CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Geography of
Mammals and Rivers in

Mainland Southeast Asija
Erik Meigaard and Colin Peter Groves

ABSTRACT

This chapter describes the distribution of non-volant mammals of mainland Southeast
Asia in relation to the region’s main rivers, the Meckong, Salween, and Brahmaputra.
We describe all specics according to their general ccology and size to see whether the
distribution ranges of the species can be characterized by these factors. The area cast of
the Mekong River appears to be relatively rich in mammal specics compared to the area
between the Mckong and Salween Rivers. The Mekong, however, does not seem 1o
be an ecological barrier to the investigated species, unlike the Brahmaputra River that
sceparates species of drier, open vegetation from forested adapted species. The species
richness east of the Meckong River can possibly be explained by environmental changes
in the Late Pliocene-Early Pleistocene, which may have isolated rain forest dependent
species in the Vietnamese and Laotian mounrains.
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INTRODUCTION

The distributions of the primates and other mammals of island Southcast Asia,
and their implications for palacogeographic and palacovegetational reconsiryc.
tions, have been the subject of numerous studies, if often in a rather piece-
meal fashion, and are currently being extensively revised by one of us (EM),
Less examined are primate and general mammalian distributions in muanlang
Southeast Asia, and much of the work consists of ancedotal writings by bunters
(Duckworth, 1998). Also, from the 1960s until the 1990s, the political situa-
tion in several of the Indochinese countries restricted the access of zoologists
to the field (MacKinnon, 2000). Sull, mammalian distributions on the main-
land too are non-uniform, and scem to require explanations, which, exactly as
in the case of insutar Southeast Asia, look back to a past when landforms and
vegetation patterns were different from those of today.

The outstanding problem, which is especially noticeable in the case of the
primates, is that of the Mekong. Entire genera and species-groups are confined
to the east of this river: the genus Pygathrix (Cercopithecidac), the Trachy-
ithecus francotst group (Cercopithecidac), and the distinctive species Nycticebus
pygmaens (Lorisidae) are confined to the east of the Mekong (sce Figure 1 for
geographic locations), and so is the genus (or subgenus) Nomascits (Hylobati-
dac), with the exception of N. concolor furvogaster, which occurs in a small
‘region to the west around 23°15'—40'N, 99°05'-29'E (Ma and Wang, 1986),
just below where the Mekong leaves the mountains and, now in flatrer country,
makes a large castward meander, presumably cutting off this small popuiation.
On the other hand, there are no primates west of the Mckong that have a dis
tribution limited by this river: Trachypithecus germaini, T. phayrel, Nycticebus
bengalensis and the macaques are all distributed from as far west as the Bay of
Bengal and then castward across the Mekong without even subspcciﬁt differ-

entiation. It is as if the Mekong has always been as wide and uncrossable asit

evidently is today, but has very recently shifted its course in a way that captured
portions of the ranges of the widespread species, while continuing to restrict
the cast-side species.

High species diversity of the eastern Mekong area is also indicated by the
recent discovery of several mammal specics new to science in Laos and Viema®
(c.g., Groves and Schaller, 2000) (sce Table 1).

These new discoveries add to a considerable list of Annamite endemics (c,g:»
Corbet and Hill, 1992; MacKinnon, 2000), although it is yet unclear why this
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