 33% of the time the study group was
touching (NND<1m) the NN.  There was a significant difference between NND categories (p<0.05).  Eighty
percent of the NN infants stayed at a touching distance and were cared or allo-mothered by the juveniles
under discussion.  Time allocated for different behaviour patterns by the study group varied with the NN.
When the study animals were accompanied by age-mates, they spent 17% of time in social playing and
another 3% in non-play social contacts, but only 1% in each behaviour pattern when the adult females were
in close proximity.  Maximum social contacts were observed between study animals and infants.  The
findings suggest that juvenile elephants associate more frequently with adult females and near-age mates
while they show social relationships in a varying degree with different associates.  Play and social contacts
of juveniles with conspecifics, especially with peers, provides  opportunity to develop skills and social
confidence necessary in adulthood.

Keywords: Juvenile elephants, social relationships, Sri Lanka, Udawalawa National Park.
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Figure 3. Mean NND between focal juvenile elephants and
different NNs. (Symbols as in text)

Figure 2. Frequencies of NNs of juvenile elephants as a
proportion of total encounters (Symbols as in text)
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Figure 1.  Relative height of young female elephants in relation
to full grown female (after Sukumar 1994)
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Figure 5. Proportions of time spent for social play (Play) and
non-play social (Social) contacts by the juvenile elephants with
each NN category. (Symbols as in text)
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PLAY
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Element Description

Social play
Play chasing Run after another animal; inoffensive
Play charging Rush towards a partner; inoffensive
Play hitting Stroke with trunk; inoffensive
Play trunk twist Wrapped trunks; inoffensive
Play tusking Stroke with tusks/tushes; inoffensive
Play mounting Climb up on partner’s back; not sexual
Play pushing Press partner hardly; inoffensive
Pressing Gentle push on partner with head or body; inoffensive
Trunk over Place trunk over partner

Non-play social contacts
Touching Touch and feel a partner with trunk
Testing Smell organs of the partner with trunk

Table 1. Elements of behaviours expressed by the juvenile
elephants related to the current study.
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Figure 4. Percentage frequency of NND in relation to NN
categories (Symbols as in text)
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NN category % NN Mean NN % time spent % time spent for
 frequency distance (m)  for social play non- play social contacts

INF (n=14) 3.1 0.2 1 9
JV I (n=47) 10.5 0.9 5 2
JV II (n=64) 14.2 1.1 17 3
JV III (n=58) 12.9 1.8 12 8
SAF (n=19) 4.2 1.2 1 1
SAM (n=18) 4.0 2.6 3 3
AF (n=228) 50.7 1.9 1 1
AM (n=2) 0.4 1.2 0 0

Table 2. Percentage NN frequency, mean NND, percentage time spent for social play and non play
social contacts regarding each NN category. (n = number of individuals). (Symbols as in text)
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