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SHORT COMMUNICATION

Responses toward a trapped animal by wild bonobos at Wamba
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Abstract Chimpanzees and bonobos are the closest living
relatives of humans and diverged relatively recently in their
phylogenetic history. However, a number of reports have
suggested behavioral discrepancies between the two Pan
species, such as more cooperative and tolerant social inter-
action and poorer tool-using repertoires in bonobos. Con-
cerning hunting behavior and meat consumption, recent
studies from the field have confirmed both behaviors not
only in chimpanzees but also in bonobos. The present study
reports an encounter by wild bonobos at Wamba with a dui-
ker trapped in a snare. Bonobos interacted with the live dui-
ker for about 10 min but did not eventually kill the animal.
They showed fear responses when the duiker moved and
exhibited behaviors related to anxiety and stress such as
branch-drag displays and self-scratching. Although bonobos
manipulated nearby saplings and parts of the snare, they did
not use detached objects to make indirect contact with the
duiker. Juveniles and adults of both sexes engaged in active
interactions with the trapped duiker. Overall, bonobos’
behavioral responses indicated species-specific cognitive
characteristics largely different from those of chimpanzees.
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Introduction

Chimpanzees and bonobos are the closest living relatives
of humans. In spite of the close genetic distance between
chimpanzees and bonobos, several reports document
behavioral differences between the two species of genus
Pan (Boesch etal. 2002; Kuroda 1980; Furuichi and
Thompson 2008). Comparative studies have revealed coop-
erative and tolerant social interaction (Hare et al. 2007),
female feeding priority (White and Wood 2007), and poorer
diversities in tool-using repertoires and context (Hohmann
and Fruth 2003; Gruber et al. 2010) in bonobos. A recent
study in captivity indicated that the behavioral differences
may derive from underlying cognitive characteristics of the
two species (Herrmann et al. 2010). Herrmann et al. (2010)
applied a cognitive test battery and revealed that bonobos
performed better on tasks related to theory of mind while
chimpanzees were more skilled at tasks requiring the use of
tools. Theory of mind is a key issue in social cognition, and
a study with humans has shown that a lack of aggressive-
ness and a shy-withdrawn stance are clear predictors of
more advanced theory-of-mind understanding during
development (Wellman et al. 2011).

Chimpanzees exhibit tool-use in a variety of contexts,
indicating high levels of behavioral flexibility and intelli-
gence. Tools are used in contexts such as hunting or prob-
ing for animals (Nakamura and Itoh 2008; Ohashi 2006;
Pruetz and Bertolani 2007). Hunting behavior and meat
consumption have been widely reported in wild chimpan-
zees (Boesch and Boesch 1989; Goodall 1986; Nishida
et al. 1979). Although bonobos are said to be more “peace-
ful” than chimpanzees (Furuichi 2011), reports of meat eat-
ing in wild bonobos have been accumulating (Hirata et al.
2010; Hohmann and Fruth 2008; Surbeck and Hohmann
2008; Tashiro 2001). The hunting of an animal is not
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always directly linked to meat consumption, at least in a
community of chimpanzees. Wild chimpanzees at Bossou,
Guinea, West Africa, capture animals but they rarely eat
meat even after the death of the pray resulted from severe
treatments (Hirata et al. 2001; Ohashi 2006). Instead, they
occasionally treat the carcass as a toy and transport it with
them for some period (Carvalho et al. 2010; Hirata and
Mizuno 2011). Similar toying behavior directed toward
captured animals has been observed in bonobos at Lilungu
(Sabater Pi et al. 1993).

Both chimpanzees and bonobos are under threat in their
natural habitats from poaching by humans. Considerable
numbers of chimpanzees have been confirmed to have sus-
tained injuries from human-made snares scattered in the
forest (Hashimoto et al. 2007; Quiatt et al. 2002). Interest-
ingly, chimpanzees at Bossou are known to deactivate
snares by breaking the connection between the components,
potentially indicating that they recognize the functional/
dangerous parts of snares (Ohashi and Matsuzawa 2011).
This may in turn explain the low rate of snare-related inju-
ries in this community.

Here, we present a case report of bonobos’ encounter
with a trapped animal in the forest. Behavioral responses
toward the animal—still alive but not able to escape—may
shed new light on bonobo cognition.

Methods

A group of bonobos (E1) has been the subject of scientific
research at Wamba, in the Luo Scientific Reserve, Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo, since 1973 (Furuichi et al. 1998;
Idani 1991; Kano 1982; Kuroda 1979). At the time of pres-
ent observation, the E1 group comprises 6 adult males, 9
adult females, 3 juvenile males, 1 juvenile female, 2 infant
males, and 5 infant females (26 individuals in total). So far,
the only prey animal known to be captured and consumed
by bonobos at Wamba is the flying squirrel (Thobe 1992).

The present episode occurred in the morning of August
24, 2011, while the three authors and two local guides
(Batsindelia Luunga and Nkoy Isoluka) were following
members of the E1 group during daily ranging activities.
The behavior of the bonobos was recorded with two video
cameras and used in further analysis.

Results

At 7:43 AM on August 24, 2011, bonobos vocalized upon
finding a trapped blue duiker (Philantomba monticola) in
the forest. We began filming at this point. The duiker
(around 30-40 cm in body length) was still alive and,
although trapped, was able to jump up repeatedly. The left
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forelimb of the duiker was caught and hanging in a vine
loop attached to the arched part of the snare (a stick around
2.5 m in length). The vine (around 1.7 m in length) was tan-
gled together with a nearby sapling and restricted the dui-
ker’s movement range.

Although all members of the E1 group were observed at
the site over the course of the day, only eight bonobos were
identified as actively engaging in interactions with the dui-
ker: an adult male (GC), a young adult male (JR), two
young adult females with dependent infants (Fk and Ot),
three juvenile males (JO, KT, and SB), and one juvenile
female (Nc). Active engagement with the trapped duiker
continued for about 10 min after the first encounter. There-
after, the bonobos simply left it behind, while the duiker
was still alive. Some of the bonobos stayed within 10 m of
the duiker until 8:22 AM, although they remained quiet, did
not approach the duiker again, and left one by one to join
the other members of the E1 group feeding in an adjacent
tree.

During our observations, bonobos did not perform any
severe attacks such as biting, slapping, pushing, or banging
toward the duiker. We categorized the behaviors observed
into five main classes: direct contact, indirect contact,
approach and peer, anxiety- or stress-related behaviors, and
other behaviors. These involved the following. (1) Direct
contact: reaching to touch the duiker with the hands or feet.
These behaviors were observed five times (by an adult
male, two juvenile males, and an adult female for two
times) but the duration was very short in each case, and the
actual touch was not always visible from videos. (2) Indi-
rect contact: reaching to touch the duiker using objects. The
shaking of nearby saplings occurred 17 times (two of them
were accompanied by a brief vocalization of the duiker),
while the manipulation of the arched stick, the vine, or the
tangled sapling was observed six times. (3) A combination
of approaching and peering at the duiker within 2 m was
observed 12 times, peering occurred in either bipedal, qua-
drupedal, or sitting posture (Fig. 1). (4) Behaviors related to
anxiety or stress included branch-drag displays (four
times), mounting displays between males followed by
scream of the recipient (once), self-scratch (three times),
and yawning (once). The latter two behaviors have been
used in previous studies as indicators of anxiety, stress, or
tension in both old-world monkeys and chimpanzees
(Koski etal. 2007; Kutsukake 2003; Maestripieri et al.
1992). (5) Other behaviors included loud vocalization by
multiple individuals (twice in total; once near the begin-
ning, at 7:43 AM, and once at the end of active engage-
ment, at 7:54 AM), subtle vocalizations by a bonobo (eight
times), and escape or avoidance responses by bonobos elic-
ited by the duiker jumping (five times).

Most of the actions performed by bonobos occurred spo-
radically, although some occurred simultaneously without
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Fig. 1 A young adult female bonobo (Fk) and her infant (Fa) observe a trapped duiker from close range (from video taken by GO)

apparent intention for achieving organized actions or coop-
eration. However, bonobos watched the actions of conspe-
cifics and the reactions of the duiker intently and sometimes
produced subtle vocalizations in response.

Discussion

Bonobos at Wamba did not eventually kill the trapped dui-
ker they discovered, even though they had opportunities to
do so: the animal was unable to escape. Thobe (1992) sug-
gested the existence of a highly specialized “prey image”
among this community, with bonobos at Wamba eating the
meat of flying squirrels only. This may explain why they
did not attack and kill the trapped duiker: duikers are not a
customary target species in Wamba community although
bonobos in Lomako are known to capture, consume, and
share duikers (Fruth and Hohmann 2002; Hohmann and
Fruth 1996; White 1994). However, reports exist of both
chimpanzees and bonobos capturing animals and then not
consuming them as meat. On occasion, these captured ani-
mals remain alive until released or succeed to escape.
Nonetheless, even in such cases, chimpanzees often show
direct or indirect attacks toward the animal, which is then
weakened by the continuous severe treatment. In contrast,
bonobos at Wamba never attacked the duiker. They per-
formed direct touches fearfully and retracted their hand
quickly after the simple contacts. These behavioral tenden-
cies support the findings of a relatively nonaggressive
nature of bonobos compared to chimpanzees.

Moreover, bonobos showed behaviors related to anxiety
and stress during the present episode. Since bonobos
actively manipulated parts of the snare but frequently fled

after sudden jumps by the duiker, they seemed to have been
more fearful of the live duiker than of the snare itself.

Chimpanzees often use tools, and they do so in a variety
of contexts. One of the prerequisites of tool-using behavior
is the use of “detached objects” (movable objects that are
separated and detached from the environmental substrate)
in making combinations among objects (Hayashi and
Matsuzawa 2003). Interestingly, bonobos never used a
detached object during their interactions with the trapped
duiker. They shook and bent nearby saplings and parts of
the snare, but they did not break off branches in order to use
them as tools for indirect contact with the duiker.

In contrast to chimpanzees, female bonobos (even those
with dependent offspring) were actively involved in the
interactions with the duiker. Most hunting in chimpanzees
is performed exclusively by males, while in bonobos
females also hunt and eat meat (Fruth and Hohmann 2002).
The reasons for this have been suggested to relate to bono-
bos’ higher reliance on opportunistic hunting of dispersed
animals, in comparison with chimpanzees’ organized group
hunting of prey species (in particular, primates) that live in
social groups. In the present case, bonobos encountered an
ideal, easy target that was unable to escape. Thus, every
bonobos of the E1 group had ample opportunity and free-
dom to interact with the animal. Juveniles and adults of
both sexes participated in the interactions individually.
Although the bonobos did observe the behaviors of conspe-
cifics and of the duiker intently, there was no clear sign of
organized or cooperative actions by multiple individuals.
The present finding is in line with the absence of report on
collective hunting in bonobos (Hohmann and Fruth 2002).

Data from zoos have shown that captive bonobos are
more aggressive toward local wildlife than expected, and
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the rate of their aggressive interactions is almost the same
as that of chimpanzees (Ross et al. 2009). Ross et al. (2009)
reported that all facilities keeping captive bonobos have
experienced the capturing of wildlife by bonobos. The
accumulation of reports on hunting or interspecific interac-
tion in wild bonobos may lead to a novel understanding of
the aggressive nature of bonobos toward sympatric animals
including primates. However, there might be regional or
“cultural” differences in the attitudes toward sympatric ani-
mals among bonobo communities at different research sites.
Bonobos at Wamba hunt and consume flying squirrels but
do not attack red colobus, a frequent prey species at some
chimpanzee sites and also confirmed to be consumed by
bonobos at LuiKotale (Surbeck and Hohmann 2008). In
fact, colobus have been reported to groom and initiate play-
ful interactions with bonobos at Wamba (Thobe 1990). Dui-
ker is a target species for hunt in bonobos at Lomako (Fruth
and Hohmann 2002), although the present observation in
bonobos at Wamba illustrated the different attitude even
under an ideal setting for interacting with the inescapable
animal. More field data and site comparisons are needed to
gain a fuller picture of wild bonobos’ behavioral character-
istics and the underlying cognitive mechanism to be further
tested through experimental settings in captivity.
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