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Dr. Melissa Seaboch, Professor and Department Chair at Salt Lake
Community College, charts the welfare of pet primates for sale in
the United States

Despite their unsuitability as pets, there are thousands, if not tens of thousands, of pet
primates in the United States , and the U.S. ranks third out of 171 countries in the ease
of purchasing a pet primate online.  Though the pet primate trade is robust, there are
few federal regulations addressing the care of companion animals or pets.

The Animal Welfare Act (AWA), often considered the minimum acceptable standard for
animal care and use, governs the care of animals in multiple settings, including research
labs, zoos, and commercial breeding facilities. PACT (Preventing Animal Cruelty and
Torture) prevents the most egregious forms of animal cruelty, and the Lacey Act
addresses interstate transportation and illegal wildlife trafficking.  None of these
regulations address the care or welfare of pet primates.

Five freedoms of animal welfare

For guidance in the care of animals outside of labs and zoos, we can turn to the Farm
Animal Welfare Council’s (FAWC) Five Freedoms , which are:

1. Freedom from hunger and thirst, by ready access to water and a diet to maintain
health and vigor.

2. Freedom from discomfort by providing an appropriate environment, including shelter
and a comfortable resting area.

3. Freedom from pain, injury, and disease by prevention or rapid diagnosis and
treatment.

4. Freedom to express normal behavior by providing sufficient space, proper facilities,
and appropriate company of the animal’s own kind.

5. Freedom from fear and distress by ensuring conditions and treatment that avoid
mental suffering.

These Freedoms form the basis of animal welfare legislation and recommendations
worldwide.  The Five Freedoms have also been used by Soulsbury et al. to review the
suitability of primates as pets and by Nekaris et al. to evaluate the welfare of pet lorises in
online videos.  Soulsbury et al.’s analysis found that the welfare of pet primates,
especially having an appropriate environment, social interactions, and diet, is unlikely to
be met by private primate pet owners.
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Pet monkey whose teeth were removed by
owner. Used with permission by Jungle Friends

Primate Sanctuary

Nekaris et al. reported that all 100 videos they examined showed at least one negative
condition, and nearly 30% of the videos showed all five negative conditions. Schuppli &
Fraser based their proposed framework for assessing the suitability of species as pets
and the ethical criteria for keeping animals as pets on the Five Freedoms.  Here, we
use the Five Freedoms to evaluate the welfare of pet primates for sale in the United
States.

Advertisements of pet primates for sale in the U.S.

We examined over 200 advertisements from websites selling pet primates  for evidence
of whether these pet primates for sale experienced the Five Freedoms, and we found
very few indicators of welfare in the advertisements.

Only 5.5% of the pet primates for sale were advertised as mother-raised (meeting
freedom from hunger and freedom to express normal behaviors), though even those were
removed from their mothers for sale well before their natural weaning age.

The majority of pet primates were infants described as bottle-fed, and natural foods (e.g.,
fruit) were mentioned in only four advertisements.

Freedom from discomfort (shelter and/ or a comfortable resting place) was indicated in
10% of the advertisements, though almost all photos of the pet primates for sale showed
the animal indoors.

Freedom from disease was the most commonly met freedom, with about one-third of the
advertisements mentioning that the pet primate was healthy, vet-checked, and/or came
with a health certificate.
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Freedom to express normal behavior cannot indeed be met in the captive environment.
Still, there were four mentions that the pet primate was not caged/had the run of the
house (sufficient space), and 12 mentions that the pet primates were being sold as a
bonded pair (appropriate company of the animal’s own kind).

Freedom from fear and distress was suggested with over 10% of sellers describing the
pet primate as spoiled and/or happy, though sellers are likely not equipped to recognize
fear/distress in primates.

We note that, in many instances, sellers were attempting to care for the pet primates
(e.g., bottle-feeding, socializing with people and other animals, providing toys and stuffed
animals). Still, primates are wild, not domesticated animals, and their care in private
homes cannot adequately promote their welfare.

Need for regulating private primate ownership

While this report examined advertisements of pet primates for sale for evidence of welfare
as indicated by the Five Freedoms, it is important to bear in mind that it is in the sellers’
best interest to describe the pet primates as healthy and happy, and the accuracy of the
descriptions in the advertisements cannot be assessed.

Additionally, the welfare of pet primates after sale is unknown, and juvenile and adult
primates are more difficult to care for than infants, which were most often for sale. Six
advertisements were also for owners seeking to rehome their pet primates.

In other research, many pet primate owners have admitted that they did not inform
themselves about the suitability of primates as pets before deciding to get a pet primate,
with some expressing regret. Animal sanctuaries are full of pet primates surrendered by
their owners, and many of these pet primates are suffering from physical and behavioral
problems. 

Thus far, the United States has been unable to ban the ownership of pet primates, and
though legislation was introduced in the House, it has been sitting in committee for over
three years.  In lieu of a ban, guidelines for the care of pet primates are needed, and
the Five Freedoms, or their proposed reformulation into the Five Provisions focusing on
how to promote Animal Welfare Aims, would be a sound starting point. 
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