Inbred blackbucks mortality increases drastically
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In the case of animals in captivity, inbreeding as well as inter-species interactions might prove disastrous for juvenile survival. This study showed that suckling duration is much shorter in the Kolmården Zoo blackbuck (Antilope cervicapra sp) stock compared to the literature (Mungall 1978; Chaudhry & Tahir 1988). Also hypothermia seemed a problem with possible increased fawn susceptibility due to inbreeding.
When it comes to endangered animals at public zoos it is desirable if not critical to have a stock with a viable gene pool that replenishes itself. This was not the case in Kolmården Zoo were most of the new born blackbucks died soon after birth. The intention with this study was to find out the reasons for the high mortality among infant blackbucks. 
The kinship between the founders of the Kolmården population is not known, and it is possible that the population today is inbred. Inbreeding can cause an array of problems such as low birth weight and slow growth in newborns (Carolino et al. 2004), it is also known that inbreeding reduce survival and reproduction in captive populations (Jiménez et al. 1994). When a tropical species like the blackbuck dwells in colder climate such as a Swedish zoo, their endurance is put to the test from time to time. Naturally, if inbreeding causes a gradually decreasing birth weight in fawns it will get even harder for them to endure cold Swedish nights and the mortality will gradually increase. One could also imagine that inbreeding will cause behavioural abnormities that might affect behaviours crucial to a fawn’s survival. One of those behaviours is suckling. If inbreeding affect this behaviour in a way that decreases suckling time this could affect the amount of nourishment a fawn can ingest, hence slower growth and higher susceptibility to hypothermia. 
In a zoo one must also consider harmful interactions with other species in the exhibit. Some, Equuids in particular1, are known to attack young individuals at sight and young fawns may not be able to escape quickly enough.

Results showed that more than 50 % of the sucklings were 30 s or less while the literature mostly speaks in terms of close to one (Mungall 1978; Chaudhry & Tahir 1988) or even up to five minutes (Mungall 1978) during the first days. The outcome of the shortened duration is uncertain but perhaps the fawns get less nourishments and lowered chance for survival. 
Three fawns died during the experimental period. One fawn died from hypothermia during the test period. That particular individual was small and somewhat gaunt. It was probably too small at birth and could not cope with the climate. Also one fawn was found badly battered, probably by zebras, but survived. Another was found with a fractured leg, cause unknown, and had to be put down. 
The last death was caused by an infection. In this case it is most likely that it was a fawn that was rejected by its mother and did not receive an anti-body infusion necessary to survive. The rejection might also indicate inbreeding related abnormalities or social stress caused by pen mates. Also, a time series analysis indicated that suckling behaviour is not very coherent in the test subjects. Although, this type of analysis have not been utilized in such studies before and need further testing for viable interpretation. 
1pers. comm., Bengt Röken, Kolmården Zoo 

In conclusion, the mortality is likely caused by several contributing factors of which some can be eliminated relatively easy, while other requires much more effort.
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