
25

Vietnamese Journal of Primatology (2017) vol.2(5), 25-35

Impending extinction crisis of the world’s primates – Implications for 
Vietnam

Tilo Nadler1 and Christian Roos2 

1 Endangered Primate Rescue Center, Cuc Phuong National Park, Ninh Binh Province, Vietnam.
2  German Primate Center, Leibniz Institute for Primate Research, Gene Bank of Primates and Primate Genetics Laboratory 

Kellnerweg 4, 37077 Göttingen, Germany

Key words: deforestation, forest fragmentation, protected areas, poaching, hunting, primate trade, 
conservation needs, law enforcement, captive breeding, reintroduction

Summary
The article “Impending extinction crisis of the world’s primates: Why primates matter” (Estrada 

et al. 2017 and as reprint on page 1 to 24 in this issue) provides an overview about the dramatic 
situation of nonhuman primates worldwide. Vietnam is among the top priority countries with one of the 
highest numbers of threatened primate species. With a total of 25 taxa, Vietnam exhibits the largest 
primate diversity of all countries on the Southeast Asian mainland. More than 90% of these taxa are 
threatened with extinction, which indicates the dramatic situation. Following the factors that impact 
primate populations and as discussed by Estrada et al. (2017), key points for primate conservation in 
Vietnam should be specified and their significance assessed.

With 2.27 million ha of protected area, which makes 6.8% of the countries land territory, Vietnam 
provides relatively good conditions for the protection of natural resources including fauna and flora. 
However, deforestation of natural forests in Vietnam is proceeding at an alarming rate, and even though 
forested areas in general increase through reforestation it is predominantly as monoculture plantations. 
Furthermore, a large number of protected areas are very small or fragmented, and are therefore highly 
vulnerable to anthropogenic impacts. In many cases, adjacent unprotected areas possess the same 
habitat, but are reserved for different usage, often without any detailed management. In Vietnam, 
some 25 million people depend on forests for subsistence and livelihoods, including wages, which 
affects a variety of species used for non-timber forest products, as well as species that are logged 
or used as fuel wood. Despite the dwindling forest areas and the decreasing quality of natural forest, 
there is currently enough adequate habitat for Vietnamese primates, but fragmentation exhibits a 
long-term threat for most of the species. 

The biggest threat to all primate species in Vietnam is poaching. The legal primate trade in 
Vietnam is restricted to the import and export of macaques for biomedical research, and there are 
several farms in Vietnam that breed macaques for this purpose. However, laundering wild-caught 
macaques through breeding farms is common. For instance, wild-caught long-tailed macaques 
have been illegally exported from Cambodia to Lao PDR where they have been illegally re-exported 
to Vietnam for use in breeding farms; occasionally with forged CITES permits. Primate poaching is 
widespread and common, but it is not the result of subsistence among locals and those of lower 
socioeconomic status in Vietnam. Rather, poaching provides additional income to improve living 
standards. Forest rangers and other institutions responsible for the protection of the country’s forested 
areas lacks training, education and the right to enforce laws. The power of forest rangers is limited 
and they lack an equivalent authority as the police. Equipment and funds for effective protection work 
are also insufficient. Law enforcement is the most critical point for effective protection in Vietnam. The 
essential reason for the immense volume of wildlife in the illegal trade and the dramatic decline of 
wild animal populations - not only primates – results from an ineffective, unmotivated and apathetic 
enforcement of existing laws. Since decades, hundreds of reports on wildlife, wildlife trade, programs 
and regulations call for immediate and strong law enforcement, with minimal impacts on practice. 
Internet and social media have also been used for illegal wildlife trade.

Vietnam is among the countries most adversely affected by climate change, but its impact on 
primate populations remains speculative. More immediate and direct impacts to the abundance and 
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distribution of primates in Vietnam are land cover changes, habitat fragmentation, and poaching. The 
long-term survival of a species depends on the survival of a viable population in an intact wild habitat. 
However, for many of Vietnam’s primate species their survival in the wild cannot be guaranteed. 
Captive breeding and reintroduction are costly conservation interventions, but should be considered 
if preservation in the wild is impracticable or unsuccessful. With the high number of primate species 
threatened with extinction, various conservation interventions such as extension of existing protected 
areas, strict law enforcement, and captive breeding management are urgently required to prevent the 
loss of diversity and species.

Sắp xảy ra cuộc khủng hoảng tuyệt chủng các loài linh trưởng trên thế 
giới: Những gợi ý cho Việt Nam

Tóm tắt
Bài báo tổng hợp “Khủng hoảng tuyệt chủng thú linh trưởng trên thế giới: Tại sao lại là các loài linh 

trưởng” đã cho cái nhìn tổng quan về tình hình đáng lo ngại của linh trưởng trên thế giới. Trong đó, Việt 
Nam là nước cần ưu tiên hàng đầu vì có nhiều loài linh trưởng nguy cấp nhất. Với tổng số 25 loài và 
phân loài, Việt Nam có mức độ đa dạng thú linh trưởng lớn nhất vùng lục địa Đông Nam Á. Tuy nhiên 
đáng buồn là có hơn 90% số loài đang bị đe dọa tuyệt chủng. Những yếu tố ảnh hưởng đến quần 
thể linh trưởng đã được phân tích (Estrada và cộng sự 2017). Những điểm mấu chốt cho bảo tồn linh 
trưởng ở Việt Nam cần được nhận diện và đánh giá nghiêm túc. Với khoảng 2,27 triệu ha rừng thuộc 
các khu bảo tồn (chiếm 6,8% lãnh thổ), Việt Nam có các điều kiện tương đối tốt cho việc bảo vệ tài 
nguyên thiên nhiên, bao gồm cả động vật và thực vật. Tuy nhiên, nạn phá rừng tự nhiên ở Việt Nam 
đang diễn ra với một tốc độ báo động. Mặc dù tổng diện tích rừng tăng thông qua công tác trồng rừng, 
nhưng không may chủ yếu lại là rừng thuần loài.

Hơn nữa, phần lớn các khu bảo tồn có diện tích nhỏ đến rất nhỏ, dễ bị tác động. Các khu vực bảo 
vệ liền nhau có môi trường rừng giống nhau, nhưng có quy chế khác nhau. Đa phần không có bất kỳ 
kế hoạch quản lý chi tiết nào. 

Ở Việt Nam, khoảng 25 triệu người sống phụ thuộc vào rừng. Điều này ảnh hưởng đến một loạt các 
lâm sản ngoài gỗ, gỗ nhiên liệu và khai thác gỗ. Mặc dù diện tích rừng tự nhiên đang bị thu hẹp và chất 
lượng giảm, điệu kiện hiện nay môi trường sống vẫn còn thích hợp cho các loài linh trưởng. Nhưng sự 
chia cắt của các sinh cảnh này tạo ra mối đe dọa lâu dài đối với hầu hết các loài.

Đe dọa lớn nhất đối với tất cả các loài linh trưởng ở Việt Nam là nạn săn trộm. Việc buôn bán linh 
trưởng hợp pháp ở Việt Nam thực sự là chỉ giới hạn trong việc nhập khẩu và xuất khẩu các loài khỉ cho 
mục đích nghiên cứu y sinh học. Có một số trang trại ở Việt nam giữ và nuôi khỉ giống cho mục đích 
này. Tuy nhiên, nạn buôn lậu khỉ hoang dã thông qua các trang trại chăn nuôi là phổ biến. Ví dụ, loài 
M. fascicularis hoang dã được xuất khẩu bất hợp pháp từ Campuchia sang Lào và từ đây đã xuất khẩu 
trái phép vào Việt Nam để sử dụng trong các trang trại chăn nuôi; đôi khi có giả mạo giấy phép CITES.

Nạn săn bắn linh trưởng vẫn phổ biến. Tuy không quá quan trọng đối với sinh hoạt phí cho người 
dân địa phương và người nghèo ở Việt Nam, nhưng là một cách tạo thêm thu nhập để cải thiện đời 
sống của họ. Lực lượng kiểm lâm có trách nhiệm bảo vệ các khu rừng thiếu đào tạo, giáo dục và 
quyền thực thi pháp luật. Sức mạnh của lực lượng kiểm lâm còn hạn chế và không có thực quyền như 
công an. Trang thiết bị và kinh phí không đủ cho công việc bảo vệ hiệu quả. Thực thi pháp luật thực 
sự là điểm tử huyệt tại Việt Nam. Lý do chính dẫn đến buôn bán động vật hoang dã  bất hợp pháp và 
sự suy giảm đáng kể các loài động vật hoang dã, không chỉ các loài linh trưởng, đều do thực thi pháp 
luật rất kém hiệu quả, và sự thờ ơ. Hàng chục năm nay đã có hàng trăm báo cáo của các cuộc điều 
tra về động vật hoang dã, buôn bán ĐVHD, các chương trình và các quy định. Tất cả đều đã yêu cầu 
thực thi pháp luật ngay lập tức và mạnh mẽ hơn. Nhưng thực hiện vẫn còn xa mới đạt yêu cầu. Việc 
sử dụng phương tiện truyền thông Internet và mạng xã hội tiếp tục góp phần làm gia tăng buôn bán 
động vật hoang dã bất hợp pháp.

Việt Nam có thể sẽ là một trong những nước bị ảnh hưởng xấu nhất của biến đổi khí hậu, nhưng 
tác động của nó lên các quần thể linh trưởng vẫn chỉ có tính suy đoán. Tác động quan trọng và trực 
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tiếp hơn đến sự phân bố, độ phong phú của các loài linh trưởng ở Việt Nam là do sự suy giảm che phủ 
rừng, chia cắt sinh cảnh và nạn săn trộm. Sự tồn tại lâu dài của một loài hoàn toàn phụ thuộc vào sự 
tồn tại của một quần thể vững mạnh có sống hoang dã còn nguyên vẹn.

Đối với một số loài linh trưởng của Việt nam, sự tồn tại trong tự nhiên có thể không được đảm bảo. 
Vì vậy, nhân nuôi sinh sản và tái thả  là những can thiệp nên được phối hợp và dự tính nếu bảo quản 
trong môi trường hoang dã hiện nay là không khả thi hay không thành công. Ở Việt nam, số lượng lớn 
các loài linh trưởng bị đe dọa và gần tuyệt chủng, các can thiệp bảo tồn khác chẳng hạn như việc mở 
rộng khu bảo tồn hiện có, thực thi pháp luật nghiêm ngặt và quản lý nuôi sinh sản, được yêu cầu cấp 
bách để ngăn chặn sự mất mát của các loài.

Introduction
The article “Impending extinction crisis of the world’s primates: Why primates matter” (Estrada et 

al. 2017 and as reprint page 1 to 24 in this issue) provides an overview about the dramatic situation 
of the conservation status of nonhuman primates worldwide. The factors that threaten primate 
populations are comprehensively discussed and analysed, with examples to illustrate the impact on 
populations and species. Threats differ tremendously for species and between regions, and thus to 
develop recommendations and actions to ensure the survival of a certain species, an assessment of 
the local situation is required.

Vietnam is among the top priority countries with one of the highest number of threatened primate 
species. With a total of 25 taxa, Vietnam exhibits the largest primate diversity of all countries on the 
Southeast Asian mainland. More than 90% of these taxa are threatened with extinction, which indicates 
the dramatic situation compared to the assessment of primate families worldwide (Fig. 1). For many years, 
five Vietnamese primate species have been continuously listed on the “25 World’s Most Endangered 
Primates (Conservation International, 2002; Mittermeier et al., 2000; 2005; 2007; 2009; 2012; Schwitzer et 
al., 2014; 2015), which accounts for 20% of the world’s primates that are closest to extinction.
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Fig.1.   Percent of Vietnamese primate species threatened with extinction in each primate family (VU: Vulnerable, EN: Endangered, CR: Critically 
Endangered). In the left and right columns, the conservation status for global and only Vietnamese primate populations is shown. Numbers in 
parentheses indicate the number of Vietnamese species recognized in each family.
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1. Factors threatening primate populations in Vietnam
Following a review of the factors that threaten primate populations, also discussed by Estrada 

et al. (2017), key points for primate conservation in Vietnam are specified and their significance 
assessed.

1.1. Land cover changes, deforestation and conversion of forest land
During war times (1945-1954 and 1961-1975), nearly 2 million ha of Vietnam’s forest were lost. 

Since then, forest cover has further diminished substantially – in quantity and quality. Between 1980 
and 1990 the country lost an average of 100.000 ha forest annually. By 1990, only 9,175 million ha 
(27.8% of the total land area) remained forested, including 745,000 ha plantations (Forest Science 
Institute of Vietnam, 2009). To counteract deforestation, the government  implemented several 
reforestation programs and Vietnam’s forest area has increased continuously since 1995 through 
forest plantation establishment and natural forest rehabilitation (Luong Thi Hoan, 2014). By 2009, 
Vietnam had 13.38 million ha of forest area (39.5% of the total land area) (Ministry of Agriculture and 
Rural Development, 2011). This increase in forest can be partially explained by increased plantations 
and the natural regeneration of forests, but it is also due to the re-categorization and inclusion of 
previously excluded limestone forest in the broader category of forest (Pham Thu Thuy et al., 2012). 
In contrast, the total area of natural primary forest continuously declined and lowland natural forest is 
almost entirely gone. Currently only about 80,000 ha of primary natural forest remains and even these 
are under threat (RECOFTC, 2011). At present, the deforestation of natural forests is proceeding at 
an alarming rate. Although reforestation has resulted in an increased forest area, most of that area 
consists of monoculture plantations, and meanwhile forest fragmentation and degradation of natural 
forests continues (Mayfroidt & Lambin, 2008). Values of forest coverage, forest growth, and loss 
differ by source because there is no conformity of definition to the terms primary forest, natural forest, 
regenerated forest and plantation. FAO (2016) mention that the area of naturally regenerated forest 
has increased steadily from 8.0 million ha in 1990 to 11.0 million ha in 2015. The area of planted 
forest also increased, from 0.97 million ha in 1990 to 3.66 million ha in 2015; this includes rubber 
plantations, which extended from 0.22 million ha in 1990 to 0.91 million ha in 2012. However, the 
increase of rubber plantations resulted in natural forest loss.

Land conversion is considered a primary driver for deforestation. According to satellite images, 
forest cover in the Central Highland, the area with the largest remaining contiguous forest in Vietnam, 
was reduced from 2.98 million ha in 2006 to 2.66 million ha in 2011 (Vietnam Heritage Magazine, 
2013). From 2010 to 2015, forest cover in the Central Highlands fell almost 6%, or over 300,000 ha 
(Viet Nam News, 2016a). Despite an order of the Prime Minister in June 2016 to close natural forestes 
in the Central Highlands (VN Express, 2016; VN Net 2016) (Fig. 2) the illegal logging continues, 
occasionally supported by provincial leaders and administrations, e.g. the clearance of more than 
500 ha forest in Binh Phuoc Province in 2016 (Viet Nam News, 2017) (Fig. 3). The dimension of illegal 
logging leads occasionally to drastic measures (Fig. 4).

Most of this conversion is the result of farmland extension and illegal logging. Worldwide, 80% of 
deforestation is driven by agriculture (The World Bank, 2016). The area for industrial crop production, 
such as coffee, rubber, cashew and pepper has increased considerably. Likewise, the construction 
of numerous hydro-power dams resulted in habitat destruction.

Primates are more frequently found only in protected areas such as national parks and nature 
reserves. These areas comprise 2.27 million ha (Nguyen Quoc Dung, 2014). However, tree cover in 
these areas make up only about 80%, while the remaining 20% is composed of shrub, grassland and 
bare land (Forest Science Institute of Vietnam, 2009).

Despite the dwindling forest areas and the decreasing quality of natural forest, there is still 
enough adequate habitat for Vietnamese primates. Four Vietnamese langur species that belong 
to the “limestone langurs” (Trachypithecus delacouri, T. poliocephalus, T. francoisi, T. hatinhensis) 
are restricted to areas with limestone outcrops and scattered limestone forest (Nadler & Brockman, 
2014). This habitat is not under pressure through conversion into agricultural land or plantations, but 
through increasing limestone quarrying to cover the high demand of cement production.   
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Fig.2.   At a conference to seek solutions to achieving sustainable forest recovery in order to cope with climate change in the Central Highlands, Prime 
Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc ordered the closing of natural forests to save forests in the region from current degradation. Photo: Thong Nhat/VNA.

Fig.3.   Protection forests in Kon Tum are destroyed to make room for cultivation. Photo: Quang Thai/VNA.

Fig.4.   Staff at the Reservation Centre for the ‘Critically Endangered’ Chinese swamp cypress (Glyptostrobus pensilis) in Ea Ral Commune, Ea H’leo 
District, Dak Lak Province fortify barbed wire fences to protect forests. Photo: Duong Giang/VNA.
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1.2. Forest fragmentation
Even if forest destruction can be stopped, fragmentation of forests remains a long-term threat to 

most primate species in Vietnam. Larger and viable populations require conservation intervention 
if the genetic diversity of fragmented populations is to be preserved. Smaller populations are very 
sensitive and vulnerable to several impacts, and poaching can wipe out whole populations quickly. 
As an example, surveys confirmed 19 isolated populations of the “Critically Endangered” and 
endemic Delacour’s langur (T. delacouri) in the 1990s. Between 2000 and 2010, ten populations 
were eradicated by poaching (Nadler, 2015).

Connecting fragmented and isolated forest areas and primate populations via the establishment 
of corridors is often unrealistic, particularly when the distance between areas, the complicated and 
lengthy land clearance procedures and the generally high human population density is considered.

1.3. Hunting
Hunting is the primary threat to all primate species in Vietnam (Fig. 5). Depending on species, 

they are hunted either for food, for the preparation of traditional medicine, and/or for the pet trade. 
Although Vietnam has a large forest ranger force for protection of the forests, motivation, training 
and education of the ranger staff is rudimentary. Equipment and funds for effective protection work 
are insufficient. Negligence and corruption lead to pervasive poaching and a growing illegal wildlife 
trade. The protection of a number of isolated populations, distributed occasionally in unprotected 
forest areas, is not manageable.

Fig.5.   Hunted Delacour’s langur, a ‘Critically Endangered’ species, endemic to Vietnam and belongs to the ‘World’s 25 Most Endangered Primates’ with 
a total population of about 200 to 250 individuals. Photo: Tilo Nadler.

Palpable and effectual prosecutions are an exception. However, studies on primate hunting and 
trading based on records over 6 years shows a frustrating result. During this time (2008 to 2013) 
1,079 violations were registered with 2,916 primates: lorises, macaques, langurs and gibbons. 
In average, 486 primates per year were recorded in the illegal trade, although these are only the 
registered cases. The number of unrecorded cases is undoubtedly much higher. Regardless, it can 
be estimated that more than one primate per day is illegally traded, which has extremely negative 
impacts on wild populations. The situation becomes extreme in light of the prosecution for violation 
of the law (Table 1). Imposed prison sentences are mostly suspended, thus, punishment is actually 
non-existent and is not a deterrent (Beyle et al., 2014).   
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Table 1.  Prosecution for violations against the Vietnamese wildlife protection law, differenciated for the four in Vietnam distributed primate groups: 
lorises, macaques, langurs and gibbons. “No punishment” means there was evidence about violation but prosecution relinquished. “No 
findings” means it was no evidence anymore, because the primates, the hunter or trader disappeared.

Prosecution Lorises Macaques Langurs Gibbons Average

1.No punishment 81% 78% 73% 60% 73%

2.No findings 15% 14% 9% 19% 14%

      1. + 2. 96% 92% 82% 79% 87%

3.Fined 2% 8% 5% 15% 7%

4.Imprisonment 2% 0% 13% 6% 6%

1.4. Legal and illegal trade
Legal primate trade in Vietnam is only restricted to the import and export of macaques for 

biomedical research, and there are several farms that keep and breed macaques for this purpose. 
A wildlife farm census in only 12 provinces in southern Vietnam documented 4,099 operating wildlife 
farms and collected updated information on 1,218,547 kept individuals of 182 species. Additionally, 
there were 1,907 non-operational farms recorded holding 158,093 animals belonging to 45 wildlife 
species (FAO, 2014).

The most common species in these farms are oriental rat-snakes, crocodiles, tortoises, pythons, 
and various mammals (porcupines, palm civets, deer, wild boars, tigers, bears, and primates). The 
most common primate species is the long-tailed macaque (Macaca fascicularis). In southern Vietnam 
there is the world’s largest captive-breeding primate facility with about 30,000 long-tailed macaques. 
Vietnam exported 21,681 live M. fascicularis between 1999 and 2003, and 40,198 between 2004 and 
2008. Since 2004, Vietnam has imported 18,405 individuals from Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar. 
4,400 of which were re-exported to China (Species Survival Network, 2010).

A report on illegal trade points to a sophisticated trans-border wildlife trafficking network involving 
wild-caught long-tailed macaques smuggled from Cambodia to Vietnam with forged CITES permits. 
Studies published in 2008 and 2010 reported that wild-caught M. fascicularis were illegally exported 
from Cambodia to Lao PDR, and then they were illegally re-exported to Vietnam for use in breeding 
farms (Mueller & Khy Sovuthy, 2015). Evidence gathered in 2015 points to the existence of a 
widespread illegal cross-border trade in wild M. fascicularis captured in Cambodia and transported 
to Vietnam. Field research has given rise to some serious concerns regarding the misuse of source 
CITES-codes by key M. fascicularis exporting countries. Research has revealed that countries may 
be declaring the source of M. fascicularis on CITES export and re-export permits as ‘captive bred’ or 
‘captive born’, when they are in fact wild-caught (Hoang Quoc Dung, 2008; Mueller & Khy Sovuthy, 
2015; Species Survival Network Primate Working Group, 2015). Concern about declining populations 
and a rapid expansion of trade in M. fascicularis has been expressed (Eudey, 2008) and during the 
International Primatological Society XXIII Congress in 2010, it was announced that the IUCN Species 
Survival Commission (IUCN/SSC) Primate Specialist Group will re-assess the conservation status of 
M. fascicularis.

The illegal trade in primate species not involved in captive breeding programs for laboratory use 
is difficult to assess, but continues in high numbers (see 1.3 above) (Fig. 6). According to estimates, 
the quantity of wildlife provided for the Vietnam market is about 3,400 tons per year (Nguyen Manh 
Ha et al., 2008), in which the quantity of illegal exploitation is ca. 18% (Do Kim Chung et al., 2003). 
According to the assessment provided by the Government, law enforcement has controlled only 
5 to 10% of the total illegal wildlife trade (Government of Vietnam, 2004). Recent trends in the use 
of Internet and social media has helped to increase the illegal wildlife trade (Education for Nature-
Vietnam, 2016; 2017), even though the CITES authority of Vietnam has attempted to prevent wildlife 
trafficking via the Internet in 2004 (Viet Nam News, 2013b). In 2008, the Wildlife Crime Unit (WCU) of 
Education for Nature – Vietnam recorded the first illegal online wildlife advertisement and as of June 
2016, a total of 2,028 similar violations have been uncovered (Education for Nature-Vietnam, 2016).
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The press release to the “International 
Conference on Illegal Wildlife Trade” in 
Hanoi, November 2016 stated that the 
demand for illegal wildlife products has 
risen sharply in the last decade. The Vice 
State President of Vietnam remarked 
“Along with the commitments and 
statements, to ensure their sustainability 
we need to turn the commitments into 
practical field actions and create a 
mechanism to oversee the enforcement 
of these actions” (The Hanoi Conference 
on Illegal Wildlife Trade, 2016) 

1.5. Climate change
Vietnam is among the countries 

that will be most adversely affected by 
climate change. During the last 50 years, 
Vietnam’s annual average temperature 
has increased by 0.5 - 0.70C, while the 
sea level along its coastline has risen 
by approximately 20 cm (Institute of 
Strategy and Policy on Natural Resources 
and Environment, 2009). Despite 
this presage scenario, the impact on 
primate populations in Vietnam remains 
speculative. More immediate and direct 
impacts to the abundance and distribution 
of primates in Vietnam are land cover 
changes, habitat fragmentation, and 
poaching. 

2. Addressing conservation needs
With the high number of primate species threatened with extinction, conservation interventions 

are urgently needed to prevent the loss of diversity and species. 

2.1. Improving human conditions
Worldwide, about 1.3 billion people – one-fifth of the global population – depend on forests for 

employment, forest products, and contributions to livelihoods and incomes. In Vietnam, some 25 
million people depend on the forests for subsistence and livelihoods, including wages (The World 
Bank, 2016). This affects a variety of species used for non-timber forest products, as well as species 
that are logged or used as fuel wood. Primate poaching is widespread and common, but it is not the 
result of subsistence needs among locals and those of lower socioeconomic status. Rather, poaching 
provides additional income to improve living standards. Documentation from the Endangered Primate 
Rescue Center (EPRC) from over 200 confiscations show that in most cases the poacher brought the 
animals to a trader with the expressed plan to buy a new TV, rebuilt his house, and/or to support the 
marriage of his children (EPRC, unpublished). Points discussed by Estrada et al. (2017) are largely 
not applicable to Vietnam. Proposed solutions like reducing birth rate, improving health, reducing 
poverty, developing sustainable land-use initiatives, and livestock breeding may be effective in the 
long run, but for the various extremely rare and highly endangered primate species of Vietnam there 
is not enough time remaining to just rely on long-term developments. 

Fig.6.   A ‘Critically Endangered’ grey-shanked douc langur confiscated from the illegal 
primate trade. Photo: Tilo Nadler.
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2.2. Law enforcement 
Estrada et al. (2017) do not explicitly mention law enforcement as a tool for improving conservation. 

However, in Vietnam this is one of the most critical points. One of the primary reasons for the immense 
volume of wildlife in the illegal trade and the dramatic decline of wild animal populations - not only 
primates – is the result of an ineffective, unmotivated, and apathetic enforcement of the existing 
laws. In turn, this result from rudimentary knowledge, training, and education of the forest protection 
authorities, especially the ranger force on the ground and their restricted authority to act, compared 
to police and other law enforcement authorities. Only about 10% of the rangers working in the field 
are trained and educated in biodiversity conservation (Viet Nam News, 2016c). The path for forest 
protection authorities to prosecute a considerable number of violations is complicated, and the 
justice department is often unable to cope with offenses in wildlife crime (Education for Nature – 
Vietnam, 2017).

Vietnam Forest Authorities stated: “illegal trafficking of wildlife or hunting of endangered animals 
in forests has concerned state agencies and biologists recently” (Viet Nam News, 2016), implying 
that state agencies and biologists just recently noticed the problems, which is not accurate. For 
decades, and at least since the enactment of the first law for protecting animals in 1992 (Decree 
18/HdBT), hundreds of reports on wildlife, wildlife trade, programs and regulations recommended 
urgent and stronger law enforcement, with minimal impact to the actual practise of protection.   

2.3. Expansion of protected areas
With 2.27 million ha of protected area, or 6.8% of the countries land territory, Vietnam provides 

relatively good conditions for the protection of natural resources including fauna and flora. However, a 
high number of the protected areas are small and/or fragmented, and are therefore more vulnerable to 
impacts while also allowing for easier access. In many cases, adjacent unprotected areas possess the 
same habitat, but they are reserved for other use and often without any detailed prospective planning. 
Under the extreme threat to many endangered species and habitats, the extension of existing protected 
areas to provide a larger and safer habitat should be considered. The procedure for the extension of an 
existing protected area is intricate and lengthy. The clarification of landownership and support of local 
authorities can be cumbersome even if no private land is included.

One example is the extension of Van Long Nature Reserve which holds the only viable population 
of the ‘Critically Endangered’ Delacour’s langur, one of the world’s rarest primate. The population in 
the nature reserve is well protected and growing, but to secure the long-term survival and genetic 
diversity it would be necessary to increase the size of the protected area to about 7,000 ha by 
including an adjacent area with intact habitat. A considerable obstacle of the extension is the fact 
that this areas belongs to the neighbouring provinces.

A focus in conservation through allocation of land and suitable habitat should be the concentration 
of funds and protection activities on a lower number of larger areas, instead of a high number of small 
and scattered areas.

2.4. Captive breeding and reintroduction
The long-term survival of a species depends on the survival of a viable population in an intact 

habitat in the wild. The future for many of Vietnam’s primate species is not safeguarded, and 
particularly for those species on the precipice of extinction including the Delacour’s langur, Cat Ba 
langur (T. poliocephalus), Francois’ langur (T. francoisi), Hatinh langur (T. hatinhensis), Tonkin snub-
nosed monkey (Rhinopithecus avunculus), eastern and western black gibbons (Nomascus nasutus 
and N. concolor) and northern and southern white-cheeked gibbons (N. leucogenys and N. siki). 

Captive breeding and reintroduction are costly conservation interventions and should be 
considered only if preservation in the wild is currently impractical or unsuccessful. As part of this 
action, extensive and targeted capturing of wild individuals would be required. However, with the 
high level of illegal hunting in Vietnam, confiscated individuals can be a founder stock for captive 
breeding programs. This was successfully implemented by the EPRC with the Delacour’s langurs, 
Cat Ba langur, the grey-shanked douc langur and the northern and southern white-cheeked gibbons. 
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The reintroduction of captive born Delacour’s langurs was implemented as a pilot study (Elser, 
2014; Elser et al., 2015). The success of this project greatly relied on the support and awareness of 
the communes surrounding the reintroduction site; Van Long Nature Reserve (Elser & Nguyen Hong 
Chung, 2013). A reintroduction program for Hatinh langurs is currently in progress. The goal is the 
establishment of a viable population in Ke Go Nature Reserve, Hatinh Province, which is an area 
where the species was eradicated. For one of the world’s rarest primates, the Cat Ba langur, focus 
should be on enlarging the captive population and implementing a captive breeding program, rather 
than translocating.

The implementation of a captive breeding program for many primate species has already been in 
place for more than twenty years at the EPRC, which is less cost effective than reintroduction itself. A 
relatively high investment is required to eliminate or at least reduce poaching in the area chosen for 
reintroduction. It is also necessary to improve ranger work through training and to stimulate motivation, 
and it is extremely important to involve surrounding communes in the project, and receive their 
acceptance and support. This, however, is only possible in a long and intensively organized process.
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