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Report by the Director-General

In resolution WHA28.83,! the Twenty-eighth World Health Assembly 

urged Member States to examine the situation regarding non-human primates1 

with a view to improving their availability for legitimate health uses, 

and requested the Director-General to review the need for these animals. 

The resolution was sent to Member States together with a questionnaire 

requesting relevant information. The replies together with advice 

from other sources form the basis of this report. It shows there is 

an increasing shortage of suitable primates for biomedical purposes and 1 

unless this situation is corrected it could lead to a lowering of the I 

j standards of safety of drugs and vaccines, and medical research in 

i several disciplines could be severely handicapped. There is an urgent 

need to improve the supply of primates by adopting modern methods of

I w ildlife management and cropping and by establishing breeding colonies. 

WHO could help by arranging expert advice and by facilitating inter

national collaboration in certain directions discussed in this report.

1. Background

Non-human primates, man's closest phylogenetic relatives, are often the only alternative 

to experimenting on man himself. During the last quarter of a century they have become 

essential experimental animals in medical and paramedical sciences.

WHO became concerned with the use of non-human primates as part of its comparative 

medicine programme in the 1960s. Its concern was heightened following an outbreak of 

Marburg virus disease in 1967 in which there were 7 deaths among 28 persons who became 

seriously ill  following contact with monkeys used in the production of biologicals. WHO 

organized a meeting of a scientific group to consider the health aspects of the supply and use 

of non-human primates for biomedical purposes, and published a report2 which included 

recommendations on ways in which the health of personnel can be safeguarded and the quality of 

the animals improved. WHO also initiated and helped organize five international symposia on 

the use of primates in medical research, the proceedings of which were published in book form.3

 ̂ WHO Official Records, No. 226, 1975, p. 49.

2
WHO Technical Report Series, No. 470, 1971.

3
Balner, H. & Beveridge, W. I . B . , ed. (1970) Infections and immunosuppression in sub

human primates, Copenhagen, Munksgaard; Beveridge, W. I . B . , ed. (1969) Using primates in 

medical research. Part 1: Husbandry and technology; Part 2; Recent comparative research, 

Basel, Karger; Beveridge, W. I. B . , ed. (1972) Breeding primates. Proceedings of the 

International Symposium on Breeding Non-human Primates for Laboratory Use, Berne, 1971, Basel, 

Karger; Diczfalusy, E. & Standley, С. C . , ed. (1972). The use of non-human primates in 

research on human reproduction, Karolinska Institut, Stockholm; Fiennes, R. N .,  ed. (1966) 

Some recent developments in comparative medicine, London, Academic Press.
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These efforts were mainly directed towards the use of primates as laboratory animals and the 

control of communicable diseases, but recently it has become evident that the Organization 

must also concern itself with problems of supply.

During 1975 WHO held three consultations in an attempt to find ways of promoting the 

breeding of primates for biomedical use. In addition one of the regional offices, AMRo/ pASB, 

has taken the initiative to assist member countries in the development of primate breeding 

programmes. Inquiries into the development of such programmes are also commencing in the 

Western Pacific and other Regions.

2. Result of worldwide survey on resources and use of non-human primates

In response to resolution WHA28.83 of the Twenty-eighth World Health Assembly, WHO sent a 

questionnaire concerning the supply and use of primates to all Member States and brought the 

Assembly's recommendations in operative paragraph 1 of the resolution to their attention. The 

information obtained from the replies, along with additional data from other sources, is 

summarized below.

Wild caught animals continue to be the major source of supply of primates for biomedical 

purposes. However, their availability has certainly decreased in recent years. This 

reduction is due in part to export restrictions, but it has also been influenced by the ban in 

certain countries on the importation of monkeys to be kept as pets.

Approximately 85 000 primates are used in the world in biomedical programmes each year, 

of these, about 80% are Asian/African species, and 20% are from the Americas. Of the Asian/ 

African species, about one-third are rhesus monkeys (Macaca mulatta), about 95% of them coming 

from India. The second most widely used species is the cynomolgus monkey (M. fascicularis) 

from South-East Asia, followed by vervets (Cercopithecus aethiops) and various species of 

baboons from Africa. Of the Americas species, the squirrel monkey ( Saimiri sciureus), the owl 

monkey (Aotus trivirgatus) , and various species of marmosets and tamarins (family 

Callithricidae) are the most widely used for biomedical purposes. These monkeys come from the 

northern part of South America, especially the Amazon Basin.

Most countries with wild populations of primates report a general tendency for the 

populations to decrease and the common reason for this is the destruction of natural habitats. 

However, the vast majority of the reports on wild populations are evidently based upon 

impressions rather than survey data. A few countries have initiated surveys of wild primate 

populations, but others mention that they are planning to conduct surveys. There is a general 

recognition that field surveys and regular monitoring of wild primate populations are necessary 

if  rational measures are to be taken in the conservation and utilization of these animals. 

Countries are giving more attention to the control of trapping and exporting primates, and 

recognize the importance of energetic conservation measures. However, very few countries 

report active programmes for primate conservation.

Hitherto the principal advantage in the use of wild caught animals has been one of 

economy; the cost of captured animals including quarantine was as little as one-tenth that of 

animals bred in captivity. Although wild caught animals continue to be cheaper in initial 

cost, the margin of difference in comparison to captive bred primates has diminished for 

certain species in recent years. Nevertheless, methods of captive breeding have not yet been 

developed for all species of primates, and for some of these only wild sources can be relied 

upon at present. Wild caught animals also offer an advantage to those workers interested in 

studying naturally occurring diseases in primate populations. Such studies, for example, led 

to the first demonstration of viral oncogenesis in primates.

On the other hand, there are several disadvantages associated with the use of wild caught 

primates. Of the greatest importance, from the viewpoint of the biomedical worker, are the
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lack of definition in genetic background and clinical history, and a regularly high incidence 

of infections and parasitic infestations that may interfere with the experiments. Moreover, 

some of these infections and infestations are also a hazard to the laboratory workers exposed 

to the animals. Another disadvantage in relying on natural sources is the potential 

unreliability of future supplies; some species may become unavailable because of the 

destruction of their habitats by growing human populations, agricultural development and 

deforestation. Finally, the uncontrolled capture of some species may contribute to their 

depletion. The biomedical community is cognizant of both practical and moral reasons for 

conservation.

3. Recommended action at national level

Various remedial actions can be taken to ensure future supplies:

(i )  The judicious cropping of monkeys coupled with modern methods of w ildlife  management 

based on careful surveys of populations can be started. This would ensure the 

availability of a specific number of animals for biomedical purposes.

( i i )  Legislative and field control measures are needed to protect species of primates 

and their habitats. These measures would include the control of trapping, holding and 

routing the export/import trade through approved channels. Indeed, legislative measures 

that have recently been instituted by certain countries, such as India, have resulted in 

an improvement in the quality of animals available. For reasons of both health protection 

and conservation, countries should import primates only for scientific and educational 

purposes.

( i i i )  The biomedical community should ensure that primates are used only when no

acceptable alternative experimental models are available. To this end much work is in 

progress to reduce the numbers of monkeys required for biomedical research. Tissue 

cultures prepared from other animals or cell banks derived from human tissues are 

currently in use for virus vaccine production. Although many improvements of this 

nature are being applied or investigated, it should be appreciated that there w ill always 

be a demand for primates for certain purposes for which they play a unique role. Also, 

every effort should be made to make maximum use of primates by multiple use and re-use 

wherever possible. Re-use may include their addition to a breeding colony.

(iv ) The most important action to be taken is to establish breeding programmes. These 

are needed urgently both in countries where monkeys constitute a part of the w ildlife  and 

in those importing the monkeys. This would provide animals for specified biomedical 

needs and also contribute to the conservation of monkey populations. Experience has 

shown that captive breeding of primates requires large capital outlays with slow return 

on the investment. This is why the initiation of programmes has been retarded, but 

financial difficulties must not be allowed to delay embarking on these necessary enter

prises. Exchange of both resources and technology w ill be required on this basis to 

bring about the most expedient solution to this problem.

4. Proposed action at international level

Countries that primarily produce and export laboratory primates as well as those that 

mainly use them can improve the current situation with appropriate regulatory action within 

their territories. At the same time, cooperation between them can be profitable in various 

ways. Even countries with wild primates cannot be self-sufficient by using only their own 

indigenous stock because medical science requires primates of a variety of species from 

various parts of the world.
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Illegal trade leads to the unnecessary loss of many animals and has other obviously 

undesirable aspects. International promotion of, and strict adherence to, legal trade is the 

only way of countering these undesirable practices.

An important area for international collaboration is the exchange of biotechnical know

how and personnel to promote breeding and w ildlife  conservation programmes and to improve the 

methods of capture, holding and transport of the animals, including health care. Furthermore 

regular contacts between the existing national primate facilities and/or breeding stations 

should be encouraged in order to influence the choice of primate species to be maintained or 

bred, not only to keep up with prevailing demands but also to avoid duplication. In addition 

such regular exchange of appropriate information would facilitate the multiple use and re-use 

of laboratory primates. Finally, primate research institutes should be encouraged to provide 

facilities for visiting scientists for training in a more economical use of animals.

It cannot be over-emphasized that there is a threatening shortage of primates for bio

medical purposes; as they are used in the quality control of drugs and vaccines a decrease in 

supplies w ill inevitably lower the standards of safety of these products and thereby endanger 

the human health. Clearly there is an obligation to protect human health and to ensure that 

the supplies of primates are safeguarded by taking immediate steps to alleviate the shortage 

by promoting the establishment of breeding colonies as well as facilitating efficient wildlife 

conservation.

WHO intends to strengthen the primate programmes by providing expert advice to countries 

upon request according to resolution WHA28.83 on the supply, utilization and conservation of 

primates. It is expected that this will eventually lead to the development of international 

standards and criteria or special guidelines on the supply and use of non-human primates for 

biomedical purposes. These activities could be undertaken in collaboration with other inter

national organizations as appropriate. Furthermore, WHO could play a catalytic role in the 

exchange of resources and technology between interested countries.


