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How does hunting affect social contacts in wild boar populations?
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Variation in animal social interactions emerges from individual responses to social and physical
environments and plays a key role in shaping pathogen transmission, gene flow, and information
transfer. Although hunting can induce changes in contact patterns through disruption of the social
environment, the non-consumptive effects of hunting have not received much attention compared to
demographic effects of harvest. Therefore, we examined the effects of hunting activities on contact
rates in wild boar, a species particularly exposed to social disruptions owing to its high sociality and
intense management. Using GPS-telemetry data from 21 populations across Europe (435 unique
dyads) we analysed how hunting activities impact social contacts within and between wild boar groups.
Additionally, we tested the effects of covariates potentially shaping contact heterogeneity (sex,
seasonality, spatial proximity). We found that drive hunts, but not individual hunts, lowered contact
rates within groups while contacts between members of different groups were not affected by the
hunting methods. The frequency of between-group contacts was mainly shaped by a positive
relationship with spatial proximity. Between-group contacts were predominantly maintained by males
which is consistent with the matrilineal social system of wild boar. Contact rates varied seasonally
within groups and were relatively even throughout the year between groups. Our study showcases
how disturbance caused by hunting affects contact rates in a group-living species. Along with other
(a)biotic drivers, hunting modality plays a significant role in shaping intra-group, but not inter-group,
contacts. This novel result helps understanding the anthropogenic drivers of the intraspecific social
contacts, with critical implications for individual fitness, population processes and wildlife
management when species with high epidemiological relevance, such as wild boar, are involved.
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