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NYANGA, MUTARE, CHIMANIMANI 
AND CHIPINGE DISTRICTS,
ZIMBABWE
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Source: Free Vector Maps modi�ed to comply with UN, 2020

Free Vector Maps 2022. World Map [online] [Cited 5 January 2022]
https://freevectormaps.com/world-maps/WRLD-EPS-03-0001

In Zimbabwe, Chacma baboons Papio ursinus cause 
large-scale damage to commercial pine plantations, 
creating a severe problem for the timber industry due 
to losses in the value of timber as a result of the 
damage they cause. Historically, baboons in Zimbabwe 
have been treated as vermin and considered a problem 
species, with bounty hunting encouraged by the 
District Commissioners. 

ZIMBABWE

LETHAL CONTROL WAS OFTEN 
EMPLOYED TO REMOVE BABOON 
TROOPS FROM PLANTATIONS BY 
PROBLEM ANIMAL CONTROL UNITS, 
UNDER THE DIRECTION OF THE 
ZIMBABWE PARKS AND WILDLIFE 
MANAGEMENT AUTHORITY (ZPWMA 
OR ZIMPARKS). 
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While successful at reducing damage, within two 
years, new troops would move back into the area with 
damage reoccurring. This case study follows the 
long-standing research and experiences of a wildlife 
manager, who had initially been tasked with 
conducting the lethal control, but through 
observations of the baboon’s behaviour, identi�ed 
what might be driving their behaviour and how the 
behaviour was transferred between individual troops. 
Consequently, they could determine how the situation 
should be managed in the long-term, removing the 
need for lethal control of baboons on a large scale. 
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Baboon damage to trees started in the 1980s, 
escalating in a�orested plantations along the eastern 
Highlands of Zimbabwe. Although the baboons were 
causing damage to pine plantations, evidence showed 
the damage was not due to a food or mineral 
de�ciency, as there appeared to be no dietary shortfall 
to trigger the detrimental behaviour. 
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PROBLEM ANALYSIS

THE ACTUAL DAMAGE RESULTED 
FROM THE BABOONS STRIPPING 
BARK FROM THE TREES RESULTING 
IN TREE MORTALITY, DEFORMATION 
AND STUNTED GROWTH.
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At �rst, the bark stripping behaviour involved a single species 
of pine, but eventually spread to all pine species, and in time to 
gum and wattle trees (also exotic species). At the time, the 
baboons were recognised as a problem species, and initial 
management e�orts involved the lethal removal of baboon 
troops. This resulted in a signi�cant reduction in damage in the 
short term, over 6-8 months. However, over time, of around 18 
months to two years, the damage recurred. In turn, a further 
action of lethal control of troops was needed and a perpetual 
cycle of damage occurring, baboon troops being removed, 
damage being reduced then increasing again, in such a 
manner that a long-term solution could not be identi�ed. 
Initially, damage caused to the plantations was limited, with 
occasional sporadic damage events happening that could be 
contained through the removal of the damage-causing troops. 
However, in 1991, there was a sudden upsurge in several 
hotspots in Zimbabwe, along the Eastern Highlands, in the 
Nyanga, Mutare, Chimanimani and Chipinge Districts. It 
became critically important to better understand this pattern 
and to identify a permanent solution to the problem. 
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Under natural circumstances, baboon troops would typically keep a distance 
from each other by occupying distinct but dynamic home ranges. With a 
typical baboon habitat comprising of savannah woodland, open and rolling 
hills, the baboon troops can observe neighbouring troops and interact on 
their home ranges’ boundaries. However, in the timber plantations, due to 
intensive silvicultural operations, the density of canopies was signi�cantly 
increased, and vegetation was constantly changing, hindering the troop’s 
ability to geo-locate, establish home range features and observe other 
troops. In these plantations, due to the reasons discussed, when they would 
come upon other troops, as they were likely not aware of where their home 
range boundaries were, it was hypothesised that this caused an increase in 
anxiety and stress among the troops, which in turn triggered the 
bark-stripping behaviour to start. 
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ACTIVITIES

IT WAS ALSO OBSERVED IN THE MAJOR AFFORESTED 
ESTATES THAT NOT ALL TROOPS CARRIED OUT THE 
BARK-STRIPPING BEHAVIOUR. SOME TROOPS WOULD 
DO THE DAMAGE, BUT OTHERS WOULD NOT. 
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When the troops causing the damage were identi�ed and removed, the 
damage would stop even with other troops present. However, the behaviour 
would restart after a certain period (12-18 months). It was hypothesised that 
when the behaviours began again, it may have been when dispersal males 
who had already shown this behaviour joined the troops and re-established 
the behaviour into the non-damaging troop, resulting in them now also 
causing damage. In terms of urban and farming operations, it became 
apparent that there was a need to control the particular baboon individuals 
who had this acquired behaviour, and not necessarily the whole troop. 
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