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Above: Although monkeys look sweet, feeding them is detrimental not only to the monkeys but also to humans.
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t
here are many myths surrounding vervet monkeys 
(Chlorocebus pygerethrus) in urban gardens. some 
myths are spread by people who hate them and others 

by those trying to protect them. in letters to newspapers, 
readers often complain about how destructive monkeys are to 
birds, butterflies and other garden wildlife. However, it would 
appear that we humans may have become self-appointed 
prosecutors and judges all at once, without the monkeys 
being allowed any representation!

one of the myths disseminated by those trying to protect 
monkeys is that those in your local troop are descended from 
females who lived at the same location hundreds of years ago. 
However, there is no evidence for this and no genetic studies 
to show exactly which monkeys descended from which 
troop. this myth is a distortion of the fact that female vervet 
monkeys usually stay in their native group for life, whereas 
males frequently join other groups when they become 
sexually mature. in fact, over the years, monkeys have lost 
most of their coastal forest habitat due to urbanization. Home 
ranges have consequently changed, often extending inland 
along rivers and into croplands. also, troops divide once they 
become too big, and the females simply join the migration to 
new territories.

interestingly, while males in the troop rise in the ranks 
by fighting, female status is passed down to their eldest 
daughter. most non-human primates apparently only recognise 
matrilineal descent, that is, they know who their mother 
is but not their father. When it comes to looking for a role 
model, vervet monkeys prefer the women in their lives. young 
monkeys, who learn from the females in their midst, have been 
shown to perform a task better than those who learned from 
males. this may fit in with them ignoring a foreign male who 
arrives with strange customs, thus preserving local traditions.

When monkeys have learned to exist on easy pickings and 
human handouts, the problem they cause is clearly exacerbated. 
there is scientific evidence of a positive association between 
oestrus and food abundance in chimpanzees, and many 
primatologists are of the opinion that fertilization is more 
successful in well-fed female vervet monkeys than in those 
making a natural, less opulent, living. in addition, studies have 
found that monkey population densities vary according to the 
food available and that mothers in prime condition shorten 
the interval to the next conception. offspring of overly well-
fed monkey mothers are also much more likely to have an 
unnaturally high survival rate.

so it is clear that the more abundant the unnatural food, the 
more monkey numbers will increase. in addition, they can afford 
to become bolder in urban areas than they would be in their 
natural state, because their numbers are no longer controlled 
by the usual predators such as crowned eagles. But when they 
become corrupt because of human interference, it is always the 
monkeys and not the people who get the blame! a sign outside 
mvubu Bush lodge at the goukamma nature reserve in the 
eastern cape says it all:

obviously one solution to the monkey problem is to conserve 
as much of their natural habitat as possible, but that is easier said 
than done, and they are not the only indigenous creatures being 
punished by human ‘progress’. although neither an immediate nor a 
total solution, planting well chosen indigenous vegetation can help 
to reduce the problem. But most importantly humans, with their 
feeding trays and easily-opened rubbish bins, should not be seen as 
a source of food.

monkeys, just like alien rats, are invariably attracted to bird 
tables and food carelessly left about. However, unlike the rats, 
the monkeys do belong here and were here before us. alien 
rodents are probably much more of a problem than monkeys. 
rats have been known to injure chickens on poultry farms and 
there are accounts of some bird chicks being attacked by the 
alien House mouse. even in gardens, besides attacking smaller 
wild birds, rats have been recorded robbing nests. as rats and 
mice usually operate so unobtrusively, we will never know 
which particular bird species and exactly how many of their 
nests have been robbed.

in well-frequented nature reserves, monkeys and baboons 
are often a terrible plague, despite the fact that their normal 
feeding areas and habitat remain unaltered, because they have 
learnt that ‘humans equal easy food’. yet in seldom-visited, 
remote natural areas of southern africa, these primates have 
a fear of humans and steer well clear. in such a natural state, 
without our interference, they do not become over populated 
and their impact on birds and other wildlife is probably no 
more than that of other nest robbers like snakes and many bird 
species. no one would think of wishing to eliminate a Burchell’s 
coucal, african Harrier-Hawk or other ‘destructive’ birds like 
hornbill and certain kingfisher species. even birds like crested 
Barbet and Black cuckoo have been recorded as robbing nests. 
after all, birds, butterflies and monkeys have evolved together 
and co-existed for ages without our interference. 

in any suburb, a single gardener using poisons to eliminate 
caterpillars probably routinely destroys more butterfly and moth 
larvae than a whole troop of monkeys can ever do. Birds also 
take a great toll on adult lepidoptera and their larvae, as intended 
by nature, but never to the extent of totally eliminating them. 
Populations always eventually recover. their only real enemies are 
humans destroying their habitat and some ecologically-blinkered 
gardeners, who do not realise that elimination of any one section 
of the environment, even in an area as small as a garden, will have 
a detrimental effect on others.

the general paucity of indigenous vegetation in gardens makes 
the monkey problem worse, as animals in urban areas become 
increasingly reliant on stealing food, receiving handouts from 
humans or on the contents of bird nests. anyone who considers 
shooting them needs to remember that besides being cruel this is, in 
most areas, considered to be a criminal offence with severe penalties.

a less offensive idea to keep them away is to hang shiny 
strips of foil that constantly twist and move in the breeze. it 
is said that a hose pipe or a water pistol works well to chase 
them off. We have had no need to try these remedies because 
although monkeys regularly visit our totally indigenous small 
garden on durban’s Berea, and partake of the natural food 
available, they always very soon move on to households where 
the pickings are easier. Because of our natural vegetation, and 
the fact that we never make any other food available to them or 
feed birds, we must have one of the few gardens in the area that 
has an abundance and wide variety of bird and butterfly species, 
as well as monkeys that are not a problem to us humans. 
However, the monkeys do undoubtedly take their natural toll 
in the garden, which may be of greater impact because of the 
confined urban setting. For example, we have witnessed them 
driving a pair of african goshawks off the nest to get to the eggs.

don’t monKey 
around By Feeding 

tHe vervets
they go ape, you go home, and we’re 

left with the monkey trouble.
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in the beginning, when the monkeys visited, they viewed us as 
a bit of a curiosity, because we fall in neither of the two usual 
categories of either chasing or feeding them. But they soon got 
used to us and now regard us just as any other occupants of the 
garden. However, we take care never to eat in their presence.

unfortunately the situation is often not the same when visiting some 
nature reserves, where one continually has to guard against monkeys, 

baboons and other animals which have usually started their bad habits by 
being fed, and thus learned how easy it is to steal food from naïve tourists. 
the most effective technique to scare away these overly bold animals is to 
be armed with a catty, using ice cubes as ammunition. aim at a tree trunk 
or rock near the intruders and the exploding ice cube will send them off 
terrified, but otherwise unharmed. the monkeys are also quick to learn 
that just aiming the catty at them spells danger, sending them fleeing.
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1:  Corrupt monkeys soon consider it their right to 
be fed and if people, especially children, don’t 
oblige, they can become aggressive.

2: At Hilltops Camp, in Hluhluwe Nature Reserve 
in KZN, even the rare Samango Monkeys (also 
known as Sykes’s or Blue Monkeys) have sadly 
been reduced to beggars, as a result of hand-
outs from tourists.

3:  Like this Chacma Baboon enjoying the 
flowers of the Weeping Boerbean (schotia 
brachypetala), wild animals are best left to eat 
what nature provides.

4:  Signs like this are often ignored because of 
some people’s obsession with feeding animals. 
Photographers are frequently guilty, selfishly 
disobeying rules to get a good picture.

5:  There is scientific evidence that the more 
monkeys are fed, the more babies can be 
expected.
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FOOTNOTE
this article is adapted from similar ones, by the same authors, 
that have appeared in other publications.

EDITOR’S NOTE:
vervet monkey taxonomy is presently in a rather dynamic state. 
depending on which source is used, the genus is considered to 
be either Chlorocebus or Cercopithecus, although it appears 
that the former is gaining traction. Precisely which species, or 
subspecies, name should be used remains unclear. For example, 
the iucn red list uses the classification of Chlorocebus aethiops, 
while the Encyclopedia of Life (eol) and groves (2005) Mammals 
of the World classify vervet monkeys as Chlorocebus pygerythrus. 
For the purposes of this article: ‘a vervet by any other name…’
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