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Abstract

The success of breeding primates in captivity has led to a surplus number of animals in collections. This review examines published
journals and key books to investigate the various methods of primate population control. Hormonal, surgical and separation methods
are discussed and evaluated with regards to behavioural and welfare implications. Methods of dealing with surplus animals are also
reviewed. It is concluded that the successes of contraception methods vary significantly between species, and in some cases not enough
is known to conclusively state that one method is preferable to another. The behavioural effects of contraception should be evaluated,
as social status and sexual behaviours can be negatively affected by contraception. Non-reversible sterilisation methods, such as
castration, should not be used without thorough evaluation due to the behavioural effects on the individual and group as a whole.
Overall, the zoo community should share information of successes and failures of contraception in different species, and professional
advice should be sought to ensure that the welfare of primates in captivity is not compromised.
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Introduction

Primates are kept in captivity for many reasons, including for
educational purposes, to support conservation through
captive breeding and also to allow for research, as well as
gaining a better understanding of their behaviour, social
systems and biology. Due to the large number of primates
being kept in captivity the way in which groups are managed
is of the utmost importance for their welfare and therefore
one of the main goals of zoos and research facilities should
be population management, through a balance of selective
breeding and fertility control (Hosey et al 2009). The
breeding of primates in captivity became more common after
the Convention on International Trade in Endangered
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) came into force,
regulating the removal of animals from the wild (Glatston
1998; Bourry et al 2005). Captive-born primates tend to live
longer, outgrow the available space and breed very successfully due to improved husbandry, nutrition and medical care
(Asa 1997; Plowman et al 2004). A study by Hill et al (2001)
showed that wild chimpanzees (Pan spp) tend to have a life
expectancy at birth of less than 15 years, and an average
adult lifespan of approximately 15 years, however, the
maximum age of captive chimpanzees recorded by Dyke
et al (1995), was 60 years, which is older than the estimated
age of any individual in the wild study site (Hill et al 2001).
In many cases, this increased captive lifespan has led to the
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birth rate exceeding the death rate of animals. Where collections do not have the financial means or space to house the
surplus animals their welfare may be compromised
(Sainsbury 1997; Bourry et al 2005). This is especially problematic in species where the offspring cannot stay with the
natal group (Glatston 1998). Although the problem varies
from species-to-species, male offspring tend to cause more of
an issue than females, as social groupings often favour more
females, and have only one or two dominant breeding males.

The artificial longevity of captive primates is itself an interesting point. Without natural threats, such as predation, disease
and starvation, the process of natural selection is prevented. In
its place, there are keepers and conservationists deciding which
individuals are the ‘fittest’ through the use of studbooks and
genetics, with only these animals passing on their genes to
improve the overall population. This can allow for wellmanaged populations, reducing the chance of inbreeding,
however issues can arise for collections as often the effective
population of a captive species is under 100 individuals, making
the likelihood of inbreeding problems high whilst reducing the
genetic diversity of the population (Hosey et al 2009).
Artificial longevity, as seen in captive gorillas
(Gorilla gorilla), has also highlighted possible issues, as
older females tend to produce more male offspring than
female (Graham 1996). As stated previously, one of the
main issues with surplus animals is the high number of
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