Case Studies: Primate Conservation 


Case Study Questions

As you read the following articles (there are two!), carefully consider the questions below. 

1. What can primatologists learn by studying primates?
2. Why are so many primates facing extinction now?
3. What are humans doing to slow or stop the threat of extinction? 
4. Consider this sentence from the article by Dr. Setchell: “Every consumer decision we make has global implications.” What kinds of consumer decisions can YOU make to help our primate cousins?

Case Study

New Study: 60 Percent of Primate Species Threatened With Extinction[endnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.sapiens.org/evolution/primate-extinction-threat/] 

By Jo Setchell, primatologist and professor of anthropology at Durham University

Primates are in big trouble. And it's our fault.
[image: Primate extinction - The Philippine Tarsier, a small primate increasingly threatened by habitat destruction and the pet trade, is just one example of many of rapidly declining primate numbers throughout the world.]The Philippine tarsier, a small primate that is increasingly threatened by habitat destruction and the pet trade, is just one example of the many primates throughout the world whose numbers are rapidly declining. Kok Leng Yeo/Wikimedia Commons


Primates are remarkable. We’re all familiar with chimpanzees, monkeys, and ring-tailed lemurs, but have you heard of tarsiers, with their big eyes? Or Cleese’s woolly lemur, named after John Cleese? Or the fabulous red-shanked douc? What about the scary-looking red-headed bald uakari? Or did you know that primates can be as small as mice?

There are 504 species in all, which makes primates one of the largest groups of mammals. Some—those we’re most familiar with—are active during the day, but others come out only at night. Some eat fruit, others eat leaves, still others eat insects, and some hunt for meat. One species mainly eats mushrooms, and some even eat other primates.

Primates mostly live in tropical rainforests, and two-thirds of all species can be found in Brazil, Madagascar, Indonesia, or the Democratic Republic of Congo. But they can also be found in grasslands, snowy mountains, and deserts, and some even thrive in our cities.

Primates can live in solitude, in huge, complex societies, or anything in between. Some swing through the trees with such grace that they look like they’re flying, others don’t seem to move very much at all. Some sing duets. Many of them are superbly colorful. Some are beautiful; others are ugly. All of them are fascinating.

I’ve been studying primates for 20 years, and I’m still surprised and delighted by new discoveries. Like the day I saw female monkeys attack a male three times their size. Or when I learned that some primates bury themselves in the ground to hibernate. And that capuchins crush millipedes and use them as insect repellent.

Primates are also essential to tropical rainforests, pollinating trees and dispersing seeds across these vital carbon stores. They’re our closest biological relatives, and we look to them to understand our own evolution.

Bad News for Primates

Over the past couple of years, I’ve been part of a global group of primatologists who have assessed the conservation status of all those 504 species. Our results were published in January in the journal Science Advances.

The news is bad—primates are in dire trouble. Around 60 percent of species are threatened with extinction and 75 percent are declining in numbers. Without action, these numbers will grow and more species will disappear forever.

This dismal situation is our fault. Primates are mainly threatened by losing their habitat when it is logged or converted into farms or ranches. They can also be hunted for meat or to supply the illegal trade in pets and body parts. Road construction, oil and gas extraction, mining, pollution, disease, and climate change all add to the list of threats, often in combination.

I have flown over agricultural land that has replaced tropical forests, and stood among the charred remains of what was primate habitat. I have driven along newly constructed roads and seen dead primates for sale and shopped in markets which sell bush meat. I have seen newly caught baby monkeys destined to die slowly despite the best efforts of their human carers. I have worked with rescued animals and pondered their future. I have traveled on rainforest rivers heavily but invisibly polluted by illegal mining. I have come across hunters’ camps deep in protected areas, and I have walked through silent forests, emptied of animals.

People living in these areas don’t set out to exterminate primate species. I have talked with people driven to distraction when their subsistence crops are ravaged by wildlife, including primates; with hunters who hunt to feed their family and to earn money for their children’s schooling and for medical bills; and with fisherpeople who hunt primates to feed their family when there are no fish available.

The threat to primates is a result of political uncertainty, socio-economic instability, organized crime, corruption, and policies that favor short-term profit over long-term sustainability.

It is hard to be positive when faced with human-driven extinction of our closest relatives. The situation is critical, but we, the 31 authors of the new report, led by Alejandro Estrada of Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México and Paul A. Garber of the University of Illinois, believe it is still reversible. To prevent primate extinctions, human needs must be addressed in sustainable ways, whether that be locally (finding ways for farmers to coexist with primates who forage on their crops) or globally (halting deforestation).

[image: Primate extinction - The Sumatran rainforest—one of only four primate biodiversity hotspots—faces rampant environmental destruction, fueled in part by recent massive wildfires, unchecked deforestation and unsustainable agriculture.]
The Sumatran rainforest in Indonesia—one of four countries that account for two-thirds of all primate species—faces rampant environmental destruction, fueled in part by recent massive wildfires, unchecked deforestation, and unsustainable agriculture. Associated Press



Preventing Extinction

There is no single answer. Conservation policies must be adapted for each country, habitat, or species, based on the exact nature of each problem. This is a formidable task. But our hope stems from exceptional projects and extraordinary people around the world, like the Virunga rangers who risk (and lose) their lives to protect gorillas and other primates in the Democratic Republic of Congo or Fundación Pro-Conservación Primates Panameños, an organization dedicated to conserving Panama’s monkeys.

The solutions lie in global fairness and taking responsibility for the implications of our actions. We can’t ignore political and human disasters in other countries. We need to accommodate the needs of both primates and people in land-use policies, monitor primate populations, and mitigate illegal trade. Captive populations can be used to rescue species from the brink of extinction, but if their natural habitat has gone, there is no hope.

To reduce the pressure on primates and their habitats we must decrease demand for tropical hardwood, beef, palm oil, soy, rubber, minerals, and fossil fuels, and promote sustainable resources. This is not news, but we must make it unacceptable to prioritize excessive and unnecessary consumption over the persistence of other species. Every consumer decision we make has global implications. Moreover, we must understand that wild animals are not suitable pets (the clue is in the word “wild”).

Biologically, extinction is a normal phenomenon. Species evolve, and species go extinct. From time to time in Earth’s history, mass extinctions have wiped out huge numbers of species globally. However, we cannot accept that we, as one primate species, drive others to extinction when we are still able to prevent it.[image: The Conversation]

























Case Study

Dr. Jane Goodall[endnoteRef:2]   [2:  Michael Shapiro, & Jane Goodall. (2010). Dr. Jane Goodall. Earth Island Journal, 25(1), 53. Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.libproxyb.ggc.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsjsr&AN=edsjsr.43880471&site=eds-live&scope=site] 

An interview with Jane Goodall 

From a very early age, Jane Goodall showed a keen interest in observing animals. One day, when she was four, she spent hours crouching in a henhouse trying to see how a hen laid an egg. By the time she was eight, Goodall says she'd decided she wanted to go to Africa someday and live among wild animals.

Goodall's parents divorced when she was 12, and when she graduated high school the family didn't have the funds to send Jane to university. But her mother, Vanne, recognized her daughter's fierce intelligence and intense desire to explore the world, so she encouraged Jane to attend secretarial school — because secretaries could find jobs anywhere.

In 1960, after working with paleontologist Dr. Louis Leakey, Goodall studied chimpanzees living in the Gombe reserve in Tanzania. The ongoing study that Goodall began 50 years ago showed that chimpanzees use tools, eat meat, and that some chimps that haven't seen each other for days hug and leap for joy when reunited. After marrying a National Geographic photographer, having a son, going through a divorce, and losing her second husband to cancer, Goodall left Gombe to advocate for the preservation of wild chimpanzees and the forests they call home.

Since then she has broadened her advocacy through the Jane Goodall Institute (www.janegoodall.org) and the Roots & Shoots youth program (www.rootsandshoots.org). She is a tireless champion for ecological sustainability, traveling some 300 days of the year to speak to audiences around the world about the necessity of wilderness conservation and environmental protection. I met Goodall on a chilly day in a New York City hotel, and she looked remarkably youthful for a person in her mid-70s.

One of your first books was called, In the Shadow of Man, and Dale Peterson's biography is entitled, Jane Goodall: The Woman Who Redefined Man. Do those two titles describe the arc of your life so far or perhaps the evolution of who you've become?

When I first saw chimpanzees using tools and making tools, it was amazing because at that time it was thought that only humans used and made tools. We were defined as "man the tool maker." And so Louis Leakey, my mentor, when I told him about it, he said, "Now we have to redefine man, redefine tool, or accept chimpanzees as human." We haven't accepted chimpanzees as human, so we redefined man.

Starting with your early work it seemed as though you intuitively knew that the proper way to study chimpanzees was to go into the forest alone, get them used to you, and then observe their behavior. How did you know to do that given that scientific doctrine said everything about your approach was…

Was wrong. Well, first of all, I wasn't a scientist. I hadn't got a degree. I had an unbiased mind, which is why Leakey chose me [for the chimp study in Tanzania]. I mean, how else would you go in and study an animal? All the books I'd read about people being out in nature, all the early naturalists, they would wander off alone and see things. It just intuitively made sense, that where two or three people would be scary, one person would be less so.

You began the Gombe study without an advanced degree and then you returned to get your doctorate.

I was very nervous, as you can imagine. There were all these professors, and it was very shocking to be told that I had done everything wrong. I'd been out in the field a year and of course I got to know some of the chimpanzees and I had given them names: David Graybeard and Goliath and Flo and Fifi and Mike and all the rest. They told me I shouldn't have done that — I should have given the chimpanzees numbers. That would have been scientific.

They also told me that I couldn't talk about chimpanzees having personalities. The fact that they all had their own vivid personalities didn't mean a thing. That it was only humans who were supposed to have personality. In the same way I couldn't talk about them having intellectual ability.

[Conventional thinking believed that] they didn't have a brain capable of thinking; they didn't have a mind, that was unique to us too, and they absolutely didn't have emotion, nothing like despair or anger or fear and sadness or happiness. Those were unique to us. Why shouldn't they all have names? Why must they have numbers? That's what people in concentration camps had: numbers.

Fifty years on, what do you feel are the most important discoveries you made about chimpanzees?

Well, the initial discovery of tool use and toolmaking was really, really important because it woke up science. It was the first breaking down of the barrier between us and them, which was thought to be so solid at that time.

This was when you saw them with sticks taking termites out of mounds.

Yes, with straws, little blades of grass. And since then, it's been shown that in all different places where chimps have been studied there are different tool-using behaviors, and the young learn it from the adults by watching and imitating, which also was thought to be a human thing. So we can talk about primitive cultures and that's another great blow at this nonexistent wall between us and them.

And I think showing that they have similar emotions, that they have personalities, that there are these long-term supportive bonds between mothers and offspring, and brothers and sisters, that they're capable of love and altruism on one hand, and brutality, violence, and war on the other. So in all those ways they are so much more like us than anybody would have predicted.

In terms of your decision to leave Gombe, it seems clear you were motivated by your desire to bring education and activism to people around the world in hopes of preserving Gombe, and perhaps the entire planet.

Well, I didn't start off thinking about the entire planet [laughs]. I started off thinking of chimpanzees in Africa and forests. I began in Africa.

In 1986, I made the commitment to leave the forests and go on the road and try and spread a message of awareness, to try and help the chimpanzees languishing in five-foot-by-five-foot cages in medical research labs and help the chimps in bad zoos and circuses. Gradually, from that decision, as I began traveling in Africa, and then traveling around the world, I realized that everything was interconnected, that many of Africa's problems could be directly related to unsustainable lifestyles of the affluent communities, like us, around the world. So the mission of JGI [the Jane Goodall Institute] grew.

Can you tell me how the connections evolved and how you broadened your work throughout the past couple of decades?

First I was in Africa talking to government officials, trying to involve some of the local people like we already were doing at Gombe, and the more I traveled in Africa looking at all the terrible problems Africa faces — the environmental destruction and the crippling poverty and the disease and the overpopulation and the ethnic violence — it became very clear that not all, but some, of the problems of Africa were really our fault. They were because of colonialism, because their resources have been taken and they hadn't been paid for them and still were being taken.

So I thought I need to talk about this kind of thing in the European Parliament and in the United States. I began doing more talking and incorporating these kinds of issues into the talks.

And the more I traveled, the more I met so many young people between 16 and 30, young people who seemed to have lost hope, some of them were depressed, some of them were bitter, angry, even violent, some of them were just completely apathetic. So I began spending more and more time talking to them, and they all said basically the same thing: We feel this way because we think you [the older generation] have compromised our future, and there's nothing we can do about it. And they are right, we've definitely compromised the future.

This Roots & Shoots program began to try and bring hope to the young people who'd lost it. Because if our youth loses hope, there is no hope. We may as well give up.

Your most recent book is titled, Hope for Animals and Their World: How Endangered Species Are Being Rescued from the Brink. I find that optimism and hope infuse your work. Yet there are millions of people who are not only ignorant of environmental degradation but are almost aggressively pursuing it.

I always twist it around and say, okay, they're doing this and I think they're wrong, so how do I get them to listen? You can't argue — it doesn't work. And you can't point fingers — that doesn't work either. So you have to try to get into their hearts. There are people who put blinders on and they don't want to listen because they know if they did that they might have to make changes in their lives, and they don't want to. So those are the kind of people that you have to find ways of reaching, finding a message that will actually make them think. It works in different ways, different people respond to different bits of message.

How do you personally stay hopeful in the wake of environmental devastation, chimpanzees in cages, and global warming? How do you remain so serene?

Well, I'm giving myself a big dose of medicine right now: The next book I'm writing is about animals rescued from the brink of extinction, ecosystems restored that were totally destroyed. This is amazing — I'm really having fun with this. I'm meeting the most extraordinary people.

One bird species, the black robin in New Zealand, was down to two, one male and one female. Imagine. And this man wouldn't give up. He helped this pair, he would take eggs away, and they would hatch somewhere else and he would bring the babies back. Now there are 500.

I'm meeting people all over the world who are doing this kind of thing. Nature is really resilient when you give her a chance, and all around the world people are now beginning to admit that we're right — there is global warming.

People are beginning to change their ways. Companies are beginning to start doing some more environmentally friendly things. People are beginning to change their lives a little bit everywhere. And then you've got these amazing people, this indomitable human spirit.

Then you've got the youth, you see, so where do I get energy? Well, everywhere I go there are groups of young people. We [Roots & Shoots] are in more than 90 countries with our program, and we've got about 9,000 active groups, preschool through university, and they're all choosing three projects to make the world better — one for people, one for animals, and one for environment, with a thread of peace and harmony running through it.

And everywhere I go there are these shining eyes saying, 'We'd like to show Dr. Jane what we've done to make the world a better place.' There's enthusiasm and commitment and courage sometimes in some countries. So you can't give up. With our backs to the wall, we've always done pretty well as a species.

Can you give me a sense of how your efforts have reached young people in the developing world?

I'll give you one story: In eastern Congo, for the people living near the forests, a wild animal is food. That's how they think — they're hunters. They don't have any domesticated animals. They have traditionally gone out and shot something. There's been a civil war, and there's more people, so it's devastating the environment. And we have 100,000 of them over in a refugee camp in Tanzania. They're going hunting illegally around there.

Five years ago we started Roots & Shoots in the refugee camp. Two young Tanzanians who had done Roots & Shoots at school — they got Roots & Shoots into 15 of the schools in the camp. So this story I heard when I was last in Tanzania: There was a group of nine kids, about 10 years old. While they were looking for firewood they found a young bushbuck fawn, that's about the size of the baby goat.
Ah, food! So they caught it and were taking it home to kill it, but three of them, three out of nine, belonged to Roots & Shoots. They said, "But we shouldn't be doing this — it's not legal." And the others said, "Well, we've always done it." And they said, "Yes but this animal has a right to its life. We don't need to eat this food. We are given food." So they argued a bit and the others said, "Alright, well, we won't kill it. We'll take it home and look after it as a pet." The three kids said, "We don't believe you, and even if you don't kill it your parents will." So in the end they took it back and let it go.

And the teacher who told me, the Congolese teacher, he was crying. He couldn't have imagined hearing this from a Congolese child. He said you couldn't imagine how extraordinary this is.

So those are the stories that give hope. It shows that you can change — people say you can't change the culture. Well you can. You have to start somewhere and hope that it spreads. If the time is right, it will. And if it doesn't, well, I'll be dead [laughs].
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