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OVERVIEW 

We had enough to worry about already, with 
deforestation , ove r -po pulation, land 
encroachment, lack of pub lic awareness. too 
little money, poaching for trophies and for the 
pot corruption in high and low places, 
overgrazing, and soi l erosion . 

Now, w e have soldiers. Sara Cameron, who 
worked for two years on the IUCN Elephant 
Survey with Dr. lain Douglas-Hamilton, has 
written a very informative article called "Caught 
in th e Crossfire " about the effect of wars on 
Africa's wildlife. in the April issue of Africana 
Magazine. Take Uganda, for exa mple. ldi Amin 's 
retreating soldiers decimated thousands of 
animals as they marched through Uganda to 
escape the adva nci ng Tanzanians. And then, 
the Tanzanian sold iers shot still more animals 
for their own pots and those of the Ugandan 
villagers they met a long the way. Nor have the 
problems disappeared with the restoration of a 
degree of law and order in Uganda. In recent 
months, Sudanese soldiers. without any war to 
fight, are coming across the border to shoot 
elephants in Uganda's northern Kidepo 
National Park, which is adjacent to Sudan 's 
southern border . They are also shooting at 
people flying overhead, as experienced by Dr . 
Douglas-Hamilton and Chief Park W arden 
Augustino Bendabule who dodged machine 
gun fire recently, during an aerial survey of 
Kidepo's remaining wildlife. Until Douglas­
Hamilton 's new armour-plated aircraft arrives. 
they take what comfort they can from sitting on 
flak jackets when they do aerial work. 

Are the soldiers ki lling wildlife for meat, 
profit, or for fun? Probably a ll these. In the case 
of the Sudanese soldiers, it is I ikely that they are 
being paid by loca l businessmen. a theory 
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corroborated by the fact that most of the killing 
is done on weekends when these people have 
the time to drive to the army camp fro m nearby 
towns or villages and pay the soldiers to do the 
shoot ing for them. The Sudanese army camp is 
based on the border with Uganda, ostensibly to 
deal w ith the problem of cattle raiding , and is 
very far from any source of authority. 

M any conservationists are writing letters to 
the highest placed pe ople in Sudan's 
government. There is reason to hope that these 
efforts wil l eventually have some effect by 
drawing attention to a situation which could 
surely be alleviated by orders from on high. And 
cl early, more attention needs to be paid to 
raising aw areness among thi s previously 
neglected interest group- the army. 

Similar threats to wildlife from soldiers exist 
in many other African countries, including 
Zambia , Zimbabwe, Mocambique, Namibia, 
Angola, Chad, Zaire and the Centra l Africa n 
Republic. In some cases so ldiers could be 
dissauded from trigger-happy destruction of 
wildlife in response to intervention from the 
governments concerned. This, provided that 
they are indeed being pa id their wages on time, 
and cannot claim starvation. But soldiers, alas, 
become less than decent human beings when 
they are almost totally removed from a chain of 
command, poorly train ed. and then armed with 
unl imited ammunition and guns so powerful 
that a single person ca n mow down a herd of 
elephants in a matte ~ of seconds. 

To w ithdraw financia l a id from countries with 
offending soldiers is to penalize the many 
dedicated people who are working in those 
places trying to conserve the wildlife . Better for 
the moment, perhaps, to continue w ith the 
written entreaties until something is done, in 
the knowledge that, as someone said, Evil will 
triumph when good men do nothing. 
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The feature article in this issue of the 
Wildlife News concerns one of the m ost 
misunderstood of Africa's animals- the 
baboon. Many people find baboons 
repulsive and not a little frightening. 
However, one walk with the author of our 
art icle, Dr. Shirley Strum, and the 
baboons she studies, is all it takes to 
become enchanted and fascinated by 
these complex creatures. Shirley Strum, 
an Assistant Professor of Anthropology at 
the University of California, San Diego, 
has been studying the baboons on a ranch 
near Gilgil, Kenya ·since 1972. Her work 
has been supported by the National 
Science Foundation, the L.S.B. Leakey 
Foundation, th e Wenn er-G r en 
Foundation, the University of California, 
the National Institutes of Mental Health, 
and most recently the New York Zoologica l 
Society. Dr. Strum is a Director of the Gilgi l 
Baboon Project. 

The second article is a report by Diana 
McMeekin, A WLF's Deputy Director in 
Washington, on the recent safari that 
some of the Foundation's trustees and 
supporters made to Africa. The trip 
included the celebrations of the 60th 
Anniversary of Ngorongoro and Serengeti 
in Tanzania and a visit to the mountain 
gorillas of Rwanda. 

The final feature art icle is by Dr. Robert 
Malpas, the WWFl lUCN representative in 
Uganda. Ma/pas, who studied elepl]ants in 
Uganda from 1972 to 1976 for his Ph.D 
work, returned to Uganda last year to 
conduct surveys on the status of wildlife in 

the Parks and Reserves on beh alf of 
several co n servation organizations 
including A WLF. His article for this issue 
presents an up-to-date picture of the 
Uganda wildlife situa tion and an 
assessment of the conservation needs for 
that country. 

Lost in the wilds of the Southern Sudan 
where he is an ecological consultant on 
the ·Jonglei Canal Project, our regular 
contributor, Steve Cobb, was unable to 
get his Focus column to us by forked·stick. 
However, he promises one for the next 
issue and a future feature article on the 
Sudan as well. 

THE EDITOR 
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Ask a group of touri sts w hich animals they saw during their 
last visit to X Nati onal Park and t hey wi ll name. with excitement, 
any or all of t he Big Five. But in the next breat h they will also tell 
you about the baboons t hat were there, not just how many there 
were or how big or w h at color but the detai ls of their "antics", 
their behavior. Emotions of both admiration and repulsion 
underlay t hese sometimes accurate and sometimes fancifu l 
descriptions of baboon society. Yet regardless of the overall 
balance of feelings. no o ne ever forgets an encounter with a 
troop of baboons. 

A lthough baboons are not usually considered "wild l ife", 
particu larly outside of t he nat ional parks (their lega l status was 
changed from vermin to wi ldl ife on ly last yea r in Kenya). they 
are probably t he most w idely studied large mammal in Africa. 
Eugene Mara is did the first "scientific" st udy in South Africa. in 
the late 1890's but the rea l t hrust of modern research began in 
the 1950's in southern and eastern Afr ica. Originally scientists 
sought to use baboons as models in reconstructing earlier 
stages in human evolution. Simplistic models soon proved to be 
of little va lue and more recent studies have attempted to 
determine the ways that evo lutionary principles apply to a large 
ground-living, non-human primate such as a baboon. 
Regardless of the purpose of t he study or t he discipline of the 
researcher (bio logists, anthropologists. and psychologists have 
stud ied baboons) the more recent information suggests that 
many o ld ideas about baboons are not really correct. 

I have been observ ing one popu lation of olive baboons since 
1972 near Gi lgil in the Centra l Rift Va lley of Kenya. The area is 
high a ltitude savannah and unt i l recently it was a privately 
owned catt le ranch with plentif ul wi ldlife. The addition of cattle 
to the normal array of plains anima ls required the removal of 
lions and cheetahs. But man. leopards and domestic dogs are 
stil l major predators on the baboon population wh ich now 
exceeds 1,000 baboons in 10 distinct troops inhabiting the 
centra l 12,000 ac res of the 4 5,000 acre ranch . 

I have primari ly watched one troop; we ca ll it the Pumphouse; 
Gang, although it is not rea lly a gang at a l l, but a well organized 
troop of baboons. I have also watched two other troops 
intermittently. Many other researchers have also worked at 
<Jilg il, providing the project with continuous information. In the 
fo llowing discussion, I w ill draw from my own data collected 
during 4,000 hours of observation over 4 yea rs from 1972 to 
1980. 

Baboon Basics 
There is still some controversy about the classification of 

baboon species. Baboons range from the tip of South Africa . 
where they are called chacma baboons. northward into th e arid 
steppes of Ethiopia where both olive and hamadryas baboons 
can be found. olives giving way to hamadryas in t he drier areas. 
In between are the yellow baboons which inhabit lower 
altitudes or latitudes than ol ives. True forest baboons are found 
in West Africa but any of the savannah species (chacma. yellow 
or olive) can also be found in forest habitats in the East . 

The Pumphouse Gang, l ike baboons everywhere. are 
adaptable. opportunistic omnivores. It is often rema rked that the 
list of foods not eaten by baboons wou ld be shorter than the list 
of foods that they regu larly consume. Grasses. seeds, roots, 
corns. rhyzomes. flowers. buds, ba rk, sap, fruit , insects, fish , 
shellfish and meat make up the baboon diet . Detai led forag ing 
studies have been conducted at several sites. including Gi lgil, 
and al l suggest that baboons selectively feed on the most 
nutritious items available. 

As one might expect, the size of the group varies with habitat 
but at any one time groups of differing sizes can be found in the 
same popu lation. Gi lgil baboon groups range in size from 30 to 
140 anima ls. With an upper limit on the size of the group, the 
smal ler groups found in the population are the resu lt of the 
splitting of a larger group. The merging . of two groups is 
extremely rare; the only documented case occurred in a 
population of yellow baboons which was rapidly decl ining in 
numbers. 
· The Pumphouse troop conta ins severa l fully adult males, two 
to three times as many adu lt females, but the majority of the 
troop consists of immatures. Baboons are sexual ly dimorphic, 
that is males and females differ in body size and appearance. 
Females are roughly two-thirds the size of males and lack both 
the thick mantle of hair around the shoulders and face and the 
large canines of' adult males. Physical development fol lows a· 
fixed pattern; however, the duration of the various stages may 
vary depending on nutritional differences between ind ividua ls 
or habitats. For the Gilgil population. immature males and 
females grow at the same rate unti l about 4 years of age when 
males experience an "adolescent growth spurt." In a re latively 
short time they achieve nearly adult male size with newly 
descended. razor sharp canines. The cape of hair grows more 
slowly and as it is completed there is a slight addit iona l increase 
in body size. At the same time a male "spurts", a female reaches 
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sexual maturity and begins to cyc le. These early cyc les are 
irregular and adult males show little interest in young females. 

Male and female reproductive timetables are strikingly 
different. Before a male has completed his growth to adult size, 
a female has already given birth to an infant although she may 
not be fully grown herself. By contrast. a male may show a lag of 
3-5 years between the time he is reproductively competent and 
reproductively active. 

Females normally spend their entire lives in the group in 
which they were born, but males leave sometime during 
adolescence to join another troop. This first migration begif)S a 
pattern of transfer between troops that continues throughout a 
male's adu lt life. A male may immigrate into a troop such as 
Pumphouse. for a little as one month or as long as 10 years but 
the usual tenure ranges between 2 and 3 years. 

The gestation period for baboons is six months; the single 
birth is followed by an infertile period while the infant is being 
suckled. The lactation interva l and the number of cycles it takes 
a female to conceive again determine the length of time 
between success ive births. which averages between 18 and 24 
months at Gilgil and in most savannah habitats. 

Infants are born with black coats which later turn to the adult 
color. Newborns are totally dependent on their mothers for both 
sustenance and for transport. In the early months, the infant 
rides on the mother's belly but late r is shifted to the back where 
it sits "jockey style". A baby playfully imitates its mother's 
feeding behavior long before it actually incorporates solid foods 
into its diet. Most infants are weaned from the nipple by one 
year of age. 

How long a baboon lives in the wild is difficult to determine. At 
Gilgil at least, ·it seems likely that females live well into their late 
twenties. But lifespan will vary between populations reflecting 
differences in nutrition and in factors of morta lity. 
Baboon Society 

The popular literature is fi lled with references to baboons 
especia lly when evolutionary interpretations of human 
behavior are being made. The popular view of baboons is taken 
mainly from studies by I. DeVore, S.L. Washburn, and K.R.L. Hall 
which were done in the 1950's and early 1960's. For these 
scientists, baboon society was a male -centered affair. The 
dominance hierarchy of the adu lt males, was the structure of 
the entire group. Females raised infants and did little e lse. 

All pioneering studies have their limitations and these were 
no exception. Because only adult males were normally 
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identified as individuals and because the studies were relatively 
short. life-history information for the group was not avai lable. 
Furthermore. both the lack of systematic sampling techniques 
and the fact that the males in some of the troops were fed to 
elicit the dominance structure could create uncontrolled biases . 

The baboon studies that followed included several long-term 
projects: at Amboseli, Gilgil and Masai M ara in Kenya. at Gombe 
Stream and Mikumi in Tanzania, and at Okavango in Botswana. 
These sites have produced a wealth of information during the 
last 15 yea rs and also a new and different description of baboon 
society. There are hints of differences between populations but 
at present it is difficult to separate what may be different 
interpretations of the same phenomenon from real differences 
in baboon adaptations in the various populations. Because of 
this, I will discuss only my own data from Gilgil. 

Pumphouse is organized around a core of females and their 
kin rather than around a stable male dominance hierarchy. Each 
kin group is headed by a female and these matrilines are ranked 
in a rigidly linear fashion. The entire matriline has a shared 
dominance rank vis-a-vis other matrilines so that even the 
sma llest member of one ·matriline ranks above the largest adu lt 
females of the matriline immediately below in rank. In itially, this 
occurs because the mother or other kin group members 
intervene on behalf of the smaller individual. However by about 
2V2 years of age the individual's rank becomes "independent" of 
such intervention. Within a matriline, the youngest daughter 
ranks highest with other daughters in descending order 
according to increasing age. Sons are subordinate to their 
mothers until adolescence at which time they rise in rank above 
her and forcibly push their way upward through the female 
dominance hierarchy. Because · sons leave sometime during 
adolescence, all adu lt members of a matriline are females. 

Many activities attributed to adu lt ma les during the earlier 
stud ies are. in fact, more often performea for kin by kin. These 
include policing internal disputes (particularly among fema les 
and immatures) and protecting an individual against outside 
threats. The kin group is the most stable unit in a baboon troop 
and kin show preferences for each other in grooming, proximity 
and of cou rse in support during aggressive interactions. A 
baboon group can be thought of as a series of kin network each 
providing the main focus of attention for its members. These 
networks are tied together through other, non-kin, social 
relationships. 

By contrast, Pumphouse males have an unstable and dynamic 



series of relationships with each other. Although I can construct 
a male dominance hierarchy from the interactions between 
males over a period of time. it is not very useful in predicting the 
outcome of future interactions si nce, among any pair of males. 
winner and loser frequently reverse positions. High dominance 
rank is a lso not a good predictor of who gets the resources of 
most limited availability, such as sexually receptive females or 
·meat (from prey that the baboons have captured). What the 
dominance rank does reflect is the length of time a male has 
been a resident in the troop. " Newcomer " males are 
aggressively dominant to males of longer residency whi le 
"resident" males get more than their share of limited reso.urces. 

Thi s seems somewhat paradoxica l since dominance and 
aggression are normally tied to resource competition in a 
pos itive way. However. aggression is only one form of 
compet ition and it may not be the most effective technique 
under all circumstances. Pumphouse males often use what I 
have termed "social strategies" of competition as opposed to 
aggressive m'ethods. For exa mple. on ly 25% of the cases where 

one male takes over a female from another male is the result of 
aggression between the previous and the new cC!nsort pa rtn er. 
The majority of these turnovers result from socia l maneuvers 
that re ly on both social experience and knowledge of the group 
and on the social re lationships or affi liations that a male has 
estab lished. Severa l examples may illustrate the po int more 
concretely. Sometimes a consort pair is followed by harassing 
males. When aggression finally occurs. the femal e goes. not to 
the aggressor but to another male who has watched at a 
comfortable distance and who makes a timely rush to the female 
while the aggressive males are preoccupied. Even without a 
male waiting in th e wings. fight ing to gain access to an estrous 
fema le does not guarantee reproductive success (e ither keeping 
her or copulating with her). Fe male cooperation plays an 
important role in male success among Pumphouse baboons. 
Females tend to cooperate more with males. with whom they 
have established a socia l relationship than with ones they have 
not. An uncooperative female can t i re her consort partner. 
denying him copu lations and disrupting his feeding. The male 
may voluntari ly leave the female; she then chooses a new male 
and begins another consortship. A male is also more successfu l 
at keeping a female if she is affil iated with him. When 
aggression occurs. she stays near him rather tha n running 
away, improving his abi lity to meet the challenge. 

Pumphouse males a lso use socia l strategies of defense when 
fa ced with the aggression of other males. Aggression can be 
met with aggression but depending on the circumstances and 
the actors. a male may choose to use an infant or a female as a 
"buffer" instead. When a male uses an infant he takes it on his 
belly in the midst of the interaction an.d t~is usua lly inhibits 
aggression in the other male or males. This kind of buffering has 
been observed in a ll the populations of baboons which have 
been stud ied. Fo r Pumphouse males. the choice of infant 
depends on the prior re lationship between the male user and 
the infant . In general . males use infants with whom they have 
an affi l iative socia l re lationsh ip. When they try to use an 
unaffiliated infant . their success in turning of f the aggression of 
the other male seriously declines. 

The same pattern applies to the use of females. Soc ially 
aff il iated females are used as buffers to aggression more often 
and more successfu lly than unaffi li ated ones. For both types of 
buffering. the coope rati on of th e individual who is used is 
critical to the success of th e tactic . Deciding wheth er to use an 
infan~ or a female as a buffer seems to depend on the residency 
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status of both the male user and the male agressor. Because 
coope ration is tied to the existance of a pri or social relationship, 
newcomer males have fewer options than res ident males. 
When newcomers do use an agonistic buffer. it is most 
frequently a female since socia l relationships with females are 
the first to be established. 

Why an infant or female should a llow itse lf to be used in such 
a manner. or for that matter. why a fema le should cooperate in a 
consort with an affiliated male. can really only be explained in 
terms of the benefits that are received . in other contexts, from 
the socia l relationships that have been established. These 
benefits take the form of male support of the infant or the female 
in its conf licts with other group members. Although an 
individual 's kin provide the majority of its aggressive support. a 
male's support can be decisive in interactions with higher 
ranking matrilines or in interactions where other males are 
involved. Contrasted to those benefits. the cost of being used (or 
cooperating) appear minor. In the case of agonistic buffering, 
the major cost is injury but no infant or female has been injured 
while being used in this manner. 

There are other important social relationships within the 
Pumphouse troop, such as those between unrelated adult 
females and those between immatures. A lthough space does 
not permit discussion of these, it is c lear that the complexity of 
group organization in this troop of baboons far exceeds that 
suggested by earlie r research . 

For Pumphouse baboons. social relationships and intricate 
social interactions are best understood in terms of an 
individua l's attempts to improve his own reproductive success. 
However. to the degree that an individual's success depends on 
soc ial strategies. other group members may play a vitally 
important role. Whether others will cooperate in such strategies 
depends on whether it is to their own advantage to do so. 
although the benefits they receive might occur or have occurred 
in other contexts. This suggests that most baboon socia l 
relationships which are not based on kinship consist of a series 
of reciprocally altruistic interactions. 

If the machinations in Pumphouse society sound familiar, it is 
because humans are the ultimate social strategists and much of 
human social interaction is based on reciprocal altruism. As 
social strategists. both humans and baboons have been under 
evolutionary pressure for characteristics which include 
adaptability, opportunism and inte lligence. 
Baboon Future 

The Gilgil baboons are presently in the throes of a new kind of 
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socia l interaction, one which is, in part, a result of the 
covergence of abilities just described. Baboons and humans 
are fighting over crops produced by recently settled 
agriculturalists. Our current research includes an investigation 
of the development of crop-raiding by the Gilgil baboon 
population. We are trying to determine the ecological and social 
factors which contribute to baboon raiding behavior and we are 
also test ing various experimental techniques to control that 
behavior. 

Just as baboons are not normally considered w ild life, they are 
not normally considered to be endangered. Until recent ly , they 
were the most numerous primate on the African continent. But 
several factors suggest that the future conservation of baboon 
population may be an even more difficult problem than those we 
already face . In the first place. baboon habitats overlap 
extensively with areas targeted for future agricultural 
settlement. Not only do baboons compete directly with humans 
for the land but they also compete directly with them for their 
crops produced on this land. Secondly, there is pressure on 
baboon populations from international medical industries who 
find baboons a useful research subject now that the populations 
of rhesus monkeys (the baboons of Asia) have virtua lly been 
destroyed by such util iza tion . Even in the national parks, 
baboons are not safe; many baboon troops have been 
destroyed or removed because they excelled at exoloitino the 
new opportunities that eager tourists armed with food present. 

A central problem in the major conflicts between man and 
baboon is that both species are intelligent opportunists and 
baboon ingenuity appears to seriously test human ingenuity . 
Unfortunately the easiest solution has been to destroy the 
animals. I joking ly say to my friends, when try ing to explain our 
current crop-raiding project at Gilgil, that my aim is to prove that 
humans are actually smarter t han baboons; but underneat h the 
jovial manner I am quite serious. 
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