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Possible Evidence of Male Dispersal 
in Common Woolly Monkeys (LaGothrix 
laGotricha)

Angela Maldonado
Sergio Botero

Introduction

The genus Lagothrix, the woolly monkeys, contains four 
closely related species, formerly considered subspecies 
(Groves, 2005). Lagothrix spp. are known to have female-
biased dispersal (Nishimura, 2003; Di Fiore and Campbell, 
2007), but genetic evidence suggests that male dispersal 
also occurs (Di Fiore and Fleischer, 2005). Through long 
term field studies, female dispersal has been observed in the 
wild (Stevenson et al., 1994; Nishimura, 2003; Di Fiore 
and Campbell, 2007), but to date no observations of male 
dispersal have been recorded. Solitary adult males of Lago-
thrix poeppigii have been observed trying to join existing 
groups, but have been expelled by resident males (Di Fiore 
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and Fleischer, 2005). Here we report the acceptance of a 
newcomer three-year-old male into an existing group of 
Lagothrix lagotricha. This observation should be interpreted 
with caution since it concerns a captive raised individual 
reintroduced to the wild.

Observations

In 1996, a 5 to 8 month old male woolly monkey (L. lagot-
richa) that was being kept as a pet was confiscated by local 
authorities. The monkey’s origin is not certain, but may 
have been the Putumayo region, Colombia. The regional 
environmental authorities had no adequate infrastruc-
ture to house this individual, so the infant was given to 
Angela Maldonado, who raised the monkey until 1998 in 
her household, in Bogotá, Colombia. The woolly monkey’s 
lower lip had a scar, presumably generated during its cap-
ture from the wild. The monkey’s diet consisted of fruit 
and vegetables, and he was taken every weekend to nearby 
forests in order to allow the development of normal climb-
ing behavior.

On April 2nd 1998 Maldonando brought the captive 
raised woolly monkey to the Caparú Biological Station in 
Vaupés, Colombia (for a more detailed description of the 
site refer to Defler and Defler, 1996), where a semi captive 
free-ranging group of primates was kept for rehabilitation 
and reintroduction purposes. The group consisted of eight 
common woolly monkeys (Lagothrix lagotricha: four adult 
females, one sub-adult female, two infant females, and one 
juvenile male), two white-fronted capuchins (Cebus albi-
frons albifrons: one male and one juvenile female), one sub-
adult female long-haired spider monkey (Ateles belzebuth), 
and three mottled-faced tamarins (Saguinus inustus: two 
adult females and one sub-adult male). The monkeys there 
foraged freely in the station area and were fed once daily. 
On April 3, 1998, a wild group of woolly monkeys passed 
near the station, and in response, the captive-raised male 
performed an aggressive display, including branch shak-
ing. Although an adult male stopped and observed the new 
male, and some other members of the group paid atten-
tion to the display, they performed no aggressive displays, 
and continued on their way, seemingly unperturbed. The 
captive-raised male followed the group until dusk and then 
returned to the station.

When first introduced to the primate group of the Caparú 
Biological Station, the captive-raised male was approxi-
mately 3 years old, and interacted normally with the other 
individuals of the group for his age. He was, however, re-
jected by one of the adult woolly females, and after this in-
teraction all of the adult females were aggressive to him. On 
two occasions, this caused the captive-raised male to escape 
into the forest and remain alone overnight. The most ag-
gressive female was the lowest ranking in the group, had 
no offspring in the group, and was also the most aggres-
sive towards humans. On April 12, after 3 days of enforced 
separation by the Caparú staff, the aggressive female and 

the captive-raised male were allowed near each other again 
and the aggression continued. This time the male escaped 
into the forest and did not return to the station. He was 
observed foraging the next 2 days with a wild group. On 
the second day (April 14th) the male responded and ap-
proached the observer. On April 26 the same group was 
encountered, and the male responded when called by his 
pet name, but he did not approach the observer. Maldo-
nado then left the Amazon station and returned to Bogotá. 
The male was observed once during the month of May by 
a field assistant and answered when called but did not ap-
proach the observer. It is not known if the group he joined 
was the same that tolerated the aggressive display on the 3rd 
of April, but it is likely, given the group’s home range. Just 
over one year later, on June 26, 1999, Maldonado followed 
a wild group of woolly monkeys, presumably the same one 
the captive-raised male had joined. A male came particu-
larly close to her during the observations and responded 
when called by his pet name, but because he had matured 
she was unable to recognize him unequivocally. She then 
followed the male until his identity was confirmed through 
the scar on his lower lip.

Discussion

The present case shows that a social mechanism exists 
for the acceptance of a new male into an existing group 
of Lagothrix lagotricha, and thus supports Di Fiore and 
Fleischer’s (2005) molecular data suggesting some level of 
male dispersal in woolly monkeys. However, this particular 
male’s upbringing differed significantly from wild individu-
als, as he remained isolated from conspecifics for an impor-
tant part of his development. The fact that the introduced 
male was not an adult might suggest that only juvenile or 
sub-adults can be accepted into existing groups, but this 
remains to be determined. Observations of sub-adult or ju-
venile males dispersing from their natal groups are lacking 
to confirm the existence of male dispersal in Lagothrix.

Acknowledgments

The authors would like to thank S. Bennett for her in-
valuable assistance during fieldwork, T. R. Defler and 
D. González for the logistic support. We also thank 
A. Nishimura, P. Stevenson, S. K. Bearder, L. Cortés and 
one anonymous reviewer for their valuable comments on 
this manuscript.

Angela Maldonado, Oxford Brookes University, De-
partment of Anthropology and Geography. Gipsy Lane, 
OX3 0BP, Oxford, UK. E-mail: <lllugens@yahoo.co.uk> 
and Sergio Botero, Universidad de los Andes, Departa-
mento de Ciencias Biológicas, Laboratorio de Ecología de 
Bosques tropicales y Primatología. Bogotá D. C., Colom-
bia, and Rockefeller University. New York. U.S.A. E-mail: 
<sbotero@rockefeller.edu>



Neotropical Primates 16(2), December 200978

References

Defler, T. R. and Defler, S. E. 1996. The diet of a group of 
Lagothrix lagotricha in the NW Amazon. Int. J. Prim. 17: 
161–190.

Di Fiore, A. and Fleischer, R. C. 2005. Social behavior, 
reproductive strategies, and population genetic structure 
of Lagothrix poeppigii. Int. J. Prim. 26: 1137–1173.

Di Fiore, A. and Campbell, C. J. 2007. The Atelines: 
variation in ecology, behavior, and social organization. 
In: Primates in Perspective, C. J. Campbell, A. Fuentes, 
K. C. MacKinnon, M. Panger, and S. K. Bearder (eds.), 
pp.155–185. Oxford University Press, New York. 

Groves, C. 2005. The Primates. In: Mammal Species of the 
World. A Taxonomic and Geographic Reference (3rd edi-
tion), Wilson D. E. and D. A. M. Reeder (eds.), pp.111–
184. Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore. 

Nishimura, A. 2003. Reproductive parameters of wild 
female Lagothrix lagotricha. Int. J. Prim. 24: 707–722.

Stevenson, P. R., Quiñones, M. J., and Ahumada, J. A. 
1994. Ecological strategies of woolly monkeys (Lagothrix 
lagotricha) at Tinigua National Park, Colombia. Am. J. 
Prim. 32: 123–140.

Predation on Small Mammals by Capuchin 
Monkeys, cebus cay

Marja Zattoni Milano
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Introduction

Capuchin monkeys forage opportunistically and exploit 
highly diverse feeding resources that encompass a wide va-
riety of vegetables and animal prey, including reproductive 
and non-reproductive plant parts, invertebrates and small 
vertebrates (Terborgh, 1983; Fedigan, 1990). Vertebrate 
prey includes birds, eggs, lizards, frogs, young coatis, bats, 
rodents and even other monkeys (Izawa, 1978; Newcomer 
and De Farcy, 1985; Fedigan, 1990; Galetti, 1990; Rose, 
1997; Ferreira et al., 2002; Resende et al., 2003; Fragaszy 
et al., 2004; Sampaio and Ferrari, 2005). The foraging pat-
terns of capuchin monkeys involve strenuous and persistent 
activity, search for hidden prey, manual dexterity and an 
explorative approach (Fedigan, 1990; Janson and Boinski, 
1992; Fragaszy et al., 2004), but little is known regarding 
how they find and kill their prey. Here we report the be-
havior of Cebus cay (Illiger, 1815) (Cebus libidinosus sensu 
Groves, 2001; Rylands et al., 2005) preying upon arboreal 
rodents (Rhipidomys sp.2 sensu Tribe, 1996) trapped during 
a study on small mammal population ecology.

Methods and Study Site

During a capture-mark-recapture study of small rodents 
and marsupials, the researchers were frequently followed 
by a group of capuchin monkeys. On these occasions, the 

monkeys’ behaviors were recorded ad libitum (Altmann, 
1974). Trapping sessions, lasting from six to ten days, were 
conducted every month from March to August 2006 using 
live-traps. The study was conducted in Cabeceira do Prata 
Private Reserve, state of Mato Grosso do Sul, central Brazil 
(21° 27' S; 56° 26' W), an area of 307.5 ha covered with 
seasonal forest and cerrado (Brazilian Savanna). The region 
has a dry season from May to September and a wet season 
from October to April. The Reserve is intensely visited 
throughout the year by tourists, who walk in small, guided 
groups through the forest. There is no direct interaction 
between the animals and the tourists. However, reserve offi-
cers keep artificial feeding sites along the trails, baited daily 
with corn to attract animals to facilitate wildlife watching. 
All observations reported here were conducted in an area of 
seasonal alluvial forest that is cut by a tourist trail.

Results and Discussion

From the first fieldwork session in March 2006, the traps 
attracted the attention of capuchin monkeys, who began to 
follow the trapping activities almost every day. The first ob-
servation involved a capuchin running after another animal 
in the forest canopy on the morning of March 3rd. It was 
not possible to identify the chased animal, which was the 
size of an opossum (Didelphis albiventris Lund, 1840) and 
had a long and naked tail. The outcome of this interaction 
was not observed. On March 21st at around 7:00 a.m., a ju-
venile capuchin was found vocalizing loudly, trapped inside 
a trap set on the ground. Other capuchins were watching 
nearby when it was released. On April 19th a male climb-
ing mouse, Rhipidomys sp. (weight = 65 g), was captured 
by a capuchin just after it was released from the trap. On 
this occasion the group of capuchins observed the activi-
ties of the researchers from canopy branches at a distance 
of about 10 m. When the rodent was released a subadult 
capuchin quickly approached, grabbed it as it climbed a 
tree in the understory, and killed it using the craniocervical 
bite, a widespread killing strategy adopted by other primate 
genera (Steklis and King, 1978). The monkey remained 
in the understory for about 2 minutes, licking the blood 
from the neck of the prey and looking at the researchers, 
before moving to the canopy. It was not possible to observe 
whether it ate the prey or not. This incident took place after 
a 28-day interval between trapping activities, a time when 
the traps had remained closed.

On August 25th another male Rhipidomys sp. (weight = 105 g) 
was captured by an adult male capuchin after the rodent 
was released from a trap. As in the previous case, capuchins 
observed the researchers from a distance, and when the 
rodent was released, one individual quickly approached. At 
this time, the capuchin chased the rodent on understory 
branches, but the Rhipidomys fell to the ground and hid 
inside a hole in a fallen log. The capuchin descended to 
the forest floor, extracted the rodent from the log and took 
it to a branch about 3 m above the ground (Figure 1a). 
The rodent didn’t attempt to escape. The monkey killed 


	Neotropical Primates 16(2) 28
	Neotropical Primates 16(2) 29
	Neotropical Primates 16(2) 30



