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Cash currency is a deeply symbolic instrument of com-
merce. It holds value, of course, but the face value of a  
given coin or banknote far exceeds its intrinsic (com-
modity) value. Money today is a representation––the 
value is determined by fiat by an issuing authority, usual-
ly a central bank or government. It is also a medium for 
spreading nationalist imagery, a platform for producing, 
affirming, and communicating the values that shape na-
tional identities. Cash creates as much as it reflects icons 
of social and cultural importance. This dual function of 
cash produces a curious ontological tension––the em-
bodiment of different value systems, each symbolic––
that can be used in the service of primate conservation. 
Exemplifying this potential is the Brazilian 20-real bank-
note issued in 2002 by the Central Bank of Brazil (Banco 
Central do Brasil, BCB). Twenty years later, it is a mile-
stone that invites commemoration and reflection.

The BCB introduced a new currency, the real, in July 
1994. The first series of banknotes––in denominations of 
1 real, 5, 10, 50, and 100 reais––is notable for its images 
of Brazilian flora and fauna. Additional denominations 
of 2 and 20 reais followed in 2001 and 2002, respectively, 
with the latter featuring a golden lion tamarin (Leonto-
pithecus rosalia; Fig. 1). The second series of banknotes 
followed in 2012 with another beautifully rendered 
image of L. rosalia (Fig. 2). The public visibility of this 
banknote is difficult to estimate. Cash is used for 47 %  
of all payments in Brazil (Calicchio et al., 2019), and 
one-third of Brazilians are unbanked (Demirgüç-Kunt 
et al., 2018), which makes cash currency essential for 
wage payments and purchases, especially in rural areas. 
The face value of a banknote is another factor deter-
mining its use; in this case, R$ 20 = US$ 3.70 at the time 
of writing (May 2021), a relatively quotidian value that 
spurs circulation.

The BCB’s choice of L. rosalia is telling in a country with 
at least 102 primate species (Estrada et al., 2018), for it 
speaks to the impact of one grassroots effort. The cam-
paign to save L. rosalia from the brink of extinction is 
well-known to primatologists, but I will attempt a brief 
summary that draws on the reviews of Dietz et al. (1994) 
and Kierluff et al. (2012). Golden lion tamarins are en-
demic to the lowland Atlantic forests of Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil. By the 1960s, the wild population had dwindled 
to < 400 individuals, although some reports put the num-
ber as low as 150 (Russo, 2009). The population stabil-
ized with the establishment of Poço das Antas Biological 

Reserve in 1974, together with improvements in captive 
husbandry and management. In 1983, the Golden Lion 
Tamarin Conservation Project (GLTCP) began long-
term fieldwork in concert with community outreach ef-
forts. By 2014, the wild population had surged to ~3700, 

Figure 1. Reverse image of the Brazilian 20-real banknote is-
sued in 2002, the first prominent representation of a nonhu-
man primate on a banknote from the western hemisphere.
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but an outbreak of yellow fever in 2016 reduced this 
number by one-third (Dietz et al., 2019; Ruiz-Miranda et 
al., 2019). All told, the recovery of L. rosalia in the wild 
and captivity is widely and rightly celebrated as an out-
standing success story.

It is also viewed as a model for the ‘flagship species’ ap-
proach to conservation. The GLTCP focused its public 
awareness campaign on a single charismatic species, 
using it as a strategic rallying point, or symbol, for its 
broader effort to conserve biodiversity in the region. 
Dietz et al. (1994) argued that it is more practical to focus 
public attention on a single visible species “than the fuzzy 
concept of species richness, or fuzzier concept of genetic 
diversity” (p. 33). Others put it more bluntly: “it is easier 
to generate interest and pride in a spectacular national 
animal, like a lion tamarin, than in attempting to com-
municate to the rank and file the complicated ecology of 
threatened rain forest habitat” (Mallinson, 1991 cited in 
Dietz et al., 1994). 

The effectiveness of the GLTCP’s outreach activities 
(which included radio, television, and a wide array of 
printed materials) is attested by a longitudinal survey of 
residents in Silva Jardim, the municipal home of Poço 
das Antas Biological Reserve. In 1992, 59 % of 518 re-
spondents recognized L. rosalia, whereas 79 % of 497 
respondents recognized it two years later, a significant 
increase in pre- and post-treatment responses (Dietz et 
al., 1994). Replicating this same survey now in Silva Jar-
dim and elsewhere could prove instructive. The 20-real 
banknote has circulated for two decades, suggesting that 
nearly every Brazilian would recognize L. rosalia today. 
Such findings would speak to the effect of unifying sym-
bols––of biodiversity, of national pride––that is both an 
outcome and powerful amplification of the flagship spe-
cies concept.

It is perhaps no coincidence that other monkeys have 
since appeared on banknotes from Central and South 
America (Fig. 3). The trend is not above criticism, how-
ever, for at least three reasons. First, a flagship species 
is a strategic choice based on aesthetics. Its virtue lies 
in its charisma (Lorimer, 2007), or the ability to induce 
concern and sympathy from the general public, espe-
cially wealthy patrons. Consequently, a flagship spe-
cies may enjoy a privileged status, drawing resources 
away from ‘keystone’ or ‘umbrella’ species that perform 
important ecological services (Leader-Williams and 
Dublin, 2000). Second, flagship status is potentially 
counterproductive for some species––ubiquitous im-
agery can give the impression of population abundance, 
desensitizing the public to cases of imminent extinction 
(Courchamp et al., 2018). Third, there is, for some, a 
perverse irony to celebrating biodiversity on currency, 
the very thing that accelerates human consumerism and 
despoils nature (Büscher et al., 2012).

Figure 2. Reverse image of the Brazilian 20-real banknote 
issued in 2012. An effigy of L. rosalia is visible as a watermark 
in the blank area.

Putting primates on postage stamps is another means of 
raising public awareness (Almquist and Almquist, 1986), 
and doing so could generate revenue in direct support of 
primate conservation efforts (Yeung, 2018). Still, there is 
no substitute for the ubiquity and daily use of cash cur-
rency, at least currently, as a valuable platform for public 
outreach. Primates have long served as icons in the en-
vironmental movement (Dominy et al., 2018), and some 
flagship species can serve the dual purpose of exempli-
fying keystone and umbrella species, too––L. rosalia 
for one. Moving forward, it would be useful to illustrate 
primates performing crucial ecosystem services, a subtle 
reorientation from simply raising awareness to science 
communication. 
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Figure 3. Cash currencies from Central and South America featuring nonhuman primates. (A) Reverse image of 
a Guyana 10-cent coin, issued from 1976–1980, and featuring a squirrel monkey (Saimiri sciureus). (B) Reverse 
image of a Belize 20-dollar banknote, issued from 1997–2017, and featuring a black howling monkey (Alouatta 
pigra). (C) Reverse image of a Peru 1-sol coin, issued in 2019, and featuring a yellow-tailed woolly monkey 
(Lagothrix flavicauda). (D) Reverse image of a Venezuela 100-bolívar banknote, issued in 2018, and featuring 
a brown spider monkey (Ateles hybridus). (E) Reverse image of a Costa Rican 5000-colón banknote featuring a 
white-faced capuchin (Cebus capucinus)––this polymer banknote was issued in 2020, replacing a paper bank-
note that was first issued in 2009. (F) Reverse image of a silver non-circulating 25-dollar coin, minted for the 
British Virgin Islands in 1993, and featuring L. rosalia. (G) Reverse image of a silver non-circulating 1-sol coin, 
minted for Peru in 1994, and featuring L. flavicauda. (H) Reverse image of a silver non-circulating 5-córdoba 
coin, minted for Nicaragua in 1994, and featuring a mantled howling monkey (Alouatta palliata). (I) Reverse 
image of a silver non-circulating 10-dollar coin, minted for Belize in 1995, and featuring A. pigra. (J) Reverse 
image of a silver non-circulating 5-real coin, minted in Brazil in 2015, and featuring L. rosalia.
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