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Indonesian Primate Profile
Presbytis rubicunda
Common Names: English: The maroon leaf monkey, maroon langurs, maroon surilis, red leaf 
monkeys; Spanish: langur rubicundo; Indonesia: lutung merah.

The maroon leaf monkey, also called 
maroon langurs, maroon surilis, and red leaf 
monkeys, is endemic to the Island of Borneo, 
specifically Kalimantan, Indonesia, and Sabah 
and Sarawak, Malaysia (Brandon-Jones et al. 
2004). Maroon leaf monkeys are widespread 
and found high in the trees. They live in primary 
and secondary lowland forests. They are also 
found in swamp forests, especially on Karimata 
Island in Indonesia (Davies 1984). 

Populations are typically separated by 
large, lowland rivers. In upland areas, however, 
the rivers tend to narrow and are more easily 
crossed. Thus, the distinction between different 
subspecies may not be so clear in upland areas 
(Davies 1984).

The head and body length of maroon 
langurs can range anywhere between 40-58 cm. 
Their tails can be almost as long as their bodies, 
but often times are longer, ranging from 66-73 
cm. The maximum weight for these monkeys 
is about 7 kg, but they can be slightly lighter at 
about 5.9 kg (Groves 2001).

Like all leaf eater monkeys, maroon leaf 
monkeys have sacculated stomachs that break 
down cellulose from their leafy diet. They 
prefer young leaves rather than mature leaves 
unless those food sources are scarce (Davies et 
al. 1988). They also consume fruits that have 
large seeds and little flesh, as well as piths 
and flowers (Davies 1991). They avoid pulpy 
and ripe fruits since high levels of stomach 
acids can disrupt their stomach’s pH. For 

mineral nutrients, they consume termite clay 
or soil. Feeding on soil provides the monkeys 
with nutrients, such as magnesium, calcium, 
phosphorus, and potassium. They off the topsoil 
and then consume the freshly exposed soil 
beneath. Consuming soil may also aid in the 
relief of acidosis of the forestomach (Davies 
and Baillie 1988).

Maroon langurs are diurnal and arboreal. 
They move through trees quadrupedally. They 
are very territorial and chase other groups out 
of their home range. Any intruders within their 
home range are challenged. Males emit a loud 
call to warn rivals away and to let other groups 
know this is their territory (Nijman and Nekaris 
2012).

Most of the time, maroon leaf monkeys 
have a uni-male social system and a polygynous 
mating system. Groups consist of one adult 
male, one or more adult females, juveniles, and 
infants. Maroon langurs generally live in groups 
of 2 to 13 individuals. In Indonesia, groups of 
maroon langurs have been found to consist of 1 
to 18 individuals, such as those in Kalimantan 
Tengah (Ehlers Smith and Ehler Smith 2013). 
Groups usually split into subgroups at dawn 
to forage for food. They forage all morning 
and afternoon, reuniting in the late afternoon. 
After many feeding rounds, they take a long 
midday rest. When a group feels threatened, 
an individual (usually a male) makes an alarm 
call and moves the group away from that area 
(Nijman and Nekaris 2012). 

Figure 1 The maroon langurs (Presbytis rubicunda) (photo by: Paul Williams)
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Only a few forms of communication have 
been observed in the maroon leaf monkey so 
far. Vocal communication consists of a loud 
call, which is used by males to establish the 
group’s territory (Nijman and Nekaris 2012). 
Another call, known as the alarm call, is also 
emitted by an adult male. This call is used when 
an intruder is spotted nearby. The male sounds 
this call while the rest of the group is fleeing 
to safety. Another form of communication 
is tactile. This social grooming is used to 
reinforce bonds between individuals of a group 
(Supriatna et al. 1986).

In the wild, maroon langurs can live up 
to 20 years. Captive maroon langurs can live 
over 25 years. Researchers believe that habitat 
destruction and hunting by humans has a large 
impact on their lifespan in the wild. Humans 
often hunt maroon leaf monkeys for their meat 
and traditional medicine purposes.

The International Union for Conservation 
of Nature's (IUCN) Red List of Threatened 
Species lists the maroon langur as Vulnerable 
(IUCN 2015). The forests of Borneo are 
undergoing some of the world’s highest 
deforestation rates, largely as the result of the 
expansion of oil palm plantations (Yanuar et 
al. 1993). Habitat loss due to deforestation is 
a huge threat to maroon leaf monkeys. Much 
of their habitat is being destroyed for palm 
oil plantations. Development of oil palm 
plantations have severe negative effects on the 
forests and native peoples, such as poor water 
quality, soil erosion, and air pollution, among 
many others. Reducing environmental damage 
and stopping the destruction of critical habitat 
for many threatened and endangered species are 
serious concerns that are often ignored when 
large companies are in pursuit of plantation 
development. Palm oil is the main agricultural 
export of Malaysia and Indonesia. As a result, 
more than 5.5 million hectares of forest were 
lost to oil palm plantations between 1990 and 
2008, and this is increasing each year. Although 
Indonesia has taken several steps to make palm 
oil more sustainable, indigenous people who 
have inhabited and protected the forests for 
centuries are brutally driven out from their 
land. Therefore, palm oil cultivation comes at a 
heavy environmental and social cost. Efforts to 
make it more sustainable still have a long way 
to go (Marshall 2010).
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