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As one of our closest relatives that share with us many unique social tendencies,
studies of bonobos (Pan paniscus) play important roles in understanding hominin
social evolution. Bonobos are large-bodied social primates that feed primarily on
ripe fruit, a patchy and seasonal resource and hence their social behaviors are
generally considered in the context of food competition. However, the relative
importance of food and ecological factors in bonobo and hominin evolution remains
a major source of debate. Therefore, this research investigated the relationship
between the availability and characteristics of food and bonobo social and spatial
organization.

A first study tested whether seasonal food scarcity affects bonobo social
organization. At a new study site, Luzaka, at the seasonal extreme of the bonobo
distribution, camera traps were deployed to record parties (subgroups) of bonobo
with concurrent fruit surveys for one year. This revealed a small impact of fruit
distribution on bonobo party size but no impact on female-gregariousness, a
unique feature of bonobo fission-fusion grouping patterns.

A second study examined the foraging patterns of habituated bonobos at Wamba
to see if bonobos target fruits with characteristics associated with lower
competition. Ecological characteristics of all consumed fruits were measured to
determine if bonobo parties move in a more rapid and linear manner towards
short-lasting, synchronous fruits and spatially clustered fruits in larger patches.
Despite data limitations, this study found that bonobos showed more rapid linear
movement towards shorter-lasting fruits, supporting bonobo selectivity in
foraging. Such spatially-targeted group mobility indicates a foraging strategy that
could help explain the stable social cohesiveness of foraging bonobo groups.

Together these studies found that social features such as female gregariousness
are resilient to fruit seasonality contrary to predictions of food competition and
that bonobos feed in a selective goal-oriented manner that might facilitate such

sociality.
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