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Introduction

Elephant movements are non-random, driven
by the need for resources such as food and
water (Western and Lindsay 1984) and social
and reproductive opportunities (Croze and
Moss 2011). Savannah elephants are sexually
segregated, meaning that males and females
use landscapes very differently (Stokke and
Du Toit 2002; Shannon et al. 2006). However,
for both sexes, movement patterns vary by
season and habitat (Duffy et al. 2011) and
are affected by both anthropogenic influences
(Graham et al. 2009; Loarie et al. 2009)
and individual life history stage. Individual
movement patterns are also highly variable,
with a five-fold difference in home range
sizes commonly reported within the same
study (Ngene et al. 2017). With such high
variability and sensitivity to environmental
and anthropogenic change (Goldenberg et al.
2018; Thwagi et al. 2018), most of the research
to date focuses on individuals already in
adulthood, where strategies for males centre
on growth, competition, and reproductive
opportunities (Taylor et al. 2020), or on
pressures at the human-elephant interface such

as crop foraging or fence breaking (Wilkie and
Douglas-Hamilton 2018; Troup et al. 2020).

Despite the persistent myth that males are
solitary, a growing body of evidence shows that,
like females, male elephants socialize have long-
standing bonds and friendships (Lee et al. 2011),
depend on knowledgeable others (Allen et al.
2020), and require social stability for individuals
to develop successfully (Slotow and Dyk 2001).
How then do males manage this transition from a
matriarchal multigenerational family structure, to
mature individuals balancing friendships and the
intensity of male-male competition (Evans and
Harris 2008; Poole et al. 2011; Murphy et al. 2019)?
If males are indeed risk-takers (Chiyo et al. 2011),
then how do they buffer and manage risks as they
develop their own strategies, and what are the long-
term consequences of early experience and strategy
adoption for survival and reproductive success? To
answer this first question regarding the transition to
independent ranging, in 2019 the Amboseli Trust for
Elephants (ATE) fitted eight collars to dispersal-age
males. In this paper, we focus on the movements of
one male, Esposito, as a case study in ecosystem
connectivity.
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Figure 1. Esposito, in May 2021 during a routine check to ensure that his collar fitted well. © Amboseli Trust for
Elephants

Methodology

The life histories of Amboseli elephants have
been continuously monitored since 1972,
following methodologies described by Moss et
al. (2011). The targets for the collaring study
were selected based on known dispersal dates
and family history. Savannah Tracking Ltd GSM-
satellite collars were fitted in July 2019, set to
hourly fixes and a minimum 12-hourly reporting
schedule. Permissions were obtained from the
Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS), and deployment
was carried out with the support of a KWS vet
and fitting team from Save the Elephants (STE).
The collars were monitored for fit whenever
the animals were resighted. Esposito, born in
May 2003 to the EA family (first identified in
September 1972) was 16.16 years old at the time
of collaring (Fig. 1). As the oldest son of his
mother, he had started spending time away from
his family at the age of 11.0 years and was fully
independent by age 12.75 (within the normal
range of 7.42—19.9 years, median age 14.5 years
(Lee et al. 2022). After independence, Esposito
was sighted four times during ATE’s long term
monitoring.

Results

After collar deployment in 2019, Esposito showed a
sedentary pattern, focused in bushland-dominated
habitat to the north of Amboseli National Park (NP).
From September 2022 he began an incredible journey,
covering 1,780 km over 28 weeks (Fig. 2). In the first
phase of his journey south of Bisil, he was seen in
the company of other elephants, mostly young males,
but was not sighted after that. Espositos exploration
covered three phases: first movements in a southerly
direction to South Rift, second a cross-border
movement to Lake Natron, and third walking back to the
base of the Ngurumen Escarpment, a known elephant
hotspot and connection between the South Rift and the
extreme east of the greater Maasai Mara ecosystem.
On 23 January 2023 the collar stopped reporting, and
supposing unit failure we began searching together
with the Mara Elephant Project (MEP) to attempt to
recollar Esposito but were unable to locate him. On 27
April 2023, MEP rangers recovered Esposito s collar in
thick forest in the Loita Hills; a straight-line distance of
approximately 185 km from the home range of his natal
family in Amboseli NP. The collar began reporting
again once back in mobile signal and we found it had
‘dropped’ in early March 2023.
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Figure 2. Track movement for male Esposito, collared in Amboseli NP and travelling to the greater Maasai Mara

ecosystem via Lake Natron.
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Discussion

Although the Amboseli elephant population
has long been known to be contiguous with
those in the Tsavo NPs, Lake Magadi area and
Lake Natron West (Kenana et al. 2013; Ngene
et al. 2017), this is the first demonstration of
elephant population connectivity between
Amboseli NP and the greater Maasai Mara
ecosystem. This case may be a rare or unique
movement in modern times, but at this time
of changing land use and land ownership
structures (Tyrrell et al. 2022a,b), it is both
encouraging to see large mammal connectivity
on this scale, and an urgent reminder of what is
at stake if conservation policies are allowed to
fail (Western et al. 2020). Collaring operations
of this type are not without risk—deploying
collars ethically should always require a
sound exit strategy to avoid compromising
welfare, especially because the growth rate of
males at this life history stage means collars
can casily be outgrown. Nonetheless, we feel
further tracking data on this population cohort
will help (in combination with other methods,
such as genetics) to understand how frequently
long-range dispersals occur, and if these are
permanent movements or provide bridges
where animals move back and forth. Esposito
returned to Amboseli NP on 27 June 2023, and
we were able to recollar him on 1 July, again
with support from KWS and STE. With this
new collar we expect to be able to confirm any
repeat journeys to the Mara.
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