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1. Core Principles of Primate Health 

Management 

Primate medicine is unique because non-human primates share many pathogens with 

humans, making biosecurity and zoonotic monitoring central to management. 

Key pillars: 

1. Preventive medicine 

o Annual exams 

o Vaccination 

o parasite control 

o TB screening 

o dental care 

2. Environmental management 

o social group monitoring 

o enrichment 

o dietary management 

o sanitation 

3. Zoonotic disease control 

o staff health screening 

o PPE policies 

o quarantine protocols 

4. Population health monitoring 

o colony disease surveillance 

o genetic management 

o reproductive monitoring 

Many zoological institutions operate under AAZV / AZA primate health protocols. 

 

2. Recommended Annual Primate 

Examination 

Most institutions perform a full exam under anesthesia annually. 

Physical examination 

• Body weight 

• body condition score 

• temperature 
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• heart and respiratory exam 

• dental exam 

• lymph nodes 

• skin and hair coat 

• musculoskeletal exam 

• reproductive exam 

• neurologic screening 

Laboratory diagnostics 

Typical panels include: 

Blood tests 

• CBC 

• serum chemistry 

• liver enzymes 

• kidney function 

• glucose 

• lipid panel (common metabolic disorders) 

Urinalysis 

Fecal diagnostics 

• flotation 

• direct smear 

• PCR panels when indicated 

Other tests often included 

• tuberculosis testing 

• serology for viral diseases 

• parasite screening 

• heartworm testing (in some species) 

Imaging 

• thoracic radiographs 

• abdominal ultrasound 

• dental radiographs when indicated 

AZA manuals recommend CBC, serum biochemistry, fecal exam, and radiographs during 

annual exams for many primate species. 
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3. Tuberculosis Testing 

Very important in primate medicine. 

TB is historically one of the most serious diseases in captive primates. 

Standard practice 

• Tuberculin skin test every 6–12 months 

• typically intradermal eyelid test 

Do New World primates need TB testing? 

Yes, but risk is lower. 

Old World primates (macaques, baboons, chimpanzees): 

• highly susceptible 

• TB screening mandatory 

New World primates (marmosets, tamarins, squirrel monkeys): 

• somewhat less susceptible 

• still recommended in captive settings 

• especially where human contact occurs 

CDC biosafety guidance recommends regular TB screening when primates are used or 

handled in facilities. 

Many zoos test all primates regardless of taxonomic group. 

 

4. Important Vaccinations for Primates 

Vaccination protocols vary by species and facility, but common recommendations include: 

Core vaccines 

Tetanus 

• IM every ~5 years 

Rabies 
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• killed vaccine 

• annual booster in at-risk environments 

Measles (MMR) 

• extremely important in great apes and Old World monkeys 

These recommendations appear in veterinary references for non-human primates. 

 

Additional vaccines sometimes used 

Depending on species and exposure risk: 

• Hepatitis A 

• Polio 

• Influenza 

• Yellow fever (certain geographic contexts) 

Great apes are highly susceptible to human respiratory viruses, including influenza and RSV. 

 

5. Major Zoonotic Diseases (Human ↔ 

Primate) 

Primates can transmit multiple serious infections to humans. 

High-risk zoonoses 

Herpes B virus 

• carried by macaques 

• rare but often fatal to humans 

Tuberculosis 

Monkeypox 

Measles 

Yellow fever 
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Shigella 

Salmonella 

Campylobacter 

Simian retroviruses 

CDC notes primates can carry infectious agents dangerous to humans including Shigella, 

Salmonella and other pathogens. 

 

Human diseases dangerous to primates 

The reverse direction is also important. 

Humans can infect primates with: 

• measles 

• influenza 

• COVID-19 

• RSV 

• herpes simplex 

This is why zoos often require masks for primate staff during outbreaks. 

 

6. Quarantine Recommendations 

For new primates entering a facility: 

Typical quarantine protocols: 

30–90 days 

Testing includes: 

• TB testing (multiple rounds) 

• fecal parasite tests 

• CBC/chemistry 

• viral screening 

• behavioral observation 
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7. Dental Health 

Dental disease is very common in captive primates. 

Annual or semi-annual care includes: 

• tartar removal 

• periodontal exam 

• dental radiographs 

• occlusion check 

Merck notes primates are prone to tartar buildup and periodontitis, requiring periodic dental 

evaluation. 

 

8. Nutrition and Metabolic Disorders 

Common issues in captivity: 

Obesity 

Diabetes mellitus 

• common in macaques 

• also in marmosets 

Vitamin deficiencies 

• Vitamin D 

• Vitamin C (some species) 

Iron storage disease 

• especially in lemurs and marmosets 

 

9. Behavioral Health 

Psychological welfare is critical. 
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Important management features: 

• social housing 

• cognitive enrichment 

• climbing structures 

• foraging tasks 

Stress can produce: 

• hair pulling 

• stereotypic behaviors 

• aggression 

 

10. U.S. Laws on Private Primate Ownership 

Regulation varies widely by state. 

Approximately: 

~21 states prohibit private ownership of primates as pets. 

Other states allow ownership but require: 

• permits 

• veterinary oversight 

• special housing standards 

Some states have no statewide ban but local restrictions. 

 

11. Interesting Primate Facts 

A few fascinating pieces of primate biology: 

1. Genetic similarity 

Chimpanzees share ~98–99% of DNA with humans. 

2. Longevity 

Some primates live surprisingly long: 

• chimpanzee: 50–60 yrs 
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• macaque: 30–40 yrs 

• marmoset: 12–16 yrs 

3. Intelligence 

Some species can: 

• use tools 

• recognize themselves in mirrors 

• learn sign language 

4. Disease models 

Macaques and marmosets are widely used in biomedical research due to their similarity to 

human physiology. 

 

12. Practical Veterinary Checklist (Quick 

Reference) 

Annual exam checklist 

Physical 

• weight 

• dental exam 

• skin/coat 

• lymph nodes 

Diagnostics 

• CBC 

• chemistry 

• fecal exam 

• urinalysis 

• TB test 

Imaging 

• thoracic radiographs 

• dental radiographs if indicated 

Preventive care 

• vaccines 
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• parasite treatment 

• diet review 

• behavioral assessment 

 

✅ Key takeaway 

Primate medicine sits at the intersection of: 

• veterinary medicine 

• human infectious disease 

• behavioral science 

• wildlife conservation 

Because of this, biosecurity and zoonotic monitoring are just as important as routine 

veterinary care. 

 

 

1. Tuberculosis (TB) 

Probably the most historically important infectious disease in captive primates. 

Cause 

Mycobacterium tuberculosis complex 

Source 

Often humans infect primates, not the reverse. 

Species risk 

Highest in: 

• macaques 

• baboons 

• chimpanzees 

Lower but possible in: 

• marmosets 

• tamarins 

• squirrel monkeys 

Clinical signs 
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• weight loss 

• chronic cough 

• lethargy 

• respiratory disease 

Management 

• routine tuberculin testing 

• quarantine of new animals 

• staff screening 

 

2. Herpes B Virus (Macacine herpesvirus 1) 

The most feared zoonotic virus in primate facilities. 

Carried by 

macaques 

Effects in macaques 

usually mild or asymptomatic. 

Effects in humans 

• encephalitis 

• mortality up to ~70% if untreated. 

Transmission 

• bites 

• scratches 

• saliva exposure 

Management 

• strict macaque handling protocols 

• PPE 

• rapid antiviral treatment after exposure. 

 

3. Measles 
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One of the most dangerous human-to-primate diseases. 

Great apes and Old World monkeys are extremely susceptible. 

Symptoms 

• respiratory distress 

• rash 

• pneumonia 

• death 

Prevention 

MMR vaccination for primates and staff. 

 

4. Influenza & Respiratory Viruses 

Many respiratory viruses move easily between humans and primates. 

Examples: 

• influenza 

• RSV 

• adenovirus 

• coronaviruses 

Great apes are particularly vulnerable. 

Management 

• staff illness policies 

• masks around primates 

• vaccination where appropriate 

 

5. Simian Immunodeficiency Virus (SIV) 

Relative of HIV. 

Most primate species carry their own SIV strains. 

Usually asymptomatic in natural hosts, but important for research colonies. 
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6. Monkeypox / Orthopox Viruses 

Rare but emerging. 

Transmission possible between: 

• rodents 

• primates 

• humans 

Outbreaks occasionally occur in captive colonies. 

 

7. Enteric Bacterial Disease 

Very common in captive primates. 

Common pathogens: 

• Shigella 

• Salmonella 

• Campylobacter 

• E. coli 

Symptoms: 

• diarrhea 

• dehydration 

• weight loss 

Often associated with stress or poor sanitation. 

 

8. Parasites 

Both protozoal and helminth parasites occur. 

Common ones: 
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Protozoa 

• Giardia 

• Entamoeba 

• Cryptosporidium 

Helminths 

• Strongyloides 

• Trichuris 

• Oxyurids 

Routine fecal screening is essential. 

 

9. Diabetes Mellitus 

Especially common in captive macaques and marmosets. 

Cause 

• high-calorie captive diets 

• inactivity 

• genetic predisposition 

Signs 

• weight gain 

• polyuria 

• polydipsia 

Management 

• diet control 

• glucose monitoring. 

 

10. Obesity 

Extremely common in captive primates. 

Wild primates spend 6–10 hours daily foraging, which captivity eliminates. 
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Complications 

• cardiovascular disease 

• arthritis 

• diabetes 

 

11. Iron Storage Disease 

Also called hemochromatosis. 

Common in: 

• lemurs 

• marmosets 

• tamarins 

Cause 

• high iron diets 

Prevention 

• specialized low-iron primate diets. 

 

12. Dental Disease 

Very common. 

Problems include: 

• periodontal disease 

• fractured teeth 

• malocclusion 

Often worsened by soft captive diets. 

 

13. Trauma 
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Common causes: 

• social aggression 

• enclosure accidents 

• capture stress 

• self-mutilation 

Proper social management is crucial. 

 

14. Stress-Related Behavioral Disorders 

Psychological disorders can cause severe pathology. 

Examples: 

• hair pulling 

• pacing 

• self biting 

• anorexia 

Environmental enrichment dramatically reduces these problems. 

 

15. Cardiac Disease 

Particularly common in: 

• great apes 

• older macaques 

Common findings: 

• cardiomyopathy 

• heart failure 

Many zoos perform routine cardiac ultrasound in aging primates. 

 

Interesting Sanctuary Data 
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Some statistics from primate sanctuaries: 

• many confiscated pet primates arrive with metabolic disease or dental disease 

• over 70% of rescued primates show behavioral trauma 

• lifespan in captivity can exceed wild lifespan by 10–20 years 

 

Typical Veterinary Protocol in a Primate 

Sanctuary 

Intake protocol 

Quarantine 60–90 days 

Testing includes: 

• TB testing 

• fecal parasite exams 

• CBC/chemistry 

• viral screening 

• behavioral evaluation 

 

Annual exam 

• physical exam 

• dental exam 

• CBC/chemistry 

• fecal 

• TB test 

• vaccinations 

• radiographs if older animal 

 

Fascinating Primate Biology 

A few pieces of trivia that always surprise people: 

1. Humans are technically great apes. 
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2. Some monkeys have language-like communication systems. 

Vervet monkeys have distinct alarm calls for: 

• leopard 

• eagle 

• snake 

Each produces a different escape behavior. 

3. Capuchin monkeys use stone tools similar to early human technology. 

4. Chimpanzees conduct warfare between neighboring groups. 

 

“The 12 operational failures that cause most primate sanctuaries to collapse financially or 

legally.” 

It’s surprisingly consistent and helpful when planning a sanctuary model. 
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Primate Phylogeny (Simplified Evolutionary Tree) 
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Key Evolutionary Differences 

Group Nose Geographic Origin Tail Examples 

Strepsirrhines wet nose Africa/Madagascar yes lemurs, lorises 

Tarsiers dry nose SE Asia reduced tarsiers 

New World monkeys wide nostrils Central/South America usually yes capuchins 

Old World monkeys downward nostrils Africa/Asia usually yes macaques 

Apes downward nostrils Africa/Asia none chimpanzees 
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Evolution Timeline (Approximate) 

Event Time 

Early primates appear ~65 million years ago 

Strepsirrhines diverge ~63 MYA 

Tarsiers split ~58 MYA 

New World monkeys arrive in South America ~40 MYA 

Old World monkeys diverge ~25 MYA 

Apes evolve ~20 MYA 

Human–chimp split ~6–7 MYA 

 

Interesting Evolutionary Facts 

1. Humans are taxonomically apes 

We are classified as Great Apes (Hominidae). 

2. New World monkeys likely rafted from Africa to South America 

Small primates probably crossed the Atlantic on floating vegetation ~40 MYA. 

3. Tarsiers are evolutionary oddities 

They share traits with both primitive and advanced primates. 

 

 

 

Quick Veterinary Relevance 

For primate medicine and sanctuary management, this phylogeny matters because: 

Group Medical relevance 

New World monkeys high risk iron storage disease 

Old World monkeys herpes B virus risk 

Great apes extremely susceptible to human respiratory disease 

Strepsirrhines specialized nutrition requirements 
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Complete Primate Phylogeny (Major Living Families) 
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Order Primates 

Two major suborders: 

PRIMATES 

│ 

├── Strepsirrhini 

│ 

└── Haplorhini 

 

1. Suborder Strepsirrhini 

("wet-nose primates") 

Mostly nocturnal, smaller-bodied, strong sense of smell. 

Strepsirrhini 

│ 

├── Infraorder Lemuriformes 

│     ├── Lemuridae (true lemurs) 

│     ├── Indriidae (indri, sifaka) 

│     ├── Cheirogaleidae (dwarf & mouse lemurs) 

│     ├── Lepilemuridae (sportive lemurs) 

│     └── Daubentoniidae (aye-aye) 

│ 

└── Infraorder Lorisiformes 

      ├── Lorisidae (lorises, pottos) 

      └── Galagidae (bushbabies / galagos) 

Most Strepsirrhines occur in: 
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• Madagascar 

• Africa 

• Southeast Asia 

Madagascar alone contains ~100 lemur species. 

 

2. Suborder Haplorhini 

("dry-nose primates") 

Includes tarsiers, monkeys, apes, and humans. 

Haplorhini 

│ 

├── Infraorder Tarsiiformes 

│     └── Tarsiidae (tarsiers) 

│ 

└── Infraorder Simiiformes (Anthropoids) 

 

3. Infraorder Simiiformes 

Higher primates — monkeys and apes. 

Two major branches: 

Simiiformes 

│ 

├── Platyrrhini (New World monkeys) 

│ 

└── Catarrhini (Old World monkeys and apes) 

 

4. Parvorder Platyrrhini 

(New World monkeys — Central & South America) 

Wide noses, mostly arboreal, many with prehensile tails. 

Families: 

Platyrrhini 

│ 

├── Callitrichidae 
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│     marmosets & tamarins 

│ 

├── Cebidae 

│     capuchins & squirrel monkeys 

│ 

├── Aotidae 

│     owl monkeys 

│ 

├── Pitheciidae 

│     titis, sakis, uakaris 

│ 

└── Atelidae 

      howler monkeys 

      spider monkeys 

      woolly monkeys 

 

5. Parvorder Catarrhini 

(Old World monkeys + apes) 

Narrow downward-facing nostrils. 

Catarrhini 

│ 

├── Superfamily Cercopithecoidea 

│ 

└── Superfamily Hominoidea 

 

6. Superfamily Cercopithecoidea 

Old World monkeys. 

Two families: 

Cercopithecoidea 

│ 

├── Cercopithecidae 

│     macaques 

│     baboons 

│     mandrills 

│     guenons 

│ 

└── Colobinae 

      colobus monkeys 

      langurs 

      proboscis monkeys 

These monkeys are mostly: 
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• Africa 

• Asia 

 

7. Superfamily Hominoidea 

Apes. 

Hominoidea 

│ 

├── Hylobatidae 

│     gibbons 

│ 

└── Hominidae 

      │ 

      ├── Pongo 

      │     orangutans 

      │ 

      ├── Gorilla 

      │     gorillas 

      │ 

      ├── Pan 

      │     chimpanzees & bonobos 

      │ 

      └── Homo 

            humans 

 

Number of Living Species 

Approximate modern counts: 

Group Species 

Lemurs ~110 

Lorises & galagos ~25 

Tarsiers ~14 

New World monkeys ~150 

Old World monkeys ~140 

Apes ~25 

Total primate species: ~500–520 
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Evolutionary Timeline 

Event Time 

Earliest primates ~65 million years ago 

Strepsirrhines diverge ~63 MYA 

Haplorhines emerge ~58 MYA 

New World monkeys reach South America ~40 MYA 

Old World monkeys diverge ~25 MYA 

Apes evolve ~20 MYA 

Human–chimp split ~6–7 MYA 

 

Veterinary / Sanctuary Relevance 

Different primate lineages have very different medical risks. 

Group Common Health Issues 

Lemurs iron storage disease 

Marmosets metabolic bone disease 

Macaques diabetes, herpes B virus 

Baboons cardiovascular disease 

Great apes respiratory viral disease 

 

Fascinating Evolutionary Facts 

1. New World monkeys likely rafted from Africa 

About 40 million years ago, small primates probably crossed the Atlantic on floating vegetation. 

2. Humans are technically great apes 

Taxonomically: 

Homo sapiens 

Family: Hominidae 

Superfamily: Hominoidea 

3. Tarsiers are evolutionary oddballs 

They have: 

• enormous eyes 
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• insectivore diet 

• traits of both primitive and advanced primates. 

 

A licensed primate sanctuary is a facility legally authorized to house and care for non-human 

primates for rescue, lifetime care, and rehabilitation, not for commercial breeding, selling, or 

biomedical experimentation. The facility must operate under state and federal regulatory 

oversight and follow strict welfare, veterinary, and safety standards. 

Think of it as the primate equivalent of a wildlife retirement home. 

 

Core Definition 

A licensed primate sanctuary is a non-commercial facility that: 

• rescues or accepts displaced primates 

• provides permanent humane care 

• does not breed, sell, or commercially exploit animals 

• operates under government permits and regulatory inspection 

 

 

Key Legal Oversight in the United States 

1. USDA License (Animal Welfare Act) 

Many sanctuaries must obtain a license from the 

United States Department of Agriculture 

Usually under the Animal Welfare Act (AWA). 

Requirements include: 

• facility inspections 

• enclosure standards 

• veterinary oversight 

• feeding and sanitation rules 

• record keeping 
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Facilities housing primates are often classified as: 

• Class C Exhibitor 

• Research facility 

• Sanctuary / rescue 

depending on activities. 

 

2. State Exotic Animal Permits 

Each state regulates exotic animals differently. 

State permits often require: 

• enclosure standards 

• veterinary program 

• liability insurance 

• emergency plans 

• proof animals are not used commercially. 

Some states completely prohibit private primate ownership, so sanctuaries may be the only 

legal holders. 

 

 

3. Local Zoning Approval 

Counties and municipalities may require: 

• agricultural zoning 

• wildlife facility permits 

• noise and safety regulations 

• distance from residences. 

 

Accreditation (Higher Standard) 

Many sanctuaries pursue accreditation through: 

Global Federation of Animal Sanctuaries 
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or 

American Sanctuary Association 

These groups certify that a sanctuary: 

• provides lifetime care 

• does not breed animals 

• does not allow public handling 

• meets strict welfare standards. 

Accreditation is not required by law, but it strongly increases credibility and donor confidence. 

 

Core Operational Standards 

1. Non-Breeding Policy 

Sanctuaries must prevent reproduction. 

Typical methods: 

• same-sex housing 

• vasectomy or sterilization 

• contraception when necessary. 

 

2. No Commercial Trade 

Animals cannot be: 

• sold 

• used in entertainment 

• traded. 

 

3. Lifetime Care Commitment 

Sanctuaries accept animals they intend to keep for the remainder of their natural lives. 

Many rescued primates live: 



 33 

• 20–40 years depending on species. 

 

4. Veterinary Program 

A sanctuary must have: 

• a licensed veterinarian 

• preventive medicine program 

• quarantine protocols 

• disease monitoring. 

 

5. Enclosure Standards 

Facilities must provide: 

• species-appropriate housing 

• climbing structures 

• enrichment 

• social grouping when possible. 

 

 

6. Biosecurity 

Important due to zoonotic diseases. 

Protocols often include: 

• PPE for staff 

• quarantine for new arrivals 

• TB testing 

• visitor restrictions. 

 

Typical Sources of Sanctuary Primates 

Animals often come from: 
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1. Illegal pet trade confiscations 

2. Closed research laboratories 

3. Entertainment industry animals 

4. Zoo surplus animals 

5. Private owners who can no longer care for them 

In the U.S., many pet primates are surrendered when they reach sexual maturity. 

 

Example Well-Known Primate Sanctuaries 

Some prominent facilities include: 

• Save the Chimps 

• Chimp Haven 

• Center for Great Apes 

These operate under strict sanctuary standards and federal oversight. 

 

 

 

What Sanctuaries Do NOT Do 

True sanctuaries generally avoid: 

• breeding programs 

• public performances 

• animal sales 

• biomedical experimentation 

• interactive petting encounters. 

 

Typical Staffing Structure 

A professional primate sanctuary may include: 
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• sanctuary director 

• veterinarian 

• veterinary technicians 

• primate caregivers 

• enrichment specialists 

• maintenance staff 

• education/outreach staff. 

 

Cost Reality 

A single primate may cost $8,000–$20,000 per year to maintain depending on species. 

Large apes can exceed $30,000 annually. 

That is why sanctuaries rely heavily on: 

• donations 

• grants 

• philanthropy. 

 

 

How many primates are currently living in captivity in the U.S. private pet trade and 

research system. 

The numbers are far larger than most people realize, and they explain why sanctuaries are 

always full. 

how many 

The numbers are surprisingly large. Here is the best current estimate for primates living in 

captivity in the United States, broken down by category. 

 

Estimated Number of Captive Primates in 

the U.S. 
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Category Estimated Number 

Biomedical research facilities ~100,000+ 

Private pet ownership ~15,000 

Zoos and accredited wildlife parks ~10,000 

Sanctuaries and rescue centers ~2,000–4,000 

Entertainment industry / exhibitors ~1,000–2,000 

Approximate Total 

~125,000 – 130,000 captive primates 

 

1. Research Primates 

The largest population. 

More than 100,000 monkeys are held or used annually in biomedical research in the United 

States, largely macaques and marmosets.  

They are housed in: 

• university labs 

• pharmaceutical companies 

• federal research centers 

• the 7 National Primate Research Centers 

 

2. Pet Primates 

A surprisingly large population. 

Most estimates suggest around 15,000 primates are kept as pets in U.S. homes.  

Common pet species: 

• marmosets 

• capuchins 

• squirrel monkeys 

• lemurs 

Great apes are rarely legal pets today. 
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3. Zoos and Accredited Wildlife Facilities 

AZA and similar institutions maintain several thousand primates. 

Typical species: 

• lemurs 

• macaques 

• colobus monkeys 

• chimpanzees 

• gorillas. 

 

4. Sanctuaries 

Sanctuaries house animals from: 

• closed laboratories 

• confiscated pets 

• entertainment industry retirements. 

Example: 

Chimp Haven alone houses 300+ chimpanzees retired from research. 

Large sanctuaries often contain 100–400 animals each. 

 

Why Sanctuaries Are Always Full 

The flow of primates into sanctuaries comes from three major sources: 

1. Illegal pet trade confiscations 

2. Retirement of research animals 

3. Entertainment industry animals 

Because primates live 20–50 years, each rescue represents a lifetime financial commitment. 
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A Surprising Statistic 

Even though the U.S. has no wild native primates, it is still: 

• one of the largest holders of captive primates in the world 

• historically the largest importer of primates for research. 

 

💡 One fascinating statistic that often surprises people considering sanctuaries: 

More than 70% of pet primates are surrendered or confiscated by age 5–7 because they 

become aggressive at sexual maturity. 

 

 

 

 

Estimated Mortality in the Illegal Primate 

Trade 

Great Apes (chimpanzees, gorillas, orangutans) 

A widely cited conservation estimate: 

Up to 10–15 apes die for every infant captured and sold. 

Why? 

• hunters usually kill the entire troop to capture a baby 

• adults defend infants aggressively 

• infants are easier to transport and sell. 

Example scenario: 

Event Typical outcome 

Hunter captures 1 infant chimp 5–10 adults killed 
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Event Typical outcome 

Infant survives transport maybe 

Infant sold in pet or entertainment trade rare survival to adulthood 

 

Mortality During Transport 

Many primates die after capture but before sale. 

Typical causes: 

• dehydration 

• starvation 

• disease 

• stress 

• suffocation in crates 

• trauma 

For some species: 

30%–90% die during transport. 

These deaths occur in: 

• holding facilities 

• vehicles 

• shipping containers 

• markets. 

 

Mortality in Holding Centers 

Investigations have reported: 

Up to ~75% mortality in holding facilities for trafficked primates before export.  

Reasons include: 

• overcrowding 

• no food or water 

• infectious disease 

• injury. 
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Real-World Example (Great Apes) 

A UN conservation report estimated that: 

• nearly 3,000 great apes are lost from the wild each year due to illegal trade.  

But this number includes animals killed during capture, not just those sold. 

 

Mortality in the Pet Trade 

For small monkeys sold as pets: 

Researchers often estimate: 

5–10 animals die for every one that reaches the buyer. 

Losses occur during: 

1. capture 

2. transport 

3. holding 

4. illegal export. 

 

A Typical Trafficking Chain 

Wild troop located 

       ↓ 

Adults killed 

       ↓ 

Infant captured 

       ↓ 

Transported to village trader 

       ↓ 

Moved to wildlife broker 

       ↓ 

Transport to city market 

       ↓ 

International shipment 

       ↓ 

Private buyer 
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At every step, animals die. 

 

Why Infant Primates Are Targeted 

Infants are preferred because they are: 

• easier to transport 

• easier to tame 

• perceived as “cute pets”. 

But primates have very strong maternal bonds, which is why capturing a baby almost always 

involves killing adults. 

 

Another Underestimated Death Toll 

Many primates die after purchase. 

Pet monkeys frequently die within: 

1–3 years 

due to: 

• malnutrition 

• metabolic disease 

• improper housing 

• infections. 

 

Conservation Impact 

Illegal trade is now considered one of the major drivers of primate extinction worldwide.  

Today: 

• about 60% of primate species are threatened with extinction 

• illegal trade is a major contributor. 
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A Perspective Statistic 

For some species in Southeast Asia: 

10 animals captured 

 ↓ 

3 survive transport 

 ↓ 

1 reaches final buyer 

Meaning 90% mortality across the trafficking chain. 

 

💡 One interesting but grim fact conservation biologists often point out: 

If you see a baby chimpanzee or orangutan for sale, it almost certainly means multiple adults 

were killed to obtain that one infant. 

 

. 

 

What Private Primate Owners Most Want to 

Know 

1. Diet and Nutrition 

This is usually the #1 question. 

Typical owner questions: 

• What should I feed my monkey? 

• Can they eat human food? 

• What fruits and vegetables are safe? 

• Do they need vitamins? 
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Why this matters: 

Many pet primates suffer from malnutrition, metabolic bone disease, or obesity because their 

natural diets are complex. 

Example natural diets: 

• marmosets: tree sap, insects 

• capuchins: fruits, nuts, insects, small animals 

• lemurs: leaves and fruit 

Owners often want simple feeding charts. 

 

2. Behavioral Problems 

The second biggest concern. 

Common questions: 

• Why is my monkey biting? 

• Why does it scream constantly? 

• Why is it becoming aggressive? 

This usually appears when primates reach sexual maturity (3–5 years). 

Behavior changes include: 

• territorial aggression 

• hormonal behavior 

• frustration from isolation. 

 

3. Housing and Enclosure Design 

Owners frequently ask: 

• What size cage do I need? 

• Can a primate live indoors? 

• Do they need outdoor space? 

Many underestimate how much space primates require. 

Good primate housing requires: 
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• vertical climbing space 

• enrichment 

• social interaction 

• environmental complexity. 

 

4. Veterinary Care 

Many owners struggle to find veterinarians. 

Typical questions: 

• What vet treats monkeys? 

• What vaccines do they need? 

• How often should they be examined? 

• Do they need TB testing? 

Exotic veterinarians are limited in many areas. 

 

5. Lifespan and Long-Term Commitment 

Many people do not realize how long primates live. 

Common lifespans: 

Species Lifespan 

marmoset 12–15 years 

capuchin 30–40 years 

macaque 25–35 years 

Owners often ask when the animal becomes older and harder to manage. 

 

6. Social Needs 

Primates are intensely social animals. 

Owners often ask: 

• Does my monkey need another monkey? 
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• Why is it depressed? 

• Why is it pulling its hair out? 

Single primates frequently develop psychological distress. 

 

7. Legal Regulations 

Owners frequently want clarity on: 

• whether primates are legal in their state 

• permit requirements 

• what happens if laws change. 

Regulations vary widely across the United States. 

 

8. Training and Handling 

Owners often hope primates can be trained like dogs. 

Typical questions: 

• Can they be house trained? 

• Can they wear diapers? 

• Can they be disciplined? 

In reality, primates retain strong natural behaviors. 

 

9. Enrichment and Mental Stimulation 

Primate cognition is very advanced. 

Owners often ask: 

• how to prevent boredom 

• what toys are appropriate 

• how to stop destructive behavior. 

Without stimulation, primates may develop: 
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• pacing 

• self-injury 

• screaming. 

 

10. What Happens if They Can No Longer Keep the Animal 

Eventually many owners ask: 

• Can I surrender my monkey? 

• Are there sanctuaries that will take them? 

This often occurs after: 

• aggression develops 

• housing problems arise 

• financial burden increases. 

 

The Most Surprising Question Owners Ask 

According to sanctuary staff, a very common question is: 

“Why did my sweet baby monkey suddenly become aggressive?” 

The answer is usually sexual maturity and normal primate behavior, not a personality 

change. 

 

The Three Topics Owners Often 

Underestimate 

Sanctuaries report that private owners often underestimate: 

1. Lifespan 

2. Aggression at maturity 

3. Complex social needs 

These are the main reasons primates end up surrendered. 
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Information Owners Rarely Ask (But 

Should) 

Interestingly, many owners rarely ask about: 

• zoonotic diseases 

• quarantine procedures 

• TB testing 

• biosecurity 

• long-term veterinary costs. 

Those issues tend to emerge later. 

 

 

 

 

Key Topics to Explain to Prospective Private 

Primate Owners 

1. Lifelong Commitment 

This is usually the first conversation. 

Many people underestimate lifespan. 

Species Typical lifespan 

marmoset 12–16 yrs 

capuchin 30–40 yrs 

macaque 25–35 yrs 

chimpanzee 50+ yrs 

Important points to explain: 
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• the animal may outlive the owner's life circumstances 

• care must continue if the owner moves, divorces, or becomes ill 

• sanctuaries are rarely able to accept animals. 

A helpful question to ask owners is: 

“Who will care for the animal if something happens to you?” 

 

2. Sexual Maturity Changes Behavior 

This is the most misunderstood issue. 

Infant primates behave like human toddlers, but at maturity: 

Common behavioral changes: 

• aggression 

• biting 

• territorial urine marking 

• sexual behaviors toward humans 

• loud vocalization. 

This usually appears between 3–5 years of age. 

Many surrendered primates come from owners who only experienced the baby phase. 

 

3. Social Needs 

Primates are not solitary animals. 

Wild primates live in social groups. 

Risks of isolation: 

• depression 

• self-mutilation 

• hair pulling 

• abnormal behaviors. 

Prospective owners should understand: 
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• many species need other primates 

• humans cannot fully replace social groups. 

 

4. Space and Housing Requirements 

Primates require far more space than most people expect. 

Typical needs: 

• vertical climbing structures 

• large enclosures 

• outdoor access if possible 

• environmental complexity. 

Indoor cages alone are rarely adequate. 

A good guideline used in zoos is: 

enclosure height and complexity are more important than floor area. 

 

5. Nutrition 

Improper diet is one of the most common medical problems. 

Owners must understand: 

• primates cannot live on fruit alone 

• specialized diets are required. 

Examples: 

Species Important dietary components 

marmosets tree gum, insects 

capuchins fruit, nuts, insects 

lemurs leaves, fruit 

Commercial primate diets are often necessary. 
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6. Veterinary Care 

Many owners are unaware that few veterinarians treat primates. 

Prospective owners should confirm: 

• an exotic animal veterinarian is available nearby 

• annual exams are required 

• primates often need anesthesia for exams. 

Veterinary costs can be substantial. 

 

7. Zoonotic Disease Risks 

Primates share many pathogens with humans. 

Important diseases include: 

• tuberculosis 

• herpes B virus (in macaques) 

• measles 

• influenza. 

This means: 

• owners can infect the animal 

• the animal can infect humans. 

Biosecurity and hygiene are essential. 

 

8. Legal Issues 

Prospective owners must understand: 

• laws vary widely by state 

• permits may be required 

• regulations can change. 

Some states ban private ownership entirely. 
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Owners should also consider: 

• insurance liability 

• local zoning laws. 

 

9. Financial Costs 

Costs are higher than most people expect. 

Approximate yearly expenses may include: 

• food 

• veterinary care 

• enrichment items 

• enclosure maintenance. 

Many sanctuaries estimate $8,000–$15,000 per year per primate for full care. 

 

10. Ethical Considerations 

Prospective owners should understand the broader issues: 

• many primates in the pet trade originate from illegal capture 

• primates have advanced cognition and emotional needs 

• long-term welfare can be challenging in private homes. 

Responsible ownership requires careful thought. 

 

Preparing Prospective Owners (Practical 

Steps) 

Pre-Ownership Education 

Recommended preparation includes: 

• reading species-specific care guides 
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• visiting primate sanctuaries 

• consulting an exotic veterinarian. 

 

Facility Preparation 

Before acquiring an animal, owners should have: 

• enclosure constructed 

• diet plan prepared 

• veterinary contact established. 

 

Written Care Plan 

Some sanctuaries recommend owners create a document covering: 

• diet schedule 

• emergency veterinary care 

• long-term guardianship plan. 

 

A Useful Question Set for Prospective 

Owners 

Experienced primate veterinarians often ask prospective owners questions like: 

• Why do you want a primate? 

• What species are you considering? 

• How much time can you devote daily? 

• Do you have access to an exotic veterinarian? 

• What happens if the animal becomes aggressive? 

These questions help determine whether ownership is realistic. 

 

💡 A final point many experts emphasize: 

The best indicator of responsible ownership is preparation before acquiring the animal. 
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