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The picky feeding behavior of a colobine 

The feeding behavior and ecology of the Black and White Angolan Colobus (Colobus angolensis 
palliatus) were studied at Diani Beach, in the southeast coast of Kenya. These monkeys are 
widely known for being highly specialized leaf-eaters. Foliage is often considered a low value 
food for its high fiber and low protein content, together with the high diversity of secondary 
compounds typical of dicotyledonous leaves; in addition, fibrous tissues require long retention 
times in the gut, for efficient microbial fermentation. All these properties make folivory 
nutritionally challenging. Colobines are an interesting group to study the digestive and 
behavioral adaptations related to leaf eating.  
 
In this study I examined particularly their selective feeding habits, most likely to be a strategy to 
maximize their rate of energy gain. To do this, a field assistant and I followed three colobus 
troops during eight hours each day, and took specific notes on their diet and behavior using 
direct observation methods. With this information I could determine the plants, and specific plant 
parts, that are food for colobus and the extent in which they are included in their diet. In addition, 
to determine whether colobus were selective or not when feeding, we assessed the availability of 
plants species for each troop. If colobus are selective it is expected that they include specific 
plants in their diet in a proportion that differs from that in their territory, in other words, non-
abundant plants will be preferred while very abundant plants will be ignored.  

 
Colobus showed several interesting feeding and behavioral patterns. First, my results confirm 
that this subspecies of colobus feeds extensively on plant leaves, but also on flower parts and 
fruits in a minor proportion. This suggests that colobus may be limited, nutritionally and 
energetically, by the low value of foliage as a food source. Therefore, their high degree of 
selectivity when feeding presumably means that they prefer the more profitable food items. It is 
very interesting that colobus were also very selective on a daily basis, they fed for longer and 
mainly on foliage in the afternoon, just before the long night resting period, assuring bulky food 
long retention times in the gut for maximal digestion. The results also show that younger colobus 
fed proportionally more on nutritious young leaves than adults. All this seem to be the ingestive 
strategies that colobus apply in order to maximize the rate of energy gain from feeding on a low 
value resource, such as plant foliage. Furthermore, the life style of colobus was largely 
sedentary, they spent most of the time in activities that were presumed to have low energy costs, 
such as resting. It remains debated whether this is a behavioral strategy for energy conservation 
or a consequence of being energy limited which restricts the energy available to spend in daily 
activities.  

   
Deforestation of the coastal forest increases progressively, and the need for conservation plans 
directed toward species like colobus gains urgency. My results point what plant species are 
important in the colobus diet, useful when taking decisions about what plant species need to be 
specially protected or which ones can be included in reforestation plans to ensure colobus food 
availability. Besides this, knowing the natural diet of this colobine might improve the 
management of the animals kept in captivity. Finally, my study contributes to the understanding 
of colobine feeding habits and ultimately of folivory in mammals.  
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The Diet of the Black and White Angolan Colobus (Colobus 

angolensis palliatus) in Diani Beach (Kenya): selection of foods in 
relation to its availability 

The feeding behavior and ecology of the Black and White Angolan Colobus (Colobus angolensis 
palliatus) were studied at Diani Beach, in the southeast coast of Kenya. A field assistant and I 
followed three colobus troops for eight hours daily, from February to April of 2009, by the end 
of the dry season. Data on time activity budgets was collected using group scans and detailed 
observations on feeding behavior were recorded using focal continuous sampling. We measured 
relative cover as an estimation of plant availability and used presence/absence to determine the 
availability of different plant parts.  

 

In overall, we identified 28 plant species eaten by colobus; but the number of species eaten by 
each troop ranged between 16 and 19, in addition to climbers and lichens. From all the edible 
plant species available in their territory colobus were highly selective towards a few that were 
scarce and largely ignored the ones that were abundant. Foliage was the main plant part 
consumed by colobus accounting for more than half of the feeding time in most of the troops. 
Flowers, fruits and flower buds were also consumed but in lesser quantities.  

 

This is the first study examining the diet of a Colobine in relation to time of the day; we found 
that colobus fed for longer and mainly on fibrous tissues (foliage) in the afternoon, just before 
the long night resting period. Young colobus showed more selectivity when feeding than adults 
and preferred to eat young foliage over mature; adults instead include larger proportions of 
mature foliage on their diet. The life style of colobus was largely sedentary, spending most of the 
day in activities that were presumed to have low energy costs, such as resting. Colobus behaved 
as optimal foragers whose feeding behavior and sedentary life style coped with the nutritional 
and energy constraints related to a diet based mainly on foliage. 
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