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GORILLA SANCTUARIES AND
CONSERVATION IN CONGO AND
GABON

BY TONY KING, CHRISTELLE CHAMBERLAN,
LIZ PEARSON AND AMOS COURAGE
Introduction

The western gorilla (Gorilla gorilla) continues to decline in the wild, and has
recently been moved from the Endangered to the Critically Endangered class
of the IUCN red list of species threatened with extinction (IUCN, 2007). The
chimpanzee (Pan troglodytes) is classified as Endangered, with populations
decreasing. All other great apes are also threatened. To counter this dramatic
situation, key objectives have been identified and actions recommended within
the Global strategy for the survival of great apes and their habitat (GRASP,
2005b), a strategy ratified by the signing in September 2005 of the Kinshasa
Declaration (GRASP, 2005a) by a wide range of partners and supporters of the
Great Ape Survival Project (GRASP), including range-state and donor governments, UN agencies, non-governmental organisations and the private sector.
These documents provide a valuable resource to all field projects whatever their
size. By aligning objectives and actions to those of the Global Strategy, local,
national and regional initiatives ensure that they are contributing to a unified
and collaborative multidisciplinary vision.
In this paper we will illustrate ways in which the two gorilla sanctuaries in
Congo and Gabon run by the UK-registered charity The Aspinall Foundation
contribute to carrying out the recommendations in the Global Strategy, helping
bring to life what is often regarded as a largely bureaucratic strategy to realise
its aim of lifting the imminent threat of extinction facing the great apes.
Sanctuaries, law enforcement and education

One immediate objective given within the Global Strategy is to promote and
enforce a legal framework for the survival of great apes and their habitat. A
related action is providing a government-approved facility to care for, and where
possible rehabilitate, confiscated or seized animals. The rationale is that governments are reluctant to enforce laws concerning the illegal detention of live
animals without an appropriate outlet for confiscated animals. This is therefore
one of the principle benefits of ape sanctuaries in range-state countries.
For example, when in 1997 The Aspinall Foundation made initial investigations into the need for a gorilla sanctuary project in Gabon, the Gabonese
government expressed frustration that while it was clear that numerous gorillas
were being held illegally within the country, there was no official facility to take
responsibility for these animals, a factor limiting their capacity to deal with the
situation (Pearson et al., 2007). In February 1998 a meeting was held with the
Minister for Water, Forests and Reforestation to discuss the modalities of
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possible confiscations, and soon afterwards a Cahier de Charges between the
government and The Aspinall Foundation was signed, creating Projet Protection des Gorilles (PPG) in Gabon, just over a decade after its sister project had
been created in neighbouring Congo (Pearson et al., 2007). Both PPG projects
later became founder members of the Pan African Sanctuary Alliance (PASA;
Farmer and Courage, 2007).
However, it has been seen time and again that the simple presence of facilities
that are seen to accept orphan apes risks reinforcing the trade, especially if apes
are bought, but even if only by unintentionally giving the impression that apes
might be bought. This issue has become increasingly problematic in Gabon in
recent years (Cress, 2007; King and Chamberlan, 2007). Therefore, in October
2007, The Aspinall Foundation and PPG, the only PASA member in Gabon,
organised a workshop with all serious ape-holding facilities in the country to
reach an agreement on how to eliminate the illegal trade in orphan apes. Despite
a wide range of background aims and constraints, all managers signed a
declaration recognising the risk of their activities reinforcing the trade, and
affirming their desire to eliminate the trade in Gabon and participate in a
national effort to save apes for future generations, to respect and support the
commitment of the Gabonese government to the Kinshasa Declaration, and to
adhere to the Global Strategy (Chamberlan, 2007). The participants then
discussed the details of the Global Strategy, and selected a number of specific
actions to which they could contribute the most. Clearly, law enforcement and
education were two major recurrent themes that arose. This led to discussions
of how best to implement some of the recommendations of the Global Strategy
in Gabon, particularly in relation to the trade in orphan apes. A lack of coordination at a national level was often cited as a limiting factor to effectiveness,
and was identified as a priority to be resolved through further wide collaboration
in the following months.
If aware of the risk of reinforcing the trade, ape sanctuaries have been seen to
have an impact on trade at a national level. For example, The Aspinall
Foundation built a gorilla orphanage in Congos capital city of Brazzaville in
1987, which became functional in mid-1989 (Attwater, 1990). This was in
response to the evidently thriving national market in live apes at that time,
illustrated by the shockingly high arrival rates of gorilla orphans to the
orphanage of around ten per year in the first few years (Fig. 1; King et al., 2005).
With the majority of these orphans arriving in terrible physical and mental
states, the orphanage staff were overwhelmed by the task of trying to save them,
especially as the gorilla is well-known to be the most psychologically fragile of
the apes, and probably of all primates. However, the orphanage management
team included Mark Attwater, an experienced gorilla keeper from Howletts Zoo,
and his partner Helen who was a trained nurse, and so they learned quickly from
their experiences, and orphan survival rates improved with time (Attwater,
1990). While caring for the orphans was highly time-consuming, the orphanage
never lost sight of its role in facilitating law enforcement by the Congolese
government; as Mark Attwater wrote in 1994, prior to the creation of the
orphanage, if the authorities confiscated a gorilla they were faced with the
problem of what to do with it . . . The result of this was that very little effort was
made to confiscate and no inquiries were made as to who might be trading in
illegally held animals. The arrival of the orphanage . . . has given the Congo a
chance to implement its laws relating to trade in endangered animals with far
more conviction than was previously possible . . . in a country where, for all its
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richness of wildlife, there was until four years ago virtually no protection
(Attwater, 1994).
The impact of the orphanage project, probably combined with other conservation efforts within ape habitat being developed simultaneously, particularly by
the Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS), can be seen by the gradual reduction
in annual arrival numbers over the following years (Fig. 1), with only 17 orphan
gorillas received in ten years between 1998 and 2007 by the Congo project, now
based 140 km north of Brazzaville, with the Brazzaville orphanage having been
closed during the civil war of 1997.
Figure 1. Annual numbers of gorillas and bonobos arriving at PPG
Congo, May 1989 to Dec 2007 (updated from King et al., 2005a).

Facilitation of law enforcement efforts by national authorities can only be
effective, however, in conjunction with associated awareness-raising and education activities, reflected in another national-level action given in the Global
Strategy: Encouraging conservation education initiatives  both formal and
informal  through schools, sanctuaries and ape-tourism centres, and using
press, radio and television. Indeed, the reduction in arrival rates of gorillas at
PPG-Congo over the years is probably linked as much to awareness-raising
amongst the general Congolese public, and even amongst Congolese civil servants, as to law enforcement alone. Located within the grounds of the Brazzaville
Zoo in the heart of the city, and attracting hundreds of children daily, the
orphanage played a significant role in raising awareness of the plight of great apes
amongst the urban population in the early 1980s. To quote Mark Attwater again,
one of the heartening aspects of working in the Congo is the surprise that is
openly shown when someone encounters a gorilla for the first time  an animal
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who before had been the dark beast incarnate, but is now undeniably a sensitive,
dignified relative . . . We have the opportunity to contact many people in the
Congo and have undoubtedly changed their attitude substantially (Attwater,
1994). This impact of the orphanage was also noted by Dr Suehisa Kuroda: Many
Congolese people see their activity and have come to realize just how human-like
gorillas are and how much they deserve to be protected (Kuroda, 1993).
The closure of the Brazzaville orphanage during the civil war in 1997 was a
blessing for improving the health of the apes, as the urban setting had been a
cooking-pot of contagious human diseases that led to constant illnesses amongst
the gorilla colony and a high mortality rate (Attwater, 1999; King et al., 2005a),
but meant that the project lost its daily exposure to the huge public audience in
Brazzaville. This was therefore countered by the increased use of national media
to reach a wide audience across the country. Indeed, the civil war led to the
gorillas gaining patriotic celebrity status in Congo, with the President giving a
national radio broadcast soon after gaining victory in the war promising to keep
these Congolese gorillas in Congo, refusing plans by PPG to move the orphans
to safety in Gabon. After all the apes from the Brazzaville orphanage and zoo,
and most of the gorillas from the Lesio-Louna field site, had been evacuated
under cross-fire to the coastal city of Pointe Noire, the return of the gorillas to
Lesio-Louna once peace was declared was covered by national television (TéléCongo), and led to a more-or-less annual television documentary on their
progress in the wild, including all major transfers and releases, that continues
to this day, with each episode repeated on many occasions throughout the year.
In addition to regular national television, radio and press coverage, a
sustained bushmeat campaign in 2001
included an exposition at the French
Cultural Centre in Brazzaville. The
event was planned to last for three
weeks in May, but such was the demand that it was extended by an additional three weeks. The exposition,
called On the Primate Trail, was visited by thousands of children and
adults who were able to gain an insight into the threats faced by gorillas
in the wild as well as the role of the
project in fighting the bushmeat trade.
School groups were invited to watch
the Télé-Congo episode from earlier in
the year, followed by a question-andanswer debate before being accompanied through the exhibition by project
staff. As with all PPG activities, The
Aspinall Foundation was the principle
sponsor of the event, but in this case,
Melbourne Zoo also provided $1,500 to
print 5,000 copies of a poster that was The On the Primate Trail educational
handed out for school-children to col- exhibition in Brazzaville in 2001 was so
our in, although, as the organiser John popular that it had to be extended for an
Watkin noted as the event was nearing extra three weeks. (Photo: J. Watkin)
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its closing date, the poster is also being requested by almost everybody who
attends  for their grandchildren, neighbours kids etc. We have almost finished
the whole lot. Such experiences led Courage et al. (2001) to comment that this
tipping process, educating ordinary citizens about the bushmeat trade and
conservation issues, has already been seen to work with government agencies
and ordinary people who have had contact with us. We believe that through
education and awareness the message will diffuse throughout Congolese society
helping to stem the bushmeat trade.
It appears, though, that this message needs regular reinforcing. In early 2006,
a sudden increase of orphan gorillas arriving at PPG-Congo (Fig. 1), and a
simultaneous influx of confiscated chimpanzees, indicated that the work was far
from finished. The information was immediately transmitted across a national
and international e-mail network of contacts, looking for ideas and appropriate
responses. This resulted in a renewed effort to expand collaborative educational
and law enforcement efforts throughout the country (Mathot and Puit, 2008).

A presentation at the SOS Great Apes exhibition in Brazzaville in 2007. (Photo: M. Puit)

Reintroduction

Another recommendation of the Global Strategy to which sanctuaries can
contribute is in areas where great apes have recently been extirpated, supporting viable wild reintroduction programmes in accordance with IUCN guidelines. Currently the only gorilla reintroduction programmes are those of the two
PPGs, which have the aim of re-establishing viable, self-sustaining populations
within the former range of the species. The Batéké Plateau region of south-east
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Gabon and central Congo was probably the first large wilderness area to see the
extirpation of gorillas in these countries, with chimpanzees also reduced to low
densities. Between 1996 and 2006, 51 gorillas have been released in the gallery
forests of the Batéké Plateau, 25 in Congo and 26 in Gabon (King et al., 2006;
Pearson et al., 2007; King and Courage, 2008). The release stock consisted of 43
wild-born orphans from the PPG confiscation and rehabilitation programmes,
plus one in situ and seven ex situ captive-borns abandoned by their mothers. The
ex situ captive-borns all originated from the prolific captive-breeding programme at the Howletts and Port Lympne Wild Animal Parks in the U.K.
Further reinforcement of both reintroduced populations is planned over the
coming years.
Overall survival rates of released gorillas have been incredibly high, at 84% in
Congo and 84.6% in Gabon. However, before looking in more depth at the current
success of the programmes, it is worth noting that the first reintroduction
attempt, in the Lesio-Louna Reserve in Congo, was finally abandoned after eight
years, despite a high survival rate and the successful adaptation of the gorillas
to the release site, due to the lack of effective ecological barriers between the
released gorillas and human activity (King et al., 2005b; King and Chamberlan,
2007). This manifested itself in several negative ways (King et al., 2006): (a)
occasional direct contact between the released gorillas and local people exercising their user rights within the reserve; (b) occasional indirect contact  one subadult female had to have her right hand amputated after it had been trapped in
a metal snare; (c) regular raids on project camps by gorillas looking for easy food;
and (d) the arrival of solitary adult males in local villages or fields surrounding
the reserve. Consequently, four adult males were returned to captivity, and the
remaining fourteen surviving released gorillas were transferred to a more
appropriate release site in the neighbouring south-west Lefini Reserve. We have
said it many times before, but again, if one big lesson was learnt during the
Lesio-Louna experience, it was that while the general area for a gorilla reintroduction may be identified through consideration of several ecological, sociological and political criteria, the presence of effective ecological barriers between the
released gorillas and human activity should define the specific site for release
(King et al., 2006). Therefore, in the current reintroduction sites of the southwest Lefini Reserve in Congo, and the Batéké Plateau National Park in Gabon,
gorillahuman conflict is avoided by ensuring major ecological barriers (large
rivers, extensive grassland) between released gorillas and human activity.
Nevertheless, intervention strategies are kept available if necessary (King and
Chamberlan, 2007; King, 2008).
Given the long life-histories of gorillas, it is still too early to judge whether the
projects will realise their objective of re-establishing viable self-sustaining
populations in the long term. However, initial results are encouraging. Postrelease survival has been very high for both wild-borns and captive-borns (Table
1), higher than in several other primate release projects around the world which
vary from <10% in the least successful to around 62 to 82% in the more successful
(Table 2). The high survival rate of the second group of seven ex situ captive-born
gorillas transferred from the U.K. to Gabon, at 86% during the pre-release phase
and 100% during the first three years post-release, has undoubtedly been due
to changes in release preparation and implementation based on the experience
gained with the first group of two, one of whom died pre-release, only three
months after arrival, and the other 1.5 years post-release (Pearson et al., 2007,
2008). The most significant of these changes were identified as the longer
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duration of psychological and veterinary support from well-known humans, the
higher proportion of captive-borns to wild-borns within the group, and possibly
the administration of a 7-month anti-malarial treatment (Pearson et al., 2007,
2008).
Apart from the high post-release survival rates, other indications of the
success of the reintroduction programme include the observed feeding patterns
of the released gorillas, which include over 100 species of natural food plants
(Mbani Akangala, 1998; Cousins, 2002), the ranging behaviour of the released
groups which is similar to that of wild western gorillas, and the exhibition of
natural social behaviours such as female transfer and male dispersal (King et
al., 2006). However, the highlight of the programme so far has been the birth of
nine babies to reintroduced groups in the past five years (20042008; King,
2004; King and Courage, 2007; Pearson and King, 2008; see photos, front cover
and p. 350), making front-page headline news in 2006 in the U.K. The baby born
to the youngest of the six mothers, at 8.5 years old, disappeared after six weeks,
but the first to be born, to a 16.5-year-old, is now over 4.5 years and in great
health. It will only be another decade or so before the progress of this secondgeneration of the reintroduced populations will be used to further assess the
long-term success of the programme.
Clearly, another factor determining the success of a reintroduction is the
extent to which the release site is protected and managed in a long-term and
sustainable manner. In this context, both PPG projects have facilitated the
creation of protected areas and associated management projects in collaboration
with the respective national governments (and in Gabon also with the WCS).
These projects are too complex to describe in detail here, and deal to a large
extent with local sustainable resource management rather than with gorilla
conservation alone (see King, 2005). However, to give a general impression of the
activities of these projects, the objectives of the Lesio-Louna Reserve, which was
created by the Congolese President in 1999 to contain the gorilla reintroduction
site, are given as: (a) to assure the reintroduction of orphan gorillas; (b) to protect
the gorillas and the ecosystem of the reserve; (c) to organise and promote
education, training, outreach, and biodiversity research; (d) to promote and
develop tourism; and (e) to organise, with local community participation, an
integrated system of natural resource protection in the reserve. While the LesioLouna management project is a partnership between The Aspinall Foundation
Table 1. Survival, births and number of males removed within the
gorilla reintroduction programmes in Congo and Gabon, 1996 to 2008.
Wild-borns
Congo
Gabon

Captive-borns
Congo (in situ)
Gabon (ex situ)
Total
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Released

Survived % survival

Births

Males
removed

24
19

20
16

83.3
84.2

7
2

5
0

1
7

1
6

100.0
85.7

0
0

0
0

51

43

84.3

9

5

Table 2. Post-release survival within a selection of primate release
programmes.
Species

Chimpanzee
(Pan troglodytes)
Bornean gibbon
(Hylobates muelleri)
White-handed gibbon
(Hylobates lar)
Golden lion tamarin
(Leontopithecus rosalia)
Golden lion tamarin
(Leontopithecus rosalia)
Black-and-white ruffed
lemur (Varecia variegata)
Black howler monkey
Alouatta pigra

Primary
release stock

captive
wild-borns
captive
wild-borns
captive
wild-borns
captive-borns
wild

captive-borns
wild

Number Confirmed
released survival

37

122+
12*

62% after
28 years
<10%

67% after
3 years
153
30% in
first year
6 groups 82%
per year
13
38% after
210 years
62
73% after
5 years

Notes

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Notes: 1: Conkouati, Congo (Goossenset al., 2005); 2: Sarawak, Malaysia (Bennett,
1992; Ramlee, 2006); 3: Phuket, Thailand (*excluding 4 individuals returned to
captivity) (Shanee and Shanee, 2007); 4: Poço das Antas, Brazil (Kierulff et al.,
2002); 5: Fazenda União, Brazil (Kierulff et al., 2001); 6: Betampona, Madagascar
(Britt et al., 2004); 7: Cockscomb Basin, Belize (Horwich et al., 2002).
and the Congolese Government, both partners welcome support from other
organisations to help realise what are wide-ranging and ambitious objectives,
given the intense demand for utilisation of fragile natural resources by the large
and growing local human populations.
Conclusions

The overall goal of the Global Strategy for the Survival of Great Apes and their
Habitat is given as: to lift the threat of imminent extinction facing most
populations of great apes, namely gorillas, chimpanzees, bonobos (pygmy
chimpanzees) and orangutans, and, beyond that, to conserve in their natural
habitats wherever they exist, wild populations of all species and subspecies of
great ape, and to make sure that, where they interact with people, those
interactions are mutually positive and sustainable (GRASP, 2005b). We have
tried to illustrate here how one ex situ zoo-based charity has contributed,
through its long-term financial and technical commitment to two in situ African
gorilla sanctuaries, to realising just some of the objectives and national-level
actions described in the Global Strategy. These sanctuaries, and many others
within the Pan African Sanctuary Alliance, have also benefited from contributions from other ex situ zoos and organisations, sometimes making that little
difference which can ensure attitudes are impacted a little more and behaviours
changed a little further.
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Koto, a reintroduced gorilla in the Lefini Reserve, Congo, with her baby, Elonga. (Photo:
Tony King)

In 1994 Mark Attwater wrote of the impact of the Brazzaville gorilla orphanage on the bushmeat trade that one would be naïve to think that all is now well
and all the solutions have been found, but a good start has been made (Attwater,
1994). Fourteen years on, that good start has been continued, but it is still only
a start. Collaborative responses require to be renewed and revamped regularly.
African sanctuaries are often at the forefront of changing attitudes to great apes,
and all would benefit from increased external support, whether financially,
technically or materially. Further law enforcement and bushmeat awareness
campaigns are being planned in both Congo and Gabon for the coming years, and
with the unifying force of the Global Strategy and the GRASP partnership, these
should contribute towards realising the goal of eliminating the illegal trade in
orphan apes . . . as part of a collaborative national [and regional] effort to save
these species for future generations (Chamberlan, 2007). Similarly, the initial
results from the first decade of monitoring of reintroduced gorillas in Congo and
Gabon illustrate that gorilla reintroduction is a feasible and realistic conservation strategy, given sufficient long-term technical, financial and political commitment, and with the current rates of decimation of wild populations may
become an increasingly important tool in the Global Strategy over the coming
years.
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Erratum

In the Annual Report from Denver Zoo (IZN 56/5, p. 303), an Andean condor
chick in a photograph was incorrectly described as a cinereous vulture. We
apologise to Denver Zoo for this mistake.
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