
Western black crested gibbon 

Nomascus concolor 

  Fast fasts  

▪ Only 100 Western black crested gibbons remain in the 
wild in Vietnam. 

▪ Western black crested gibbons live only in northwestern 
Vietnam and parts of Yunnan Province in China. 

▪ Western black crested gibbons are categorised as Criti-
cally Endangered. 

▪ Western black crested gibbons are protected under 
CITES Appendix I and Group IB Decree 32/2006 of the 
Vietnamese law. 

  Introduction  

While the global population of Western black crested gib-

bons Nomascus concolor is estimated to be 1,300 - 2000 

individuals, in Vietnam as few as 100 remain. 

The Western black crested gibbon is one of 17 gibbon spe-

cies that occur throughout the tropical and sub-tropical for-

ests of East and Southeast Asia. All but one of the species 

are classified as Endangered or Critically Endangered. Gib-

bons are highly adapted for life in the forest canopy and 

rarely come to the ground. Gibbons have a unique form of 

locomotion known as brachiation, moving along below the 

branches using only their long arms. Gibbons can travel at 

speeds of up to 55Kmph and cover 6 metres in a single 

swing. 

Gibbons typically form family groups consisting of an adult 

male–female pair and their sub-adult offspring. The off-

spring will leave the family group once they reach maturity 

at 4-5 years. Mature females may give birth to one infant 

every two to four years. 
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Gibbon pairs strengthen bonds and mark their territory by 

singing loud and elaborate duets, usually at dawn. Males 

and females make different calls which can be used to dis-

tinguish between sexes, and the songs, which can be heard 

up to a kilometre away, are highly distinctive and can be 

used to distinguish between gibbon species. 

Adult male Western black crested gibbons are all black with 

a crest on the head while adult females vary in colour from 

yellow to beige with a black patch on the chest and a black 

patch on the top of the head but with no crest. Infants are 

yellow and both sexes change to black after about one year. 

The females regain their light colour when they reach ma-

turity.  

  Introduction  

Western black crested gibbons live only in central and west-

ern Yunnan province in southern China and in northwestern 

Vietnam. In Vietnam the species is only known from two 

locations: the Hoang Lien -  Van Ban Nature Reserve and  

the Mu Cang Chai - Muong La forest. 

  Habitat & Ecology  

Western black crested gibbons inhabited sub-tropical mon-

tane forest at elevations between 1,600 – 2,000 m.  

 

Their diet consists of ripe fruit, leaves and insects. 
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  Threats  

Given the already severely restricted habitat of the Western 

black crested gibbon the most immediate threat to its sur-

vival is further habitat degradation and loss. The remaining 

habitat is at risk of being cleared by local communities for 

cultivation, livestock grazing, fuelwood collection and char-

coal production. 

The main exploitation of forest in the gibbons’ habitat in 

Muong La District, Son La Province is the logging of Fokienia 

hodginsii, a valuable tree species listed in List IIA of Prime 

Minister’s Decree No. 32/2006/ND-CP. Fokienia trees are 

cut to build and repair houses and to make furniture. 

Vietnam is a rapidly developing country. The habitat of the 

gibbons is also threatened by development projects, such as 

hydropower construction, which can have a direct impact 

on the forest through inundation of forest, infrastructure 

development, or indirect impact through resettlement or 

immigration. 

As with most primate species in Vietnam the Western black 

crested gibbon is hunted for its bones, which are valued on 

the traditional Asian medicine market.  

Furthermore, as with any species whose population size and 

habitat have been severely reduced, the Western black 

crested gibbon will remain vulnerable to extinction due to 

natural or man-made disasters such as disease outbreak, 

forest fire or climate change.  

  Conservation  

The Western black crested gibbon species is listed in Group 

IB of Prime Minister’s Decree 32/2006, which prohibits all 

hunting or trade in rare and precious wildlife. The species is 

offered international protection under CITES Appendix I, 

which prohibits all commercial trade in the species.  

For the past decade Fauna & Flora International (FFI) has 

been leading efforts to conserve the Western black crested 

gibbons in Muong La – Mu Cang Chai forest, the largest pop-

ulation remaining in Vietnam.  

FFI works on the ground to improve protection of the gib-

bons in Muong La and Mu Cang Chai through the support 

and training of community based patrol teams. These teams 

are recruited from the villages surrounding the forest and 

supplement the law enforcement efforts of the Forest Pro-

tection Department while creating a tangible link between 

the conservation of the gibbons and the livelihoods of the 

local communities. 

Local communities are at the core of FFI’s primate conserva-

tion work in Vietnam. FFI engages with local communities to 

raise awareness on, and pride in, the Western black crested 

gibbon. FFI has participated with communities surrounding 

habitat of the gibbons to develop a Species Conservation 

Action Plan that takes into account the ecological needs of 

the gibbons and the economic needs of the people.  FFI is 

also pioneering the establishment of Management Advisory 

Committees in Vietnam to enable people living closest to 

the forest to play a role in its management.  
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