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The southern Lake Tumba landscape is one of the very few areas in the range of the bonobo distribution where the 

species occurs within distances easily accessible by human populations. It offers exceptional human-bonobo 

interactivity on which several ecological hypotheses have been tested. Ecological studies carried out in this area 

indicated that ecological factors cannot, on their own, explain the presence of the bonobos in high density. 

Detailed studies on human ecology, including how people in the southern Lake Tumba Landscape perceive the 

presence of the bonobos, are necessary to fully depict ecological interactions between bonobos and their 

environment in the southern Lake Tumba landscape. Structured interview questionnaires were administered to 

local people from two ethnic groups within the southern Lake Tumba Landscape and responses were recorded. A 
2 -tests undertaken frequencies of responses to examine whether the perceived bonobo presence and abundance 

differed indicated that, indeed, the Bateke has a great knowledge of the bonobo ecology, they perceived bonobos 

differently when compared to the Ntomba. They showed greater willingness to protect the species. More 

generally, we concluded that the willingness to address conservation issues depended on tribe and have historical 

and cultural roots.  
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Introduction 

 

The publication of ‘The limits of growths’ has 

stimulated increased interest over the last six decades 

in exploring the role played by humans in the 

ecosystems in which they live (Inogwabini & Leader-

Williams, 2012; Morris, 2000). However, 

interdisciplinary data have often been lacking to 

demonstrate inter-relationships between people and 

wildlife though after years of ecological research on 

wildlife scientists have to discover that man, more 

than any other ecological factor, determined the 

distribution of wildlife (Barnes et al. 1991). The 

realization of that fact, which has been latent in 

ecological literature for many years, has brought to 

the multidisciplinary ecological approaches whereby 

acquiring knowledge of the social and cultural 

implications of natural resources for local people 

became an inevitable component of sound scientific 

species conservation planning (Boitani, 1995). 

Previous research (Bennett & Robinson, 2000; 

Butynski & Koster, 1994; Barnes et al., 1991; Gadsby, 
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1990) has shown the importance of local human 

history, local demographic patterns and different 

local cultures in shaping human attitudes toward the 

wildlife with which local people share their land. In 

turn, such attitudes have been demonstrated to help 

explain the distribution patterns of large mammals 

(Lingard et al., 2003), through their influence on such 

factors as local hunting patterns on, and levels of 

protection afforded to, wildlife.   

Bonobo researchers have always indicated that 

the species occurred in large numbers in areas where 

it was tolerated by communities. However, thorough 

assessment of that assertion has been lacking 

(Inogwabini & Leader-Williams, 2012). This paper 

aims to provide an overview of the cultural 

background of Lake Tumba Landscape, in order to 

explain the relationships between human communities 

and bonobo population. The southern Lake Tumba 

landscape is one of the very few areas in the bonobo 

distribution where bonobos are within distances easily 

accessible by human populations; they literally share 

the same environment for their respective daily 

activities. It offers exceptional human-bonobo 

interactivity where several hypotheses can be tested. 
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Therefore, after several ecological studies (Inogwabini 

et al. 2007a; Inogwabini et al. 2007b; Inogwabini & 

Bewa, 2009) carried out in this area, a detailed paper 

on people’s attitudes toward the conservation of the 

bonobos was necessary to present the first preliminary 

global picture of the ecological interactions between 

bonobos and their environment in the southern Lake 

Tumba landscape. This paper presents answers to the 

specific questionnaire on how people in the southern 

Lake Tumba Landscape perceive the presence of the 

bonobos; it does examine answers to the 

questionnaire to see if the local population’s attitude 

is correlated with the distribution of the bonobos.  

Study site 

 

The DRC segment of the bi-national Lake Tele- Lake 

Tumba Landscape is ca 80,000km
2
 and comprises a 

large range of major freshwater and terra firma 

habitats and is generally divided between the 

southern and the northern parts (Inogwabini, 2013). 

This study was conducted in the southern portion, 

which covers ~36,270 km
2
 in DRC, located between 

01
o
:00’:00’’ and 03

o
:00’:00’’S, and 17

o
00’00’’ and 

18
o
:45’:00’’E (Figure 1).  

 

 

 

 
 

    Figure 1.  The Southern Lake Tumba Landscape – sources: Inogwabini et al. (2007, a, b) 
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The study site is a region with an extensive network 

of rivers and creeks whose most dominant features 

are the two lakes (Lakes Tumba and Maindombe). 

Both lakes are shallow (Corsi, 1984; Bailey, 1986); 

they are remnants of a much larger interior lake that 

once occupied the entire Congo Basin in historical 

times (Peters & O’Brien, 1999; Anka et al., 2007). 

The southernmost end of the zone lies on the Bateke 

Plateau (altitude 280–380 m asl). Mean monthly 

temperatures averages at 19.5
o
C; the mean humidity 

is between 72 and 85% annually (Inogwabini et al. 

2006). Large assemblages of species are present, of 

which the endemic bonobos are of the greatest 

conservation concern. Seven species of other diurnal 

primates include the Angolan pied colobus Colobus 

angolensis, Allen’s swamp monkey Allenopithecus 

nigriviridis, black mangabey Lophocebus aterrimus, 

the Salonga red colobus (Procolobus) Piliocolobus 

tholonii, the red-tailed monkey Cercopithecus 

ascanius, the De Brazza’s monkey Cercopithecus 

neglectus and the Wolf’s monkey Cercopithecus 

mona wolfi  (Gautier-Hion et al., 1999). Local 

communities claim that the golden-bellied mangabey 

Cercocebus chrysogaster was also present near 

Maindombe, which concurs with the species 

distribution map compiled by Gautier-Hion et al. 

(1999) but disappeared some years ago due to 

hunting (Inogwabini & Thompson, 2013). Forest 

elephants Loxodonta africana cyclotis, lion Panthera 

leo, long thought extinct, and leopards Panthera 

pardus, forest buffaloes Syncerus cafer nanus and 

hippopotamuses Hippopotamus amphibious are also 

present. Rivers and lakes are home to ~120 fish 

species (CBFP, 2005), Osborn's dwarf crocodile 

Osteolaemus tetraspis osborni, the Nile crocodile 

Crocodylus niloticus and the slender-snouted 

Crocodylus cataphractus (Inogwabini et al., 2007a; 

Inogwabini et al. 2007b). Brncic et al. (2007) 

identified 420 plant species belonging to 79 families, 

including species that have been previously described 

as of paramount importance to bonobos for food and 

nesting trees such as Annonaceae (e.g. Annonidium 

manii, Greenwayodendron (Polyalthia) suaveolens) 

and Marantaceae (e.g. Haumania liebrechtsiana, 

Megaphrynium macrostachyum) (Fruth & Hohmann, 

1994; Badrian & Malenky, 1984). Ethnographically, 

the region is complex and supports 11 tribal groups. 

Six of these (the Basengele; the Bolia; the Bokote; 

the Ekonda; the Ntomba; the Losakanyi) belong to 

the larger ensemble of the Mongo and the others 

include the Bateke; the Batiene; the Baboma; and the 

Banunu, all cohabiting with the Batswa, a minority 

ethnic group of pygmy. The Ntomba dominate the 

territory of Bikoro, which they shared with Bokote, 

Losakanyi and Batswa (Hulstaert, 1993a,b). The 

highest population density of 23.9 inhabitants/km
2 

occurs in the region surrounding Lake Tumba in the 

administrative territory of Bikoro. Human population 

density decreases to a mean of 6.2 inhabitants/km
2 

in 

the more southern territories of Lukolela, Bolobo and 

Kutu (Inogwabini, 2010). 

 

Methods  

 

A questionnaire comprising five main sets of 

questions was administered to local people from two 

ethnic groups within the southern Lake Tumba 

Landscape. The main sections comprised questions 

on: (i) the social and economic background of 

respondents; (ii) the presence of bonobos in their 

local area and perceived abundance of the species; 

(iii) knowledge that local people possess of the 

ecology of bonobos; (iv) perceptions that local 

communities hold of bonobos; and (v) perceived 

levels of threat to the survival of bonobos. Three 

research assistants administered the questionnaires, 

took notes and completed the interview forms. To 

ensure that a good sample of both tribal groups was 

included in the interviews and focal group 

discussions, we followed a step-wise approach to the 

random selection of villages for interviews and focal 

group discussions. First, a random choice between 

villages belonging to the Bateke was made. Second, 

equally, a random choice between villages belonging 

to the Ntomba was made. 

A simple frequency analysis was carried out to 

determine whether tribal groups differed in their 

socio-economic background, including: age, level of 

education, professional activities, and so on. These 

metrics were later incorporated as explanatory 

variables in analyses to determine whether 

differences in the knowledge of, and perceptions 

towards, bonobos were based on their socio-

economic background. Cut-off points for age classes 

were chosen to represent the local realities in DRC 

(Inogwabini et al., 2005; INS 1994), which take into 

account factors such life expectancy (45 years for 

males), leaving age for secondary schools (18 years, 

in principle), and the age of adulthood, the first 

official first age when citizens can undertake legal 

work (18 years).  

The second step consisted of overlaying maps of 

different tribal groups on known patterns of bonobo 

distribution, recorded through surveys (Inogwabini et 

al. 2007a; Inogwabini & Leader-Williams, 2012) and 

during interviews, a step designed to help calibrate 

results derived from interview surveys. Next, relative 

frequencies of answers to the questionnaire were 

calculated. The third step comprised comparing these 

frequencies using non-parametric statistics. A 2 -

test for association (Ennos, 2000; Sokal  & Rohlf, 
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1995; Clarke, 1994; Ilersic, 1973), was undertaken 

depended on tribe and have historical and cultural 

roots maintaining ethnic group as independent 

variables, to examine whether the perceived bonobo 

presence and abundance, the local knowledge of the 

bonobo ecology, the local perception on bonobos and 

the willingness to protect bonobos and other 

conservation issues depended on tribe and have 

historical and cultural roots. Same test was used, 

maintaining sex, age groups, education and 

profession as independent variables, to see if, within 

a given ethnic or tribal group, the knowledge people 

possess on the ecology of the bonobos, their 

perception and their willingness to protect the species 

depended on different social categories.  

 

Results 

 

A total of 146 interviews were carried out in 21 

villages occupied by the Bateké, while a total of 238 

interviews were carried out in 19 villages occupied 

by the Ntomba (Table 1). 

 
 
              Table 1. Social structures among Bateke (N=146) and Ntomba (N=238) respondents   
 

Age Groups Frequencies Education level Frequencies 

 Bateke Ntomba  Bateke Ntomba 

0-18 0 0 No formal education 50 39 

18-30 28 73 Primary Education 52 85 

30-45 44 99 6 Year Secondary  39 78 

45- 74 66 3 Year University 5 23 

   5 Year University and above 0 13 

Total 146 238  146 238 

 

 

A
2 test indicated that there was a significant 

difference between the Bateke and Ntomba 

demographic structures ( 2 =0.120; df = 3). Among 

both Bateke and Ntomba respondents, levels of 

education varied from no formal education (34.2% 

and 16.3% respectively), to primary education 

(35.6% and 35.7% respectively), and to secondary 

education (26.7% and 32.7% respectively), while 

only 3.4% and 15.0% (respectively) of respondents 

had received tertiary. Education levels among 

respondents from the two tribes differed ( 2 =62.64 

> p = 0.05, df = 4), and Ntomba respondents had 

generally attained better levels of education. 

Employments among respondents from the two tribes 

differed (
2 =74.06 > p = 0.05, df = 4), and Ntomba 

respondents had generally more fixed jobs than was 

the case for Bateke. Interestingly, no Ntomba 

respondents claimed to be employed by the state, 

even though the Ntomba had attained better 

education levels than the Bateke.  

Among the Bateke, most (88.4%) respondents 

indicated that bonobos were present in their forests. 

Furthermore, 74.7% indicated that they were within a 

3-hour walking distance from their village (Table 2), 

which is equivalent to a 3–5 km distance in this 

forested environment. Many (54.1%) respondents in 

the 30–45 year age group thought bonobos were very 

abundant, while 24.6% of the same age group 

thought bonobos were abundant (Table 2).  

 
 

Table 2 Bonobo presence and perceived abundance by different age groups within the Bateke 

 

 

In contrast, the 18–30 year age group had no idea of 

bonobo abundance. However, notes from several 

focus group sessions indicated that the term 

‘abundance’ caused people to think of group sizes 

Age (Years) Presence Distance from village (hours) Perceive Abundance 

  0-3  4-6  7-9  10-

12 

> 12 Very 

abundant 

Abundant Rare Unknown 

           

18-30 23.0% 35.0% 11.6% 1.4% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 11.6% 

30-45 27.0% 19.7% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 54.1% 24.6% 0.0% 0.0% 

>45 38.4% 20.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 9.6% 0.0% 
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rather than population size. By ‘abundant’, some 

respondents meant bonobo groups of 15 – 20 

individuals. 

To questions about whether ‘bonobos have ever 

been present, if they were present, how long ago was 

that and if they have been present in the past, why 

are they no longer there?’ Most (88.4%) respondents 

thought these questions lacked sensibility because 

bonobos have always been part of their immediate 

environments while 9.6% thought that bonobos were 

extinct in their environment 20 years ago.  

Answers differed among age groups (Table 2). 

Only 35% of younger people from 18–30 years of 

age felt that they might encounter bonobos within 3-

hour walk while fewer (20%) older people (> 45 

years old) felt the same way (Table 2). Furthermore, 

only younger people reported having seen bonobos at 

distances > 4-hour walk in the forest. Equally 

important was the perception of abundance among 

different age groups. Adults from 30 – 45 years of 

age were the only age group that reported bonobos to 

be very abundant and abundant. In contrast, the older 

age group felt that bonobos have become rare, while 

the younger group had no clear view of bonobo 

abundance. 

Some interviewees reported that bonobos had 

disappeared from their area, principally villagers 

from Tshumbiri (ca. 80km from Malebo), who 

indicated that the principal cause of bonobo loss was 

deforestation (39%), followed by human population 

growth (21%). In contrast, hunting pressure (11%) 

came only fourth after logging (18%). However, if 

logging (18%) was combined with the general 

deforestation category (39%), villagers perceive 

habitat loss as the most important threat facing 

bonobos.    

Most (94.5%) respondents, regardless of village, 

reported having seen bonobos at least once in their 

lifetime (Table 3). Among those who had seen 

bonobos, most (61.6%) had seen bonobos very often, 

but could not specify on how many occasions. 

Some 27.4% of respondents claimed that they had 

seen either captured bonobos in the forest far from 

their villages, or when bonobos were still numerous 

around their villages. Most respondents (60.1%) 

reported having met bonobos in groups that 

numbered from 6-15 of individuals (Table 2).  

Most (61.6%) respondents from Bateke said they 

had seen bonobos eating fruits, while some (34.3%) 

respondents said that bonobos ate leaves (Table 3). 

Responses to the question of what species of animal, 

fish and insects respondents thought bonobos ate 

included: shrimps (36.8%); worms (34.2%), crabs 

(18.4%), undistinguished fish (5.3%), and blue 

duikers (2.6%).   

 

 
Table 3 Numbers of bonobos sighted by respondents during their lifetime, numbers of individuals often sighted in a group 

and plant parts eat by bonobos 
 

# Sightings of bonobos # of individuals sighted/group  Part of trees and food items  

Never seen 4.8% 1 – 5 Individuals 12.3%  Fruits  61.6% 

1 – 5 times 26.0% 6 – 10 Individuals 32.2% Leaves 34.3% 

6 – 10 time 2.7%  10 -15 individuals 32.9% Stems 2.7% 

> 10 times 4.1% > 15 individuals 4.1% Meat 0.0% 

Many times 61.6% Many individuals 15.1%  Insects 0.7% 

N/A 0.68% N/A 3.4% Others 0.7% 

 
 

Results on the traditional hunting for the bonobos 

from the two ethnic groups and the cosmopolitan 

areas indicated that most people in the southern Lake 

Tumba Landscape had not historically hunted 

bonobos as most answers (89%) indicated (Figure 2). 

Among the 89.0% of respondents who thought that 

bonobos had not been hunted in the past, most 

(63.01%) thought that bonobos were not hunted 

historically in their villages because of traditional 

taboos and 5% thought that this attitude was dictated 

by the fear of traditional chiefs (Figure 2). Because 

obedience to the authority of traditional chiefs is 

itself a taboo, it is therefore logical to say that ca. 

70% of respondents thought that bonobos were not 

hunted because of traditional taboos. Among the 

11.0% who said that bonobos were killed historically, 

69.9% thought bonobos were killed accidentally and 

the remaining 30.1% thought bonobos were killed for 

cultural events such as sacrifices (Figure 2). When 

asked about the present day situation, respondents 

indicated that cultural patterns in bonobo hunting had 

shifted: 51.0% said bonobos were presently hunted 

and mostly (37.7%) for money (Figure 2). There are 

two noticeable changes in comparing the historical 

and current patterns: (i) the introduction of both meat 

and money as cause for hunting bonobos, and (ii) the 
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end to killing bonobos for traditional cultural events. 

A comparison of what most protects bonobos shows 

that traditional taboos were equally important in the 

past (63.0%) as they are in present day (68.5%). 

However, fear of modern conservation law is only 

regarded as important by 6.9% of people in the 

present day (Figure 2). 

 

 
 

 
    

   Figure 2 Perceived hunting for bonobos: Past and present in the southern Lake Tumba Landscape. 
 
 

Almost all (~92%) respondents agreed that they had 

been informed of the conservation status of bonobos, 

and most (78.8%) noted they had been informed 

increasingly frequently in the last five years. This 

information was mainly provided by conservation 

organizations (62.3%), followed by state institutions 

(14.3%), traditional authorities (10.3%) and churches 

(7.5%) (Figure 3).  

 

 

 

                    

                Figure 3.  Local people and information on conservation of bonobos in the southern Lake Tumba landscape 
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Equally, most (70%) respondents indicated that the 

conservation of bonobos had long been part of their 

social education process, pre-dating current 

conservation efforts by the government and different 

conservation non-governmental organizations, whether 

foreign, national or local. 
 

Discussion 

 

Differences in answers per age groups between 

younger people (18 – 30 years old), mature people 

(30 – 45 years old) and old people (>45 years old) 

may be explained in different ways. Differences felt 

in walking distance to where bonobos actually occur 

may be due to the physical strength, younger people 

being able to travel more rapidly than older groups. 

This may also explain why it was only younger 

people that reported longer distances > 4-hour walk 

in the forest. However, the perception of the 

abundance may be related to activities carried out by 

different age groups. Younger people lack of 

perspectives on the trends of the bonobo populations 

may simply reflect either their lack of interest in 

traditional activities such as traditional hunting, 

cultivating fields for families, etc. In this sense, more 

adults (30 – 45 years old) answered questions related 

to the abundance of bonobos may reflect only their 

continuous contacts with forests where they are 

actively involved in hunting, cultivating and fishing. 

It was surprising that only the people belonging to the 

oldest age group felt that bonobos decreased in the 

last decades. This felt decrease in the bonobo 

population by the oldest group (>45 years old) could 

be due to the fact that this group no longer goes to the 

deep forest as frequently as the younger groups, and 

therefore may have a stained vision of the actual 

reality. However, it may also be simply that either the 

younger age or the mature age groups do not have a 

historical memory of the past bonobo populations in 

the region. Therefore, the old age group would be 

using the historical memory that it possesses to 

compare the actual populations of bonobos against 

what they used to see in the recent past. The 

discrepancies in different perceptions hold by different 

age groups in their assessment of the bonobo 

populations is in alignment with the general trend over 

many other issues in most of the African culture.  

Loss of traditional knowledge and shifting 

baselines have been described in Dzanga-Sangha, 

Central African Republic (Hardin & Remis, 2006) 

and in other cultures around the world (Sáenz-Arroyo 

et al. 2005). Younger generations no longer believe 

in historical anecdotes of past distribution or 

abundance (Sáenz-Arroyo et al. 2005), which in turn 

reinforces observed changes in baselines compared to 

environmental assets and their current status. It has 

been argued that colonisation, education, 

urbanization and globalization brought to a cultural 

erosion phenomenon where by traditional knowledge 

is being lost (Brosi et al., 2007; Benz et al., 2000). 

Local communities are acutely aware of the major 

threats facing biodiversity in their local area. Growth 

in human populations, deforestation, habitat 

fragmentation (Hill & Curran, 2005; Chapman & 

Lambert , 2000) due to logging and other human 

extractive activities are known to be the root-causes 

for declining biodiversity all over the world (Dale & 

Slembe, 2005) IUCN Red List Analyses.  

Most respondents claimed to have seen bonobos 

(Table 3) and possess knowledge about the numbers 

of individuals they have sighted (Table 3), in the past 

or recently, in a region where bonobos were only 

described for science in 2007. Previous studies of 

bonobo distribution (Kano, 1984; Fenart & Deblock, 

1973) inferred their presence in the vicinity of Lake 

Tumba, but bonobos were never thought to be present 

around Malebo (Inogwabini et al., 2007a; Inogwabini 

et al., 2000b), which was thought to be a marginal 

habitat. Local knowledge bonobos around Malebo 

shows how little the conservation community may 

really know about biodiversity in DRC, and suggests 

ways in which knowledge could be more thoroughly 

and inexpensively described. The overlap between 

the fresh nest count techniques, which is very often 

used to provide estimates of group sizes in great apes 

(Hall et al., 1998; Fruth & Hohmann, 1994), and the 

local knowledge, may help improve our understanding 

of the current and past distributions of some icons of 

the biodiversity conservation in Africa. Debate over 

the accuracy and the role that local and indigenous 

knowledge has to play in documenting biodiversity, 

and in implementing conservation policies, has very 

often suffered because there is no hard evidence to 

support their relevance (Colding & Folke, 2001; 

Berkes et al., 2000), which this study undoubtedly 

provides.  

Linkages between local knowledge and scientific 

enquiries have started to emerge from other areas of 

research in Africa (Redford & Fearn, 2007; Bauer, 

2003) and other traditional societies (Colding & 

Folke, 2001; Berkes et al., 2000; Berkes, 1998; 

Gadgil et al., 1993). Our current knowledge of 

species diversity and distribution patterns is still 

limited (Cordeiro et al., 2007), and species (and 

sometimes genera) of plants, birds, amphibians, 

reptiles, invertebrates and even mammals may 

disappear before they are actually described for 

science. Therefore, the extensive overlap between 

answers provided by local communities and formal 

scientific surveys implies that, within certain limits 

and provided that proper triangulation is carried out, 

that local information should be taken seriously and 
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help guide conservation planning and activities for 

the bonobos in the region of Malebo. Indeed, the 

Convention on Biological Diversity recognises the 

close inter-dependence of traditional and local 

communities on biological resources. Indeed, Article 

8(j) called on parties to respect, preserve, and 

maintain traditional knowledge relevant for the 

conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity 

(Redford & Fearn, 2007).  

Local communities noted that hunting taboos had 

changed following the introduction of money (Figure 

2), and known to be one of the most important drivers 

of major changes in human history, that in turn has 

brought about deeply felt changes to traditional 

lifestyles and traditional economic systems (Bohannan, 

1959). Alterations in traditional lifestyles and 

economic systems in their turn have tailored 

perceptions that people have strongly cherished 

mechanisms for sharing and ensuring collective social 

security in Africa (Kitanishi, 2006; Turnbull, 1973). 

This is particularly important in regions where the 

‘monetarization’ processes has been accompanied by 

the acquisition of new tools or technologies, which is 

now the case in almost all extant cultures. A hidden 

factor, not directly cited by interviewees is the access 

to new weapons for hunting, particularly the 

introduction of guns, which was described during 

focus group sessions as causing most accidental 

killing of bonobos. Furthermore, hunting for money 

and commerce has replaced the nascent economic 

activities left behind by the Belgians during colonial 

times, when they promoted trade in agricultural 

products such as coffee, palm oil, rubbers, which 

fulfilled local people’s emerging needs in cash and 

modern commodities (Inogwabini et al. 2007b). 

However, after nationalization of the economy in 

1972, the market system broke down and seriously 

affected transport infrastructure, leading to a severe 

decline in agricultural activities across the entire 

southern Lake Tumba landscape region. After several 

years of economic and political chaos, recourse to 

natural resources through hunting and fishing became 

the easiest and only way for most people to earn 

monetary income. Despite difficulties in transportation, 

the bushmeat trade became an extraordinary organized 

activity, pioneered by social hierarchies based in the 

main towns. Intensive bushmeat trade to supply big 

towns and other markets spread over the southern 

Lake Tumba landscape region. As was the case in 

most of Central African forests (LeBreton et al., 

2006; Cowlishaw, et al., 2005; Wilkie et al., 2005; 

De Merode et al., 2004; Fa et al., 2003; Wilkie et al., 

2000; Wilkie et al., 1992), wildlife populations 

became depleted from many parts of the landscape. 

Therefore, even mythical species like bonobos were 

hunted by ethnic groups where the species had not 

previously been hunted. This clearly explains why 

local communities believe on-going poaching of 

bonobos is mostly driven by trade to make money, 

and only to a lesser extents for other reasons such as 

cultural events or pure accidents.  

Another major shift is the present extent to which 

bonobos are hunted for meat (Figure 2). This shift may 

be due to immigration into the region, in which newly 

established ethnic groups have introduced a culture 

that excludes taboos on hunting bonobos.. In the 

cosmopolitan village of Mbazi, most people belong to 

the Ngando ethnic groups which straddles across the 

province of Equateur and the Province Oriental, about 

800 km straight-line distance north-east of their actual 

location. Indeed, most answers that acknowledged the 

hunting of bonobos were gathered from similarly 

cosmopolitan areas such as Tshumbiri, Bolobo and 

Lebomo. Other explanations for this change might 

include the increasing requirement for protein among 

local communities. This result clearly highlights that a 

crack now runs through the traditional cultural system. 

In fact, with all new developments, involving massive 

movements of people of different cultures and in 

communication technologies, nothing is left that could 

be called ‘immaculate culture’, not even in previously 

remote areas or even previously unshakable cultures 

such as those described in Conrad’s hearts of darkness 

and, generally, Thoreau’s Thorstein Veblen.   

Taboos and other traditional institutions have 

played key roles in preserving endangered species in 

many areas around the world, including Madagascar 

(Lingard et al., 2003). Most respondents in the 

southern Lake Tumba landscape thought bonobos 

were well protected, both currently and in the past, by 

traditional taboos and by recognition of traditional 

authority (Figure 2).  

Furthermore, <10% of respondents claimed that 

existing legal laws were the motive for not hunting 

bonobos (Figure 2). Given that the southern  Lake 

Tumba landscape (Inogwabini et al., 2007a; 

Inogwabini et al. 2007b) has held ~20% of the wild 

population without prior intervention by conservation 

managers or scientists (Inogwabini et al. 2007a), 

taboos and the place of local traditional authority 

should be recognized as a successful way to manage 

and protect this critical population of bonobos. 

Therefore, conservation organizations should be 

encouraged to incorporate local knowledge, traditional 

taboos and the local traditional authority in future law 

enforcement schemes.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This study showed that local communities may have 

critical knowledge of biodiversity in their forests and 
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that local ecological knowledge of species ecology 

and ways in which species are perceived by different 

tribes influence communities’ willingness to protect 

species. More generally, we concluded that to address 

conservation issues, conservation research should 

include efforts to gather data on local ecological 

knowledge and historical and cultural usages of 

habitats and species together with ecological research 

to craft sound conservation action plans.  
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