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IUCN SSC Primate Specialist Group Position Statement 

on Primates in Agroecosystems 
 

Non-human primates (hereafter primates) have shared landscapes with people and fed on 

crops cultivated by people for centuries (Fuentes 2006). As people rapidly and extensively 

convert natural habitats to agriculture, primate crop-feeding behaviour increases (Estrada et 

al. 2012). Negative interactions between people and primates due to crop damage and loss 

by primates have become a concern in almost all places where primates occur (Hill 2017; 

Tsuji and Ilham 2021; Abondano et al. 2023).  

Primates often forage on crops because they are high-energy foods (Fehlmann et al. 2017a, 

2020), or provide fallback food during periods of natural food scarcity (Hockings et al. 2009). 

However, crop-foraging can also occur after extensive habitat loss, when crops might be the 

main source of food for primate survival (McLennan and Hockings 2016; Hill 2017). Some 

wildlife tourism can contribute to an increase in primate crop-foraging (see Marechal, et al. 

2023), as well as other behaviour such as trash-foraging by some primate species such as 

baboons and capuchins (Shulte et al. 2020; Mazué et al. 2023).  

When crop-foraging, some primate species can substantially damage both private and 

public properties resulting in negative impacts on people that can include financial hardship, 

psychological stress, physical injury, exposure to pathogens, and, in extreme cases, loss of 

life (Barua et al. 2013; Gilardi et al. 2015; McLennan and Hockings 2016). Furthermore, 

hidden costs of crop foraging include people avoiding certain areas due to fear of 

encountering primates (McLennan and Hockings 2016), and children missing schooling 

opportunities because they are needed to assist in guarding the crops (MacKenzie et al. 

2015). 
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Because of the numerous negative impacts on people resulting from primate crop-foraging, 

landowners and farmers often invest considerable time and energy trying to protect their 

crops from primates (Hill and Webber 2010; McGuinness and Taylor 2014). Farmers may 

abandon land when agricultural production is unsustainable due to crop foraging activities. 

However, methods for deterring primates from crops can have limited success because 

primate behaviour can be very flexible (Fehlmann et al. 2017a, 2017b). Deterrents can also 

pose a welfare risk to primates, especially where people attack primates in retaliation for 

crop-foraging (e.g., by shooting them), causing injury or death. The movements of primates 

when crop-foraging also bring them closer to other dangers such as road and railway traffic 

and power lines (Strum 2008; Fehlmann et al. 2020).  

Human-wildlife coexistence is defined as a dynamic state in which humans and wildlife co-

adapt to sharing landscapes (Carter and Linnell 2016). Low levels of conflict are integral to 

such situations, and the extent to which an acceptable balance can be achieved depends on 

the context in which the interactions take place (Hill 2021). How people respond to 

agricultural damage and loss caused by primates often depends on the extent of the 

damage, economic losses incurred, type of crop, and whether the crop is for subsistence or 

commercial use. Culture, values, and customs also play a part in the levels of damage and 

loss people can tolerate. Some societies or communities tolerate primate crop loss and 

damage or find ways to achieve an acceptable balance (Riley 2010; Baker et al. 2014; 

Saraswat et al. 2015; Waters et al. 2019; Abondano et al. 2023). However, some farmers or 

government officials have resorted to killing primates, sometimes in large numbers, because 

of crop damage and loss (Adeola et al. 2018; Kifle and Beehner 2022). State sponsored 

monkey culls, which aimed to reduce the impacts of primates on agroecosystems, were 

responsible for the killing of approximately 245,000 primates in Sierra Leone between 1947 

and 1962 (Tappen 1964). Such high killing rates can locally extirpate some species, such as 

the Endangered Barbary macaque (Macaca sylvanus) in one area of the Rif Mountains in 

Morocco (El Harrad et al. 2022).  
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Chacma baboons in a South African vineyard @Amanda L. Ellwanger 

 

The position of the IUCN SSC Primate Specialist Group regarding primate in agroecosystems 

is to: 

 

● Recognise that mitigating and managing negative human-primate interactions due to 

crop damage is essential for human-primate coexistence in increasingly 

anthropogenic, mixed-use landscapes. 

 

● Urge application of rigorous biosocial research approaches to identify the underlying 

causes of human-primate/conservation conflicts, including the social, political, 

cultural, and economic context, to develop appropriate and more socially equitable 

ways to promote coexistence. 

 

● Recognise that some species of primate, in some circumstances, and in some 

regions, are viewed as “pests” regardless of threat status. 

 

● Acknowledge that zero conflict may not be a realistic goal. 

 

● Recognise that primates are sentient and have agency when considering methods of 

mitigating negative human-primate interactions. 

 

● Support the use of “crop-foraging” or “crop-feeding” when communicating in 

English, rather than terms like “crop-raiding”, which imply malicious intent on the 

part of wild primates. 
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● Support place-based, cost-effective, non-lethal, and non-invasive mitigation 

programmes co-developed with interested parties, where benefits to people 

outweigh potential or actual risks to primates and people. 

 

● Recognise that crop-foraging mitigation measures need ongoing evaluation to assess 

their effectiveness, meaning that sufficient long-term management presence and 

investment are often required.  

 

● Acknowledge that crop consumption by primates, both type and quantity, is dynamic 

especially where the natural habitats of primates have been lost. 

 

● Recognise that within some agroforestry systems, trees are overharvested or 
represent just one or a few species and thus fail to provide adequate food for 

primates.  
 

● Support the development of participatory land management and promote local 

governance to address the needs of primates and agroecosystems. 

 
● Advocate for the involvement of relevant government agencies and policymakers in 

formulating and implementing policies that promote sustainable land-use practices 

and human-primate coexistence. 

 
 

 

 
 

Moor macaques in a maize field in South Sulawesi, Indonesia @Erin P. Riley 
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Examples of primate species frequently reported to forage in agroecosystems 

Chimpanzee (Pan spp.), Cameroon, Guinea Bissau, Uganda, 

Orangutans (Pongo spp.), throughout their distribution 

Baboons (Papio spp.), throughout their distribution 

Vervet monkeys (Chlorocebus spp.), throughout their distribution 

Langurs (Semnopithecus spp.), Bangladesh, India, Sri Lanka 

Macaques (Macaca spp.), throughout their distribution 

Capuchins (Cebus and Sapajus spp.), throughout their distribution 

Howler monkeys (Alouatta spp.), Brazil, Costa Rica 
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Chimpanzee in an orchard in Guinea Bissau @ Hellen Bersacola/Cantanhez Chimpanzee 
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