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Abstract: The 2015 assessment of the conservation status of the Neotropical primates reported that 91 species and subspecies 
(42.5%) are threatened.  This highlights the need to establish priority actions to mitigate the threats caused by human activities 
and promote the conservation of their populations and habitats.  Ecuador is fifth-ranking of the Neotropical countries in terms of 
primate richness, with 22 taxa, 11 of which are threatened.  Ongoing conservation actions need to be improved and new ones need 
to be designed. In this context, we are drawing up a Conservation Action Plan for the primates of Ecuador, which brings together 
the main organizations and experts involved in the study of Ecuadorian primates.  The plan builds on previous work done by the 
organizations involved, and will be periodically modified and updated taking into account new information as it is generated.  The 
multidisciplinary approach of this initiative was a key factor in promoting the fulfillment of the goal of this action plan, which is 
to reduce the extinction risk of the threatened primates in Ecuador, and generate information to properly assess species currently 
listed as Data Deficient before 2027.  This plan is not only important for the information it presents, but also because it is a clear 
example of what can be achieved when the government, academia and society work together towards the common goal of improv-
ing the conservation status of Ecuadorian primates and their habitats.
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Primates are unique, not only for their diversity, anatomi-
cal adaptations, social systems and ecological roles, but also 
for the threats they face (Garber and Estrada 2009; Estrada et 
al. 2017).  An evaluation of the conservation status of the Neo-
tropical primates conducted by the IUCN SSC Primate Spe-
cialist Group in 2015, reported 42.5% of threatened primates 
in the region (total taxa = 214, IUCN SSC in prep.).  This 
emphasizes the need to establish priority actions to diminish 
the threats and promote the conservation of their populations 
and habitats, including strategies at the national and regional 

levels (for example, Jerusalinsky et al. 2011, Escarlate-Tava-
res et al. 2016 in Brazil, and Mexico, SEMARNAT 2012).

Ecuador is the fifth country of the region in terms of pri-
mate richness, with 22 taxa, 11 of which are categorized as 
threatened and nine Near Threatened (Table 1) (Tirira 2017).  
There are ongoing initiatives aiming at improving the con-
servation status of the primates of Ecuador, such as the proj-
ect being implemented by the Ministry of Environment that 
focuses on key species of conservation concern (four of which 
are primates), and which aims at increasing the efficiency of 
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protected areas through a landscape management approach.  
Implementation of the CITES convention and other national 
laws also aim to protect and reduce the threats facing endan-
gered species; yet no primate-specific strategy has been estab-
lished for the conservation of this order in the country.

We can better understand the extent of the impact of the 
anthropogenic activities on the conservation status of the Ecua-
dorian primates if we consider that Ecuador is the country with 
the highest population density in South America (approx. 55 
inhabitants/km2 [Ecuador, INEC 2015]), and also presents one 
of the highest deforestation rates in South America, estimated 
between 70,000 and 190,000 ha per year (FAO 2010; Ecua-
dor, Ministerio del Ambiente 2013).  Water availability, flat 

terrain and fertile soil have been key factors for the increase 
in agricultural development along the coastal region, which 
has caused unparalleled levels of deforestation (Buitron 2001; 
Sierra 2001; Mosandl et al. 2008).  Furthermore, hunting and 
traffic of living primates are having detrimental effects on the 
primate populations of Ecuador, increasing their risk of extinc-
tion (de la Torre et al. 2007; Dew et al. 2003; WCS 2006; 
Zapata-Ríos 2001; Zapata-Ríos et al. 2009; Tirira 2013).  This 
is partly because laws regarding wildlife should be clearer and 
better enforced.  Hunting, possession and trade of primates in 
the national territory is banned (Decreto Ejecutivo No. 3516), 
while subsistence hunting and traditional medical use in indig-
enous territory are allowed (Código Orgánico Integral Penal 

CR = Critically Endangered, EN = Endangered, VU = Vulnerable, NT = Near Threatened, LC = Least Concern, DD = Data Deficient, NE = Not 
Evaluated. 1. Evaluated as Callithrix pygmaea. 2. Evaluated as Saguinus fuscicollis. 3. Evaluated as Saguinus graellsi. 4. Evaluated as Saguinus 
tripartitus. 5. Evaluated as Cebus albifrons aequatorialis. 6. Evaluated as Cebus albifrons cuscinus. 7. Evaluated as Cebus macrocephalus. 8. 
Evaluated as Saimiri sciureus. 9. Evaluated as Callicebus lucifer. 10. Evaluated as Callicebus discolor. 11. Evaluated as Pithecia monachus. 12. 
Evaluated as Pithecia aequatorialis. 13. Evaluated as Lagothrix lagotricha and 14. Evaluated as Lagothrix poeppigii. * Included in the primate 
action plan based on one captive individual found in Enkerido, an indigenous village in the Pastaza province, which is thought to have been cap-
tured in Ecuador (Tirira 2017).

Table 1. National conservation status of the primate species of Ecuador (Tirira 2017).

CR EN VU NT LC DD NE

Cebuella pygmaea pygmaea1 x

Leontocebus lagonotus2 x

Leontocebus nigricollis graellsi3 x

Leontocebus tripartitus4 x

Cebus aequatorialis5 x

Cebus capucinus capucinus x

Cebus yuracus6 x

Sapajus macrocephalus7 x

Saimiri cassiquiarensis macrodons8 x

Aotus lemurinus x

Aotus vociferans x

Cheracebus lucifer9 x

Plecturocebus discolor10 x

Pithecia milleri11 x

Pithecia napensis12 x

Pithecia aequatorialis* x

Alouatta palliata aequatorialis x

Alouatta seniculus seniculus x

Ateles belzebuth x

Ateles fusciceps fusciceps x

Lagothrix lagothricha lagothricha13 x

Lagothrix lagothricha poeppigii14 x

Total 2 5 4 9 0 1 1
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article 247).  In this context, the need to develop a conserva-
tion action plan for the primates of Ecuador was an urgent 
challenge (de la Torre 2012; Jack and Campos 2012).

In mid-2016, we carried out the first meetings to define 
the timeline, the main stakeholders and institutions that had 
to be involved in the process of developing this plan, and the 
potential funding sources.  The “Workshop for the Elaboration 
of the Conservation Action Plan for the Primates of Ecuador” 
took place from 28–30 November 2016 at the Pontificia Uni-
versidad Católica del Ecuador, Quito (see Appendix).  This 
initiative brought together the main organizations and experts 
involved in the study of Ecuadorian primates.  The workshop 
built upon the information on primate species included in the 
Red Book of Endangered Mammals of Ecuador (Tirira 2011), 
updated with information from the specialists working on 
each species, in order to identify the main threats and gaps of 
knowledge. 

This initiative was supported by the Ministry of Envi-
ronment of Ecuador, through the project “Landscapes and 
Wildlife Conservation,” of the Global Environmental Facil-
ity (GEF), United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 
Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS), the Asociación Ecuato-
riana de Mastozoología (AEM), Conservation International 
(CI), Bioparc de Doué la Fontaine, Fundación Mamíferos y 
Conservación, Universidad San Francisco de Quito (USFQ), 
and Pontificia Universidad Católica del Ecuador (PUCE).

The workshop included oral presentations, discussion 
sessions and plenaries of fifteen institutions and researchers, 
which presented the advances and needs in different study 
areas.  Eighteen talks were given on various topics, includ-
ing distribution, ecology and conservation status of the Ecua-
dorian primates, main threats, lessons learned from previous 
action plans, theoretical and legal bases of animal rights, vet-
erinary procedures, and planning of strategic action plans.

The proposed strategies integrated the vision of the dif-
ferent participants and enabled the identification of priority 
actions that could significantly contribute towards the goal of 
effectively decreasing the extinction risk of every primate spe-
cies by one level of the IUCN ranking, and generating relevant 
information to properly assess those species listed as Data 
Deficient before 2027 in Ecuador.  To achieve these objectives, 
we defined the following strategic areas: (1) creation of pro-
tected areas and the strengthening of the management of the 
existing ones; (2) mitigation of human impacts; (3) species 
management; (4) regulations; (5) research; (6) environmental 
education; and (7) implementation of conservation strategies.  
For each of those areas, specific actions where established 
considering the conservation status and specific threats for 
each species.

The multidisciplinary approach of this plan will require 
the internalization of these lines of action into the working 
agendas of the different institutions involved in primate con-
servation in Ecuador.  The benefits of following the same cri-
teria towards the conservation of the primates of Ecuador are 
countless, as all efforts will sum for the same objective.  Addi-
tionally, it will increase the possibility of involving actors that 

have not been taken into account, and will improve coopera-
tion between organizations.

The Conservation Action Plan for the Primates of Ecua-
dor has been planned for a period of 10 years (until 2027), 
with an evaluation that will take place in the middle of the 
process, five years after its approval.  The aim of this evalua-
tion is to assess the efficiency of the strategies defined and to 
consider the need to adapt the objectives and actions as well 
as to discuss new strategies to promote their implementation.  
Although the plan will only be official when the Ministry of 
Environment recognizes it as a public document, updated 
information on the different species is already being generated 
and will be included in the plan.  Experts are also updating 
protocols regarding captive population management and reha-
bilitation to improve those existing and better systematize the 
procedures.

This plan is important not only for the information it pres-
ents and the actions it promotes, but also because it is a clear 
example of what can be achieved when the government, aca-
demia and society work together towards the common goal 
of improving the conservation status of Ecuadorian primates 
and their habitats.  While the plan contemplates all Ecuador-
ian primates, it was clear during the workshop that the species 
inhabiting the coastal region deserve special attention because 
of the critical situation they are facing, mainly because of 
habitat fragmentation and isolation, which increase the risk of 
extinction.  Although effectively achieving the main objective 
of this plan seems ambitious, it brings with it the opportunity 
of collaboration between institutions, unifying efforts, and 
increasing efficiency and effectiveness in the implementation 
of conservation actions.  We believe this is the only way to 
ensure the protection of Ecuador’s primates.
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Appendix 1

Agenda of the “Workshop for the Elaboration of the Conservation Action Plan for the Primates of Ecuador”. 
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