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ABSTRACT
The White-handed Gibbon Hylobates lar is restricted within Lao PDR to the small portion of the north of the country that lies 

west of the Mekong River. The evidence-base includes one historical specimen of imprecise provenance, recent records of a 

few captives (of unknown origin), and a few recent field records. Only one national protected area (NPA), Nam Pouy NPA, lies 

within its Lao range, and the populations of the species now seem to be small and fragmented. Habitat degradation, conversion 

and fragmentation, and hunting, are all heavy in recently-surveyed areas, including the NPA. Without specific attention, national 

extinction is very likely, although the precise level of threat is unclear because so little information is available on its current status 

in the country.
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INTRODUCTION
Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR; Laos) 

is a landlocked country of 236,800 km² in Southeast 
Asia (Fig. 1), retaining, by regional standards, a relative-
ly high proportion of natural and semi-natural habitats, 
and thus of high global conservation significance (e.g. 
Thewlis et al., 1998). It supports among the highest 
numbers of gibbon species of any country, because it 
has a wide latitudinal range and straddles the Mekong. 
East of this river occur various species of Nomascus 
(with disagreement on exactly how many), and to the 
west occur White-handed Gibbon Hylobates lar (Lin-
naeus) in North Lao PDR and Pileated Gibbon H. pilea-
tus (Gray) in South Lao PDR (Duckworth, 2008).

The distribution and status of Nomascus (as a ge-
nus) is relatively well-known in parts of the country, 
even though the lack of consensus on taxonomy pre-
vents confident application of names to many popula-
tions (e.g. Duckworth et al., 1995,1999; Johnson et al., 
2005; Geissmann, 2007b; Brown, 2009; Robichaud et 
al., 2010; Thinh et al., 2010), whereas little information 
is available on the status of the two Hylobates species 

(e.g. Boonratana, 1997; Round, 1998), and of H. lar 
in particular. This reflects two main factors: first, field 
survey effort in Lao PDR has been concentrated to 
the east of the Mekong (where most of Lao PDR lies), 
in the domain of Nomascus. Second, the Nomascus 
populations of Lao PDR are of outstanding global con-
servation significance: the genus occurs outside Lao 
PDR only in Vietnam and in small parts of China and 
Cambodia; all Nomascus taxa are highly threatened 
with global extinction (Geissmann, 2007a) and Lao 
PDR holds the largest populations of some of them 
(Duckworth, 2008). The two species of Hylobates, by 
contrast, remain locally common in other countries, 
and Lao populations are of much lower global sig-
nificance. The Lao and global status is relatively well-
known for Pileated Gibbon, which occurs otherwise in 
only Thailand and Cambodia (e.g. Traeholt et al., 2005; 
Phoonjampa & Brockelman, 2008), but no good local 
or global overview is available for White-handed Gib-
bon status, perhaps because it has such a large global 
range (for a gibbon), spread over so many countries 
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Fig. 1. Map of Lao PDR showing parts of the country to the west and east of the Mekong River.

(Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, Thailand and China, as 
well as Lao PDR; Groves, 2001).

To retain Lao PDR’s full complement of gibbons, ac-
tion may be urgently needed for White-handed Gib-
bon; there are suspicions that it is already extinct in 
China, in which it has, or had, only a small range (Gru-
eter et al., 2009). Lao PDR is omitted from the range 
of White-handed Gibbon by various global compila-
tions (e.g. Groves, 2001; Mootnick, 2006), reflecting, 
presumably, the lack of undisputed Lao specimens. 
Moreover, the few reliable Lao records are scattered 
across internal project reports, and muddled by spuri-
ous claims of the species in the country. Information up 
to mid 2008 was collated in a status review of gibbons 
in Lao PDR (Duckworth, 2008), itself a grey-literature 
report of uncertain durability, existing only as a compu-
ter file on the Internet and a handful of custom printed 
paper copies.

Here, therefore, we present all information on 
White-handed Gibbon in Lao PDR that is traceable (up 
to June 2010), to highlight the poor information base 

on the species, and the distinct possibility that national 
extinction is looming unless specific measures are tak-
en to avert it.

RECORDS
One White-handed Gibbon specimen collected 

before 1904 is believed to come from ‘near Louang-
phabang’ (e.g. de Pousargues in Pavie, 1904; Kloss, 
1929). The specimen lacks authoritative information 
on origin (T. Geissmann in litt., 1998), and the town of 
Louangphabang (N19°54´, E102°09´) lies east of the 
Mekong, and thus in the range of Nomascus, not Hy-
lobates (Fig. 2). It has not been universally accepted as 
evidence of this gibbon in Lao PDR. However, although 
much of the Lao-Thai border consists of the Mekong, 
this stretch of the river lies entirely within Lao PDR, 
and it is c.100 km from the town to the nearest part 
of Thailand in a straight line (and much further using 
the Mekong for either upstream or downstream travel). 
Moreover, Louangphabang is not just a town but also a 
province extending both sides of the Mekong, reflect-
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ing the former Royaume de Louangphabang (mapped 
in, e.g., Delacour & Greenway, 1940). Taking the given 
locality as merely meaning somewhere within the ‘king-
dom’, it is perfectly plausible as the origin of the speci-
men.

Most information on White-handed Gibbon in Lao 
PDR comes from Nam Pouy National Protected Area 
(= Nam Phoun NPA in Berkmüller et al., 1995). Gibbons 
were clearly widely distributed in and around the NPA 
20 years ago. Respondents in 14 of 16 villages ques-
tioned during 1989-1993 reported gibbons from their 
area (Salter, 1991; Duckworth et al., 1999: Annex 5). 
A combined training-cum-survey by RB in mid-1997 
did not cover most of the NPA but concluded on the 
available information that gibbons were already “pos-
sibly rare” (Boonratana, 1997: 18) and were threatened 
by hunting for food. Songs of gibbons (confirmed as 

White-handed Gibbon, already very familiar to RB from 
experience in Thailand) were heard only towards the 
Lao-Thai border in the west of the northern region of 
the NPA, and in its remoter central core. An army patrol 
reportedly shot a gibbon during the third week of May 
1997, apparently from the extreme northern part of the 
central region. Army personnel reported gibbons as 
common in the southwestern part of the NPA (Boon-
ratana, 1997). No gibbons were recorded directly in 
a repeat visit in early 1998 (Boonratana, 1998); those 
mapped at various sites in the NPA (Boonratana, 
1998: Fig. 4.1) were based on indirect reports (RB). K. 
Khounboline & G. Baird (verbally to Duckworth, 2008) 
made several field trips around 2007 to the NPA, mainly 
investigating the status of Asian Elephant Elephas 
maximus Linnaeus. A picture of a dead adult gibbon, 
which had been killed in the NPA, was seen, but no 

Fig. 2. Nam Pouy NPA and verified locations of places mentioned in text.
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gibbons were found directly. Although the surveys vis-
ited some little-degraded semi-evergreen forest, they 
each lasted only one or a few days, and perhaps did 
not go far enough from villages to find gibbons: hu-
man activity was evident everywhere visited, and many 
areas were heavily cleared. On a short visit to parts of 
the NPA in May 2007 gibbons were heard on only one 
morning, when two groups of White-handed Gibbons 
were heard from the military road from the Nam (= river) 
Pouy southwest to Muang (= district of) Thongmixay; 
and the overall numbers were judged to be very low 
(J-FR). A young live White-handed Gibbon confiscated 
from hunters, who said it was from the NPA, was seen 
at the NPA road/guard post near Ban (= village of) Na-

khagnang (N18°30', E101°29') on 17 March 2010 by 
JWD and CS; it was still present a couple of months 
later (Phiapalath & Vaisavanh, 2010).

Over 11-18 May 2010, Phiapalath & Vaisavanh 
(2010) visited Nam Pouy NPA, interviewing local people 
about gibbons. Areas where NPA staff and Boonratana 
(1998) reported gibbons were picked as survey areas; 
much of the NPA was not visited and in these parts the 
extent to which gibbons persist is unknown. Overall, 
the NPA’s gibbon population seems to be very low and 
fragmented. Local reports of gibbons came from five 
main areas comprising the southern Phou (= mount) 
Tong (N18°38’, E101°27’), Phou Dam (N18°38’, 

E101°22’), Phou Pu (N18°38', E101°21'), the Houay 
(= stream) Saheun catchment (N18°33’, E101°12’), 
Phou Khaothong (N18°22’, E101°20’) and Ban Naven 
(N18°48’, E101°22’). However, there is some doubt 
with respect to the groups reported in the Ban Naven 
area, from the upper Houay Keo and other sites close 
to the Lao-Thai border. Local people believed there 
were only 1-2 groups left at each site. Villagers in Ban 
Nasomphan (N18°48, E101°22’), Ban Naven and Ban 
Thongmixay (N18°24’, E101°10’) reported that no 
gibbon songs had been heard in the last few years in 
areas formerly holding gibbons in northeastern Nam 
Pouy NPA (within Muang Phiang), the Nam Phoun Noy 
(N18°27’, E101°05’) area of Muang Thongmixay, and 
the area north of Ban Navan. The surveyors heard gib-
bon songs only once during the survey: a single singing 
session at Phou Pu on 14 May 2010; single mornings 
were spent listening for gibbons at Phou Dam, Phou 
Pu, the Houay Hang close to Phou Tong, the Houay 
Hoy (N18°35’, E101°27’) and the Nam Lop (N18°35’, 
E101°19’) in the Phou Pu area.

In 1991, eight of nine villages around the then po-
tential Pasak Xaignabouli NPA reported the presence of 
gibbons in their area (Salter, 1991). This area was never 

designated as an NPA, but some of these villages lie 
in areas which became part of Nam Pouy NPA, the 
declared area of which was much larger than the 1991 
proposal. In a 665 km² area east of Nam Pouy NPA and 
spanning parts of Muang Phiang, Muang Xaignabouli 
and Muang Paklay, placed in the late 1990s into the 
Hipa Licence Area Division Three, restricted interviews 
in August-September 1999 yielded general statements 
that gibbons were no longer present in their areas; they 
were believed perhaps to persist a little north of the 
Nam Pouy (HFI, 1999).

Part of the Hipa Licence Area Division Three was 
incorporated in the Phou Phadam Production For-
est Area (PFA), surveyed by JWD and CS over 18-30 
March 2010. This designation is too recent for PFA 
management principles to have yet been introduced. 
Recent heavy felling was widespread in the Muang 
Phiang parts of the PFA, accompanied by conversion 
to cash-cropping (reportedly mainly sesame) and by 
evidently unrestrained hunting; both activities were 
illegal and their prevalence was attributed by long-
term residents of the area to the ease of access to 
the forest on the extensive road network left by the 
former concessionaire. It is almost impossible to be-
lieve that any gibbons could have survived in this part 
of the PFA, and indeed people interviewed in three 
temporary settlements there all reported that gibbons 
had been present until ten years ago, but had been 
hunted out during the logging since then. The only 
suitable habitats visited in the PFA were around Pang 
Kuktong (N18°39', E101°38') and the Houay Nam-
mouk ridge (N18°36’34”, E101°40’03” - N18°36’07”, 
E101°41’14”), in Muang Paklay; listening for gibbons 
was a major survey aim at both these sites. The vil-
lager-guide, from Ban Nachan (N18°35’, E101°38’), 
knew both Pang Kuktong and the Houay Nammouk 
ridge well, and seemed generally knowledgeable about 
large mammals. He stated that the only gibbons sur-
viving in the region were a few around the Houay Nam-
mouk, and that luck was needed to hear them. Only 
one morning was spent there, and that after heavy 
overnight rain, known to depress gibbon song levels 
(Rawson, 2004). Moreover, two or more men with a 
hand-tractor and trailer were busy hunting for market 
and many gunshots were heard throughout the morn-
ing. Thus, while no gibbons were heard, this does not 
even weakly imply their absence from the area. The 
lack of records in five mornings at Pang Kuktong in ex-
cellent weather supported the guide’s statements that 
gibbons had disappeared from there. Reports were 
received of gibbons persisting around two villages fur-
ther north, in the eastern part of this PFA: Ban Nakhan 
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(N18°43’, E101°40’; specifically Phou Houk and Phou 
Phakan) and Ban Natoung (N18°48’, E101°43’; spe-
cifically Phou Moug, Phou Vieng near the Houay Hok, 
and Pha Toung). In May 2010 Phiapalath & Saisavanh 
(2010) were told by a resident of Ban Nakong that gib-
bons persist in the Ban Natoung-Ban Nakhan area, 
which he had visited several times in the last seven 
years, and one gibbon was reported to have been shot 
by loggers in 2009 there. East of the PFA, around Ban 
Muangliap (now called locally Ban Phaliap; N18°29’, 
E101°39’), CS received village reports in late March 
2010 that gibbons remained around Phou Kao Yoak, 
Phou Ye Noy, Phou Ye Nang, and Koun Houy.

Near Ban Sapi, Muang Xaignabouli, J-FR saw 
three wild White-handed Gibbons at c. N19°26'50", 
E101°16'12" during 18-20 May 2007, in an area 
where several others were heard. With a local guide, 
a total population of 18 individuals (four groups) was 
estimated within an area of 6 km². Up to now these 
gibbons have been protected by a local taboo, but in 
the last 20 years have decreased from about 60 in-
dividuals perhaps because of the poor quality of the 
habitat: within the 6 km², only 2-5% is secondary for-
est, and the rest is dominated by grass. Reports were 
received of other populations nearby, but these were 
not accurately located.

Outside Nam Pouy NPA, the selection of locations 
listed reflects the itineraries of those supplying records, 
not any real distribution pattern of this gibbon in Lao 
PDR. There are several clear statements of local ex-
tirpation, and these may typify much of the species’ 
original range in Lao PDR. In Muang Hongsa (centred 
on N19°45', E101°30'), villagers reported that in the 
area of Napong and Nam Ken (N19°15’, E101°18’) 
gibbons had last been found in the early-mid 1970s 
(Bergmans, 1995). Hmong villagers in Ban Donmai, 

c. 9 km east of Hongsa town, said in 2008 that there 
used to be gibbons further east near Ban Namseng, 
near to the Muang Chomphet border in old forest, but 
they had not been heard for many years (S. Ling in litt. 
to Duckworth, 2008). There are also various records of 
captive White-handed Gibbons in Lao PDR (Table 1), 
but none has meaningful information on their origins. 
Duckworth (2008) listed as provisional locations two 
second-hand reports for which subsequent verbal en-
quiry by PP suggests that the original identifications as 
gibbons, rather than monkeys of some form, were un-
reliable; these were from around Ban Phaxang (Muang 
Xaignabouli) and around Ban Phadeng (Muang Khop). 
These localities should be disregarded.

DISCUSSION
The few positive identifications available corrobo-

rate the prediction of Geissmann (1995) that gibbons 
west of the Mekong in North Lao PDR (i.e. Xaignabouli 
Province, a small adjacent sliver of Bokeo Province, 
and Muang Chompet of Louangphabang Province) 
are White-handed Gibbons, and there are no cred-
ible reports of this species east of the Mekong. How-
ever, incorrectly identified mammal listings pepper the 
grey literature of Lao PDR, particularly in commercial 
consultants’ reports, as they probably do in all neigh-
bouring countries. Gibbons have been particularly mis-
treated in such reports and identifications to species 
level should be ignored except where there is specific 
evidence of competence on the part of the surveyors. 
Duckworth (2008), in an extensive trawl of available, 
and some not-so-available, literature, found numerous 
claims of White-handed and Pileated Gibbons east of 
the Mekong (spread from the far north to far south), as 
well as Agile Gibbon H. agilis F. Cuvier (multiple times, 
even though this Sundaic species occurs nowhere 

Site Date Type of location Age Remarks Source

Louangphabang 

town

mid 1996 No information No information R. J. Timmins in 

Duckworth et al., 

1999

Xaignabouli town 1998 Petrol station Young RB; Duckworth et al., 

1999: Plate 13

Ben Keun Zoo 28 March 

1999

Zoo Adult Reportedly in zoo 

for 3–4 yrs

T. Geissmann in litt., 

2008

Wat Simouang, 

Vientiane town

27 & 29 March 

1999

Wat (= temple) Adult Reportedly in wat 

for five yrs

T. Geissmann in litt., 

2008

Table 1. Captive White-handed Gibbon records from Lao PDR.
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near Lao PDR; Groves, 2001) and Black-cheeked 
Crested Gibbon Nomascus concolor (Harlan) across the 
country (evidently in many cases not through assump-
tions derived from the formerly widespread treatment 
of pale-cheeked crested gibbons as subspecies of N. 
concolor). Quite often in such reports, multiple species 
of gibbons were listed for one site, and a 2002 draft 
of the Nam Mang 3 hydropower project Environmental 
Impact Analysis and Outline Social Action Plan and En-
vironmental Management Plan (by a European-run firm 
of “Environmental Impact Specialists” for the China 
International Water and Electric Corp.) outstripped all 
others by listing “Black Gibbon, White-cheeked Gib-
bon, Gibbons, White-handed Gibbon,” all among the 
“mammal species reported or observed in the catch-
ment (including reservoir) or inferred from known distri-
butions,” and yet the area under discussion lies entirely 
within Phou Khaokhoay NPA, an area well outside the 
range of the Black (= Black-cheeked Crested) Gibbon 
and White-handed Gibbon. These documents also 
claimed numerous other species highly implausible in 
the area and habitats of survey, and may simply re-
flect the limitations of showing picture-books to local 
people and asking them to point out which species 
are present. A basic presumption in these reports, that 
village interviews can be a short-cut wildlife survey 
method applicable by people of limited relevant experi-
ence, is fallacious; in fact to generate reliable species-
specific results with them is even more demanding of 
specialised skills and extensive local experience than 
direct survey, because one not only has to know a lot 
about the wildlife, but about the local people and their 
customs as well (e.g. Baird, 2007).

It is impossible to predict the status of this gibbon 
in unsurveyed parts of North Lao PDR west of the Me-
kong. Tungittiplakorn & Dearden (2002) found, in parts 
of northern Thailand, a fairly predictable sequence in 
which mammals disappeared from heavily hunted ar-
eas, with gibbons being among the early losses. This 
is likely to be true in Lao PDR as well, but cannot be 
used to assume that anywhere in the Lao range of the 
White-handed Gibbon with a severely depleted mam-
mal community will automatically have lost the gibbon, 
because of the special status accorded to it by some 
communities, as at Ban Sapi.

The status of White-handed Gibbon in Lao PDR is 
probably perilous. Even in 1997, Boonratana (1997: 
18) considered it “possibly rare” in Nam Pouy Nation-
al Protected Area (NPA), the only NPA within its Lao 
range. The available information suggests it is likely to 
have declined steeply since then. Recent search ef-
fort has been very limited, and all that can be said is 

that the species does persist in the country. Lao White-
handed Gibbon populations outside Nam Pouy NPA 
have been little searched-for, and some large or at 
least readily-conservable populations might yet remain 
undocumented. Nam Pouy is an NPA, but is report-
edly subject to heavy logging, which is presumably 
accompanied by heavy hunting. Phiapalath & Saisa-
vanh (2010) found that the new road crossing the NPA 
from Ban Naven to Muang Thongmixay has allowed 
increased wildlife hunting in the area from both ends 
of the road. Long periods of continual forest-fires from 
year to year have resulted in habitat loss: forests in the 
northern Nam Pouy area are degraded almost to bare 
ground in places, with exceptions in the Phou Pu and 
Phou Dam areas where gibbons are still reported. The 
NPA undertakes some patrolling and active manage-
ment but has human, technical and political resources 
insufficient for the scale of the tasks it faces. Outside 
Nam Pouy NPA, aside from the villagers’ belief at Ban 
Sapi, there is presently no known active protection of 
White-handed Gibbon in Lao PDR.

The habitat used by White-handed Gibbons near 
Ban Sapi is at variance with frequent statements that 
gibbons require high-quality forest. However, hunting 
almost invariably accompanies logging in many coun-
tries, making it difficult to be sure of the reason for the 
general rarity of gibbons in many areas of heavily de-
graded forest. Habitat condition itself may not be so 
important, and Johns (1986: 690) even concluded that 
White-handed Gibbon in Malaysia showed “a remarka-
ble degree of flexibility” in response to logging. A popu-
lation of White-handed Gibbons in entirely fragmented 
and degraded, and largely deciduous, forest in north-
ern Thailand was studied by Yimkao & Srikosamatara 
(2006), and the persistence around Ban Sapi is paral-
leled by various villages in Lao PDR where Nomascus 
gibbons survive surprisingly close to villages and/or 
in highly degraded forest, reflecting local restraints on 
hunting (Duckworth, 2008). In the face of rapid social 
changes, these local beliefs are generally weakening, 
and long-term protection of gibbons through them 
alone is unlikely.

Hunting, generally for food, with some use of ani-
mals as pets, has led to severe declines in gibbon 
populations in much of Lao PDR (Duckworth, 2008). 
All gibbons are afforded full protection under Lao wild-
life law, and for White-handed Gibbon to survive in the 
country firmer enforcement of this law is essential. A 
number of conservation-related initiatives have recently 
started or are planned in Xaignabouli Province (in part 
reflecting the province’s large Asian Elephant Elephas 
maximus population: K. Khounboline verbally, 2010), 
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and the survival of White-handed Gibbon in Lao PDR 
will be more likely if gibbons are included in conserva-
tion measures for elephants or other umbrella species. 
Such plans should aim to reduce hunting pressure on 
gibbons and other species that are highly vulnerable 
and which cannot be sustainably exploited.
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