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8. Census of Gibbons in North America

Introduction

Although gibbons as a whole represent the most diverse and numerous of all
apes, their numbers in the wild are dwindling rapidly, and several species
are now in grave danger of extinction (e.g. moloch and Kloss gibbons).
This book illustrates the increasing interest in the gibbons’ morphology,
behaviour, taxonomy and evolution. At the same time gibbons are difficult
to maintain and breed in zoos, perhaps as a result of their highly specialized
diet and need for a tropical forest environment. They are now virtually
impossible to obtain from the wild — a direct consequence of their decreas-
ing numbers and governmental restrictions instituted to prevent their
further decline (all gibbon species are now protected by the Endangered
Species Act of 1973).

As a result of these events, captive populations currently assume
particular importance, and as an aid to the efficient management and use of
captive gibbons in North America, the following census was prepared. In
addition, it would allow for the more effective and efficient communication
between curators when engaging in the trade or purchase of these animals.
By adhering to the classification set forth by Marshall and Marshall (1976),
Marshall (pers. comm.), Chivers and Gittins (1978), Haimoff and Moot-
nick (1983), and Haimoff ez al. (Chapter 45), specimens of the rarer forms
in captivity may be more easily brought together to avoid unnatural and
unwanted hybridization, which would maintain the genetic purity of the
available gibbons.

Results

The census is based on information gathered by the author in more than ten
years of contact with institutions and individuals maintaining captive gib-
bons. This data base was supplemented by an exhaustive canvassing by
telephone of the complete set of zoos comprising the membership roster,
1s1s list and non-member list of the directory of the American Association
of Zoological Parks and Aquariums, as well as the American Association of
Zoo Keepers’ membership directory and the us Fish and Wildlife services
captive-bred wildlife registration. In order to ensure accurate identification
of the animals where their identity was in question, photographs and/
or tape recordings of their songs were supplied and compared with the
morphological descriptions by Groves (1972 ), Chivers and Gittins (1978),
Marshall and Marshall (1976), Marshall (1983), Haimoff and Mootnick
(1983), and Haimoff (Chapter 29). The canvassing was done during the
months of November to December 1982. The information listed in Table
8.1 therefore represents the population of captive gibbons held in North
America as of the final month of 1982.

In future updates of this census, the author plans to include inform-
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ation on the age as well as subspecies identification of all animals; the
importance of avoiding subspecies hybridization is not less pressing in
gibbons than in any other animal population. At this time, there are only a
few specimens that have been positively identified to the subspecific level,
listed here. The hoolock gibbon at the Gibbon and Gallinaceous Bird Center
is Hylobates h. hoolock. There is one Bornean agile gibbon at the Louisiana
Purchase Zoo, while there is a Sumatran agile gibbon at the Gibbon and
Gallinaceous Bird Center and Riverbanks Zoo (now on loan to the San
Antonio Zoo). There is a pair of red-cheeked concolor gibbons (H. concolor
gabriellae) at the Los Angeles Zoo and Gibbon and Gallinaceous Bird
Center. White-cheeked gibbons (H. c. leucogenys) are also held at Moorpark
College, Riverbanks Zoo, Minnesota Zoo and Gibbon and Gallinaceous
Bird Center. Only two Malayan lar gibbons have been identified with
certainty, listed under Research Facilities in Table 8.1. The majority of lar
gibbons in American zoos are the central Thai lar gibbon (entelloides),
followed by the northern Thai lar gibbon (carpenteri) ; no specimens of the
Sumatran form (wvestitus) are known to be in North America.

Discussion
As is apparent from Table 8.1, the lar gibbon and siamang far outnumber
the other species in North America; whereas the Kloss gibbon is totally
absent and only one hoolock gibbon is represented. In addition, there is
only one breeding pair each of agile and of moloch gibbons, and two
recently introduced pairs of Miiller’s gibbons.

With respect to the breeding of both lar and siamang in North Ameri-
can institutions, it should be noted that the approximately equal numbers of
males and females of both species do not reflect the ratios of breeding
animals. For example, it appears that there are disproportionately more
non-breeding males than females.

It is generally known that gibbons produce single births, and no
previous accounts have mentioned the birth of twins. Twins were born
recently at the Jackson Zoological Park from a pair of lar gibbons, and both
offspring survived and are doing well. Another recent birth of twins was
also observed at the Gibbon and Gallinaceous Bird Center, also of a pair of
lar gibbons ; one of the offspring was stillborn but the other is healthy and
well.

Fox (Chapter 9) discusses further the role that zoos and institutions
play in the future survival of these diverse gibbon species, but it is note-
worthy here that a number of gibbons have been found to hybridize readily.
There are two cases resulting in fertile hybrids. One, at Jacksonville Zoo-
logical Park, was until recently thought to be a female H.lar x H. hoolock
hybrid. Now, correctly identified by karyotyping and photographs as a
lar x agilis hybrid (Prouty and Mootnick, unpubl. obs.), this female mated
with a lar male has produced one male and two female offspring. At the



MOOTNICK 63

Detroit Zoo a cross between a lar male and a lar hybrid female has produced
several offspring. Karyotyping has not been done yet to determine whether
this is a chromosomal hybrid breeding. These specimens and its offspring
would have no value as viable members of either species if a programme was
initiated to release these animals back into the wild (as done by Tingpal-
apong et al., 1981), since the lar and agile gibbons do not normally inter-
breed in the wild. Hence, unless hybridization is explicitly desired for
genetic or other research purposes, precautions should and must be taken to
avoid such undesirable occurrences.
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Table 8.1. Gibbons in North America (following pages).

Gibbons in North America listed by species, according to the number of
males, females and individuals of undetermined sex (in that order) held
by institutions, alphabetically arranged. For each holding institution,
animals that are borrowed from another institution are preceded by
lower case superscripts. The right-hand column indicates the serial
numbers of institutions who own these animals. Hybrids are represented
by a capital letter code, where w stands for the H. agilis x H. muelleri
hybrid ; X for H. agilis x H. lar; ¥ for H. pileatus x H. lar; and z for H.
syndactylus x H. muelleri.
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Institution
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hoolock concolor

pileatus
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Alexandria Zoological Park,
Alexandria, LA

Assiniboine Park Zoo,
Winnipeg, Manitoba
Atlanta Zoological Park,
Atlanta, GA

Audubon Park Zoo,

New Orleans, La

Baltimore Zoo,

Baltimore, MD

Benson’s Wild Animal Park,
Hudson, NH

Birmingham’s Jimmy Morgan Zoo

Birmingham, AL

Boise City Zoo,

Boise, 1D

Brookfield Zoo,

Brookfield, 1L

Browmanville Zoo,
Browmanville, Ontario

Bush Gardens,

Tampa, FL

Caldwell Children’s Zoo,
Waco, TX

Calgary Zoo,

Calgary, Alberta

Capron Park Zoo,

Attleboro, MA

Catoctin Muf. Zoological Park,
Thurmont, MD

Central Florida Zoological Park,
Sanford, FL

Central Texas Zoo,

Waco, TX

Cherry Brook Zoo,

Saint John, New Brunswick
Cheyenne Mtn. Zoological Park,
Colorado Springs, co
Cincinnati Zoological Society,
Cincinnati, OH

Cleveland Metroparks Zoological
Park, Cleveland, oH
Columbus Zoological Gardens,
Columbus, on

Dallas Zoo,

Dallas, Tx

Denver Zoological Gardens,
Denver, co
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