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The flying lemur does not fly, and it 
is not a lemur either.

In fact, it is a master glider, and a 
unique species of its own. 

Called a flying lemur because the 
shape of its head resembles that of 
the lemurs of Madagascar, it is also 
known as the sunda colugo (Gale-
opterus  variegatus),  and  can  be  
found in forests here.

Yet, little is known about this elu-
sive mammal’s behaviour. 

New research led by a Singapore 
scientist hopes to uncover the se-
crets of this tree dweller.

Dr Norman Lim, a mammal re-
searcher at the National Institute of 
Education, will be tagging about 10 
sunda colugos with Global Position-
ing System (GPS) tags to find out 
how development in forested areas 
could affect the way they move.

The  two-year  study,  which  
started in June, is funded by Mandai 
Park Holdings, the developer of a 
hub  of  five  wildlife  parks  in  the  
leafy Mandai area. 

Compared with other groups of 
well-studied animals in Singapore, 
such as birds, the colugo seems to 
have flown under the radar, said Dr 
Lim, a champion of understudied 
species, including pangolins.  Like 
the colugo, pangolins also rarely vo-
calise and are nocturnal. 

In September, when The Straits 
Times accompanied Dr Lim on a  
colugo-spotting trip at Bukit Batok 
Nature Park, a few were spotted – 
even one carrying a baby – high up 
in trees. 

At first glance, though, the sunda 
colugo  may  not  look  like  a  tree  
dweller. No bigger than a domestic 
cat, it is rather ungainly when scal-
ing tree trunks and branches, per-
haps due to  the flap of  skin that 
stretches from its neck to its limbs 
and tail. 

But this layer of skin – called a 
patagium – is also what makes it  
such an efficient glider. 

Dr Lim said the colugo has the 
most extensive patagium of all glid-
ing mammals. The flap starts from 
underneath its chin and extends to 
its forelimbs, including in between 
its digits, as well as to the hind limbs 
and to the tip of its tail, he said.

Earlier  studies showed that this 
thin  membrane  helps  the  sunda  
colugo travel up to 136m in a single 
glide.  But  this  ability  has  com-
pounded the colugo’s identity crisis. 

“Many people think they are fly-
ing foxes, which are true bats,” said 
Dr Lim. “But true bats can fly and 
gain elevation, but colugos always 
lose  elevation as  they glide from 
tree to tree,” he explained. 

In the tree of life, which maps out 
how  the  different  species  of  the  
world are related to one another,  
the colugos have a branch of their 
own – indicating just how unique 
they are. 

Colugos belong to a group of mam-
mals called dermoptera.

There  are  only  two  species  in  
this  group:  the  sunda  colugo,  
which is native to Singapore and 
other parts of South-east Asia, in-
cluding Indonesia and the Malay 
Peninsula,  and  the  Philippine  
colugo, found only in the southern 
islands of the Philippines. 

On  the  other  hand,  lemurs  are  
part of a considerably larger group 
of  mammals  known  as  primates,  
which consist of some 200 species, 
including humans and monkeys. 

On the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature’s Red List 
of Threatened Species, the sunda 
colugo is listed as being a species 
of least concern – but one with a de-
clining population,  due to defor-
estation and, in some areas, poach-
ing. 

A better understanding of the re-
quirements of this unique species 
could be the first step to conserving 
them, said Dr Lim, and help ensure 
that flying lemurs are not perma-
nently pruned from the tree of life.

In  Singapore,  estimates  made  
about 13 years ago showed  there 
were  about  1,000  sunda  colugos  
here, mainly found in the mature 
forests in nature reserves and the 
parks that buffer them. 

As herbivores that feed on leaves 

from a variety of tree species, they 
are unlikely to be found in parks 
near residential areas, where there 
are  fewer  tree  species  and  the  
canopy is less continuous, said Dr 
Lim.

They  seem  to  be  doing  better  
than before, said Ms Sharon Chan, 
director for conservation at the Na-

tional Parks Board. She said: “In the 
early 1990s, it was difficult to see 
even one. But from the early 2000s, 
we  started  seeing  them  in  sec-
ondary forests in the nature parks 
as well.” 

Yet, as development encroaches 
on Singapore’s mature forests, the 
sunda  colugo’s  favoured  habitat  

may be shrinking. 
“Through this study over the next 

two years, we hope to understand 
their movements better, and pro-
pose measures on how to improve 
their  connectivity  amid  develop-
ment works,” Dr Lim said.
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The sunda colugo (above), a tree dweller, is also called a flying lemur because the shape of its head resembles that of the 
lemurs of Madagascar. Dr Norman Lim (below), a mammal researcher at the National Institute of Education, is leading a 
two-year study on how development in forested areas could affect the colugos’ movements. ST PHOTOS: DESMOND FOO
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Shining a light on gliding mammal of the night
New study hopes to 
uncover secrets of 
elusive forest animal 
native to Singapore

Five sunda colugos, native mammals found in ma-
ture forests in Singapore, have wound up dead on 
Mandai Lake Road since development works in 
the leafy Mandai area started in early 2017. 

But efforts are under way that could reduce their 
risk of being killed. A new, ongoing study by Dr 
Norman Lim, a mammal researcher at the National 
Institute of Education, for example, aims to shed 
light on how the ongoing development works in 
the area could affect the movement of colugos.

The two-year  study,  which began  in  June,  is  
funded by the developer of the area, Mandai Park 
Holdings (MPH). Said Dr Lim: “We are using GPS 
(Global Positioning System) trackers and radio col-
lars to track the movements of colugos. We hope 
to get a better understanding of their movement 
patterns, and understand their response to the de-
velopments.”

Colugos are creatures of habit, said Dr Lim. They 
often get around by using the same trees as their 
“stepping stones”, he said.

They usually look before they glide, but unfamil-
iar sights and sounds from construction works, for 
instance, can spook them. 

“As they are arboreal, or tree-dwelling species, 
gaps in forest connectivity can be a challenge for 
them. If the trees are not close enough for them to 
glide from tree to tree, they may be stuck in iso-
lated fragments or may land on the ground, mak-
ing them vulnerable as they are not adapted to 
move efficiently on the ground,” said Dr Lim.

Twelve artificial crossing structures for the colu-
gos – known as colugo poles – have been installed 
along Mandai Lake Road from April last year, said 
Dr Lee Hui Mien, vice-president for sustainable so-
lutions at Mandai Park Development – MPH’s de-
velopment arm. 

Sitting right next to the Central Catchment Na-
ture Reserve, the Mandai area, with its regener-
ated secondary forest on previously cleared state 
land, is  home to an abundance of wildlife. But 
works are under way for two new parks – a new 
Rainforest Park and the relocated bird park from 
Jurong – which will join the existing parks there: 
the Singapore Zoo, River Safari and Night Safari. 

Other than colugos, other animals, including a 
critically endangered leopard cat and a pangolin, 
have also been found dead on Mandai Lake Road 
since works started. 

However, Dr Lee said the road-related mortality 
was not the key reason behind the colugo study 
MPH was funding. 

The colugo is an understudied species that is 
present in the Mandai area, she said. “There are 
further opportunities to deepen our collective un-
derstanding of this elusive animal, and concur-
rently, gather data points or address knowledge 
gaps relevant to the Mandai project,” she added.
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Through this study over the next 
two years, we hope to understand 
their movements better, 
and propose measures on
how to improve their connectivity 
amid development works.

’’DR NORMAN LIM, a mammal researcher at 
the National Institute of Education, on why 
the sunda colugos are being studied.

Left: The colugo has a layer of skin 
that starts from underneath its chin 
and extends to its forelimbs, hind 
limbs and to the tip of its tail. This 
flap – called a patagium – is what 
makes it such an efficient glider. 

Below: A colugo, a nocturnal mammal, 
using one of the colugo poles 
installed on Mandai Lake Road. 
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