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Howler monkey distribution in Toledo District
A two‐person team from George Mason first visited Hickatee Cottages in June 2009
while on a “recognizance mission” in southern Belize to determine where black howler
monkeys, Alouatta pigra, could be found in the area. A now‐dated report about black
howler monkey distribution indicated that they ranged from southern Mexico, through
Guatemala, into parts of Belize (Horwich & Johnson 1986), and preferred low‐lying tropical
rainforests under 300m above sea level, particularly areas near rivers (Horwich & Lyon
1990) (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Distribution of Alouatta pigra. Presence not confirmed in area with question
mark. (From: Horwich, R.H., Johnson, E.D., 1986, Geographical Distribution of the
Black Howler (Alouatta pigra) in Central America. Primates 27, 5362, with
modification).

Although howler monkeys have been well studied in other parts of Belize, no research had
been done on them in Toledo. Therefore, we were surprised and delighted to find a large
and healthy population of howler monkeys living around Hickatee Cottages and in the
surrounding areas. We were also happy to meet Ian and Kate Morton and to learn about
their deep conservation ethic and were generously welcomed by them to conduct research.
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Natural history of howler monkeys
Alouatta pigra are one of the largest Neotropical primates, weighing 6‐7 kg (Fig. 2).
They consume leaves (45‐49%), fruits (28.5‐40%), flowers, and seeds, although insects
may be consumed inadvertently with vegetation (Milton 1980; Horwich & Lyon 1990;
Kinzey 1997; Silver et al. 1998). Groups generally have 4‐8 members (Horwich and Lyon,
1990), but groups of up to 16 animals have been recorded (Horwich et al. 2001). Members
of single male, multi‐female and offspring groups (although occasionally, multi‐male, multi‐
female groups, especially in areas of high primate density (Ostro et al. 2001)) feed, travel,
and sleep together. They rarely may split up to feed and rejoin later (Horwich and Lyon,
1990). Females reach sexual maturity at three to five years of age, while males mature at
five to seven years of age. Alouatta pigra exhibit a significant peak in births during months
of lower rainfall, i.e. December to May (Brockett 2001), possibly due to the peak in fruit
abundance during the period of gestation. Gestation takes a little over six months. Black
howler monkeys are territorial, and males, with the occasional help of females, vocally
demarcate their territories with loud and deep howling sounds, giving rise to their
common English name.

Fig. 2. Male Alouatta pigra napping on tree off trail behind Hickatee Cottages (Photo:
Jeff Mansfield, 2010).
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Six species of Alouatta (Cebidae) are generally recognized (Kinzey, 1997), although
some authors name up to ten species (Cortés‐Ortiz et al. 2003) (Table 1).
Table 1. Species within the genus Alouatta. The most commonly recognized species are in bold (adapted from
Horwich 1998 and Cortez-Ortiz et al., 2003).
Species name

Synonyms

Common name

Range

ursine howler monkey

Venezuela

red‐handed howler monkey,
black and red howling monkey

Brazilian Amazon

black & gold howler monkey,
black howler/howling monkey

Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil,
Paraguay, ?Uruguay

A. palliata coibensis
(Thomas, 1902)

Azuero and Coiba howler
monkey, Coiba Island howler
monkey

Azuero peninsula in
Panama and Coiba Islands

A. guariba
(Humboldt, 1812), A.
beniensis (Lönnberg,
1941)

brown howler/howling monkey

coastal forests of
southestern Brazil,
Argentina, Bolivia

Alouatta arctoidea
Alouatta belzebul
(Linnaeus, 1766)

A. nigerrima
(Lönnberg, 1941)

Alouatta caraya
(Humboldt, 1812)
Alouatta coibensis
(Thomas, 1902)
Alouatta fusca
(E. Geoffroy, 1812)
Alouatta macconelli

Suriname, Guyana, French
Guyana, Brazil

Alouatta palliata
(Gray, 1849)
Alouatta pigra

A. villosa

(Lawrence, 1933)

(Gray, 1845)

Alouatta sara

A. seniculus sara

(Elliot, 1910)

(Elliot, 1910)

Alouatta seniculus

A. arctoidea

(Linnaeus, 1766)

(Cabrera, 1940)

mantled howler/howling
monkey

Mexico, Guatemala, Costa
Rica, Colombia, Ecuador, El
Salvador, Honduras,
Nicaragua, Panama, Peru

black howler monkey,
Guatemalan howler/howling
monkey

Yucatan peninsula of
Mexico, Belize, northern
Guatemala

Bolivian red howler/howling
monkey

Bolivia

red howler/howling monkey

Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia,
Ecuador, French Guiana,
Guyana, Peru, Suriname,
Trinidad & Tobago,
Venezuela

Unlike more shy species, such as spider monkeys, Ateles geoffroyii, black howler
monkeys exhibit a great flexibility towards changes in the ecology of their habitat (Bicca‐
Marques, 2003). They have successfully adapted to the presence of humans and to habitat
fragmentation (Horwich, 1998; Horwich and Lyon, 1990), and have been successfully
translocated to areas where they had become locally extinct (Koontz et al. 1994; Silver &
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Marsh 2003). Alouatta’s largely folivorous diet and its energy‐minimizing dietary strategy
(Milton, 1980) are probably the main reasons for its adaptability to environmental change
(Silver and Marsh, 2003). Nevertheless, all Alouatta depend on arboreal habitats, which are
becoming increasingly scarce, thus making all members of the genus vulnerable to
extinction (Bicca‐Marques, 2003; Horwich, 1998). Fragmentation can lead to increased
predation and hunting of primates (Bicca‐Marques 2003). Additionally, increased primate
density, often the result of fragmentation (Ostro et al. 2001), may lead to increased parasite
prevalence and increased contamination of the environment with parasite eggs, larvae or
cysts, which could negatively affect the health of the primates. Inbreeding depression may
further make fragmented primate populations vulnerable to parasites (James et al. 1997).
The rampant deforestation, both legal (for cattle and other types of farming) and illegal (for
timber) is tipping the odds of long‐term survival against the howler monkeys.
Current projects
We realized that we needed to do some basic research on how many monkeys were
in Toledo and where they were found. In addition, I am particularly interested in parasites
that the howlers might carry, and in potential disease transmission between the monkeys,
domestic animals, and even humans (Vitazkova 2005; Vitazkova & Wade 2006, 2007;
Vitazkova 2009). This research is ongoing.
Ian and Kate also realized soon after opening Hickatee the need to protect the
habitat surrounding Punta Gorda if howler monkeys and other wildlife were to continue to
inhabit the area. The area surrounding Punta Gorda Town in southern Belize is still home
to various species of wildlife: black howler monkeys, Alouatta pigra, endangered yellow‐
headed parrots (Amazona oratrix), and rare orchid bees to name just a few. Yet, rampant
deforestation and urban sprawl, the combined result of an influx of illegal immigrants from
nearby Guatemala and Honduras, a recently improved road that links Punta Gorda to the
rest of Belize, a lack of terrestrial‐based tourism that would provide an economic incentive
for conservation, and clearing for cattle pastures threaten this important wildlife habitat.
As a result, we joined forces with Hickatee Cottages and Ya’axche Conservation
Trust (http://www.yaaxche.org/, a local NGO) to discuss the situation and concluded that a
wildlife corridor beginning on the outskirts of Punta Gorda Town and leading west was
desperately needed: there was and is substantial wildlife still present in the area, but the
habitat there is being rapidly fragmented and destroyed. A corridor would not only provide
a safe area for wildlife to live, breed and move, but would also provide an alternative
economic model for local inhabitants to develop terrestrial ecotourism, e.g., through the
creation of hiking trails and a wildlife viewing tower in the corridor area. A long‐term
vision for this corridor is to provide habitat connectivity to the nearby protected areas of
the Sarstoon‐Temash National Park, Agua Caliente Wildlife Sanctuary, and Toledo Institute
for Development and Environment lands.
We reached out to LightHawk (http://www.lighthawk.org/), a volunteer pilot
agency that supports environmental projects all over the world, and were grateful to
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receive support from the organization to do fly‐overs to enable us to obtain high‐quality
aerial photography of the proposed corridor area. Paul Walker from Wildtracks
(http://www.wildtracksbelize.org/), another local NGO, graciously assisted the project
with his photography skills. This project is also ongoing.
We would like to thanks Ian and Kate Morton for their generous support of our
research, for their concern about the wildlife, habitat, people and culture of Toledo District,
and for their many excellent ideas for conservation.

Fig. 3. Ray Castellanos and Sylvia Vitazkova at Caracol Archeological Reserve,
collecting howler monkey fecal samples for a related project (December 2010).
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