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Primates as Pets in Mexico City: An Assessment of the
Species Involved, Source of Origin, and General Aspects
of Treatment
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The large huyman pepulations in cities are an important source of demand
for wildlife pets, including primates, and not much is known about the
primate species involved in terms of their general origin, the length of
time they are kept as pets, and some of the maintenance problems
encountered with their use es petz. We report the results of a survey
conducted in Mexico City among primate pet ownets, which was aimed at
providing some of the abhove information. We used an ethnogrsphic
approach, and pet owners were treated as informantz 1o gain their trust
go that we ecould enter their homes and learn about the life of their
primate pety, We aurveyed 179 owners of primate petg, which included 12
primate species, Of these, three were native species (Ateles geoffroyi,
Alpuotta pigrn, and A. palfiata). The rest were other neotropical primate
speciea not native to Mexico, and some paleotropical species. Spider
monkeys and two species of howler monkeya native to Mexico accounted
for 67% and 15%, rcespectively, of the primate cases investigated. The
most expensive primate pets were those imported from abroad, while the
least expencive were the Mexican species. About 45% of the native
primate pets were obtained by their owners in a large market in Mexico
City, and the rest were obtained in southern Mexico. Although they can
provide companionship for children and adults, primate pets are subject
to a number of hazardg, same of which put their lives at risk. The demand
by city dwellers for primaie pets, along with habitat destruction and
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fragmentation, exerts a significant pressure on wild populationa in
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INTRODUCTION

Az a resuli of extensive forest destruction in the last five decades, the
geographic distribution of the three species of primates native to the rain foresta
of aputhern Mexico (Afowatta pellicia, A, pigre, and Afeles geoffrovi) haa
diminished significantly [Estrada & Coalea-Estrada, 1984, 1988] and their
populations have declined. Some have become locally extinet, while others exist
in iaolated forest fragments where they live under precarious conditions | Estrada
& Coatee-Estrada, 1996; Estrada et al , 1999a, b, 2000al. In some isolated and less
populated regione of southern Mexico, populations still exist in protected
ecological reserves, natiohal parks, and other protected forests [Estrada, 1982,
Eatrada et al., 2002k]. Of the three Mexcan primates, the spider monkey has
been the most rapidly affected by habitat loss and fragmentation [Estrada &
Contes-Eetrada, 1996] becayse it requires large aress for habitation. In addition,
gpider monkeya have traditionally been hunted for their meai, and the
attractivenace of the infants as pets has also impacted existing populations
[Anderson, 1991 Kinzey, 1997, TRAFFIC, 2003],

Deapite comcerns ahout the impact of the pet trade, little is known about it.
Large cities in neotropical countries are an important source of demand for
wildlife as pets. Therefore, in this work we present the resulta of a frst-time study
aimed at assessing the use of primates as pets in Mexico City, determining the
primate species involved, and gathering general mformation about their erigin,
the length of time they are kept 8& pets, and some of the maintensnce problems
encountered with these pets.

METHODS

We used an ethnographic approach, whereby the owners were treated as
informenta, and a close relativnship was doveloped with the aim of gaining their
trust so that we could gather the relevant information. The relative age of a
primate pet was estimated from information provided by the owners and by the
gize of the pet. We classified pets ag infants (< 12 months old), juveniles (1-2.5
yeara old), young adulta {2.5-3.5 years old), and old aduits (>3.5 years old}. In
addition, we collected information on the gender and age of the owners. We
noticed that sometimes the person who purchased the primmate pet was not the
one who actually kept it, and thus we divided the subjectz into those who
purchased the pet and those who possessed the pet. Using the ethnographic
approach, participant ohservation allowed vs to gather a rich assgriment of
information on how primate pets are obtained and how they live, Pet ewnhoers were
located by word of mouth and through the offices of the Mexican government
agency in charge of wildlife protection. In the latter c¢ase, the owners
were ungware of our use of this channel to locate them. Field work in Mexico
City, a eity of 20 million inhabitants, started in mid 2001 and ended in December
2002,
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TABLE I. Specics of Primates Used as Fets In Mexdion City™

Speciea n % cost. in U8 dollars®
Ateies geoffroyi 121 a7 LY
Alouaiia pigra 18 10 A0G
Collithrir jacchus 11 5 2,000
Alouoita potlicis 10 & 500
Saimir scilreus T 4 2,200
Cobug apelin 3 2 1,800
Pan voplodytes a 2 10,4}
Cebis copucinus a 2 1,750
Cercopitherur aefhiops 1 1 ot
Cepas atbifrony 1 1 1,800
Lemur catia 1 1 UND"
Total 179

*Spider monkeys predominets in the sample, followed by the bliwk howler cAlopaita picra) and the mantled
hewler (4. pollimio) monkeys, the three species of primates present in southern Mexico. Prinare specen from
other geographic regions ave ales usad a3 pats,

“Alan ghwwen ie the relagive cost of purchase of the primate pet for each apeciow. Cloarly, imported spacies &re taom:
expenaive, Whils Lhe Mexican primates are

SN, undstermined,

RESULTS
Species Used

We were able to locate and interview 179 gwnera of primate pets. We found
that 12 species of primates were used for this purpose (Table I} Spider monkeys
womprised 67% of the cases, while the two howler monkey species native to
Moxico-Alowatia pigre and A pallicia—accounted for 10% and 5% of the cases,
respectively. Thua, native epecies accounted for 82% of the primate pets. Other
neotropical species comprised 15%, and thoee from the paleotropics accounted For
the remaining 3% (Table I} of the pets.

Purchasing Cosis and General Origin

Iy terma of cost of acquisition, the mest expensive pets were those imported
from other countries. Among these, P. frogiodytes were the mosi expensive
primate pets, followed by Saimiri seivreus, Callithrix facehus, and Cebuy spp. The
Mexican species were the least expenaive, and the three species were zold for the
pame price (Tabie I). Forty-five percent of the peta were purchased in Mexico City
at a market known for its wildhfe trade. Another 45% were purchased by peaple
traveling to the south of Mexico, and in this case the monkeys came from the
states of Campeche (17%), Chiapas (14%), Tabasca (8%), and Quiniana Roo (6%).
The remaining 10% were imported from abroad.

Age and Sex Distribution of Spider and Black Howler Monkey Pets

In the case of spider monkeys, infanis end juveniles sececunted For 44% of the
cages, young adults for 60%, and old adults for 7%. Males and females were
similarly distributed in the sample. For A, pigra, 44% of the pets were infants,
22% were juveniles, and 33% were fully grown adults (Table IT}.
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TARLE I1. Number of Ipdlvidusls in Each Age sodd Sex Class of Splider and Black Howler
Monkeys, the Most Freqoonily Used Native Species as Peta by Redidents of Mexico Ciky

Species Male Femnule Total
A, geoffray
Infants 5] L] 11
Juveniles 18 24 42
Youmg adult 32 28 60
M4 adult a 2 8
Total 6l &0 121
A pigre
Infants 2 ] 8
Juveniles 1 3 4
Adults 1 B 8
Total 4 14 138
Diet

Feeding habits varied preatly from household to household, but in general,
the primate pets were provided with fruits and vegetablea. They mostly shared
the food consumed by the owners, but alen consumed other nonfeod items. For
example, in 88% of the cases in which information was cbtained (n = 67), the peta
drank coffce, and in some cases they regularly ate paper (38%), tobaceo (19%), end
marihuana (3%). In 14% of cases the primate pet regularly ingested alcohol with
the gwner.

Common Allmenis, Accldents, and Cauges of Death

In 57% of the cases for which we were able to obtain data, the most common
ailments affecting the general health of the primate pet were of respiratory (33%)
and gestrointestinal {24%) origin. Skin and viral infections were reported for 20%
of the rases, Bod in 12% of these the ailments could not be clearly defined by the
opwners (Table TII). Burns caused by hot ohjects in the heusehold were the most
common accidents, Falls, electric shocks, and intodlcation by ingestion were
reported in 449% of the cases (Table IIT). The most common causes of death of the
primete pet were asphymation by strangtilation, and elecirocution (61% of cases).
Being hit by a car or battered by the owner accounted for another 32% of the
cases, and attacks by dogs accounted for the remaining 7% {(Table II1).

Age and Gender of Owners, and Motivation to Own a Primste Pet

Young adults (20-50 years old) accountied for 78% of the people whe
purchaged pets, and adoleseen ts aecounted for 22%. Both males and females weare
buyers of primate pets in pll age classes involved (Teble TV). Of the people who
possessed pets but had not purchazed them, 77% were adults, 12% were
adoleecents, and 10% were children. Females accounted for 0% of the possessors
of a primate pet, and there were more females than males in the adult cless
{Table TV). The moai importent motivation to own a pet was empathy (55%,
followed by possession of a primate pet as B personal cbject (44%). Least
important was acquisition of social status (5%).
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TABLE II. Ailmstin, Arcldents, and Causes of Denth in Primsts Pets Kept by Resideres of
Mexioo City

Problama Percent
Aliments (n=%7 cases)
Respiratory 33
Gastrointestinal 24
Bkin disorders 16
Viral 14
{Hhers 12
Accidents (n=060 cases}
Burna &0
Falls 19
Electric shocks 15
Intoxication 10
Cuts [i]
Cause of Death (n=41 cases}
Asphyxia an
Electrocution 22
Hit by car 21
Owrnar 11
Attack by dags 7

TABLE IV. Agre and Sex Dairibution of Bayery of Primais Paty and Fossesors of Primate Pois
In Heabdents of Mexico Clty

Males Femaies Total
Buyer
Child 0 1] a
Adolescent 24 16 aa
Young adult o5 45 140
(4 pdult 1] 1] 1]
Total 119 &0 179
Puoasemsat*
Child ib B 18
Adciescent 12 10 22
Young sdult 40 ™ 110
0ld adult 4 20 28
Total T 108 173

*Thee that kept the pet, besed 0n 170 dies,

DISCUSSION

Qur study suggests that a relatively high number of primate species are used
as pets by inhahitants of Mexico City. Because Mexican law forbids the
commercialization of wild primates, and there are no breeding centers in the
country, we ¢en assuine that all of the native primate pets recorded wern obtained
on the hlack market. Qur study also showed that the spider monkey was the moat
affected native primate species. However, howlers are alao frequently sold as pets
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in smali towns or along the highways in southern Mexico (AE., personal
ohservation). This, and the fact that howlers are much more difficult to keep in
captivity, may mask the intensity with which they are being obtained from the
wild to be zold ay pets. Our =20 years’ experience in studying primates in
southern Mexico has shown that infants of thesg three primate specica sre
captored by killing the mother. Many of these captured infants die in transit to
the selling location due to lack of adequate food, dehydration, and gastrointestinal
and respiratory infections (A E., personal observations). The pressure on wild
populations existing In forest remnants, as well as ir protected aress, is high as a
result of the desire by city dwellere to own 2 monkey 8= a pet.

The low cost of Mexican primates in Mexico City (compared to the other
primate species) probably reflects the availability of these species in the country,
and the fact that this illegal trade does not incur custor and maintenance costs,
Many of the primates brought illegally from southern Mexice land at the
“Songra” market in the city -s market famous for, among other things, trading
in wildlife. People go to this market searching for animal pets, and they may find
A monkey there. Another source of primate pets in the ¢ity are the truckers who
move merchandise and produce from gouthern Mexico to the country's capital.
Theee truckers purchase mankeys on the highways or in small towns where they
stop over, and bring them to Mexico City to sell. On a smaller scale are the people
who travel to the south for tourism or other reasons and bring back an infant
monkey. Exotic primate pets are also ohtained through legal and illegal
importation of primates into Mexjeo City via air traflic. Our stody showed that
even though Mexico City males are the most frequent buyers of primates as pets,
fernales also participale in this process,

Our study suggests that in southern Mexice, capturing primates for the pet
trade 18 mainly carried oul in the states of Campeche and Chiapas, which
aeeounted for 69% of the cases regarding native species for which the source of
origin was determined. The rest came from states such as Tabaacn and Quintany
Roo. Campeche and Chiapas are two Mexican atates with large rain forests that
hurbor significant populsations of spider and howler monkevs |Barruets, 2003;
Estrada and Cosates-Estrada, 1988; Eatreda et al., 2002a, b]. This indieates that
pritnate infants sold at the Sonora market in Mexdco City, or by truckers, most
likely come from these general regions in southern Mexico.

Our study showed that the major motivations of people to possess a primate
pet are empathy or identification with the animal, the pleasure of cwning it as a
personal cbiject, and, on a smaller scale, the belief that snch ownership will
translate inte improved social status among relatives, friends, and neighbors, We
also observed that in §04% of the cases examined, the primate pet was bought as a
gift for other family memkhers, especially as a companion for children or women
{who are primarily responsible for the care of the pet). It was also notable that
many of the pets were kept into their adulthood, probably because of the
attachment to the pet developed Ly the owner and his'her family. Some primate
pet owners who had more than one primate pet over the years indicated to us that
as the pet growas older it becomes stronger, more active, and more destructive, and
may hehave aggressively toward the owner and histher family. This may lead the
owner to get md of the primate pet by donating it to a 2oo or a friend, or hy
terminating its life.

We observyed that in the majority of the cases the primate pet is treated as a
member of the family. This involves caring for and dressing it like a child, and
treating any illnesses that may arise. However, in many cases the control of the
pet’a diet is not strict enough or even adeguate, and the pet ingests substances

sty o Ellm s
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(e.g., alcchol, paper, or other items) that can have a deleterious effect on its
healih. The high frequency of respiratory ilinesszes in the primate pet population
studied may be related to regular drops in ambient temperature in Mexico
City, which ia located at 2,200 m ahove sea level. Many of these pets are kept
outdoors, e#ither on the roofs of houses ot tied to a struciure in the vard, and are
thus exposed to the clements. Gastrointestinal probloms may result from
inadequate dict or contaminated food. A poor diet, insufficient exposure to the
sun, and mycosis may be reaponsible [or the high incidence of gkin prohlems
reported. Viral and bacterial infections may also result from contact with
humans.

Because the majority of primate pets are brought into the owner's house,
they are prone to zceidents with objects vsed hy humans. Burns canzed by stoves,
irona, light bulbs, and candles are guite common. When the owners live on the
second floor or higher in apartment buildings, falls are common. Siippery floors
also cause some of these falle. Electric shocks result when the pet comes into
contact with exposed electrics] cables and connections. Intoxication can be caused
by the ingestion of cleaning products, snch as solvents, or ornamental plants, We
cbeerved that primate pets alsg suffered many skin cuts caused by sharp cbjects,
such as knivez and broken glass, and by aluminum containers offered to them
with liquid to drink.

The major cause of death is strangulation caused by the rope tied arcund the
monkey’s neck. The rope may become tangled in house structures or trees
without the owners being aware of it. Death by electroculion can result when the
monkey ¢limbs to high-energy electric lines or transformers in the street during a
momentary escape from the house. This latter behavior may also recult in the
monkey being hit by 4 car or attacked by dogs. In other instances, the owters
killed the primate pet becatise they considered it unmanageable because of its size
or behavior, but generally this occurred after an aggressive episode directed
toward a member of the family.

We cannct reporl the total number of primste pets in Mexico City, but we did
find more pets than we expected. This sugpests that the pet trade is an important
problem in the preservation of wild populations. Furthermore, once they become
a pet the young primates face a multitude of problems and are suhjected to many
righ s while they are pets. While they provide companionship and entertainment
for n few monthe or years for the ownere and their families, their final fate is
uncertain. The demand for young spider and howler monkeys as pets, together
with hzbitat disappearance and fragmentation, exerty a significant pressure on
wild populatinns. This means we need to find ways to mitigate these pressures by
making it undesirable to pwn a monkey a3 a pet, tracking down the people who
capture and market the infants, and confiscating the primates being sold, amon g
other measures. We must also provide information to the owners of primate pets
to improve the living conditions of theee animals, and to minimize the risk of
injuries and unwanted deaths. Of course, the problem of rehabilitating the pet
unce they become nunwanted by the owners ia another difficult issue that remains
tn be resclved [Morell, 1994,

We are aware that our study iz by no means complele and our sample size
was gmall, both of which reflect the fact that it was diffieult to lecate primate pet.
owners in Mexico City, and the acquisition of information required a congiderable
investment of time to gain the owners’ trust. However, our efforts show that the
uze of an ethnographic approach (wherehy the pet owner is approached as an
informant} 18 a productive avenue for gathering information about the use of
primates 88 pets, the species involved, the regions of origin, the market place
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where they are sold and bought, the general market value of the pets, and other
aspects related to the management of primates as pets.
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