DEMOCRACY DOESNOT

BELONG TOHU

1 nlight of the constant electiontalk,
f . anoft-repeated phrase is that what
§ i setshumansapartﬂomanimalsis
' | democracy. Well, thisisn’tentirely
' true. Animals might not haveelect-
edleaders, but they sure do vote! In
several species, voting has been
observed for routine decision-making
such asthe direction tomoveinor the
placetocampat.

Honeybees

Sometimes when bee colonies
become toobig, the Queen leaves the
colony with half the workers whilea
new daughter takes over the existing
group. The old queen and her bees
movea certain distance away, reston
trees, and send out scouts inalldiree-
tion tolook foranew place tocall
home: When the scoutsreturn, they
communicate their information
througha unique dance.

Over the course of days, otherbees
start voting for locations by endorsing

MANS ALONE

afavourite scout’s location. Several
scoutsabandon their dance and joinin
as well. The final decision is taken not
by the queenbut by the majority con-
sensus. Whichever scout has the most
number of dancers leads the groupto
hislocation.

Wild Dogs

These hyena-like animals move in
packsand voteto decide when to hunt.
When one of the dogs thinks it's time to
hunt, he sneezes. A supporter would
alsosneeze to indicate his favour for
hunting. Asmoredogs joinin sneezing,
the packneeds to decide whether
to hunt or not. Ifthere’sa majority,
they hunt.

Older, stronger male dogs need to
sneeze only once or twice, while weak,
smallerdogs need to sneeze repeatedly
to signal their hunger. Many atime,
the weaklings are vetoed with silence
overruling tiny sneezes.

Macaques

These avid fruit-eating monkeys
often vote on which direction their
groupshould moveinto obtainmore
fruits through the jungles of south
Asia. Whenever they rest, an individu-
al whowantstogo inacertaindirec-
tion will move that way and wait for
otherstofollow her. Not all do; some
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monkeys offer alternative directionsto
take and walk their way. Therest ofthe
group casts their vote by goingand
standing with one of the candidates.
The decision is taken once again
through majority consensus. Assoon
asagroupstarts growingbig, smaller
groups abandon their choiceand side
with the bigger ones.

Votingand candidacy isn’t restrict-
ed to adults or females; all monkeys of
all sizes, age, and sexes vote. A similar
processisfollowed by baboonsas
well. They might havea social hier-
archy amongst themselves, butevery-
one votes.

Buffaloes

The larger cousins of our water-lov-
ing herbivoresin Africavote which
direction their herd should move in
through a complicated physical exer-
cise. Thefemales in the herd offer their
choice of direction during restby
standing upand lying back down with
their heads facing the direction in
which they want to go. Different ani-
mals in the group offer different
options and the exercise goes on foran

hour or two, generally appearing like
the beastsare lazing around or resting.
A consensus emerges whena large
number of buffaloes are turned in the
same direction. The herd movesin the
direction of maximum buffalo heads.

Meerkats

These desert mongooses are often
easy prey tolarge predators like eagles
and snakes. Meerkats always move in
groups (called ¢lans) for protection; a
lone meerkat isa dead meerkat. Some-
times, certain individualsofaclan
sense risk or feel panic and start emit-
tingvocalisations. Ifthese soundsare
not oneof the six urgent alarm calls for
predators: alow, medium, and high
urgency settingfor predatorson land
andsky, butarejust persuasion, the
clan decides whether to pay heed and
move faster or stick to their speed.
If more meerkats join in on thenoise
and thereisamajority vote, the clan
speedsup. :

Ants

Rockants perhaps have the simplest
and most cumbersome voting proce-
dure for deciding on anew nest. They
travel to each individual site location,
inspectit thoroughly, and if satisfied,
juststay there. If their numbersdon't
build, they goaround tosee who's
getting votes and move intothe
place that has the largest number of
stationary ants.

Sandhya Ramesh is a science writer
based in Bengaluru
The views expressed are personal




