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and more like chimpanzees,” one graduate 

student groused—several study sites have 

pooled data. A growing number of investi-

gators have studied both captive and wild 

chimps. Scientists who oppose invasive 

biomedical research with chimps now do 

laboratory examinations of noninvasively 

acquired blood, hair, feces, and urine. “In 

the coming decades, we need the interdis-

ciplinary approach to get to know chim-

panzees better,” says Tetsuro Matsuzawa, 

who heads the Primate Research Institute 

of Kyoto University in Inuyama, Japan 

(p. 41) and also runs a fi eld study in Bossou, 

Guinea. “You should pay attention to both 

laboratory and fi eld research. If you’re inter-

ested in genetics of great apes, you should 

go to Africa to see the reality.”

Nowhere embodies the cross-disciplinary 

approach more than the Max Planck Insti-

tute for Evolutionary Anthropology in 

Leipzig, Germany, which opened in 1997 

and hired topnotch researchers in genetics, 

psychology, primatology, and paleontology 

who study chimpanzees and bonobos in the 

wild and in captivity (Science, 17 August 

2001, p. 1246). “Our main argument—and 

why this institute exists—is if you want to 

understand human uniqueness, you have 

to understand our closest relatives,” says 

Christophe Boesch, who heads the prima-

tology department and has conducted stud-

ies of wild chimpanzees for 3 decades. 

In 2001, Max Planck opened the 

Wolfgang Köhler Primate Research Center at 

the Leipzig Zoo, the only facility in the world 

where investigators can study chimps, bono-

bos, gorillas, and orangutans. “This is a place 

where if you have an idea, the next day you go 

test it,” says psychologist Josep Call, the cen-

ter’s director. “It’s really unbelievable.”

Opportunity knocks

As new technologies and intersecting dis-

ciplines expand the study of chimpanzees 

and bonobos, researchers are also grappling 

with a daunting constraint: These endan-

gered species are dwindling in numbers, 

both in captivity and in the wild. Funding to 

study them is also fi ckle.

The captive population available to sci-

entists for the past 15 years has steadily 

declined because of concerns in several 

countries about the ethics and value of 

sometimes harmful biomedical studies; 

many former “research chimps” have been 

“retired” to sanctuaries that forbid their use 

in any scientific studies, including non-

invasive ones (Science, 26 January 2007, 

p. 450). The U.S. National Institutes of 

Health (NIH), which since 1960 has been 

A Matter of Life and Limb

KIBALE NATIONAL PARK, UGANDA—The chimpanzees here are not threatened by poachers 
for bushmeat. But they face another peril: Many become entangled in snares set in the forest for 
other animals such as duikers. Typically made from sticks and the wire used on motorbike brakes, 
the snares lie on the forest fl oor and cinch on limbs when an animal steps inside them. Chimps 
often tighten the wire in a frantic attempt to remove it, cutting off the blood supply to their 
limbs. Sometimes the limbs rot off and then heal; sometimes the animal dies from infection.

Up to one-third of the chimps at Kibale have become entangled in snares, and Max, a 
12-year-old male, is one of the most tragic. After losing one leg to a snare, he became caught 
again and lost his remaining leg. “It’s really, really heartbreaking,” says Emily Otali, the fi eld 
manager for the Kibale Chimpanzee Project. “When Max lost his fi rst leg, he was a sport about 
it,” Otali says, explaining that he limped on 
his good leg, and the stump quickly healed. 
“Then he lost his other leg, and he had to 
use his former stump, and he bruised it and 
it was bleeding, and the new one was bleed-
ing,” she said. “He sat on the tree whim-
pering.” Max now crawls about on his two 
stumps and still climbs trees. “He’s not a 
happy chimp, but he’s alive,” Otali says.

The Kibale team has hired hunters from 
local villages to work with them to remove 
snares; they also try to teach the villagers 
about the chimpanzees, hoping that if they 
know more about them they will care more 
about their well-being. 

Across the country in the Budongo For-
est Reserve, a similar percentage of chim-
panzees has lost limbs to snares, leading 
the researchers there to try a creative inter-
vention with local hunters: In exchange for 
agreeing not to use their snares, the hunt-
ers each receive two goats and veterinary care for them. With funds from California’s Oakland Zoo, 
Budongo now hires four people to remove snares, and they’ve seen the numbers drop dramatically. 
“It’s had real success,” says Vernon Reynolds, a retired anthropologist from the University of Oxford 
in the United Kingdom who started the Budongo chimp research project. The Jane Goodall Institute 
also has a snare-removal program that employs former poachers and educates locals.

But the battle never ends. “I don’t know if it’s a no-win situation,” says Otali. “We just have 
to continue, hoping to make a change, no matter how small it is.”

–J.C.

Trap tragedy. Kibale’s Otali (bottom) has a snare-
removal team, but Max (above) still lost both his 
legs within the same year.
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