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Lemurs handed advantage by smelly trick

Primates have distinct scents on each hand, perhaps to confuse rivals.
http://www.nature.com/news/2008/080624/full/news.2008.912.html

Matt Kaplan

Anyone who's watched how a dog treats a lamp-
post would think that scent-marking is among
animals' least sophisticated tricks. But new
research shows that, for lemurs, things are a bit
more complex.

These primates produce two distinct scents - one
each hand - perhaps to dupe rival troops into
thinking they are more numerous than they are.

Leonardo Dapporto at Florence University, Italy,
analysed the secretions released by seven male ring-
tailed lemurs. His aim was to discover how much
information a single lemur’s scent could yield.

Dapporto analysed the composition of the
secretions he collected and compared their make-
up at different stages of their breeding cycle.

As Dapporto reports in Naturwissenschaften, not
only were the chemical signatures of the individual
lemurs quite different from one another, but the
secretions produced by each of the lemur’s two
hands were often as distinct from one another as
from another individual.

Striking scents

"It is striking that the lemurs produce scents with
unique chemical composition from the same gland
type on either side of the body,” comments Ron
Swaisgood, a behavioural ecologist at the Zoological
Society of San Diego, California. “It may be the first
time anyone has ever looked for such bilaterally
distinct odours.”

“Despite the multitude of bilateral glands among
mammals... to my knowledge no one has looked
at the similarity of their odours. This is a good first
step,” adds biologist Jill Mateo of the University
of Chicago.
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Lemurs use multiple
scents to try and gain
the upper hand.

However, Mateo cautions that with such a small
sample size, further study is needed. “With a larger,
more representational sample, there might not be
compositional differences between the glandular
odours,” she says.

Even so, the finding raises questions about why a
'double-scented' trait would appear. The simplest
answer is that having two scents is merely a way
of creating a more complex, and thus more unique
and easily identifiable, smell that other lemurs can
use for recognition. But something more might also
be happening.

“Are double-scented lemurs perceived as two
distinct individuals?” asks Swaisgood. Dapporto
thinks this might be the case but left such
commentary out of his paper as hard evidence for
this theory has yet to be collected.

Group dynamic

Lemurs live in groups that are in competition and use
scent to mark their territories, Dapporto explains.
They probably assess the strength of neighbouring
groups by the number of different individual scents
found at boundaries, and make decisions on whether
to invade based upon what they smell.

“Having two individual scents may represent a
trick for giving a false signal of greater numbers,”
Dapporto suggests.

This would not be the first example of an animal
using deception to intimidate a rival. “Frogs use
deep-pitched vocalizations to sound bigger to rivals,
giant pandas do handstands to deposit their scents
high above the ground, and burrowing owls mimic
the rattle of rattlesnakes when threatened. Animal
conflict is all about bluffing, probing and detecting
cheaters,” comments Swaisgood.
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