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Conservation Note

Some Observations on the Present Distribution and
Conservation of Alouatta and Ateles in Southern Mexico

ALEJANDRO ESTRADA ann ROSAMOND COATES ESTRADA
Estavion de Biologte Tropical "Los Tuxtias,” Instituto de Biologia, Universidad Necional
Autdnome de Méxvico

Some information on the past and present distribution of Alouatie and
Afeles in southern Mexico and on the impact of habitat destruction on their
future existence is presented. Three surveys of primate populations and
forest habitats were carried out between 1981 and 1983 in southeastern
Mexico. Rapid destruction of the forest is reducing the number of forested
areas where Alouaita and Afeles can exist and co-occur. fegal hunting of
the two primates also contributes to their rapid decline. Alouatia and Ateles
live a precarious existence in a few large and small islands of forest, and
efforts are needed to set aside some of these areas as reserves so that their
future survival is ensured.
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INTRODUCTION

I Mexico, remmnants of tropical rain forest presently exist in the southern states
of Veracruz, Tabasco, Campeche, Oaxaca, and Chiapas [Estrada & Coates-Estrada,
19831, These forested areas are inhabited by primates of the genera Alouatia and
Ateles. Due to their large sizes (about 7.5 kg) and genersl behavior, these are two of
the most evident ditrnal arboreal mammals in the existing forest regions of south-
ern Mexico. Both primates are, however, in danger of extinction as a result of fllegal
hunting and the rapid-destruction of their natural habitats.

. 'The purpose of this paper is to present information regardi the following: (1
the results of a preliminary survey of Alouatta and Atfeles in sbuthern Mexico; (2)
their past and present distribution in the country; and (3} t.he potentla! :mpact of
habltat destruction on their fufure existence.
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METHODS

During 19811983, preliminary surveys were carried out in forested areas in
the states of Veracruz, Tabasco, Campeche, Chiapas, and the southern portion of the
Yucatan Peninsula, The surveys {July 1981: 30 days; July 1982: 25 days; and August-
September 1983: 2¢ days) were carried out on foot and horseback and by boat and
motor vehicle, Sightings of Ateles and/or Alouatta were recorded as our group of four
observers moved through forested areas following the procedure described in Es-
trada [1982]. No attempts were made to obtain detailed information on the number
and structure of the troops, as our ohjective was to defect presence or absence of the
primates in as many forested areas as possible.

RESULTS AND BISCUSSION
Taxonomy _

Mexico harbors iwo species of howling monkeys: Alouatie palliota (A, palliata
mexicana) and Alouatte pigra (= A. villosa) {see Smith, 1970; Hershkovitz, 1977;
Napier, 1976; Mittermeier & Coimbra-Filho, 1981). In the past, A. patliata was more

 widely distributed in southern Mexivo than was A, pigra, which was restricted to
the southern parts of Tabasco and Campeche [Hill, 1962; Smith, 1970}, Today A.
pigra and A. palliata are sympatric in areas in the southern part of the state of
Fabasco and in southern Campeche bordering with Guatemala {Smith, 1970; Hor.
wich, personal communication].

Spider monkeys are represented by two subspecies: Ateles geoffroyt vellerosus
{Mexican spider monkey), whose distribution is from southern Tamaulipas to Chia-
pas; and Ateles geoffroyi yacatanensis (Yucatan spider monkey), which is restricted
to the Yucatan peninsula [Kellog & Goldman, 1944; Hil, 19621
Rain Forest Distribution in Mexico

Accelerated destruction of the tropical rain forest in Mexico in the past 30 years
has greatly reduced its original extension. Replacement of the natural ecosystem by
agricultural crops such as coffee, sugar cane, corn, etc.; destruction as a result of
large-scale logging and caitle ranching; and recent oil exploration and discovery in
the states of Tabasco, Campechg, and Chiapas have significantly added to the
massive destruction of forested areas in low and high elevations. The rate of conver-
sion of the tropical rain forests of Mexico is very high. For example, of the original
gne million hectares of the Lacandon Forest, only 75,000 ha had been dedicated to
agriculture by 1970. By 1973, however, 376,000 ha had been converted to agricul-
tural practices, and by 1980, 526,000 ha had gone through the same process (Ing. J.
Mauricio, Centro de Investigaciones Ecologicas del Sureste, Chiapas, personal com-
munication), with the expected losses in plant and animal species. .

What was once a continuous corridor of tropical rain forest in southern Mexico
{see Miranda & Hernandez, 1963; Pennington & Sarukhan, 1968; Estrada & Coates-
Estrada, 1983] now consists of large and small islands of forest in which the flora
‘and the fauna live a precarious existence. Very few of these forested areas have been
set aside as nature reserves. Today only two reserves exist: one in the area of Los
Tuxtias in Veracruz and another (Montes Azules) in Chiapas in the Lacandon Forest
Fig. 1).

The Present Distribution of Primates in Mexico

The rapid disappearance of forested areas in Mexico hag greatly reduced the
original digtribution of Alouatia and Ateles. The past distribution of these two
primates was determined in part by the distribution of the high evergreen and low
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Fig. 1 Past and estimated present distribution of Ateles and Alouatie. This original distribution alse
reflects the past distribution of suitable habitats for these two primates. W, Alouatia; * , Ateles, The
hatched sreas indicate probable occurrence of Afeles andior Alouatte. 1, Biological reserve Los Tuxtins, 2,
Santa Martz Range (in the ares of Los Tuxtlas; 3, Uxpanapa area (Isthmus), 4, Palenque; 5, Sumidero; 6,
Lacandon Forest; 7, Yaxchilan/Bonampik: 8, Tenosique; 9, Candelaria; 10, Petcacabé. The thick dashed
line indicates the past extension of Ateles to the north and of Alowatta and Atelen to the south. Alouatta’s
northernmost extension has always been the ares of Los Tuxtlas in Veracruz.

semi-evergreen rain forest [see Pennington & Sarukhan, 1968). While both primates
oceupy these two vegetation types, Alouatte has had a more limited distribution in
Mexico, with its northernmost limit in the area of Los Tuxtlas [Leopold, 18591, On
the west coast, near Barra de Navidad in Jalisco, a group of about eight Ateles was
reported by Villa in 1955 {quoted in Leopold, 1959]. Our surveys, however, in the
same area in March 1982 and May 1983 did not locate any Ateles.

Qur surveys revealed that, as a result of the reduction of forested areas in
southern Mexico, the populations of Alouatta and Ateles are in rapid decline. In

- ~some of the more accessible forested areas; we cbserved many fragmented troops

consisting of two to four individuals. In some extreme cases, only one individual
inhabited these islands of forest. Larger populations, detected by sightings and
vocalizations, were located in very remote forested areas quite far from human
settlements, particularly in the following areas: Los Tuxtlas, Veracruz; the moun-
tainous areas of Canon del Sumidero; the Lacandon Forest and in Yaxchilin/Bon-
ampdk in Chiapas; the area of Candelaria bordering with Guatemala in Campeche;
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the area of Tenosique (along the Usumacinta River toward the Guatemalan border)
in Tabasco; and southern Quintana Roo in the area of Peteacabo (Fig. 1 and Table ).

- Contributing to the attrition of the remaining primate popuiations is occasional
illegal hunting of both species as a source of meat by the local people. Apparently,
Ateles was and remains the preferred monkey (because, we have often been told, its
meat is more palatable than that of howling monkeys). However, in those areas in
which the forest has been partly destroyed and in which Afeles no longer exists,
Alouatta is hunted and the meat sold at restaurants as spider monkey meat. Al-
though the hunting regulations'in the past (1958) allowed hunting of howling and
spider monkeys from November to February (two males per day), today regulations
enforced through the Minisiry of Wildlife of Mexico prohibit their hunting. Law
enforcement, however, is lax in the areas of southern Mexico where these two
primates still occur, indiscriminate hunting of animals of both sexes and various
ages is gtill carried out. The protection of Afeles is a very urgent need as many
populations have been exterminated from areas wherethey were previcusly sympa-
tric with Alouatta.

The illegal trafficking of infants as pets is another cause of primate mortality.
in this case, the mother is shot and the suckling infant taken. The survival of these
infants is very rare as a result of inadequate feeding, stress, and parasite contami-
nation. The latter results from coniact with domestic animals such as pigs, cattle,
dogs, eic, at the ranches where the captured primastes sre kept prior to their
transportation to nearby towns to be sold. Obvicusly, shooting the mother contrib-
utes o extinction of the reproductive base for the species.

The stronger impact of habitat destruction on Ateles than Alouatta may be
related to the different diets of these two primates. Qur observational data in the
area of Los Tuxtlas indicate that the howling monkeys spend a considerable amount
of time eating leaves complemented with fruit throughout the year. The troops’
home ranges are in the order of about 40-60 ha, within which they can find the
resources they need from year o year [Estrada, 1984). Spider monkeys in contrast,
as reporfed for jocalities in Central and South America {Hiadick & Hladick, 1969;
Rlein & Klein, 1977 Milton, 1981}, are mainly frugivorous in their feeding habits
and supply areas for troops are in the order of several square kilometers. As a result
of the almost total dependence of Ateles on very patchy dietary resources {ie, ripe
fruit), the animals need to monitor larger areas of forest in the daily search for food.

TABLE L Eist of Areas Surveyed in Southern Mexico Where Populations of Alouatta and/
or Ateles Were Found

Site State W long. N lat.
Reserve Los Tuxtlas Veracruz - 9504 18°34*
Santa Marta Range Veracruz 85°07° 18°22¢
Uxpanapa (Isthmus) Verscruz <. 95°46" 17°39"
Tenosique Tabasco AR . ¥ 12t
Palenqgue Chispas -~ B - 3 Y o 17280
Sumidero mermisispesins AN A : 16°51"
Lacandon Forest® Chiapas . 1646’
Yaxchilan/Bonampak Chiapas 91°02' 16°45*
Candelaria Campeche 91°15° 18°07
Petcacabs® Quintana BY°30 19°30
Koo

*Largest aren of tropical rafn forest remaining im México.
*Sauth central Quintana Roo state.
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Thus, any significant destroction of their habitat presents a more serious problem
to them than to howling monkeys, who spend at least half their annual feeding time

' eating a more predictabie food item (ie, leaves).

In view of the rapid rate of conversion of the tropical rain forest in southern
Mexico, we estimate that forested areas will be greatly reduced in size or will no
longer exist by the end of the century. This means that there is an urgent need to
set aside areas of rain forest in southern Mexico where populations of Alouaita and
Ateles are currently preserved, and other areas where relocation and/or reintroduc-
tion of these two primates can be carried out o ensure their future existence. The
value of these propositions can be ascertained in reserves such as UNAM's in Los
Tuxtias, where continuity of research in long-term studies of Alouatta and Ateles is
ensured as a result of the protection of the forest and its primate fauna [Estrada,
1983; Estrada & Coates-Estrada, 1983].

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We would like to thank the many people who assisted us during our trips to the
south of Los Tuxtlas, especially J. Orozco Farias and M. Diaz Banos in Tabasco and

Dr. M. Alvarez del Toro and Biol. M. Aranda in Chiapas.

REFERENCES

Estrada, A, Survey and census of howler
monkeys (Alouatta palliata} in the rain for-
est of Los Tuxtlas, Veracruz, Mexico.
AMERICAN JOURNAL OF PRIMATOL-
O0Y 2:363-272, 1982,

Estrada, A. Resource use by howler monkeys
{Alouatts palliata) in the rain forest of Los
Tuxtlas, Veracruz, Mexico. INTERNA.
TIONAL JOURNAL OF PRIMATOLOGY.
2:165-131, 1984

Estrada, A. Primate studies at the biclogical
reserve “Los Tuxtlas”, Veracruz, Mexico.
PRIMATE SPECIALIST GROUP NEWS-
LETTER 3:21, 1883.

Estrada, A.; Costes-Eetrada, R. Rain forest
in Mexico: research and conservation at Los
Tuxtias, ORYX 4:201-204, 1983.

Hershkovitz, P. LIVING NEW WORLD
MONKEYS (Platyrrhinii), Vol. I Chicago,
University of Chicago Press, 1977.

Hill, W.C.0O. PRIMATES. COMPARATIVE
ANATOMY AND TAXONOMY. V CEBI-
DAE. Edinburgh, Edinburgh University
Press, 1962,

lﬁadxck A.; Hladik, CM. Rapports tro-
phzqu&s entre vegetation et primates dans
ia foret de Barro Colorade (Panama)
TERRE ET AL VIE 1:255117, 1969,

Keliog, R.; Goldman, E_A_ Review of the spi-
der 1 . PROCEEDINGS OF THE 1.8,
NATIONAL MUSEUM 96:1-45, 1944,

Kiein, L.; Klein, D. Feeding behavior of the
Colombian spider monkey, pp 153-181 in
PRIMATE ECOLOGY: STUDIES OF
FEEDING AND RANGING BEHAVIOR IN

LEMIIRS, MONKEYS AND APES. TH.
Chutton-Brock, ed. New York, Academic
Press, 1977,

Leopold, AS. WILDLIFE OF MEXICO.
B;;geiey, University of California Press,
H L

Milton, K. Food choice and digestive strate-
gies of two sympatric primate species,
Agl\éfERICAN NATURALIST 11442496505,
1981,

Miranda, F.; Hernandez, E. Los tipos de ve-
getacto de Mexico y su clasiffcacion. Boletin
de la Sociedad Botanica de Mexico 28:29—
179, 1863.

Mittermeier, R.A.; Coimbra.Filho, AF. Sys
tematics: species and subspecies, pp 29-109
in ECOLOGY AND BEHAVIOR OF NEO-
TROPICAL PRIMATES. AF. Coimbra-
Filho; and R.A. Mittermeier, eds. Rio de Ja-
xggérln, Academia Brasileira de Ciencias,

Napier, P.H. CATALOGUE OF PRIMATES
IN THE BRITISH MUSEUM (Natural His-
tory). PART I: FAMILIES CALLITHRICI-
DAE AND CEBIDAE. London, British
Museum (Natural History), 1976,

Pennington, T.D.; Ssrukhan, 4. ARBOLES
TROPICALES DE MEXICO. Mexico DLF,,

. Institute Nacional de Investigaciones Fores-

tales, 1968,

Smith, D, The systematic status of the black
howler monkey, Alouaila pigre Lawrence.
JOURNAL OF MAMMOLOGY 51:358-369,
1970,



