
Strengthening cultural values for primate
conservation on Mentawai Island, Indonesia

The Mentawai Islands (Siberut, Sipora and North and
South Pagai) are home to five endemic primate species:
the Mentawai langur Presbytis potenziani, Pagai macaque
Macaca pagensis, Siberut macaque Macaca siberu, Kloss’s
gibbon Hylobates klossii and the pigtailed langur Simias
concolor. These primates are celebrated in local culture, re-
flected in dances and songs used in traditional ceremonies,
and are believed to be an intermediary for communication
with ancestors. But in Mentawai culture primate hunting is
also important. Boys are introduced to hunting in the forest
in their early years. As a result of the combination of habitat
loss and hunting, primates in particular are severely threat-
ened in the Mentawai Islands. Housing subsidies from the
government have caused families to move out of the for-
est, distancing them from their cultural value systems that
were formerly intertwined with nature. Because of these
problems, the NGO SwaraOwa and Malinggai Uma Tradi-
tional Mentawai (a local community that constructs a trad-
itional longhouse where they conduct ceremonial and tribal
activities) in southern Siberut, are working to introduce pri-
mate conservation to the community, to rejuvenate Menta-
wai culture through teacher training.

The training aims to build the capacity of local teach-
ers, encouraging the inclusion of primate conservation
in school curricula by introducing a board game, a card
game and primate watching in the field. The first train-
ing was carried out during – November , at

Malinggai Uma, attended by  teachers from Siberut
and Sipora islands. The event was also attended by
Mentawaian elders and representatives of the Mentawai
regional government. Participants were introduced to
the board game Owa (gibbon; similar to Monopoly) cre-
ated by teachers in Central Java to promote Javan gib-
bon conservation. During the discussion, teachers were
supported to develop a card game (similar to Go Fish)
based on Mentawai primate species. A field trip was con-
ducted in Tololago forest, to introduce primate watching
as an activity in which teachers and students can learn
about primates in their natural habitat and about meth-
ods to observe and record primates.

One group of teachers observed Kloss’s gibbon and the
Siberut macaque. Another group observed Siberut flying
squirrels Petinomys lugens, which are also endemic to the
island. We hope that this training session will help teachers
share their experience in the field and their new knowledge
to encourage their students to care for their surrounding
forest and protect the remaining primate species of the
Mentawai Islands. We are currently seeking a grant to
carry out additional training with teachers, and other con-
servation activities, in Mentawai.
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