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Abstract: In this report we provide information on the geographical distribution and current status of the Peruvian yellow-tailed 
woolly monkey (Lagothrix flavicauda) and of other primates that inhabit the montane forests of the Región Huánuco. For this 
purpose we conducted transect censuses and interviews during the months of July, September and October 2015 and January 2016 
in the montane forests of the ríos Chontayacu, Santa Martha, Monzón and Derrepente, and also in the upper basin of Río Hual-
laga. The results indicate that the southern distributional limit of L. flavicauda is the Región Huánuco in the montane forests on 
the left bank of the Río Alto Huallaga. During the survey, we also recorded 28 groups of five species of other primates, the most 
frequently observed of which was Leontocebus leucogenys. In all locations surveyed except for the montane forests between the 
ríos Chontayacu and Magdalena, populations of L. flavicauda and other primates are in the process of local extinction, principally 
due to intense deforestation for agriculture, cattle ranching and timber extraction, but also due to hunting.
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Introduction 

The Peruvian yellow-tailed woolly monkey (Lagothrix 
flavicauda), more commonly known in Huánuco as coto 
negro, is one of the 25 most endangered primate species in 
the world (Mittermeier et al. 2012). This Peruvian endemic 
inhabits the montane forests of Amazonas, La Libertad, San 
Martín and Huánuco, but the limits to its geographic range 
in the south, and the primates with which it shares its habitat 
there, are still poorly understood, particularly in the Region 
Huánuco.

A number of studies have clarified the behavior and feed-
ing (Leo Luna 1980, 1982, 1984, 1987; Cornejo 2008), activ-
ity budget and behavior patterns (Shanee and Shanee 2011). 
and geographical distribution (Aquino aqnd Encarnaciòn 
1994; Shanee et al. 2008; Shanee 2011) of L. flavicauda in 
the Peruvian montane forests where it lives. Aquino and 
Ramos (2010) argued that the southern limit to the occur-
rence of L. flavicauda could reach the microbasin of the Río 
Chinchao, and included the montane forests surrounding the 
Río Monzón with the Patuy Rondos and Carpish forests close 
to Tingo Maria. In this regard, Shanee (2011) indicated that 
the limits might extend through the montane forests from the 
border of the province of Tocache (Región San Martin), south 

as far as the Río Magdalena. Aquino et al. (2015a), however, 
suggested that the probable limit of its range in the south 
would be the pre-montane and montane forests on the left 
bank of the Río Alto Huallaga.

In November of 2011, R. Aquino came across a juve-
nile female of L. flavicauda in the locality of Santa Rosa del 
Oso; its mother had been shot by a hunter on the right bank 
of the Río Chontayacu. This showed that primates in this part 
of Huánuco are subject to subsistence hunting or are hunted 
simply to obtain infants for sale as pets in local markets. 
Aquino et al. (2015a) observed 13 groups of L. flavicauda in 
montane forests near the community of Cocalito on the left 
bank of the Río Chontayacu, confirming that it occurs on both 
sides of the Río Chontayacu. The limit to its distribution in 
the south remained undefined, however.

The only references to other primate species inhabiting 
the montane forests of Huánuco are found in Shanee et al. 
(2013) and Aquino et al. (2015b). They reported the presence 
of four and six species respectively. The minimal informa-
tion concerning abundance, group size and habitat condi-
tions for L. flavicauda in many of the sites where it had been 
recorded inspired a plan of action with following objectives: 
(1) to determine its extent of occurrence in southern Huánuco; 
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(2) to determine the status of the species based on group size 
and abundance, and (3) to identify the locations with the larg-
est populations. This information would prove important in 
the proposal of community managed conservation areas for 
the species, implementing, besides, ecotourism opportunities 
with local participation. To achieve these objectives, transect 
censuses were conducted during July, September and October 
of 2015, and in January of 2016 in forests close to the com-
munities of the microbasins of the ríos Chontayacu, Santa 
Martha, Monzón and Derrepente, and in the upper basin of 
the Río Huallaga. The results obtained are presented in this 
report.

Methods

Study area
The montane forests of the Región Huánuco are in the 

central Peruvian Amazon. In this region, the forests have been 
subjected to intense deforestation for agriculture, cattle ranch-
ing, floriculture and timber extraction, leaving only “patches” 
of highly disturbed, degraded, remnant forests and moder-
ately disturbed, more extensive, primary forest. Subsistence 

hunting and culling to control crop-raiding are also threats. 
Our exploration and censuses were conducted in these pri-
mary forest and remnant forest fragments in four microba-
sins and the upper basin of the Río Huallaga (Fig.1). The 
geographical coordinates, height and disturbance level of the 
survey sites are shown in Table 1. The sectors were as follows.

Microbasin of the Río Chontayacu. Deforestation has 
destroyed forests from the community of Santa Rosa del Oso 
upstream as far as the community of San Pedro de Chonta. 
Primary forest still exists further downstream, however, but 
it is suffering commercial timber extraction and subsistence 
hunting. Even though deforestation for agriculture is still 
moderate, there has been a notable increase since the end 
of 2012 with the opening of the Uchiza – Huacrachuco road. 
In this sector, the survey sites were placed near to the com-
munities of San Antonio de Padua and Santa Rosa del Oso. 
No surveys were carried out in San Pedro de Chonta, only 
interviews.

Microbasin of the Río Santa Martha. The primary forest 
which exists at the headwaters of this river is being cut down 
for agriculture and the illegal cultivation of coca (Eritroxilum 
coca). Timber extraction has been facilitated by the road. The 

Figure 1. The survey sites for the inventory and status assessment of L. flavicauda and other primates.
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survey site in this location was forest near to the community 
of Alto Azul.

Microbasin of the Río Monzón. In this sector the survey 
sites were placed in forest near to the community of Luz 
Pampa, on the right bank of the Río Monzón. There the 
patches of remnant forest were subject to constant timber 
extraction for the construction of corrals and cattle fences. 
The mammal fauna in general was very scarce as a result, and 
was mostly represented by small species such as, among the 
primates, the Andean saddle-back tamarin (Leontocebus leu-
cogenys) and Andean night monkey (Aotus miconax).

Microbasin of the Río Derrepente. Access to this sector 
was possible only on foot and using pack mules. This survey 
site was near to the community of Jarahuasi, approximately 
7 km from the confluence of the ríos Derrepente and Hual-
laga. Patches of remnant forest are what mostly remain in this 
sector, and primate numbers were relatively low. Some inter-
viewees told us that there is still primary forest in good con-
dition in the middle reaches of the microbasin, where larger 
primates could still be found.

Upper basin of the Río Huallaga. This survey site con-
tained patches of primary forest near to the community of 
Paccha, on the left bank of the Río Alto Huallaga. There is 
intense deforestation for agriculture and timber extraction for 
local use. Wildlife is scarce due to the extent of disturbance in 
these forests. Some interviewees, however, claimed the pres-
ence of the spectacled bear (Tremarctos ornatus) and larger 
primates, including the red howler (Alouatta seniculus).

Transect censuses
The purpose of the transect censuses was to determine the 

relative abundance and population density of L. flavicauda 
and other primates. Censuses were conducted in primary 
forest near San Antonio de Padua, Santa Rosa del Oso, and 
Alto Azul, and in patches of remnant forest near Luz Pampa, 
Jarahuasi and Paccha. We used the paths and trails of farmers 
and hunters, and occasionally the roads of loggers. Each tran-
sect was walked up to three times. Following the guidelines 
established by Aquino et al. (2001), censuses were conducted 
from 07:00 to 16:00 h. Two teams of two observers walked 
different transects at a speed of about 0.6 km/hour. Each time 
a group of primates was found we noted the following: time, 

species, group size (complete counts when possible), perpen-
dicular distance from the transect to the first individual seen, 
height (the vertical stratum of forest), activity at moment of 
detection, presence of infants and juveniles, and type of veg-
etation. The censuses were conducted on the transects in both 
directions (inbound and outbound). In all, we walked 402 km 
of transects equivalent to 663 census hours; of this total, 227 
km were in the Río Chontayacu sector (Table 2).

Interviews
The main purpose of the interviews was to accumulate 

information about the presence of L. flavicauda to define the 
limits of its distribution in the south of Huánuco. Interviews 
were conducted in all survey sites and San Pedro de Chonta. 
To help with the identification, the interviewees were shown 
photographs of L. flavicauda and of other primates suspected 
to inhabit the survey sites. The questions focused on food 
resources (common plant names), fruit seasons, frequency 
of hunting, birth seasons and seasonal migratory movements, 
among others.

With the exception of those interviewed in San Antonio 
de Padua, San Pedro de Chonta and Alto Azul, all showed 
total ignorance of the existence of L. flavicauda and of other 
primates that inhabit their forests. Only two were able to dif-
ferentiate between the howler monkey (Alouatta seniculus) 
and the so called “chocleros”—the large-headed capuchin 
Sapajus macrocephalus, and the Peruvian white-fronted 
capuchin Cebus yuracus.

Identification of threats
The activities which constitute threats were registered 

during the censuses and interviews. We asked about and 
investigated other activities related to deforestation apart from 
agriculture, including such as mining, logging, road construc-
tion, and hydroelectric projects. When visiting the communi-
ties, we also took the opportunity to search for primate pets, 
and for evidence of hunting, such as skins and skulls.

Data analysis
The number of primate groups recorded for each species 

in the censuses were not sufficient to calculate population 
density. For that reason we opted to calculate only relative 

Table 1. Survey sites in montane forest of the Región Huánuco.

Survey sectors Survey sites* Coordinates (UTM) Elevation
(m.a.s.l.) Human disturbance level

Río Chontayacu microbasin 1. San Antonio de Padua 334932/9047323 1650 High

2. Santa Rosa del Oso 313423/9047511 1705 High

3. San Pedro de Chonta 243480/9042651 2448 Very high

Río Santa Martha microbasin 4. Alto Azul 354469/9013143 1223 High

Río Monzòn microbasin 5. Luz Pampa 352080/8976150 1314 Very high

Río Derrepente microbasin 6. Jarahuasi 390646/8948682 1224 Very high

Río Huallaga upper basin 7. Paccha 403154/8919436 2415 Very high

*Numbers correspond to the points in Figure 1.
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abundance—the number of groups encountered/10 km of 
transect.

Results

Distribution of L. flavicauda
The results obtained through direct observation and 

interviews conducted during this study, as well as from previ-
ous studies, allows us to affirm that the extent of occurrence 
of L. flavicauda in Huánuco comprises the montane forests 
from the Río Crisnejas on the boundary with the Región San 
Martín, southwards to the montane forests of the left bank of 
the Río Alto Huallaga (Fig. 2). On this particular, there is evi-
dence to suspect that their distribution could expand towards 
the southeast of the Río Alto Huallaga, probably as far as the 
montane forests close to the boundary with the Región Pasco.

Current situation
The scarce five groups observed in this study (Table 

3), and the low number of sightings (Table 4) indicate that 
in Huánuco L. flavicauda is absent over a large part of its 
former range. This is due to factors such as the destruction 
of forest for agriculture, cattle ranching, and the construction 
of roads and a hydroelectric dam, hunting and other activi-
ties. The few populations that still exist are mainly remnant 
groups and refugees in montane forests in the microbasins 
of the ríos Chontayacu and Monzón. There is also evidence 
of small groups existing in patches of primary forest in the 
microbasins of the ríos Chinchao and Derrepente, but they 
are in the process of local extinction due to the constant loss 
of habitat and decrease in food resources. These two factors 
are responsible for the migration of L. flavicauda from one 
place to another and for the appearance of S. macrocephalus, 
C. yuracus, L. leucogenys and A. miconax in fruit farms in 
search of food. These crop-raiders are repelled by shooting 

Table 2. Length (km) walked and censuses hours per survey site in the study area.

Survey sectors Survey sites Distance walked (km) Effort (hours of census)

Río Chontayacu microbasin 1. San Antonio de Padua 129 215

2. Santa Rosa del Oso 98 160

3. San Pedro de Chonta - -

Río Santa Martha microbasin 4. Alto Azul 76 121

Río Monzón microbasin 5. Luz Pampa 34 57

Río Derrepente microbasin 6. Jarahuasi 38 65

Río Huallaga upper basin 7. Paccha 27 45

Total 402 663

Table 3. Survey sites and records of L. flavicauda and other primates.

Survey sectors Census and interview sites Species observed¹ Species registered in interviews

Río Chontayacu microbasin 1. San Antonio de Padua Sapajus macrocephalus (2)
Cebus yuracus (1)

Lagothrix flavicauda
Aotus miconax

Leontocebus leucogenys

2. Santa Rosa del Oso Lagothrix flavicauda (3)
Alouatta seniculus (2)

Sapajus macrocephalus (3)
Cebus yuracus (1)

Aotus miconax

3. San Pedro de Chonta No surveys carried out. Alouatta seniculus

Río Santa Martha microbasin 4. Alto Azul Lagothrix flavicauda (2)
Alouatta seniculus (1)

Sapajus macrocephalus (1)
Cebus yuracus (2)
Aotus miconax (2)

Leontocebus leucogenys (3)
Río Monzón microbasin 5. Luz Pampa Aotus miconax (1)

Leontocebus leucogenys (2)
Sapajus macrocephalus

Cebus yuracus
Río Derrepente microbasin 6. Jarahuasi Cebus yuracus (1)

Aotus miconax (1)
Leontocebus leucogenys (3)

Alouatta seniculus
Sapajus macrocephalus

Upper Río Huallaga 7. Paccha Sapajus macrocephalus (1)
Aotus miconax (1)

Alouatta seniculus
Sapajus macrocephalus

Cebus yuracus

¹Numbers in parentheses refer to the number of groups observed.
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them, which impacts their population numbers. According to 
the interviews conducted in the montane forests of Huánuco, 
L. flavicauda, Ateles chamek, and A. seniculus are the only 
species that do not enter farmland in search of food. In addi-
tion to migrating within a certain area, these species move 
between forest fragments. In order to do so they need to go 
to ground level, exposing themselves to dangers, including 
those imposed by humans.

Locations for the conservation of L. flavicauda and threats
The results obtained in this and previous studies indicate 

that the main L. flavicauda population is concentrated in the 
apparently well-conserved forests between Santa Rosa del 
Oso and Galicia in the Río Chontayacu microbasin and the 
upper reaches of the ríos Yanajanca, Santa Martha, Magda-
lena and Monzón. These forests are exposed to deforestation 
for not only agriculture and cattle ranching but also for urban 
and infrastructure development. A large portion of forest 
between Santa Rosa del Oso and San Antonio de Padua was 

compromised by the creation of the hydroelectric plant in the 
Río Chontayacu microbasin, while in the other microbasins 
forests are under concession to logging companies. The for-
ests between Yanajanca and Magdalena have been logged 
since 2012, and, due to the resulting hunting, now have very 
depleted primate populations, in particular those of L. flavi-
cauda (Fig. 3).

Logging concessions and the imminent construction of 
a hydroelectric dam impede the creation of communal con-
servation areas in the sectors most appropriate for protecting 
L. flavicauda. This evidently makes any such conservation 
project unviable, even though they would be welcomed and 
supported by the communities of Cocalito, Galicia and San 
Antonio de Padua in Chontayacu and Alto Azul in the Río 
Santa Martha microbasin.

Records of other primates
During our surveys, we saw 28 groups of five primates in 

addition to L. flavicauda. The highest number recorded was in 
Alto Azul with nine groups of five species. The lowest number 
of sightings was in Paccha and San Antonio de Padua; with 
just two and three groups, respectively, and of only two spe-
cies, S. macrocephalus and A. miconax (Table 3). From our 
results, we deduce that the forest most seriously affected 

Figure 2. The distribution (orange) of Lagothrix flavicauda in the Región Huá-
nuco. 

Figure 3. Adult Lagothrix flavicauda observed in Alto Azul forest and exposed 
to hunting by loggers. 

Table 4. Estimated relative abundance of primates that inhabit montane forests of Huánuco.

Species Total length of transect 
walked (km) Groups observed Groups/10 km

This study Aquino et al. (2015b)

Lagothrix flavicauda 402 5 0.12 0.5

Alouatta seniculus 402 4 0.1 0.24

Sapajus macrocephalus 402 6 0.15 0.08

Cebus yuracus 402 5 0.12 0.1

Leontocebus leucogenys 94 8 0.85 -



Aquino et al.

36

by human activities is that in the vicinity of San Antonio de 
Padua.

Among the primates, L. leucogenys was the species most 
frequently seen, with eight groups, all below 1300 m elevation. 
We saw only four groups of the red howler (Alouatta senicu-
lus). They were in Santa Rosa del Oso and Alto Azul, where 
the species shares its habitat with L. flavicauda. Excepting 
L. leucogenys, the sighting rate for the other species was low, 
and in the case of A. seniculus very low with 0.1 groups/10 
km of transect walked (Table 4). This indicates that the popu-
lations of the majority of species in the montane forests of 
Huánuco are suppressed and headed to local extinction.

Discussion

The distributional limit of L. flavicauda in southern Huá-
nuco considered in this study contrasts with that proposed 
by Aquino and Ramos (2010). Aquino and Ramos (2010) 
considered the probable limit the montane forests of the Río 
Chinchao microbasin, including Carpish near to the city of 
Tingo Maria. It also differs from the conclusion of Shanee 
(2011) that the Río Magdalena might be the limit. It is prob-
able that the limits indicated in both of these studies were 
affected by unreliable information obtained during interviews 
with Andean migrants, whose priorities are agriculture and 
cattle ranching and who have little knowledge of the wild-
life in the regions where they now live. We found that most 
interviewee farmers and cattle ranchers recognized only the 

“chocleros” (corneaters)—capuchin monkeys raiding their 
crops. In our case, the only interviewees south of the Río 
Chontayacu microbasin, including Paccha in Alto Huallaga, 
who could distinguish L. flavicauda from other primates were 
those in Alto Azul and Carpish. In addition to describing the 
most obvious phenotypic characteristics of L. flavicauda, 
they reported that the presence of this primate species was 
seasonal, from November–March. This can be interpreted 
as migration to procure food, coinciding as it does with the 
months of highest fruit production there, particularly that of 
Cecropia sp. (Cecropiaceae: locally called tacones) and spe-
cies of Moraceae, which are important food sources for the 
yellow-tailed woolly monkey.

Contrary to the findings of Aquino et al. (2015a), who 
saw 13 groups of L. flavicauda near Cocalito and Bardales, 
this study found this primate species to be absent in forests 
close to these communities in San Antonio de Padua. This 
could be due to heavy hunting by communities, who tradi-
tionally hunt wildlife for food. However, groups of L. flavi-
cauda were observed during this season in the forests of the 
Región San Martin near the boundary with Huánuco, which 
contradicts the belief maintained by the inhabitants of San 
Antonio de Padua. 

The diversity of primates registered in the primary forest 
of Alto Azul was higher than that reported in the study of 
Aquino et al. (2015a) in Alto Miraflores, than the reports of 
Shanee et al. (2013) in pre-montane and montane forests in 
Monzòn and Ajenco (both in the Región Huánuco), and also 

higher than that recorded by Aquino et al. (2014) in the for-
ests of Cajamarca. In Alto Azul, we observed six species, in 
Alto Miraflores just five, that included A. chamek, which is 
absent from the left bank of the Río Huallaga. Despite this, 
Ateles chamek is cited as one of six primates occurring in the 
Tingo Maria National Park (SERNANP 2015). It is important 
to confirm its presence in that protected area.

Remnant forest patches predominated at all sites, except 
for San Antonio de Padua, Santa Rosa del Oso and Alto Azul. 
These fragments, inhabited by primates, are very much dis-
turbed and degraded due to the extraction of timber and other 
forest resources coveted by the local communities. For this 
reason the arboreal vegetation reaches a height of only 15 m 
with emergents of up to only 20 m. There are some fragments 
of well preserved primary forest on steep cliffs in the micro-
basins of the ríos Jarahuasi and Derrepente, and of Paccha 
in Alto Huallaga, because agriculture and cattle ranching are 
impossible there. These fragments are isolated by cultivated 
areas and pasture, which forces primates to descend to the 
ground to move between them. Contrary to the situation at 
these sites, primary forest can be found on both sides of the 
river in the Río Chontayacu microbasin, from Santa Rosa del 
Oso to San Antonio de Padua. The highest primate population 
is concentrated, however, near the communities of Cocalito, 
Olla and Galicia, where deforestation is increasing due to 
commercial logging (spurred by high timber prices), agri-
culture and cattle ranching in this part of Chontayacu. These 
activities will now be accompanied by a hydroelectric project, 
scheduled to begin in 2016. The imminent loss of wildlife, 
including L. flavicauda and the spectacled bear (Tremarc-
tos ornatus), is probable due to the impacts of deforestation. 
Other primary forests which appear to be well conserved, 
such as those in the headwaters of the ríos Yanajanca, Santa 
Martha, Magdalena and Monzòn microbasins have been con-
cessioned for high value timber extraction, underway since 
2012 between Yanajanca and Magdalena. Currently small-
scale logging will increase in pace and area with the construc-
tion of logging roads.

The low numbers of primates seen is not only associated 
with the degradation and destruction of the forests for com-
merce, but is also due to hunting. The capuchin monkeys S. 
macrocephalus and C. yuracus are shot for their crop-raiding. 
The remaining species are not so heavily hunted (except in 
San Antonio de Padua), however, because most of the people 
originate from the Andes, having migrated to practice agricul-
ture and cattle ranching. This would explain the presence of 
L. flavicauda even in small patches of primary forest, and A. 
seniculus in primary and remnant forest patches. These spe-
cies can evidently exist in disturbed forest if hunting pressure 
is low or absent. In the study area, intense deforestation is 
encountered in nearly all of the microbasins, and the most 
critical problem for the large primates is the loss of habitat. In 
a few places such as Cocalito, part of the Chontayacu sector, 
there is still moderately disturbed continuous primary forest, 
which explains the high population density of L. flavicauda 
(see Aquino et al. 2015a), and our finding of six species, 
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including L. flavicauda and A. seniculus, in Alto Azul. How-
ever, this panorama could change in the next few years with 
pervasive and inexorable deforestation, and the increasing 
numbers of people with the construction of logging roads and 
the imminent construction of a hydroelectric dam.
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