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Gibbon Conservation in the Anthropocene

Hylobatids (gibbons and siamangs) are the smallest of the apes, distinguished by their

coordinated duets, territorial songs, arm-swinging locomotion and small family group

sizes. Although they are the most speciose of the apes, boasting 20 species living in 11

countries, 95 per cent are critically endangered or endangered according to the IUCN’s

Red List of Threatened Species. Despite this, gibbons are often referred to as being

‘forgotten’ in the shadow of their great ape cousins because comparably they receive

less research, funding and conservation attention. This is only the fourth scientific book

since the 1980s devoted to gibbons, and presents cutting-edge research covering a wide

variety of topics including hylobatid ecology, conservation, phylogenetics and tax-

onomy. Written by gibbon researchers and practitioners from across the world, the

book discusses conservation challenges in the Anthropocene and presents practice-

based approaches and strategies to save these singing, swinging apes from extinction.
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Foreword

I first set foot in the jungles of Southeast Asia 64 years ago, following in the footsteps

of the great pioneer of primate field studies, Clarence Ray Carpenter, whom I had first

followed to study the howler monkeys of Barro Colorado Island in the Panama Canal

Zone in 1967 with the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute. I first met him in

September 1967 while on my way back to the UK. I had detoured to visit most of the

howler monkey and gibbon researchers based in the USA. He was a really charming

and modest man, very supportive of my research, and was living in a house on the

campus of Pennsylvania State University.

That was an auspicious month because my first contact in the USA was at Berkeley,

California, with Colin Groves, that great gibbon taxonomist, with whom I maintained

close contact until his sad death a few years ago. Then I went down to the redwoods of

La Honda, California, to meet John Ellefson, the second gibbon field worker, who

studied lar gibbons (Hylobates lar) on the coast of the Malay Peninsula, while his

wife Judy studied long-tailed macaques (Macaca fascicularis) in the Singapore

Botanic Garden.

Carpenter had studied lar gibbons in Thailand as part of the Asian Primate

Expedition in 1937 with the great primate anatomist Adolf Schultz and the anthro-

pologist Sherry Washburn, at the invitation of that famous zoologist with an interest in

gorillas, Harold Jefferson Coolidge, Founding Director of the International Union for

Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and then World Wildlife Fund. Sadly, as this was still

the age of collectors, they collected 233 gibbons and then, while Carpenter continued

his seminal field study, they went on to Sabah, Malaysia, to collect 47 more, and seven

orangutans. If there is any good news about this, Schultz’s meticulous studies pro-

vided the substantial basis of gibbon skeletal anatomy that has been invaluable to

many, including Colin Groves.

I met Carpenter and Schultz again in 1970 at the Third Congress of the

International Primatological Society (IPS) in Zurich, Switzerland, where I gave my

first paper on gibbons. While Carpenter was a generous chairman, the co-chairman,

Helmut Hofer, rudely told me to conclude as soon as I overran!

And so I started my two-year field study of the siamang (Symphalangus syndacty-

lus) in May 1968 with seven months of surveys all over the Malay Peninsula, and then

17 months in two sites in Pahang (Ulu Sempam in the Main Range in the west, and

Kuala Lompat in the Krau Game Reserve, lowland forest at the foot of the central

massif of Gunung Benom).

www.cambridge.org/9781108479417
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-47941-7 — Gibbon Conservation in the Anthropocene
Edited by Susan M. Cheyne , Carolyn Thompson , Peng-Fei Fan , Helen J. Chatterjee 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Within 15 years sufficient data had been generated on gibbons – the ‘small’ rather

than ‘lesser’ apes – to hold a conference in 1980 at Schloss Reisensburg, near Ulm, on

the German Danube, hosted by Holger Preuschoft, on all aspects of gibbon biology. It

was here that I learnt about ‘round-table discussions’, which were even more product-

ive than the day-time sessions, lasting well into the night. We gathered in round turrets

with round tables within falling distance of fridges full of German beer and wine.

There were 48 contributors to 46 chapters covering over 709 pages, edited by

Preuschoft, Chivers, Brockelman and Creel, published in 1984, with sections on

conservation; functional morphology; ecology, feeding and ranging; social behaviour;

and evolutionary biology.

The University of Cambridge field input was made by myself, Jeremy Raemaekers,

Paul Gittins and Tony Whitten, all of whom are sadly deceased, with the involvement

of John Fleagle from Harvard University, and John and Kathy MacKinnon from the

University of Oxford. From overseas, the players included Rich Tenaza and Ron

Tilson, Dede Leighton, Markus Kappeler, Warren Brockelman and Sompoad

Srikosamatara.

Following on 25 years later, the second major synthesis was initiated at the

2002 IPS Congress at a symposium organised by Thomas Geissmann, and published

in 2009 by Susan Lappan and Danielle Whitaker, entitled The Gibbons: New

Perspectives on Small Ape Socio-ecology and Population Biology. There were 45 con-

tributors to 24 chapters covering over 523 pages, with sections on biogeography, diet

and community ecology, relationship between ecology and social organisation,

mating systems and reproduction, and conservation biology. The University of

Cambridge contribution came from Susan Cheyne, Kim McConkey and Achmad

Yanuar in Indonesia.

And so to 2022, another 13 years on, with this third synthetic volume, Gibbon

Conservation in the Anthropocene, edited by Helen Chatterjee, Susan Cheyne, Peng-

Fei Fan and Carolyn Thompson. What I find incredible is that, nearly 40 years on from

the first volume, there is apparently just one contributor still researching gibbons:

Sompoad Srikosmatara in Thailand (with Warren Brockelman lurking in the back-

ground). Again, the scope is more restricted, with the focus on ecology and, espe-

cially, conservation, but there are 65 (the most yet) contributors to the 18 chapters.

The initial emphasis is on the endangered crested gibbons of China and Vietnam

(Nomascus spp.), as well as on the moloch gibbon of Java (Hylobates moloch), the

Kloss’s gibbon (Hylobates klossii) of the Mentawai Islands, the pileated gibbon

(Hylobates pileatus) of Thailand and the hoolock gibbons (Hoolock spp.) of Assam,

India. Sadly, there is nothing from Myanmar, Cambodia and Laos.

There is an emphasis on cultural and historical perspectives, with a final reference

to genetics and phylogenetics. The diversity and intensity of threats to gibbons are

alarming. The coronavirus pandemic has led to an increase in the significance of local

researchers, well reflected in this volume in relation to international collaboration. The

2020 survey of members of the IUCN Primate Specialist Group Section on Small

Apes identifies 22 priority areas for future gibbon research and conservation, with

eight main recommendations emerging.

xvi Foreword
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It was a privilege to be in the first generation of gibbonologists, to supervise the

doctoral theses of a dozen of them that followed, and it is an honour to welcome this

new, dynamic and very productive volume.

Professor David J. Chivers

Professor Emeritus in Primate Biology and Conservation

University of Cambridge

March 2022
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Abbreviations

ANOVA analysis of variance

APFD Arunachal Pradesh Forest Department

ASCR acoustic spatial capture–recapture

a.s.l. above sea level

AUC area under the receiver operating curve

BCE Before Common Era

BNF Borneo Nature Foundation

bp base pair

CALS Cagar Alam Leuweung Sancang

CE Common Era

CIMTROP Centre for International Cooperation in Management of Tropical

Peatland

CITES Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild

Fauna and Flora

CVGCA Cao Vit Gibbon Conservation Area

CWRC Centre for Wildlife Rehabilitation and Conservation

DBH diameter at breast height

DEM digital elevation model

DSM digital surface model

EAZA European Association of Zoos and Aquaria

ENM environmental niche modelling

FFI Fauna and Flora International

GGPNP Gunung Gede-Pangrango National Park

GHSNP Gunung Halimun-Salak National Park

GPS Global Positioning System

HGWS Hoollongapar Gibbon Wildlife Sanctuary

HR home range

IBI inter-birth interval

ICU intensive care unit

IFAW International Fund for Animal Welfare

IUCN International Union for Conservation of Nature

JGC Javan Gibbon Rescue and Rehabilitation Centre

kb kilobase

KFBG Kadoorie Farm and Botanic Garden

KSD Khao Soi Dao Wildlife Sanctuary
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KY Khao Yai National Park

LEK local ecological knowledge

LiDAR light detection and ranging

MSF mixed swamp forest

MU Mahidol University

NGO(s) non-governmental organisation(s)

NLPSF National Laboratory of Peat-Swamp Forest

NP national park

NR nature reserve

NSF National Science Foundation

NTFPs non-timber forest products

PCR polymerase chain reaction

PHVA population and habitat viability analysis

PPKAB Pusat Pendidikan Konservasi Alam Bodogol

SD standard deviation

SDM species distribution modelling

SfM structure from motion software

SINE short interspersed nuclear element

SMART Spatial Monitoring and Reporting Tool

SNPs single nucleotide polymorphisms

SOCP Sumatran Orangutan Conservation Programme

SRTM Shuttle Radar Topography Mission

SSA IUCN’s Primate Specialist Group’s Section on Small Apes

SSP Species Survival Plan

STRs short tandem repeats

SVAA Sauvegarde de la Vie Animale Arboricole

TEK traditional ecological knowledge

TEs transposable elements

TNGL Taman Nasional Gunung Leuser

UAVs unmanned aerial vehicles

USGS United States Geological Survey

UTM Universal Transverse Mercator

VNTR variable number tandem repeat

WTI Wildlife Trust of India
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