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Abstract

The survival of wild orangutans, our close relatives and members of the great ape family, is
increasingly threatened by anthropogenic activities, such as clearcutting for oil palm. In this
context, orangutan mothers are often killed, and their infants turned into pets. If lucky, traumatised
and sick orphans may be rescued by conservationists, who help the infant recover and gain survival
skills (known as rehabilitation) before released back into the wild (reintroduction: together, R&R).
Drawing on in-depth interviews with orangutan conservation and welfare workers, and visits to
the majority of R&R projects in Indonesia and Malaysia, this thesis examines how ethical views
shape how and why R&R is conducted.

I propose that in a context of scarcity (of resources, time, space, and energy), e�orts to “save”
orangutans inevitably involve sacri�ce: giving up something valuable, be it another orangutan or
animal, an area of forest, or a value, such as orangutans’ welfare, wildness, or autonomy. Because
practitioners do not always agree on what to prioritise, R&R remains controversial. For example,
what if the orphan fails to learn how to be an orangutan again, after years in the company of
humans? What if she is sent into the forest only to slowly starve? Would she have been better
o� in a cage, or is it better to give her “death with dignity” in the wild? Could the huge cost of
sending a rescued ape back to the wild be better spent on stopping deforestation in the �rst place,
thereby saving wild orangutans at the expense of the displaced? Or do we have a moral obligation
to rescue the orphan regardless of cost?

My research shows that ethical dilemmas lie at the heart of debates about whether it is better to
release orphans into the wild, or keep them in captivity. Ethical conundrums are also at the heart
of the often-heated debates about how R&R should be conducted. For example, while some allow
released orangutans to “choose” whether to live alongside humans in a “semi-wild” state, others
believe that true freedom can only be achieved by eliminating human contact. Further ethical
dilemmas arise from decisions around whether to publicly criticise other groups’ methods, and
how to secure funding without “greenwashing” or using images that portray orangutan orphans
as “cute” rather than tragic.

Deconstructing ethical positions is crucial for understanding the ongoing disagreements about
how to help our endangered great ape kin. The current research is an e�ort to synthesise this
discourse for conservation and R&R of the charismatic red ape.
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Impact statement

This research represents a novel attempt to examine how ethics – particularly the frameworks
of conservation, animal welfare, and animal rights – shape wildlife conservation practice. It
highlights the important role that ethical positions play in shaping how and why conservation
activities are selected, and why debates persist about certain activities, such as rehabilitation and
reintroduction (R&R).

As my research demonstrates, the orangutan conservation world remains divided over how
and why to undertake R&R, and it is impossible to fully understand such disagreements without
considering the role of ethics, which often mean that “there is no ‘we’ ” when it comes to goals
and motivations. E�ort will be made to present the results of this research to both the orangutan
conservation community, and to conservationists more broadly, in the hope that it will inspire
critical re�ection and discussion.

Within anthropology, this research represents an attempt to apply the framework of eth-
ical/moral anthropology to human-animal relationships, and speci�cally to wildlife conservation.
Like other work on conservation decision-makers, it seeks to move beyond a focus on the det-
rimental e�ects of conservation for local people, or the public discourses used by conservation
decision-makers to justify their work. It therefore contributes to the important, emerging body of
work on the anthropology of conservationists. In particular, it contributes a multi-sited view of
how debates about ethics play out amongst conservation practitioners: a perspective that may be
less accessible through single-sited ethnography.
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Dellatore, David F. (2016). Programme Manager at the Sumatran Orangutan Conservation
Programme (socp), and orangutan behavioural researcher at the University of Zurich.
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Bukit Lawang.
• 2016-07-14: Face-to-face interview, socp Jantho, Aceh.
• 2017-12-07: Written correspondence.

den Haas, Femke. (2016). Co-founder of the Jakarta Animal Aid Network, which rescues animals
in Java and investigates illegal wildlife trade. Den Haas previously monitored releases by
bosf in Sungai Wain, and assisted at the Sintang Orangutan Centre (soc).
• 2016-10-10: Skype interview.

Desilets, Michelle. (2015). Executive Director of the olt, a UK-based group that advocates for
sustainable palm oil and fundraises for bosf and other groups. Desilets also founded bosf
UK and helped establish Nyaru Menteng with Lone Drøscher Nielsen in 1999.
• 2015-11-03: Face-to-face interview, London.

Farmer, Kay H. (2016). Researcher at the University of Stirling, who established the Limbe Wildlife
Centre in Cameroon, which rescues chimpanzees, gorillas, and other primates. Farmer’s
research has included work on chimpanzee reintroduction.
• 2016-01-12: Skype interview.

Fell Hicks, Sara. (2015). Co-founder of Orangutan Veterinary Aid (ovaid), which provides
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veterinary supplies and volunteer assistance at rehabilitation centres, including yiari, cop,
and socp.
• 2015-12-09: Skype interview.

Frey, Regina. (2016). Co-founder of the Bohorok rehabilitation centre in 1973, and founding
director of PanEco, the Switzerland-based umbrella organisation and primary funder of
socp.
• 2016-09-14: Skype interview.

Galdikas, Birutė Marija Filomena. (2016). President of Orangutan Foundation International
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Galdikas, known as one of the “trimates” or “Leakey’s Angels” alongside Jane Goodall
and Dian Fossey, conducted one of the earliest studies of wild orangutans and has been
rehabilitating con�scated orangutans since 1971.
• 2016-06-16: Face-to-face interview and informal conversation, Pasir Panjang, Central
Kalimantan.
• 2016-06-22: Phone interview.

Gri�ths, Mike. Conservationist based in Aceh. Among other projects, Gri�ths founded the
Leuser International Foundation, which was responsible for creating the Leuser Ecosystem
strategic area, and ngo HAkA: Forest Nature and Environment Aceh.
• 2016-07-17: Face-to-face interview, Medan.

Hadisiswoyo, Panut. (2016). Founder and Director of oic, which undertakes forest restoration,
community development, and orangutan rescues and translocations in Sumatra.
• 2016-08-19: Skype interview.
• 2016-08-24: Skype interview.

Harrison, Mark. (2015). Co-director of bnf, whose research has focused on orangutan feeding
ecology in Sabangau.
• 2015-10-29: Face-to-face interview, London.

Heckman, Kellie. (2016). Executive Director of the Global Federation of Animal Sanctuaries (gfas),
which o�ers accreditation for sanctuaries.
• 2016-11-10: Skype interview.

Hicks, Nigel. (2015a). Veterinarian and co-founder of ovaid.
• 2015-12-09: Skype interview.

Irwanto, Agus. (2016). Manager of Samboja Lestari, a rehabilitation centre operated by bosf near
Balikpapan, East Kalimantan.
• 2016-06-30: Face-to-face interview, bosf Samboja Lestari, East Kalimantan.

Knight, Alan. (2015). ceo of International Animal Rescue (iar), UK-based parent ngo of yiari.
• 2015-06-23: Face-to-face interview, iar o�ce, Uck�eld, UK.

Kristianto, Paulinus. (2016). Manager of the cop Borneo orangutan rehabilitation centre in Berau,
East Kalimantan.
• 2016-06-25: Informal conversation, cop Borneo, East Kalimantan.
• 2016-06-26: Face-to-face interview, cop Borneo, East Kalimantan.
• 2016-06-27: Informal conversation, cop Borneo, East Kalimantan.

Kurniawan, Denny. (2016). Manager of bosf Nyaru Menteng in Central Kalimantan, the largest
orangutan rehabilitation centre. Kurniawan previously ran a small conservation education
ngo around Sabangau.
• 2016-06-21: Face-to-face interview, bosf Nyaru Menteng, Central Kalimantan.

Lanjouw, Annette. (2015). Co-Executive Director of the Arcus Foundation, a signi�cant funder of
ape conservation. Lanjouw previously worked in African ape research and conservation,
including for a time directing the International Gorilla Conservation Program.
• 2015-06-01: Face-to-face interview, Cambridge.
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Leiman, Ashley. (2015–2016). Founding director of the Orangutan Foundation UK (of-uk), which
has its head o�ce in London. The of-uk’s main �eld project – which involves orangutan
soft release and translocation and other conservation activities – is in the Lamandau Reserve,
Central Kalimantan.
• 2015-04-02: Informal conversation, London.
• 2015-07-15: Face-to-face interview, London.
• 2016-02-16: Face-to-face interview, London.
• 2016-06-11: Informal conversation, tpnp, Central Kalimantan.

Liswanto, Darmawan. (2016). Formerly Indonesia Programme Director of ffi.
• 2016-06-16: Face-to-face interview, Jakarta.

Meijaard, Erik. (2015a). Conservation researcher a�liated with the University of Queensland
and founding director of Borneo Futures, a conservation advocacy group. Meijaard has
conducted conservation and research in Indonesia since the early 1990s. Trained in tropical
ecology and biological anthropology, Meijaard’s orangutan-related work has included
mapping their distribution, and researching and developing various conservation initiatives.
• 2015-08-17: Skype interview.
• 2015-09-01: Skype interview.
• 2018-02-22: Written correspondence.

Nowak, Matthew. (2016). Director of the Biodiversity Monitoring Unit at socp. Nowak previously
conducted research on gibbons, siamangs, orangutans, and forest productivity in Batang
Toru, North Sumatra.
• 2016-07-14: Face-to-face interview, socp Jantho, Aceh.

Pipe, Annette. (2016). Co-founder and Managing Director of Animal Sanctuary Trust Indonesia, a
rescue centre based on Java which releases animals where possible; orangutans have been
sent to socp or ofi.
• 2016-11-06: Written correspondence.

Pratje, Peter. (2016). Director of the fzs Sumatra project, which releases orangutans and conducts
other conservation activities around Bukit Tigapuluh National Park (btnp). Pratje’s research
background is in conservation biology.
• 2016-07-22: Face-to-face interview, fzs o�ce, Jambi.

Preuschoft, Signe. (2016). Director of Yayasan Jejak Pulang (yjp), which runs a small rehabilitation
centre on the site where bosf previously operated the Wanariset rehabilitation centre,
East Kalimantan. The project was initated by the government and is managed alongside
Balitek ksda (the research division of the Ministry of Forestry) and local wildlife authorities.
Preuschoft previously ran the Four Paws Orangutan Academy, which focused on release
candidates at bosf Samboja Lestari. Prior to that, Preuschoft undertook research on primate
psychology and headed a social rehabilitation project for former laboratory chimpanzees in
Austria.
• 2016-06-25: Extended informal conversation, bosf Samboja Lestari, East Kalimantan.

Rijksen, Herman D. (2015). Established one of the �rst orangutan rehabilitation centres (Ketambe,
Aceh, 1971) and conducted one of the �rst extensive �eld studies of Sumatran orangutans.
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Dutch Institute for Forestry and Nature Research and the Indonesian Ministry for Forestry.
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Robins, James. (2016). Until September 2017, Robins directed the post-release monitoring project
in Tabin, Sabah, funded by the Orangutan Appeal UK (oauk) and Arcus.
• 2016-04-08: Skype interview.

Russon, Anne E. (2015). Professor of psychology at York University, Toronto, whose research
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Saleh, Chairul. (2016). Conservation Science for Flagship Species Coordinator at World Wildlife
Fund (wwf) Indonesia, Jakarta.
• 2016-06-03: Face-to-face interview, Jakarta.

Sanchez, Karmele. (2016). Executive Director of yiari, which operates an orangutan rehabilitation
centre in Sungai Awan, near Ketapang, West Kalimantan, and a slow loris and macaque
rescue centre on Java. Sanchez is trained as a veterinarian, and before establishing yiari
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• 2016-06-09: Face-to-face interview, yiari centre, West Kalimantan.
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Shapiro, Gary. (2015). President of the Orang Utan Republik Foundation (ourf), a US-based ngo.
In the 1970s Shapiro taught sign language to rehabilitant orangutans in tpnp and later
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Siregar, Julius. (2016). Operations Manager of the fzs Sumatran Orangutan Reintroduction Centre,
who previously conducted research on post-release survival in btnp.
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Introduction: to save is to sacri�ce

In the course of a �ight across Central Kalimantan, Indonesian Borneo, I observed patches of
forest surrounded by oil palm, and, in places, oil palm as far as I could see (�gure 1.1). The �ight
also went over a relatively untouched patch of forest (Sabangau National Park), inhabited by some
of the last surviving orangutans: great apes closely related to humans. Deforestation on Borneo
and Sumatra is so widespread that orangutans are routinely displaced from their forest homes.
If they are lucky enough not to be killed – directly by humans, or slowly by starvation – they
may �nd themselves in the hands of conservationists. While adult orangutans may be moved to
another forest (known as translocation), orphaned infants are taken into a captive setting, where
they recover and gain survival skills (known as rehabilitation) before release back into the wild
(reintroduction, together R&R: Beck, Rodrigues, Unwin, Travis & Stoinski, 2007).

While these activities might to a casual observer appear uncontroversial, they are subject to
substantial debate amongst orangutan conservation practitioners. Debates focus not only on
whether R&R is worth doing in the �rst place, given its expense and questionable success, but
also on how it ought to be practised. As I hope to demonstrate in this thesis, ethical stances
play an important role in shaping opinions about whether, and how, R&R ought to be done, and
consequently help explain why the orangutan conservation sector is notorious for its con�ict
(see Rosen & Byers, 2002; Meijaard, Wich, Ancrenaz & Marshall, 2012; forina, 2013, for calls
for greater collaboration). This thesis is therefore concerned with examining how practitioners
of orangutan conservation decide upon the right way of “saving” our close great ape kin, in a
context of scarcity where saving something – be it an individual orangutan, an area of forest, or a
property of orangutans such as their “wildness” – involves sacri�cing something else. Among
other trade-o�s, I focus on how practitioners negotiate the potentially competing interests of:
wild and displaced orangutans; individuals and larger units, such as species and ecosystems;
orangutans and other non-humans; animals they “know”, who are already under their care, and
“abstract” individuals; properties of orangutans such as their wildness, welfare, and autonomy;
personal integrity and the need for funds; and the reputations of themselves and their peers and
the interests of orangutans and donors.
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Figure 1.1: Three landscapes while �ying between Pangkalan Bun and Palangkaraya, Central Kalimantan:
Sabangau National Park (top); a mixed-use landscape (middle); and oil palm plantations (bottom).
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1.1 Ethics in wildlife conservation: contributions to anthropology

The main concerns of this thesis are personal ethical dilemmas, human-animal relationships,
and wildlife conservation practice. It is therefore primarily in dialogue with three strands of
anthropology: the anthropology of morality and ethics, “anthropology beyond the human”, and
anthropology of biodiversity conservation and the work of non-governmental organisations
(ngos).

1.1.1 Anthropology of ethics

Robbins (2013) argues that, following a retreat from the “savage slot” in which anthropology
focused on “the savage, the primitive, and the radically other” (see Trouillot, 2003), anthropologists
have increasingly focused on the “su�ering subject”, who lives “in pain, in poverty, or under
conditions of violence or oppression” (pp.448–9, and see Fassin, 2012b, for a similar argument).
This shift, which Robbins argues is part of a broader transformation in how the West1 views its
relationship to the rest of the world, re�ects a change in anthropologist/subject relationships
away from “analytic distance and critical comparison focused on di�erence to one of empathic
connection and moral witnessing based on human unity” (p.453). The risk with focusing on
the universality of su�ering, Robbins argues, is that cultural and political speci�city can be lost.
As such, Robbins proposes a move towards an “anthropology of the good”, which considers
how “people living in di�erent societies strive to create the good in their lives” (p.457). Among
the strands of anthropology poised to take on this task, Robbins highlights work on ethics and
morality: subjects of increasing attention amidst an “ethical turn” (Faubion, 2001, p. 83).

Because there is disagreement over de�nitions of ethics and morals, some write of “moral
anthropology” (Fassin, 2012a), and others “anthropology of moralities” (Heintz, 2009), or “anthro-
pology of ethics” (Laidlaw, 2002). Often, ethics and morals are respectively de�ned as “freedom and
convention” (Lambek, 2010a, p. 25), or “rules, norms, and conventions” versus “agency” (Sta�ord,
2010, pp. 187–88). This springs from a common distinction made by philosophers of morals (in
the descriptive rather than normative sense) as codes of conduct put forward by a society or
group for behaviour, and ethics as a broader guide to behaviour adopted by an individual (Gert &
Gert, 2016). Within anthropology, Fassin (2012b) and Lambek (2010a) argue that there has been
a gradual move away from a Durkheimian examination of moral codes towards a Foucaultian
focus on “the subjective work produced by agents to conduct themselves in accordance with their
inquiry about what a good life is” (Fassin, 2012b, p. 7)—in short, a move from studying morals to
ethics. An important di�erence between these two approaches is the implied importance of social
norms in determining behaviour: while the former frames morality as “a given” and “imposed”
by society, the latter views ethics as“a process” and an “inner state” of individuals (Fassin, 2012b,
pp. 7–8). Thus, there is a tension between viewing people’s decisions about right and wrong

1 Note that I use the term “West” to refer to countries in Europe, and those dominated by immigration from Europe
(e.g., the US, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand). Elsewhere, authors I cite use the term “Global North” to refer to
a similar set of countries, while “Global South” – broadly referring to countries in Africa, Latin America, and some
Asian nations – is used interchangeably with “developing countries”.
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as simple “reproduction” of the social order, and as a product of “freedom” and personal choice
(Robbins, 2007-09).

For some, maintaining this distinction between morals and ethics is useful, such as for high-
lighting how we might simultaneously break rules about morality while doing what we think is
right (Sta�ord, 2010). For others, a better approach is to conceptualise how both social norms
and personal agency play a role in our decisions—to describe “how freedom is exercised in
di�erent social contexts and cultural traditions” (Laidlaw, 2002, p. 311). For example, Robbins
(2007-09), in response to Laidlaw’s (2002) call to incorporate notions of freedom and agency into
the Durkheimian model of morality, argues that we should not “throw out the Durkheimian baby
with the bathwater” (p.295) by ignoring the role of norms; instead, we might think about how
cultures are structured by values, such that in some situations “moral choice is not foregrounded”
(p.296). Robbins therefore argues that some ethical decisions are freer than others.

Lambek (2010a), following Arendt (as cited in Benhabib, 2003), argues that a good way of framing
this tension between freedom and constraint is to view decisions about right and wrong as a
product of judgement: a process which entails “discerning when to follow one’s commitments and
when to depart from them, or how to evaluate competing or incommensurable commitments” (p.28).
Judgement is therefore “neither as ‘free’ as Kantian reason nor as constrained as conventional
morality (there is such a thing as ‘poor judgment’)” (p.26). In this framework, moral criteria
are shaped by social norms, such as through the performance of speci�c acts (e.g., marriage),
but are constantly re�ned, re�ected upon, and put to use in the everyday action (see Lambek,
2010b). Accordingly, distinguishing socially prescribed morals from personal ethics misses the
point. For this reason – and the highly inconsistent framing of the moral/ethical distinction (e.g.,
Fluehr-Lobban, 2012, describes ethics as a narrower category than morals, referring to speci�c
professional responsibilities), Lambek refrains from separating the two concepts. However, he
preferentially writes of “ethics” rather than “morals”, since the former is more prominent in
philosophy and perhaps carries a greater association with “action than propriety and with ‘the
good’ than ‘the right”’. I choose to do the same.

In addition to framing personal ethical decisions within social norms, it is crucial to consider
the role of politics—a dynamic which, Fassin (2012b) argues, anthropologists have surprisingly
neglected. Pels (1999, p. 103) writes of the “peculiar interdependence of ethics and politics”, such
that while ethical codes aspire to “escape” political contexts (for example, we might view human
rights as universal), escape is impossible without considering political contingencies: the concept
of human rights is only meaningful if we assume that sometimes those rights will be violated. As
such, ethical standards “aspire to transcendence” but “can only be judged contingently, in political
context”.

I therefore conceive of ethical judgement both as a personal, subjective activity, and as “per-
spectival and situated”, taking place within a particular political and social context (Lambek, 2010a,
p. 26). Thus, I focus not only on participants’ personal choices, but also constraints shaping their
choices. Most importantly, scarcity of resources and space (section 1.2.2) means that often none
of the available options is desirable (e.g., giving orangutans life in a small cage or death in the
wild: sections 5.2, 9.3). In some cases, people made a clear distinction between what they would
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ideally like to do and what is feasible, but other times politics were fully incorporated into ethical
stances. For example, practitioners’ ideas about the importance of maintaining genetic purity
(section 9.2), and of intensive post-release monitoring (section 9.4), closely matched their ability
to undertake these activities.

Ethical judgements also, according to Lambek (2010a, p. 28), involve constant movement
between “the ostensible (manifest, explicit, conspicuous, declared, avowed, certain, normative,
necessary) and the tacit (latent, implicit, ambiguous, subjunctive, aporetic, paradoxical, uncertain,
transgressive, possible), and between the application of criteria and the recognition of their limits”.
People did often articulate their ethical “criteria”, perhaps because I deliberately asked about
their ethical stances, and because ethics are more likely to become “ostensible” when “the right
thing to do is unknown or hotly contested” (Lambek, 2010a, p. 2)—as is very often the case in
orangutan conservation. Articulated criteria often drew explicitly on existing frameworks (e.g.,
conservation, animal welfare/rights, religion), but they were also very often “muddled”, informed
by a combination of frameworks as well as personal re�ections and experience (section 6.1.2).
Because I relied primarily on interviews rather than participant observation, I rarely had the
chance to observe �rsthand how people made ethical judgements in practice: the moment when
the manager of an overcrowded rehabilitation centre must decide to accept or turn away a rescued
animal (section 8.2). However, participants often spoke about how their “criteria” are set aside,
or not even consulted, in practice: everything changes “when you look the animal in the eye”
(sections 6.1, 9.5). For this reason, “tacit” ethics – the main concern of anthropological work on
“ordinary ethics” (Lambek, 2010a, p. 2) – are also an important focus of the thesis.

1.1.2 Anthropology beyond the human

Research explicitly framed as anthropology of morality or ethics has, to date, focused on the
human realm rather than human-animal relationships—with a few exceptions (e.g., see Sharp, 2015,
on animal research laboratories). This is not to say, however, that there is little work on ethics
in human-animal relationships; on the contrary, because ethics can be considered “intrinsic to
human action” (Lambek, 2010b, p. 61), arguably all ethnographies of human-animal relationships
deal in some way with ethics, and for some it is the central focus. To name just a few examples,
Morris (2012) focuses on veterinary practitioners’ ethical dilemmas around euthanasia, while
Arluke (1992) examines similar issues amongst laboratory workers (see also Arluke & Sanders,
1996; Birke & Arluke, 2006). Similarly, in a previous project, I examined keepers’ re�ections
on the ethics of keeping great apes in zoos (A. Palmer, 2012; A. Palmer, Malone & Park, 2016).
More often, contemporary work on human-animal relationships is framed as part of an emerging
“anthropology beyond the human” (Kohn, 2013).

Nonhuman animals (hereafter animals) have featured in anthropology since the discipline’s
inception (for below, see similar review in A. Palmer, 2012). However, Mullin (2002, p. 338)
argues that animals were usually cast “merely as a vehicle with which to explore a particular
social formation or process” rather than as social actors with agency (see Mullin, 1999; Sablo�,
2001; J. Knight, 2005a; Candea, 2010; Kirksey & Helmreich, 2010; Kirksey, Schuetze & Shapiro,
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2011; Smith, 2012; Kirksey, Schuetze & Helmreich, 2014, for similar arguments). More recently,
anthropology and related disciplines are said to be experiencing an “animal moment” (Emel &
Wolch, 1998, p. 1), or an “animal turn” (Ritvo, 2007; Weil, 2010). In the words of Kohn (2007, p. 4)
we are witnessing the emergence of “an anthropology that is not just con�ned to the human but is
concerned with the e�ects of our ‘entanglements’ (Ra�es, 2002) with other kinds of living selves”
(see also Haraway, 2003, 2008; Tsing, 2005; Fuentes & Kohn, 2012; Kohn, 2013). Rather than
regarding animals as, following Lévi-Strauss (1963), “good to think” with, this new anthropology
treats nonhumans as “here to live with” (Haraway, 2003; see also Shanklin, 1985; Mullin, 1999;
Sablo�, 2001; Candea, 2010; Shir-Vertesh, 2012; Smith, 2012; Kirksey et al., 2014). However, Ingold
(2013, p. 19) argues that “there is really nothing new” about research “currently parading under
the brand-name of ‘multi-species ethnography’ ”, since animals have been taken seriously as
actors in human social systems for decades, such as in his own 1970s research on reindeer and
their herders in Finland.

Anthropology beyond the human takes a number of forms. “Multispecies ethnography” (see
Kirksey & Helmreich, 2010; L. A. Ogden, Hall & Tanita, 2013; Kirksey et al., 2014, for reviews) has
emerged within social anthropology, and examines relationships between humans and other living
things, including mushrooms (Tsing, 2012), entire forests (Kohn, 2013), and non-human primates
(hereafter, primates: e.g., J. Knight, 2005b; Alcayna-Stevens, 2012; Hua & Ahuja, 2013; Solomon,
2016). “Ethnoprimatology” combines ethological observations of animals with methods like ethno-
graphy, interviews, surveys, and historical and economic analyses for studying humans (Fuentes,
2012; Dore, Riley & Fuentes, 2017). Just as social anthropologists justify multispecies ethnography
on the grounds that animal agency has been ignored in their discipline, ethnoprimatologists argue
that primatology has glossed over extensive anthropogenic e�ects on primate lives (see Fuentes,
2010, 2012; Riley, Wolfe & Fuentes, 2011; Malone, Fuentes, Riley, Remis & Wade, 2014; Dore
et al., 2017, for reviews). Focusing largely on areas where humans live alongside free-ranging
primates (A. Palmer & Malone, 2017), ethnoprimatology often aims to support conservation
(e.g., Fuentes & Wolfe, 2002; P. C. L. Lee, 2010; Waller, 2016). For example, with orangutans,
ethnoprimatologists have considered attitudes of farmers towards crop-raiding and con�ict mit-
igation interventions (Marchal & Hill, 2009; Campbell-Smith, Simanjorang, Leader-Williams &
Linkie, 2010; Campbell-Smith, Sembiring & Linkie, 2012). Furthermore, a core theoretical concept
in ethnoprimatology is “niche construction” – the building and modi�cation of ecological niches
by organisms – which is sometimes framed as “niche co-construction” to emphasise the mutual
e�ects of humans and other primates on each other’s lives (Fuentes, 2010; Fuentes & Kohn, 2012;
Fuentes, 2012; Fuentes & Baynes-Rock, 2017). Drawing a parallel between this niche construction
framework and ethnoprimatologists’ use of interdisciplinary methods, Candea (2011, p. 149)
suggests that ethnoprimatologists are undertaking “interdisciplinary niche construction”.

Combining ethology with primates and ethnography with humans – as is done by some
ethnoprimatologists (e.g., Leblan, 2016; Hanson, 2017; Malone, Palmer & Wade, 2017; Wade,
Forthcoming), including myself in a previous project (A. Palmer, 2012; A. Palmer, Malone &
Park, 2015, 2016) – might be dubbed “etho-ethnography” (Daly, 2018b), or “zooethnography”
(Parreñas, 2012a). As I have argued elsewhere (A. Palmer et al., 2015), this approach allows
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researchers to examine both human perspectives and, to a more limited extent, “the perspective
of the animal party to the interaction” (J. Knight, 2005c, p. 10). By enabling comparisons of
ethological data and people’s narrations of animal behaviour, etho-ethnography also highlights
how people’s unique social, cultural, and professional positions shape their interpretations of
animal behaviour. Although di�erent research methods are employed with each species, making
etho-ethnography fundamentally unequal, I view this problem as inevitable, since we are better
able to communicate with, and understand the minds of, other humans than non-humans (see
section 5.2.4). Others have, more optimistically, suggested that a kind of ethnographic participant
observation might be conducted with other animals (D. E. Moore & Hannon, 1993; Noske, 1997;
Mullin, 1999; Grundmann, 2006). However, precisely what “ethnography” with other animals
would look like is generally poorly explained (Madden, 2014, pp. 287–88). Moore and Hannon
(1993) argue that the “empathic” approach employed by some primatologists (e.g., Jane Goodall,
Dian Fossey, Roger Fouts) resembles participant observation in that nonhuman subjects are treated
as social partners whose minds, preferences, and thoughts can be accessed by humans (see also
Asquith, 2011; Sussman, 2011). Similarly, approaches based on “kinesthetic empathy” – empathetic
understanding reached through meaningful imitation or enactment of an animal’s bodily moves
(K. J. Shapiro, 1997) – and “a�ect” – broadly, “the nonlinguistic, irrational, and bodily aspects of
communication” (Solomon, 2016, p. 2) – highlight “intersubjective exchange” between species,
which is fundamental to ethnography (Madden, 2014, p. 285). However, I concur with Fine (2004,
p. 642) that if we frame ethnographic studies of human-animal relationships as “dual ethnography”
of two species, we must accept the necessity of a “bifurcated epistemology”, such that while we
can reasonably trust our depictions of other humans’ thoughts and feelings (the humans can
be read “from the inside out”), the same is not true of the animals (they must be read “from the
outside in”: see Madden, 2014 for a similar argument).

For the purpose of this project, such arguments are irrelevant, since I have conducted neither
ethology nor ethnography with orangutans. Rather, my research remains methodologically
focused on humans. In this sense, it is not so di�erent to a great deal of multispecies ethnography,
which often relies primarily (or solely) on ethnographic methods. Some de�nitions re�ect this
tendency, with Ogden et al. (2013, p. 6) de�ning multispecies ethnography as “ethnographic
research and writing that is attuned to life’s emergence within a shifting assemblage of agentive
beings”—though others de�ne the �eld in more interdisciplinary terms (e.g., D. B. Rose et al., 2012).
Perhaps, then, multispecies ethnography is not methodologically distinct from what we could call
“mono-species ethnography”, but is de�ned by its emphasis on “entanglement”. This notion of
“entanglement” can be read not only a proposal for how the world works – humans are situated
within “a larger series of processes and relationships that exceed the human” (Kohn, 2007, p. 6)
– but also as an ethical stance, in which animals are “agentive beings” (L. A. Ogden et al., 2013,
p. 6). Thus, Ogden et al. (2013, p. 8) argue that the “animal turn” re�ects the in�uence of animal
welfare on the arts and social sciences (though, by highlighting the work of Peter Singer and Tom
Regan, they are more speaking of animal rights than welfare: section 1.2.1), such that “once radical
positions advocated by a diverse animal welfare movement have become mainstream”. However,
Kopnina (2017) argues that while the “rhetoric of entanglements is sympathetic to nonhumans”,
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it “has remained rooted in comfortable intellectual and ethical spaces” (p.351), tending to ignore
“global nonhuman abuse”. Following Scheper-Hughes’s (1995) call for anthropologists to advocate
for oppressed and su�ering humans, Kopnina argues for a “radical anthropology” committed to
opposing “nonhuman death, su�ering, and subordination” (p.335).

Though I am happy to acknowledge orangutans as sentient beings with subjectivity, their
agency – in the sense of the “assertive capacities of individuals” against constraints imposed by
“‘larger’ structures” (Laidlaw, 2010, p. 143) – is not a focus of my research. Orangutans often
have little capacity to in�uence the approaches of conservationists: at R&R projects they are
“stuck under a dictator” (Russon 2015-10-16; section 9.6), subject to the methods imposed by their
human caregivers. Some of those approaches rely heavily on ideas about general orangutan
behaviour (e.g., the extent to which they are “innately” solitary: section 9.1), or on individual
needs (e.g., the “individualised” approach adopted by Signe Preuschoft: section 9.3.1). In other
cases, individuals’ psychology (section 9.3.1) or elements of orangutan behaviour (e.g., their social
relationships: section 8.1.1) are largely ignored. Indeed, some strategies are adopted for reasons
that have nothing to do with orangutans (e.g., notions that wild animals “want to be free” or
“belong to the forest”: section 5.2), leading to the possibility that the same approaches would be
adopted with any animal. Although orangutans can fail to comply with the rehabilitation process
(e.g., by becoming a “nuisance”: section 9.3.2), it is ultimately the humans who determine whether,
and how, R&R is conducted. For this reason, observing orangutans would take a great deal of
time, but would probably provide little information on why humans disagree about the “right”
course of action in orangutan conservation.

Although I would not characterise this research as multispecies ethnography or ethnoprimato-
logy, given that orangutan behaviour and agency are not a focus, it engages with topics from social
anthropology, primatology, and primate conservation, and therefore shares ethnoprimatology’s
relevance to both social and biological anthropology (Riley, 2006). For example, from primatology
it addresses ethics in �eldwork (Fedigan, 2010; K. C. MacKinnon & Riley, 2010; Malone, Fuentes &
White, 2010; MacClancy & Fuentes, 2013; Malone & Palmer, 2014), bonds between researchers
and research subjects (A. L. Rose, 1995, 2011; Vitale, 2011), and the role of anthropomorphism in
primate research and husbandry (Mitchell, Thompson & Miles, 1997; Asquith, 1986, 2011). It also
shares the concern of much multispecies ethnography with dynamics and ethics in human-animal
relationships.

1.1.3 Anthropology of conservation

Although my focus is not on orangutan agency, and I do not explicitly advocate for conserva-
tion or animal rights, in one sense this research responds to Kopnina’s (2017, p. 349) call for
“non-anthropocentric anthropology”. Wildlife conservation features prominently within social
anthropology, though the focus is not usually on conservationists and their ethical reasoning.
Rather, social anthropologists have extensively discussed the negative consequences of conserva-
tion for local communities, and the discourses used by ngos, states, and others responsible for
global environmental governance to justify their practices (see Brosius, 1999; D. G. Anderson
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& Berglund, 2002; Brockington, Du�y & Igoe, 2008; Kopnina, 2012, for reviews). Often these
analyses conclude that the conservation interventions in the developing world involve “imposing
neo-imperialist ideology” on local people (Kopnina, 2012, p. 134; see also Howell, 2015; Kopnina,
2017). Social anthropologists therefore often implicitly adopt a culturally relative, anthropocentric
worldview in which “[p]eople must come �rst” (Kottak, 1999, p. 33) and “traditional practices”, no
matter their damage to non-humans – such as slash-and-burn agriculture and hunting – ought to
be preserved (Kopnina, 2017, citing Einarsson, 1993; Brockington, 2002; Kalland, 2009; McElroy,
2013 as examples of this tendency). Anthropologists might therefore �nd themselves on the
“wrong side” of environmental debates by opposing conservation interventions (Brosius, 2003,
p. 330). Taking issue with this tradition, Kopnina (2017) and others (e.g., P. Robbins, 2012; see also
Kopnina, 2012; Shoreman-Ouimet and Kopnina, 2015) have suggested that anthropologists partner
with conservationists and ask critical questions not only about how conservation serves humans,
but also how it serves non-humans. Although it may be a stretch to say that I have “partnered”
with conservationists, I do take their perspectives seriously, since the goal is to articulate their
ethical justi�cations for their work.

Understanding how conservation decisions are made requires studying conservation decision-
makers, rather than recipients (Brosius & Campbell, 2010). A growing number of social scientists
are taking on this task (e.g., Eastwood, 2005; Milne, 2009; Brosius & Campbell, 2010; Sachedina,
2010; Ruysschaert & Salles, 2014; Schol�eld, 2013; Corson, Campbell & MacDonald, 2014; Braver-
man, 2015; Larsen & Brockington, 2018), though “studying up” (Nader, 1972; Gusterson, 1997)
is perhaps more common in research on development ngos (e.g., see contributions to Mosse,
2011a). As well as contributing to this emerging �eld, which we might call the anthropology of
conservationists, I o�er two further contributions to the anthropology of conservation. First, by
taking a multi-sited approach I o�er insights into the “sectoral context” in which ngos operate
(section 2.1); and second, I demonstrate the central role that ethical decisions play in shaping
conservation practice.

1.2 Themes

1.2.1 Wild, well, or free? Con�icts and convergences between conservation, welfare, and rights

The anthropology of ethics o�ers “�eldwork in philosophy”, supplying “case material” to show
how ethics work in practice. It therefore tends to be in “closer dialogue with philosophy than
has been the norm in anthropology” (Lambek, 2010a, pp. 4–5). As such, much of the material
used for analysis in this thesis derives from environmental philosophy rather than anthropology,
particularly work on the potential con�icts and convergences between conservation-, welfare-,
and rights-based approaches to helping endangered wildlife.

Conservation, in broad terms, holds that the preservation of non-human life and ecological
processes is good and right (Soulé, 1985; Vucetich & Nelson, 2007; Paquet & Darimont, 2010).
Although an anthropocentric strain of conservation (including “new” conservation: section 3.2.1)
seeks to preserve the natural world for human use (K. Milton, 1996; Beausoleil, 2014), the “main-
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stream” view of conservation considers the natural world intrinsically valuable (Norton, 1982;
Aitken, 2004). In�uenced by Leopold’s “land ethic” (1949), “biocentric” conservation holds that
humans are no more or less valuable than any other species, and should therefore respect the
integrity of the ecosystems to which we belong (Norton, 1982). This is not to say that all beings
are viewed with equal worth, but rather that worth is assessed based on the organism’s role within
the ecosystem (Callicott, 1980). Thus, rare and native species are attributed greater value than
common and introduced species (Aitken, 2004). Mainstream, biocentric conservation therefore
does not rule out killing and eating of animals, and has little to say about domestic animals, which
tend to be viewed as less worthy than their wild counterparts—for example, J. Muir (1874) referred
to domestic sheep as “hoofed locusts” (Callicott, 1980, p. 56; see Clutton-Brock, 1995 for criticism
of this idea). Individual animals therefore have little inherent value in conservation, with the
most important units being species and other holistic categories (Aitken, 2004).

Animal welfare and rights stances are quite distinct, though they are both ultimately “individu-
alistic” rather than “holistic” in focus (Callicott, 1992; M. A. Warren, 1992), and are frequently
con�ated (Glenn, 1991). Animal welfare holds that animals’ quality of life is inherently valuable,
but that “any realistic praxis necessitates some killing, exploitation, and suppression” (Paquet and
Darimont, 2010, p. 179, citing Naess, 1973). Welfarists therefore accept “gentle usage” of animals
(Hutchins et al., 2001). In contrast, animal rights approaches propose that animals should “never
[. . . ] be treated as if they exist as resources for others” (Regan, 1983 [2004], p. xvii). Thus, while
rights advocates generally oppose pet-keeping, and institutions like zoos, laboratories, and farms,
welfare advocates seek to improve conditions for animals living in human institutions (Regan &
Francione, 1992).

Although one might expect conservationists and advocates of animal welfare and rights to get
along, given that they share some goals and membership, they are often at odds (Ehrenfeld, 1991).
A particular point of tension is conservationists’ willingness to sacri�ce individual animals for the
sake of a species or ecosystem. For example, members of rare species might be captured, moved,
or have aspects of their lives managed, such as breeding choices (K. Milton, 2002, p. 116). More
abstract forms of conservation, such as education, are also used to justify keeping animals in zoos
(A. Palmer, 2012; A. Palmer et al., 2016) or placing animals in stressful conditions at tourism sites
(Wrangham, 2001). Animals are also regularly killed in the name of conservation, most commonly
when introduced or extremely abundant species are thought to threaten ecosystem health (Norton,
1982; Jamieson, 1995b; Lindburg, 1995; K. Milton, 2002; Aitken, 2004; Paquet & Darimont, 2010;
Nagy & Johnson, 2013; Ramp, 2013; Beausoleil, 2014; Ben-Ami et al., 2014). Because populations
are made up of individuals, one could re-frame the individual versus species/ecosystem con�ict
as individual versus individual (Baker, in comments on Lindburg, 1995, p. 166). In other words,
one could simply say that conservationists sacri�ce some individuals for the sake of others (see
Hutchins comments in Jamieson, 1995a). Still, conservationists and welfare/rights advocates may
disagree on which individuals ought to be prioritised, and why.

As a way of reconciling this con�ict, “compassionate conservation” aims to introduce consid-
erations for individuals into conservation decision-making (Aitken, 2004; Beko�, 2013a, 2013b,
2014, 2015; Beausoleil, 2014; R. S. Moore, Wihermanto & Nekaris, 2014; Ramp & Beko�, 2015).
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Compassionate conservation is unlikely to please animal rights advocates, since it potentially
accepts violating the rights of sentient animals for conservation purposes. For example, Beausoleil
(2014, p. 142) argues that in when it comes to possum control in New Zealand, “conservation goals
appear to prevail over concerns for animal welfare”, such that a compassionate conservation ap-
proach would involve killing possums, which are an introduced species. Similarly, compassionate
conservationists may advocate for euthanasia – or, perhaps more accurately, killing (section 5.1.1)
– such as in overcrowded rescue and rehabilitation centres (R. S. Moore et al., 2014). Thus, compas-
sionate conservation acknowledges both conservation and animal welfare goals as legitimate, but
it does not eliminate the problem of prioritising some non-humans over others—or, weighing the
interests of animals versus non-sentient entities, which are also valued by conservationists (Regan,
1983 [2004], p. xl). Furthermore, because the decisions about whose interests to prioritise are
left to practitioners, compassionate conservation is not a complete solution to con�icts between
conservationists and animal welfarists, since it simply provides guidelines that remain open to
interpretation. This ambiguity is certainly sensible, since contextual details are important, but it
means that we cannot assume that self-described compassionate conservationists will agree on the
best course of action. Disagreement is especially likely given that practitioners must “compar[e]
qualitatively di�erent experiences” (Beausoleil, 2014, p. 142) (e.g., the su�ering of di�erent kinds
of animals), weigh pros and cons at totally di�erent levels of biological organisation (e.g., the
interests of species and ecosystems versus individuals), and think in terms of a range of temporal
scales (Paquet & Darimont, 2010). It is therefore likely that practitioners will continue to disagree
even if all acknowledge conservation, welfare, and potentially even rights as valid and important
philosophies.

Despite the interest amongst environmental philosophers in the con�icts and resolutions
between conservation and animal welfare/rights, to date few empirical studies have considered
how debates play out amongst practitioners. A few studies have drawn solely on public discourses
(e.g., Estes, 1998; Aitken, 2004), and many more have used surveys and psychological tests to
gauge attitudes towards animal welfare and rights amongst the general public (e.g., A. D. Bowd &
Boylan, 1986; Gallop & Beckstead, 1988; A. D. Bowd & Bowd, 1989; Driscoll, 1992; Broida, Tingley,
Kimball & Miele, 1993; Furnham & Heyes, 1993; Kruse, 1999; Furnham, McManus & Scott, 2003;
Swami, Furnham & Christopher, 2008; Dubois & Fraser, 2013; Ormandy, Schuppli & Weary, 2013),
laboratory scientists (Paul, 1995), veterinary students (Herzog, Vore & New Jr, 1989), and animal
rights activists (Plous, 1991; see Herzog, 1993; Jamison, Wenk and Parker, 2000 for interview-
based studies). Two small-scale, questionnaire-based studies at international workshops examined
ethical approaches to captive and wild animal management amongst conservation and animal
welfare practitioners and researchers (Rowan, 1995a; Arluke, 2001). While both studies revealed
that people a�liated with zoos, academic institutions, and animal protection organisations agreed
more often than they disagreed, there remained di�erences in rhetorical style that “tend to get in
the way of developing trust”, such as reliance on di�erent kinds of arguments (e.g., scienti�c within
the zoo community, moral amongst animal protectionists: Rowan, 1995a, p. 189). Furthermore,
forced choice tests revealed di�erences in willingness to view humans and other great apes as
morally equivalent: conservationists were happier to sacri�ce the life of a chimpanzee to save
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a loved human, and to euthanise a chimpanzee that posed a disease threat to human society,
than either academics or animal protectionists (Arluke, 2001). In the anthropological literature,
Braverman (2015) has used a multi-sited ethnographic approach to examine ethical debates around
moving highly endangered species into captivity for the purpose of captive breeding – which
echoes similar debates about keeping orangutan orphans in lifelong captivity (sections 5.2, 9.3.2)
– and selecting species and areas of highest priority (see section 6.2.2).

Adopting a more explicit focus on ethical debates than Braverman, this research provides
an ethnographic case study of how ethical stances shape conservation decision-making and
practice, thereby challenging the potentially “simple, abstract, formal, and sometimes highly
improbable situations and dilemmas” presented by philosophers about how ethical stances ought
to interact (Fassin, 2012b, p. 11). In particular, my research focuses on wildlife rehabilitation and
reintroduction, which, like opposition to bushmeat hunting (Minteer, 2013), has been identi�ed
by compassionate conservationists as an activity that ought to be supported by conservationists
and animal welfare/rights advocates alike (Aitken, 2004). Furthermore, the case for rights for
non-human great apes (hereafter, great apes) has received more attention than rights for other
species. The Great Ape Project (gap), which is supported by some primatologists as well as
philosophers and activists (Cavalieri & Singer, 1994b; Beck et al., 2001), proposes that great apes
should be granted rights to life, freedom from torture, and liberty, in light of their advanced
cognitive abilities and rich emotional lives (Cavalieri & Singer, 1994b; gap, no date). Though
some view the gap as a pragmatic reformist campaign that uses great apes as a starting point
from which to advance the cause of animal rights (Cavalieri & Singer, 1994a), others do not
believe that rights should be extended to many other creatures. For example, M. A. Warren (2001)
argues that great apes – due to their unique cognitive sophistication, as well as environmental
and aesthetic reasons – have an “unusually strong claim to high status” in moral considerations
(see also Wrangham, 2001). Thus, orangutan R&R is a particularly rich case for examining debates
about ethics in conservation.

1.2.2 Sacri�ce and scarcity

To summarise, some central sources of tension between conservation and animal rights/welfare
relate to the scale of attention (e.g., individuals versus species), and the relative priority given to
wildness, welfare, and autonomy. Such tensions only arise in situations where it is not possible to
save every individual, or foster all three of these values: if it were possible to save all orangutans,
and help them live well and autonomously in the forest, there would be little debate. Disagreements
therefore arise as a product of scarcity, in which practitioners must decide which individuals,
populations, and values to save, and which to sacri�ce. It is to this dynamic that the title of this
thesis refers.

The term “saving” is regularly used in orangutan media campaigns, and even in ngo names (e.g.,
Save the Orangutan). However, one rehabilitation practitioner spoke of being “really bother[ed]
[. . . ] when people talk about ‘saving’ orangutans: we’re ‘saving’ a species. That’s just indulgent,
self-congratulatory talk, and it is misleading”. The participant suggested that the term is primarily
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used in fundraising, whereas “I’ve never once used that terminology”, highlighting that R&R
practitioners may disapprove of messages conveyed in media campaigns (section 10.3).

Unlike “saving”, “sacri�cing” rarely came up in interviews or media campaigns, but is a term I
�nd appropriate for examining ethical trade-o�s in conservation. Halbertal (2012) distinguishes
between sacri�cing to and sacri�cing for, with the former referring primarily to religious rituals,
particularly the sacri�ce of an animal that is “transferred from the human to the divine realm” as
a gift (p.1). This kind of sacri�ce has been discussed extensively by anthropologists of religion
(see contributions in Carter, 2003b), with much attention paid to the symbolic meaning of the
sacri�cial “victim” and the relationships between the sacri�cer, the sacri�ced, and the recipient
(Carter, 2003a, pp. 4–5), and to the role of the sacri�ce as an act of atonement, particularly for an
“unwitting sin or ritual de�lement” (Fortes, 1987, p. 299). Following Midgley’s (1992) proposal that
Western science draws on the iconography of Christian salvation, Birke and Arluke (2006, p. 68)
propose that the killing of laboratory animals resembles a religious sacri�ce, since animals are
enlisted to cure disease and therefore “bear[] our su�ering for us”. One might also draw parallels
between this kind of sacri�ce and the work of orangutan conservationists, in that orangutans are
represented, like the sacri�ced in religious rituals, as innocent victims (Halbertal, 2012, p. 33; see
Chua, in press for orangutans as innocent victims in social media campaigns), and the practice of
R&R is sometimes justi�ed as atonement for humanity’s sins (section 5.1.3).

However, I use the term “sacri�ced” here to refer broadly to the “‘giving up’ of something
valuable” (Carter, 2003a, p. 3), which occurs when “moral obligations clash with one another” and
priority is given to “the weightier demand” (Halbertal, 2012, p. 65). For example, conservationists
must decide whether to care for displaced or wild orangutans (chapters 4–6), those already in their
care or those they could save, and orangutans or other species (section 8.2). Although this kind
of sacri�ce – which conservationists invoke with the term “triage” (section 6.2.2) – may involve
the death of an animal, the animal is not killed directly or ritualistically (unless conservationists
begin to kill orangutan orphans: section 5.1), and although the death is framed as an unfortunate
side-e�ect of doing the right thing, it is not expected to bring about atonement. Drawing on
Foucault’s (1990 [1976], p. 137) concept of “biopower” – “a power that exterts a positive in�uence
on life, that endeavors to administer, optimize, and multiply it, subjecting it to precise controls
and comprehensive regulations” – Braverman (2015) draws a similar conclusion, noting that
conservationists increasingly do not “let live and make die”, but “make live and let die”: they
“foster life or disallow it to the point of death” (Foucault, 1990 [1976], p. 138). Thus, “[i]n the
shadows of the heroic e�orts to save wild life, one inevitably �nds sacri�ce and catastrophe”
(Braverman, 2015, p. 9; see Chrulew, 2011; Biermann and Mans�eld, 2014 for other applications
of biopower to biodiversity conservation). I also extend the concept of sacri�ce to refer to the
prioritisation of values, such as the perceived need to sacri�ce an individual’s wellbeing for the
sake of its wildness, or vice versa (section 5.2). Thus, the sense in which I use “sacri�ce” most
resembles the term’s “popular use” (Carter, 2003a, p. 3), or the idea of sacri�cing for (Halbertal,
2012). Sacri�ce is therefore framed throughout this thesis as a necessary side-e�ect of saving,
arising from circumstances in which it is impossible to save every animal, forest, or value.
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1.3 Thesis structure

The next two chapters focus on introductory material. Speci�cally, in chapter 2 I describe
my research methods, and the reasons for selecting those methods. Chapter 3 describes some
important contextual detail, such as the fundamentals of orangutan behaviour, biology, perception,
and conservation.

Chapters 4–6 consider the question of whether orangutan R&R ought to be done, in theory.
While in chapter 4 I describe the various conservation-based arguments for and against R&R,
in chapter 5 I consider views on whether there is an acceptable alternative. Although R&R
practitioners are usually motivated by an absence of ethically acceptable alternatives, conservation
arguments dominate public discourses—a contradiction I consider in chapter 6, which examines
the role of emotion in conservation decision-making.

The remainder of the thesis focuses on issues relating to how R&R is done in practice. In chapter
7, I consider how terminology obscures di�erences and similarities between projects. Chapter 8
then turns to various ethical questions relating to rescues, especially around translocation and
intake policies. Chapter 9 then examines a range of debates about how R&R ought to be practised,
following the order in which they arise during the R&R process.

Moving away from issues around orangutan management, chapters 10 and 11 consider interac-
tions between practitioners. In chapter 10 I consider ethical dilemmas in fundraising, which arise
because donors inevitably want something in return for their money. Chapter 11 �nally turns to
collaboration and con�ict amongst orangutan conservation ngos.
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2

Methods and methodology

According to Madden (2010, p. 25), while research methods are “what tools you use”, methodology
is an “explanation of why you use those tools”. Both biological (MacClancy & Fuentes, 2011) and
social anthropologists are sometimes accused of neglecting methodology, with the latter often
presenting ethnography, the signature method of social anthropology, as an “unquali�ed good”
(Madden, 2010, p. 25). In this chapter, I present both.

2.1 Methodology

2.1.1 Multi-sited ethnography with professionals: beyond the “Malinowskian paradigm”

My research primarily relied on in-depth, semi-structured interviews, which have some structure
but allow �exibility for participants to express and explain their views, and for researchers to
probe unexpected topics as they arise (King, 2004). I also, to a more limited extent, employed
participant observation. Both methods are commonly used in ethnography—which, broadly, aims
to understand the “native’s point of view” (Malinowski, 1922, p. 25). Whilst gaining an insider’s
(emic) perspective is the central goal, it is also seen as important retain an outsider’s (etic) point
of view to allow for critical analysis of participants’ practices. Ethnographers therefore aim
to get “close, but not too close” to research participants (Madden, 2010). A central advantage
of ethnography over other social science research methods is the researcher’s ability to probe
sensitive issue through building rapport with participants (Arluke & Sanders, 1996).

Semi-structured interviews and participant observation are sometimes criticised as unreliable,
on the grounds that researcher presence can strongly in�uence participant behaviour (Schol�eld,
2013, p. 77). There is a simple tool for mitigating this e�ect: re�exivity, de�ned as a “means a
turning back on oneself, a process of self-reference”, with the goal of examining how researcher
presence a�ects outcomes (C. A. Davies, 2008, p. 4). Taken to its extreme, re�exivity prevents
researchers from drawing any conclusions whatsoever, as any �ndings can be attributed to the
researcher’s own subjective interpretation of reality (C. A. Davies, 2008, p. 7). However, a more
moderate approach can make social science research more reliable, as it prevents investigators
from turning a blind eye to their inevitable impact on research outcomes, which would amount
to “simply ignoring the elephant in the corner” (Madden, 2010, p. 23). I’ve therefore chosen to
employ re�exivity, but only to the extent that “conveying [my] life helps convey theirs” (Orne &
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Bell, 2015, p. 47).
Although my research could be described as ethnography, it di�ers in some important ways to

the classic “Malinowskian paradigm”, which describes a set of informal professional assumptions
about the “feel” of a “good ethnography” (Marcus, 2011, p. 16). First, my research incorporates
elements of digital anthropology (Daniel Miller & Horst, 2013), such as analysis of social media
posts alongside other public discourses. I also conducted interviews over Skype and email,
which enable interviews over long distances, albeit with some communication challenges such as
audibility (see Sullivan, 2012; Aborisade, 2013; Seitz, 2016).

My use of long-distance interview methods was necessary because I had no speci�c �eld site,
but rather focused on several physical locations in Indonesia and Malaysia and the community
of practitioners connected to those sites, who are distributed around the world. Defenders of
“multi-sited ethnography” argue that this approach can provide greater depth of interpretation
than classic single-sited ethnography, by raising issues that would not be visible at one site
(Marcus, 2011; Hovland, 2011). In particular, I sought to use a multi-sited approach as a way of
accessing the “sectoral context” of orangutan conservation (Brockington, Schol�eld & Ladle, 2018).
Most anthropological research on conservation ngos focuses on the work of single organisations,
especially big international ngos (bingos), which can obscure important di�erences between, and
relationships amongst, organisations (W. F. Fisher, 1997; Lewis, 2003; Schol�eld, 2013; Brockington
et al., 2018; Larsen, 2018). As my supervisor Volker Sommer warned early on in my research,
it is easy to get “tunnel vision” when working with a single conservation group, as one may
lose sight of how that group’s approach di�ers to others within the sector. For example, during
ethnographic �eldwork at orangutan rehabilitation centres in Sarawak, Malaysia, Parreñas (2012a,
2016) observed that breeding was encouraged by restricting females’ ability to escape forced
copulations. Parreñas took this to mean that there is an “opposition between rehabilitation
and female choice” (2016). Though Parreñas, rightly, expresses suspicion of the idea that R&R
is important for replenishing dwindling populations of wild orangutans (see section 4.1), her
analysis glosses over an important point: Malaysian rehabilitation centres are generally viewed as
tourism-focused institutions more like zoos than “true” rehabilitation centres (section 7.2). This
means that Parreñas’s criticism does not apply to the majority of R&R projects, which operate
in Indonesia rather than Malaysia and are not driven by tourism. While Parreñas’s in-depth
approach enabled observations of a disturbing practice – which I never witnessed, though I was
told of similar practices at another Malaysian centre – a multi-sited approach is important for
situating the practices of individual projects within the sector.

Another distinction between my approach and the “Malinowskian paradigm” is that the majority
of my participants are educated professionals with whom I have little “de�ning distance” (Mosse,
2011b, p. 20): of the 85 people I spoke with in most depth, nearly all (82: 96%) had a bachelor’s
degree, over two-thirds had a master’s or above (57: 67%), and nearly half either have or are
working towards a PhD (37: 44%).1 These educated professionals were largely ngo directors,
project managers, donors, and researchers, whose perspectives are important for understanding

1 Note that I have not used o�cial titles, such as “Dr” and “Professor”, throughout the thesis, as I felt this would imply
that the opinions of some individuals are more valid than others.
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how conservation decisions are made (Brosius & Campbell, 2010). A growing body of social science
research includes conservation decision-makers as participants (e.g., Eastwood, 2005; Milne, 2009;
Brosius & Campbell, 2010; Ruysschaert & Salles, 2014; Schol�eld, 2013; Corson et al., 2014), though
studying decision-makers is perhaps more common in research on development ngos (e.g., see
contributions to Mosse, 2011a). Securing permission to conduct participant observation with
professionals can be more di�cult than with less educated participants, which further encouraged
my choice to primarily use interviews (Gusterson, 1997).

2.1.2 Research ethics with public �gures: re�ections on anthropology and journalism

Because I dealt largely with “non-naïve” participants (Awad, 2006, p. 932), who are unwilling to be
“objecti�ed” and happy to comment on academic work (Holmes & Marcus, 2005; Mosse, 2011b), I
often felt more like a journalist than an anthropologist. This feeling was enhanced when some
participants, especially public �gures, gave well-rehearsed answers to my questions – occasionally
forcing me to use a journalistic “skeptical” questioning technique (M. A. Peterson, 2010) – and
used the journalistic term “o� the record” when conveying sensitive information. Yet there are
some important di�erences between the �elds, including whether one’s ethical responsibility lies
with participants or with the general public (see section 11.3).

The two �elds also di�er in their practices of naming sources, with anthropologists encouraging
anonymity for participant protection (May, 2010; Tilley & Woodthorpe, 2011) and journalists
preferring to name sources (Awad, 2006, p. 933). I became particularly aware of this distinction
when one participant, trained as a journalist, asked why I’d want to collect anonymised and “o�
the record” information, especially because people tend to exaggerate when speaking privately.
As well as relating to di�erent standards of participant protection between the two �elds, this
di�erence also re�ects the perception of anthropology as “scienti�c” and therefore “de facto
factual”, and journalism as a public service which should be amenable to fact-checking (May,
2010). However, I decided that anonymity would not always be possible, or desirable, in my
research. My goal was to carefully distinguish between the approaches of orangutan conservation
groups, and the reasons for those di�erences, which requires considerable detail on each group’s
practices and the context in which they work. Including such detail would make anonymising
ngos and their directors impossible, especially given the vast amount of information available
about orangutan R&R online. Some participants might also want to stake their names to their
unique methods and ethical views, thereby making anonymity against their wishes (Giordano,
O’Reilly, Taylor & Dogra, 2007; Tilley & Woodthorpe, 2011). I also felt that naming organisations
and their leaders might allow readers and participants to fact-check aspects of my work, thereby
preventing me from using anonymity to shield myself from scrutiny (May, 2010).

I therefore opted for a mixed approach, explaining in my consent form (appendix A) that I
couldn’t anonymise public �gures, but anyone else could choose to remain anonymous. In several
cases I also granted anonymity, even if not speci�cally requested, if I felt there was no need to
disclose the individual’s identity and they might prefer not to be named. Public �gures could also
specify if certain comments either could not be attributed to them (i.e., anonymised), or could
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not be included at all (i.e., treated as con�dential) (see Walford, 2005; Giordano et al., 2007, for
de�nitions). Participants were also given opportunities to modify their quotes; when this was
done, it generally involved making quotes more diplomatic, such as adding modi�ers like “may”
or “perhaps”. I have also used my own judgement and have anonymised some comments that,
though not identi�ed by participants as sensitive, I thought might cause participants trouble,
or were general enough to not require a speci�ed source. This degree of �exibility meant that
it was often necessary to discuss in some detail with participants how they might be included.
For example, 17 participants provided comments on interview notes or transcripts (20% of the
83 eligible for viewing transcripts), and 27 reviewed details of how their quotes were used in
my thesis (31% of the 88 who were directly emailed about their quotes). Giving participants this
level of input can be seen as “brave”, since it allows participants to challenge the anthropologist’s
interpretations of their comments and behaviour (May, 2010, p. 10). Yet granting too much control
to participants risks forcing the researcher to write what participants want to hear, which may
involve concealing the “truth”, as perceived by the researcher (section 11.3).

A �nal question I faced relating to research ethics was how to use material from social media,
such as Facebook and Twitter. There are currently no clear guidelines on the ethics of using
social media in research, largely because technological advances outstrip modi�cations to ethics
guidelines, and the distinction between public and private information is not always clear (Kosinski,
Matz, Gosling, Popov & Stillwell, 2016). In my research, the only posts of interest were from
public Facebook groups and Twitter feeds, which gave me some con�dence that authors intended
their posts for a public audience. However, in some cases posts of interest were on sensitive topics
such as criticism of R&R projects, so naming authors in a permanent public document could go
against their intentions. I have therefore avoided naming controversial Facebook pages and their
contributors.

2.1.3 Just another primatologist? Positionality and access

An important aspect of re�exivity is considering positionality: how participants’ perceptions of
the researcher might have a�ected results (Gillian Rose, 1997). In my case, having a primatologist
as one of my supervisors may have helped signal that I care about orangutans and therefore take
the perspectives of conservationists seriously. Because most participants were also accustomed to
supervising, hosting, or even being research students, I was often treated like any other researcher:
I was often required to �ll in standard forms at R&R centres, and for part of my visit I travelled
and lived with two American graduate students. However, few participants had any experience in
social anthropology, as generally their degrees were in more scienti�c subjects like primatology,
conservation biology, and veterinary medicine. Participants were therefore sometimes curious
to know how I’d come to study ethics in orangutan conservation. For example, one participant
exclaimed that “it’s about time!” someone studied the matter, but was “amazed [that] you can
actually get a PhD” in such a “subjective” �eld.

Though some participants were sceptical about the value of my research for orangutan conser-
vation, many were enthusiastic, describing my topic as “an important one”, or one which might
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help them “make sense” of the ethical issues in their work. One therefore indicated that they
“can’t wait” to read my thesis. Some also appreciated the opportunity to �nally have a “willing
audience” with whom to discuss ethics, since “I’ve thought about those questions over and over
again”. Being an outsider probably facilitated people’s willingness to speak about issues close to
their hearts, since the stranger “often receives the most surprising openness – con�dences which
sometimes have the character of a confessional and which would be carefully withheld from a
more closely related person” (Simmel, 1950, p. 404). Being independent rather than a�liated
with a speci�c project may have also indicated that I was open-minded and would listen to their
perspectives.

I did, however, experience a couple of issues related to being an “outsider”. Participants
occasionally attempted to co-opt me for personal agendas by overtly suggesting that I criticise
a speci�c practice or group – “go ahead and give them hell” – or by more subtly attempting to
check that I stood on their side of an issue. Some participants were aware that this would happen,
observing that I’d need to play “political football, because everybody badmouths everybody
else—that’s kind of awful”, or that there would be “lots of grey stu� for you to wade through”. I
was also warned towards the beginning of my research that “facts, especially uncomfortable facts,
are not ones that you can easily get hold of”, especially as an outsider. Particularly because I met
with some participants only once, there were certainly cases when I felt that individuals were not
fully honest with me. However, I did develop a strong rapport with many participants, some of
whom I now consider friends or mentors; these individuals often acted as sounding boards when
I sought feedback or guidance, and helped �ll in gaps if I hadn’t been given the full story.

Irrespective of how close I am to participants, my goal is to represent all perspectives accurately.
Like most anthropologists of ethics, I don’t intend to make prescriptive judgements about rights
and wrongs (Fassin, 2012b). This is not because I am a moral relativist, but rather because my goal
is to analyse how and why debates emerge about orangutan R&R, rather than persuade readers of
my opinion. The debates examined in this thesis are also very complex, so on many subjects I
still do not hold a strong opinion. Because most participants made some good points, I frequently
found myself agreeing with interviewees, even those with opposing views.

2.2 Methods

In addition to interviews and participant observation, discussed below, I employed discourse
analysis to examine public representations of orangutan conservation in blogs, websites, popular
books, television documentaries, and social media.

2.2.1 Interviews

To select participants, I began by compiling a list of people who I knew were key players in
orangutan conservation and R&R, such as ngo directors and researchers. First participants often
suggested others to approach, and sometimes put me in touch with their contacts directly. I also
employed “theoretical sampling”, in which participants are selected for what they will theoretically
contribute to the project, ideally providing some challenge to emerging interpretations (Orne &
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Bell, 2015, p. 69). For example, after hearing ngo directors’ comments on fundraising and media
representations (chapter 10), I began to target donors and �lmmakers.

Tables 2.1 and 2.2 describe the roles of people who contributed to the research, and the main
method through which I corresponded with them. Throughout, named interviews are cited in
square brackets, unless they appear alongside literature references. The a�liation and background
of the quoted participant is only mentioned where relevant to the context; further details on
participants’ a�liations and backgrounds are included in the list of named interviews in the front
of the thesis. Quotes from anonymous sources are generally described as originating from “a
participant” – or by a speci�ed role, e.g. “a researcher” – or are followed by: [anon]. Those with
whom I conducted face-to-face, remote, or very short interviews all agreed to participate before
correspondence. Lengthy informal discussions in three cases were so helpful that I retrospectively
contacted individuals to request permission for using their material. Brief, anonymised comments
were also incorporated from other informal conversations, including some not included in the
above tables, in cases when comments were made in passing rather than during discussions of my
research. Face-to-face interviews largely took place in workplaces such as rehabilitation centres
or o�ces, or in neutral public spaces such as cafés. Where possible, I sent participants a list of
guiding questions ahead of the interview to give them an idea of what to expect and a chance
to consider their positions. The lists of questions (appendix B) were based on a general set of
points that I wanted to discuss, but were tailored to each participant’s expertise. The questions
changed over the course of my research, which is perhaps inevitable (Orne & Bell, 2015, p. 69).
For example, at the start of my trip to Indonesia and Malaysia I asked �eld managers how many
“unreleasable” orangutans they held in their centre, but later realised that I �rst needed to ask
how they de�ne unreleasability (section 9.3).

2.2.2 Participant observation

I primarily used participant observation during a trip to Indonesia and Malaysia between the
29th of May and 4th of August, 2016. Visited sites are listed in table 2.3, and locations shown in
�gures 2.2–2.3. I also attended a fundraising meeting, three public fundraising events, and three
public lectures in the UK, and three meetings of practitioners (two in the UK, one in Southeast
Asia). Visits to conservation projects ranged between one and �ve days. At rehabilitation centres
and release sites, I toured facilities, interviewed sta�, and, where permitted, observed activities
like orangutan nurseries and forest schools. I stayed in private accommodation, or in camps or
guest houses owned by the hosting organisation. At tourism sites, which I visited as part of a
group (e.g., in Tanjung Puting I accompanied a Steppes Travel group hosted by Ashley Leiman of
the Orangutan Foundation UK (of-uk)), I participated in tourism activities and informally spoke
with tourists, guides, and sta�. When undertaking participant observation, I would jot down �eld
notes, frequently using my phone, about events and interesting conversations. I later consolidated
these notes into coherent narratives, usually that evening or the next day.
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Table 2.1: Contributors by role.

category no. type

R&R centres 11 Directors/managers

14 Mid-level managers & vets

9 Lower-ranking sta�

Field 20 Researchers

13 Directors/managers of non-R&R projects

Abroad 6 Head o�ce directors

8 Donor-ngo directors

5 Donors

Outsiders 7 Commentators from related �elds

4 Coalitions & accreditation

2 Filmmakers

1 Writer

1 Activist

Total 101

Table 2.2: Main form of correspondence by contributor.

type no.

Face-to-face interview 42

Skype or phone interview 39

Written interview 3

Very short interview/correspondence 10

Informal discussion 7

Total 101
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Table 2.3: Conservation sites visited in Indonesia and Malaysia.

type organisation/name location

Rehabilitation centres Yayasan iar Indonesia (yiari) Nr Ketapang, WK

Borneo Orangutan Survival Foundation
(bosf) Nyaru Menteng

Nr Palangkaraya, CK

bosf Samboja Lestari Nr Balikpapan, EK

Centre for Orangutan Protection (cop) Berau Regency, EK

Sepilok (Sabah Wildlife Department) Nr Sandakan, Sabah

Sumatran Orangutan Conservation
Programme (socp) quarantine

Nr Medan, NS

Release sites Orangutan Foundation UK (of-uk)
Lamandau Reserve

Nr Pangkalan Bun, CK

socp Jantho Nature Reserve Aceh

Frankfurt Zoological Society (fzs), Bukit
Tigapuluh National Park

Jambi

Tourism/research/other Camp Leakey and other tourism in
Tanjung Puting National Park

CK

Bukit Lawang tourism in Gunung Leuser
National Park

NS

Research by hutan Kinabatangan
Orang-utan Conservation Programme,

wildlife tourism
Sukau, Sabah

Forest owned by Orangutan Foundation
International (ofi)

Pasir Panjang, CK
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Figure 2.1: Location of Borneo and Sumatra. Indonesia is highlighted in green, Malaysia in orange, and
Brunei in brown.

2.2.3 Ethics and permissions

The research was approved by the ucl Department of Anthropology Ethics and Fieldwork Com-
mittee on the 11th of June, 2015. Potential participants were provided with an information sheet
and consent form, the �nal version of which is included in appendix A. Several months into
my research I sought to modify the form to re�ect a development in my research questions. My
application for a one-year Foreign Research Permit (frp) was accepted by the Coordinating Team
of the Indonesian State Ministry of Research and Technology (ristek) on the 23rd of December,
2015. Tony Rudyansjah, chair of anthropology at Universitas Indonesia, acted as my research
counterpart. I secured permission to visit sites that are o�-limits to the general public from
hosting organisations. In addition to evidence of my frp, many rehabilitation centres required
that I undertake a health screen, which involved submitting vaccination records and negative test
results for illnesses such as tuberculosis, hiv, and hepatitis B and C. All tests and vaccinations
were carried out by the ucl Occupational Health Service. Some centres also requested that I
submit a visitor statement to indicate that I would comply with their protocols.

2.2.4 Analysis

At �rst I transcribed interviews in full, but this quickly became untenable as I gathered more
data, so I later transcribed only the highly relevant material and summarised the rest (Orne &
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Figure 2.2: Visited sites on Borneo.
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Figure 2.3: Visited sites on Sumatra.
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Bell, 2015, p. 45). I coded interview and �eld note data in rqda, an open source qualitative data
analysis package for R. I used an indexing style of coding, which involved tagging sections of text
by topic as a way of organising material for writing (Orne & Bell, 2015, p. 96). I also used dated
memos in rqda as a way of keeping track of ideas about emerging themes.
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3

Orangutans and their conservation: the research context

This chapter provides background on orangutans, conservation trends – in general, and speci�cally
in Indonesia and Malaysian Borneo – and the network of ngos involved in orangutan conservation.
These contextual details are important for understanding how social and political factors constrain
conservationists’ ethical choices, and how orangutan behaviour, biology, and “almost human-ness”
are invoked in arguments about how and why to do rehabilitation and reintroduction (R&R).

3.1 Orangutans: a natural and cultural history

3.1.1 Distribution, population, and taxonomy

Orangutans are the only non-human great apes (hereafter, great apes) found outside of Africa,
and are the most distantly related to humans, having diverged from our lineage approximately 12–
16mya (Glazko & Nei, 2003; Locke et al., 2011). Though widespread across Southeast Asia during
the Pleistocene (Steiper, 2006; Ibrahim et al., 2013), some combination of climatic change and
human hunting reduced their range to the islands of Borneo and Sumatra (Delgado & van Schaik,
2000). A signi�cant population reduction is illustrated by orangutan genetic diversity, which
is greater than in any other great ape and is especially pronounced on Sumatra (Steiper, 2006).
Population decline has been particularly dramatic recently, with an estimated loss of 150,000
orangutans on Borneo between 1999 and 2015. This decline is likely the result of both habitat
destruction and hunting, as populations have declined even in relatively intact habitat (Voigt
et al., 2018).

Estimates of how many orangutans remain have varied widely over the decades (see Rijksen &
Meijaard, 1999; Santika et al., 2017, for reviews). Initial estimates in the 1960s placed the numbers
at no more than 4,000 (B. Harrisson, 1961; Simon, 1966): an obvious underestimate, which was
largely a product of the inaccessibility of forests on Sumatra and Borneo due to political instability
(Rijksen & Meijaard, 1999, p. 135). This underestimate had the advantage of highlighting the need
for orangutan conservation, with Barbara Harrisson (1962) – founder of Sepilok, the �rst R&R
centre – using the low numbers to campaign for captive breeding in zoos, as a tool for curbing
poaching and trade. In 1985, two papers presented at the International Primatological Conference
gave �gures for Borneo that di�ered by a factor of four, with one estimating 37,000 (Rijksen, 1986),
and another 156,000 (K. MacKinnon, 1986, cited in Rijksen and Meijaard, 1999, p. 145). Today,
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estimates are still highly variable. While the recent Population Habitat Viability Analysis (phva)
put Bornean numbers at 57,350 (Utami Atmoko et al., 2017), a separate analysis estimated 70,000
(Santika et al., 2017), and another 134,200 (Voigt et al., 2018). However, neither of the latter two
papers directly report their population estimates, and Voigt et al. instead communicate a �gure of
70,000–100,000, since the lower end of their 95% con�dence interval was 105,300, and they opted
to align their estimate with the 70,000 �gure obtained by Santika et al., which employed di�erent
modelling techniques [Voigt 2018-02-24]. Similarly, while estimates from the 2004 phva placed
the number of Sumatran orangutans at 6,500 (Wich et al., 2008), the �gure has doubled in more
recent assessments, which place the number above 14,000 (Wich et al., 2016; Utami Atmoko et al.,
2017). The announcement that Sumatran orangutan numbers are higher than previously thought
was often misconstrued in the media as news that populations are increasing (Huizen, 2016).

The number of remaining orangutans is estimated by assessing population density for a smaller
area, and extrapolating to the total area in which orangutans are thought to live (Rijksen &
Meijaard, 1999, p. 80). There are therefore two possible sources of error: estimates of density, and
of orangutan range. Population density, which is generally calculated through counting nests
along line transects, varies with both ecology (Husson et al., 2009; Marshall, Ancrenaz et al.,
2009) and degree of human hunting (Marshall et al., 2006), and can therefore vary widely across
orangutan range. However, range estimates are largely responsible for recent discrepancies, with
the increase on Sumatra primarily the result of surveys revealing orangutans in areas where they
were previously not thought to live, such as forests at high elevations, west of Lake Toba, and
which had been logged (Wich et al., 2016). On Borneo, lingering uncertainties about population
size are the result of minimal research in areas outside of the main forest blocks, such as mixed-
use landscapes containing oil palm and other industrial plantations, where orangutans are now
known to be capable of surviving (Ancrenaz et al., 2015). Thus, according to researcher Erik
Meijaard [2018-02-22], the phva �gure is likely too low because it focused mostly on larger forest
blocks, and although he thinks the number is probably between 70,000 and 100,000, that too is an
estimate requiring further study.

Orangutans �rst came to the attention of European naturalists in the 17th and 18th centuries.
Though it is widely believed that Simia satyrus was their �rst scienti�c name (Rijksen & Meijaard,
1999, p. 452), in fact Linnaeus (1758) had based S. satyrus on a creature from Angola depicted by
Nicholaes Tulp (1641), now thought to represent a chimpanzee. The orangutan’s �rst name was
therefore probably Simia pygmaeus (Stiles & Orleman, 1927), used by Hoppius (1760) to describe a
creature (which probably actually was an orangutan) depicted by Edwards (1758). Because Simia

was supposed to refer to chimpanzees but usually referred to orangutans, Pongo was chosen as
a new genus name (Stiles & Orleman, 1927), derived from Lacepède (1799). Orangutans were
thereafter known as Pongo pygmaeus. Ironically, both names were derived from descriptions of
African great apes, as Pongo originally described gorillas (Battell, 1901), and pygmaeus derived
from Tyson’s (1699) belief that African pygmies were actually non-human apes (for above, see
Cribb, Gilbert & Ti�n, 2014).

As I discuss in section 9.2, debates remain about orangutan taxonomy, and more broadly about
which criteria (e.g., genetics, breeding, ecological niche) should be used to delineate species and
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other taxonomic categories. Here, I will simply recount the main events in orangutan taxonomy
to date. In the late 1960s researchers began to speak of two “races” (i.e., subspecies) of orangutan,
based on morphological distinctions between populations on the two islands, such as the lighter
colouring, pronounced beards, and longer bodies of Sumatrans, and di�erences in the shape of
faces, jaws, and male cheek �anges and throat sacs (van Bemmel, 1968; Jones, 1969). Later, the two
groups were elevated to separate species: Pongo pygmaeus on Borneo and Pongo abelii on Sumatra
(Groves, 2001). The elevation to species was based on emerging genetic evidence suggesting
substantial di�erences between populations on the two the islands, such as a chromosomal
inversion and distinct mitochondrial dna (mtdna) di�erences (e.g., Seuánez, Fletcher, Evans &
Martin, 1976; Seuánez, Evans, Martin & Fletcher, 1979; Ferris, Brown, Davidson & Wilson, 1981;
Janczewski, Goldman & O’Brien, 1990; Ryder & Chemnick, 1993; Xu & Arnason, 1996; Zhi et al.,
1996; Noda et al., 2001; K. S. Warren et al., 2001; Zhang, Ryder & Zhang, 2001). Estimates of the
divergence between Bornean and Sumatran orangutans vary depending on the genetic markers
examined (Nater et al., 2015), with research based on whole genomes estimating around 330–600
kya (Locke et al., 2011; Mailund, Dutheil, Hobolth, Lunter & Schierup, 2011; Mailund et al., 2012)
and mtdna research 1–5mya (Zhi et al., 1996; K. S. Warren et al., 2001; Steiper, 2006). Because
females settle near their female kin, maternally-inherited mtdna can overestimate di�erences
between populations (see Arora et al., 2012; Nater et al., 2013), while autosomal dna can produce
underestimates. Recent models using a range of genetic markers estimate divergence at ~674
kya, with gene �ow between Borneans and Sumatrans south of Lake Toba continuing until quite
recently (Nater et al., 2017). Interestingly, the greatest genetic di�erence is not between the two
islands but between Sumatran populations north and south of Lake Toba, which diverged ~3.38
mya (Nater et al., 2017). Alongside morphological and behavioural evidence, this �nding has led to
the small population of <800 individuals south of Lake Toba being classi�ed as a third orangutan
species, P. tapanuliensis (Nater et al., 2017)—now the most highly endangered great ape in the
world (Singleton, Wich, Nowak & Usher, 2015). Bornean orangutans are also currently divided
into three subspecies (P. p. pygmaeus, P. p. wurmbii, P. p. morio: see section 9.2).

3.1.2 Ecology, behaviour, and life history

As the largest predominantly arboreal mammal (Thorpe & Crompton, 2009), orangutans favour
forests in peat swamps and river valleys, and dry lowland and hill forests dominated by Diptero-

carpaceae trees (Husson et al., 2009). However, their behavioural �exibility allows orangutans to
also live in more marginal habitats, such as mixed-use landscapes containing oil palm plantations
(Ancrenaz et al., 2015). Orangutans’ diet, which varies geographically and seasonally, is dominated
by fruit, but includes a range of other items such as �owers, leaves, bark, invertebrates (Morrogh-
Bernard et al., 2009; Russon, Wich et al., 2009), and occasionally vertebrates like slow lorises
(Hardus et al., 2012; Buckley, Dench, Morrogh-Bernard, Bustani & Chivers, 2015). Where fruit is
more abundant, orangutans tend to live at higher densities. For example, orangutan densities are
higher on Sumatra than Borneo (Husson et al., 2009), which likely re�ects that, due to more fertile
volcanic soils, Sumatran forests are more productive and contain higher densities of �gs and other
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key orangutan food trees (Delgado & van Schaik, 2000; Marshall, Ancrenaz et al., 2009). Mast
(i.e., synchronised) fruiting, which reduces the overall availability and reliability of fruit resources
(Medway, 1972; van Schaik, 1986), is also more pronounced on Borneo than Sumatra due to the
greater impact of the El Niño Southern Oscillation on eastern parts of Indonesia (L. M. Curran
et al., 1999; Wich & van Schaik, 2000). Greater availability of high-quality foods, and consequently
higher population densities, may underpin di�erences in social behaviour between the two islands,
with Sumatran orangutans tending to be more gregarious than Borneans (section 9.1.2).

Although orangutans were traditionally characterised as “semi-solitary”, it is now acknowledged
that they live in “loose communities” (Mitra Setia, Delgado, Utami Atmoko, Singleton & van Schaik,
2009). Females are philopatric, settling near their female relatives and preferentially interacting
with kin, though interactions between unrelated females are relatively rare (Singleton, Knott,
Morrogh-Bernard, Wich & van Schaik, 2009; M. A. van Noordwijk et al., 2012). There is often one
dominant male, with whom females preferentially mate (Utami Atmoko, Mitra Setia et al., 2009),
who inhabits a smaller home range (the area over which an animal regularly travels) than non-
dominant males. “Long-call” vocalisations emitted by dominant males appear to attract females,
though it is less clear whether they repel other males, thereby acting as a spacing mechanism
(Delgado et al., 2009; Mitra Setia et al., 2009). Males develop secondary sexual characteristics (ssc)
– such as cheek �anges, long hair, and large in�atable throat sacs, which enable long-calling –
at highly variable ages, leading to the presence of two adult male “morphs”: those who display
ssc, and those who are sexually mature but whose development is “arrested”. Development and
maintenance of ssc are associated with elevated androgen levels; however, it is not clear what
triggers ssc development, with recent research undermining the idea that chronic stress, caused
by competition with dominant males, leads to suppressed growth and development (Marty et al.,
2015). This pattern of bimaturism is best understood as either a sexual strategy in which un�anged
males engage in “sneak matings” with females behind the back of a dominant �anged male, or as
a “waiting room strategy” in which un�anged males bide their time before seeking dominance
later in life (Utami Atmoko, Mitra Setia et al., 2009). While un�anged males may roam together,
interactions between �anged males and �anged/un�anged dyads are usually aggressive, and
non-dominant �anged males are generally the most solitary individuals (Mitra Setia et al., 2009;
Utami Atmoko, Singleton, van Noordwijk, van Schaik & Mitra Setia, 2009). Orangutans are rather
notorious for “rapes”, especially on Borneo, in which males force mating with females (A. L. Rose,
1995; Utami Atmoko, Mitra Setia et al., 2009). Though it was originally thought that females
mate cooperatively with the �anged resident male, while “arrested” males take matings by force,
occasionally the reverse has been observed, though generally �anged males face less resistance
(Utami Atmoko, Mitra Setia et al., 2009).

Orangutan females can live for more than 50 years, and males up to 50 (Wich, Shumaker, Perkins
& de Vries, 2009). Life history is slower than among the African great apes (aside from humans),
with females �rst giving birth at around 15 years of age, and inter-birth intervals being on average
6.3 years on Borneo and 8.8 on Sumatra (Knott, Thompson & Wich, 2009; Wich, de Vries et al.,
2009). O�spring stay in near-constant association with their mothers for the �rst 6–7 years on
Borneo, and 8–10 on Sumatra (M. A. van Noordwijk et al., 2009). There is no evidence that the
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period of dependence in orangutans compared with the African apes re�ects a di�erence in the
quantity or complexity of skills required before reproduction. Orangutans’ extended dependency
may relate to their relative solitariness, which means that skills – such as nest building, foraging,
and food processing – are learned almost exclusively from the mother rather than from other
group members. Borneans’ shorter period of dependency might re�ect a di�erence in the main
sources of extrinsic mortality between the islands, with food scarcity being a greater threat on
Borneo and predation more common on Sumatra (M. A. van Noordwijk et al., 2009).

Like other great apes, orangutans have large brains, show high levels of behavioural plasticity,
and display socially-transmitted behaviours (van Schaik et al., 2003; Whiten & van Schaik, 2007;
Russon, van Schaik et al., 2009; van Schaik, Ancrenaz, Djojoasmoro et al., 2009; van Schaik, 2013).
At least 26 – or, less conservatively, 35 – socially-transmitted behaviours are now documented,
such as the use of tools to extract seeds from Neesia species and to remove insects from trees,
shown by orangutans in Suaq Balimbing, Aceh. In general, Sumatrans’ greater sociability may
o�er more opportunities for social transmission of behaviours (for above, see van Schaik, Ancrenaz,
Djojoasmoro et al., 2009). There is, broadly speaking, a di�erence of opinion between social and
biological anthropology as to whether such socially-transmitted behaviours – which are widely-
documented in primates, especially chimpanzees, and other animals – can be regarded as “culture”.
On the whole, social anthropology reserves “culture” for humans, emphasising symbolic meaning
and communication in its de�nitions of the term. Biological anthropologists tend to instead view
culture simply as a unique array of traditions developed through socially-transmitted behaviour,
distinguishing between behaviours that appear arbitrary and those constrained by genetics or
ecology. This position does not necessarily claim that culture in other animals is as complex as in
humans – for example, there is currently minimal evidence of cumulative culture in chimpanzees
– but rather assumes an evolutionary continuum of traits that constitute culture. In this sense,
the view from biological anthropology is “universalist”, while the social anthropology stance is
“humanist”. Pointing to regular e�orts to re-assert human uniqueness in light of revelations of
non-human tool use, language, and other behaviours held up as the “last bastion of the human soul
or mind” (Corbey, 2005, p. 165), those in the universalist camp accuse the humanists of actively
maintaining an arbitrary boundary between humans and other animals. As I will discuss in the
next section, deliberate attempts to cast humanity as fundamentally di�erent to other animals,
especially our closest relatives, are well-documented, and continue to this day. Thus, one could
argue that the debates about animal culture fundamentally re�ect one’s agenda, with humanists
seeking to maintain human uniqueness and universalists deliberately emphasising similarities
across the animal kingdom. Putting this argument aside for the moment, one obvious consequence
of orangutans’ extensive capacity for socially-transmitted behaviour is that the extinction crisis
they currently face threatens not only genetic variation, but also cultural diversity (for above, see
Corbey, 2005; Whiten, 2005; Sommer & Parish, 2010).
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3.1.3 Beasts, babies, or “better humans”? Orangutans in human culture

During the 17th century, when Europeans �rst encountered orangutans, little was said of the red
ape by the dominant Muslim groups of Indonesia and Malaysia (Javanese, Malays, and Acehnese):
although, as in Christianity, apes were accorded a high rank within the Great Chain of Being,
there was little questioning of creation narratives as had begun to occur in the West, and the
largely urban Islamic peoples tended shun the jungle as remote. Dayak people from the interior
of Borneo continue to opportunistically hunt orangutans (Meijaard et al., 2011), but less is known
of how they historically perceived the apes. Animal totems frequently feature in ethnographies of
Dayak and Batak groups, but usually other animals feature more prominently—though orangutans
are sometimes con�ated, rightly or wrongly, with malevolent forest spirits. Research participants
may have also enjoyed “feeding [. . . ] Western obsession” with lustful, monstrous apes (Cribb
et al., 2014, p. 88). Thus, the myth most commonly attributed to Dayaks, in which a woman is
kidnapped and gives birth to a human-orangutan hybrid (Hose, 1927; J. MacKinnon, 1971), may
actually originate from Europe, with the �rst documented version by Spanish writer Torquemada
(1593). In a likely more authentic Dayak myth, a kindly orangutan family takes in a woman who
has become pregnant through forest magic; the human and orangutan sons thereafter grow up as
friends (T. Harrisson, 1955; for above, see Cribb et al., 2014).

Early European representations indicate disagreement about orangutans’ degree of humanity.
Drawings sometimes con�ated apes with “savage” peoples, illustrated in Bontius’s (1658) “Ourang
Outang”, which depicts a hirsute human woman (Spencer, 1995; Cribb et al., 2014), and Tulp’s
(1641) semi-human “wanton and lustful” “satyr” (J. Marks, 2002). Some early commentators were
eager to bring apes into the fold of humanity, viewing them as underprivileged humans deserving
care (Rousseau, 1755), a di�erent type of human from whom we might learn (Burnet, 1774), and
even as creatures who cannot speak but might learn sign language (Mettrie, 1748)—a hunch which
was, arguably, demonstrated by experiments in the 1970s, including with orangutan Chantek
(Miles, 1997). Others were less eager to view apes as human, emphasising anatomical di�erences
(Camper, 1782), or viewing anatomy as comparable, implying that humans’ capacity for thought
and speech derives from a “superior principle” (i.e., a soul) (Bu�on, 1780, p. 96; for above, see
Cribb et al., 2014). Thus, “almost human” (Haraway, 1989, p. 2) apes already acted as “privileged
�gures of otherness and alterity assisting articulations of human identity”, with representations
of their bestiality con�rming the “unambiguousness of human purity” and representations of
their humanity prompting e�orts to re-draw the animal/human boundary (Corbey, 2005, p. 1).

Because orangutans frequently died on early voyages to Europe and North America, and
survival in zoos was poor, earliest representations were as taxidermy displays. Even between
1945 and 1966 median survival in zoos was a mere 6.8 years for females and 2.0 for males (Wich,
Shumaker et al., 2009), and none successfully reproduced in captivity until 1928. The International
Zoo Association banned the purchase of wild-caught orangutans lacking appropriate paperwork
in 1964 (Rijksen & Meijaard, 1999, p. 135), and initiated captive breeding programmes around the
same time. These changes accompanied growing demand for orangutans, concerns about species
survival, and moves to rebrand zoos as conservation-focused institutions harbouring “arks” of
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threatened species (Rothfels, 2002; for above, see Cribb et al., 2014).
Western representations of orangutans have tended to draw on a set of tropes that are still

evident today. Orangutans have occasionally featured as brutes, though more often gorillas take
the spotlight in “lead roles of terror” (Kaplan & Rogers, 1995, p. 8). For example, in the 1934 “Beast
of Borneo” show, a human woman is abducted by an orangutan: a version of the common “beauty
and the beast” tale (Corbey, 2005, p. 11), which was most famously realised in King Kong in 1933.
Another famous orangutan brute is Edgar Allan Poe’s (1841) razor-wielding orangutan villain
in The Murders in the Rue Morgue, which Poe may have intended as an allegory for the dangers
of freeing slaves (M. S. Lee, 2005); tales of human-orangutan hybrids were similarly linked to
racial politics, referencing fears of miscegenation. Thus, hybrids, and apes living in Western
society, were frequently used as social commentators or critics. For example, Peacock (1817) uses
an orangutan elected to parliament, the silent-but-moral Sir Oran Haut-ton, to satirise political
corruption in Georgian England (Peacock, 1817; for above, see Cribb et al., 2014).

Orangutans co-opted into Western society have also been used to illustrate or challenge the
superiority of humans over animals, and the upper over lower classes. Tea parties held at Western
zoos throughout the 20th century – which usually featured young chimpanzees, but occasionally
featured the notably “less demonstrative” young orangutans (J. S. Allen, Park & Watt, 1994, p. 46)
– played on audience expectations about apes’ abilities to display manners, which were “often
used as a readable index of the animal’s position in the natural order” (Cribb et al., 2014, p. 68).
Their ability to dress up, drink tea, and occasionally behave like a lady or “gentleman” (a term
used to describe orangutan Rajah at the Bronx Zoo: nyt, 1901, cited in Cribb et al., 2014, p. 188)
placed the apes within the realm of humans (speci�cally, Western upper-class society), yet they
were also expected to misbehave and display signs of being “sub-human” (J. S. Allen et al., 1994,
p. 47). Tea party apes were represented as silly, entertaining, and naughty, thereby re�ecting the
still-popular “orangutan as child” trope (for above, see Cribb et al., 2014). It therefore comes as no
surprise that nearly half of ecotourists in Russell’s (1995) research in Tanjung Puting National
Park viewed orangutans as child-like.

Another trope, invoked by over a quarter of ecotourists in Russell’s (1995) study, is the notion
of orangutans as pristine or wild. This trope may have become more prevalent in recent decades
with the popularisation of conservation narratives, which for orangutans gathered pace in the
1960s following concerns about the zoo trade, and estimates that only 4,000 remained in the
wild (B. Harrisson, 1961; Simon, 1966, cited in Rijksen and Meijaard, 1999, p. 135). The �rst R&R
programmes, which began in the 1960s and 1970s as a tool for curbing illegal trade, brie�y attracted
international support (Rijksen & Meijaard, 1999). Around the same time, detailed research on
wild great apes revealed something of their intelligence. In particular, the work of the “trimates”
(otherwise known as “Leakey’s Angels”) – Jane Goodall, Dian Fossey, and orangutan researcher
Birutė Galdikas – brought considerable attention to the great apes, helping to replace myths about
their brutality with a perception that they are “noble savages”, or “better humans” (Haraway,
1989; Corbey, 2005). For example, in Galdikas’s (1995, p. 403) autobiography, Re�ections of Eden,
she suggests that through “[l]ooking into the calm, unblinking eyes of an orangutan we see [. . . ]
a re�ection of our own souls and an Eden that once was ours”.
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According to Rijksen and Meijaard (1999), criticism of early R&R projects reduced interest in all
orangutan conservation during the 1980s, since the public tended to view R&R and conservation
as synonymous—even though conservationists see R&R as having, at best, a minor role in saving
the species (chapter 4). International interest was revived in the early 1990s amidst revelations
that over 2,500 orangutans had been illegally exported to Taiwan since the mid-1980s (1999, p. 140),
potentially inspired by a popular Taiwanese television show featuring a pet orangutan (Leiman,
quoted in Doron, 2015). R&R drew particular public attention with the establishment of a new
(supposedly improved) rehabilitation centre in 1991 (Smits, Heriyanto & Ramono, 1995; Rijksen
& Meijaard, 1999), and additional centres around the millennium following severe forest �res
(chapter 7), and the popularisation of R&R via documentaries such as Orangutan Island (Animal
Planet, 2007–2009). Today, orangutans and their conservation attract considerable attention, as
illustrated by the proliferation of orangutan-related ngos, most of which were established within
the last 20 years (appendix C). Narratives of conservation tend to focus on orangutans’ su�ering
at hands of humans, largely via corporate greed for palm oil (Chua, in press). R&R is frequently
represented as a cathartic activity through which humans might “save” our close relative, largely
carried out by white female mother �gures, in a new twist on the classic “beauty and the beast”
trope (Haraway, 1989; Rijksen & Meijaard, 1999; Corbey, 2005; Sowards, 2011).

3.2 Conservation: the new, the old, and the ugly

3.2.1 “New” and “old” conservation: developments or fads?

Although wildlife conservation non-governmental organisations (ngos) have existed since the
late 19th century, the number has increased dramatically since the 1980s (Brockington et al.,
2008; Brockington & Schol�eld, 2010). This may in part relate to the emergence of the modern
environmental movement in the 1960s–70s (Dunlap, 2014), though in the West the proliferation
of ngos is also often attributed to the privatisation of state functions under neoliberalism (Igoe &
Brockington, 2007; Corson, 2010; Igoe, 2010; Büscher, Sullivan, Neves, Igoe & Brockington, 2012;
Büscher, Dressler & Fletcher, 2014). Despite the growing number of ngos, conservation funding
is increasingly scarce (chapter 10), with available funds concentrated in the hands of a few big
international ngos (bingos) (Brockington & Schol�eld, 2010). Though often viewed as forces
for good, conservation groups have also faced considerable criticism over close relationships to
corporations (section 10.2) and mistreatment of local peoples, most notoriously through evictions
to make way for protected areas (Brockington & Igoe, 2006; West, Igoe & Brockington, 2006).

Negative consequences for local people, and the failure of many protected areas to prevent
species decline, led to the protected area model’s fall from grace and the rise of a new paradigm
of integrated conservation and development (icdp) in the 1980s and 1990s (Mace, 2014; Marvier,
2014). Early icdps often failed to bene�t local people, who were frequently viewed as the source
of environmental problems (Stonich, 2005), leading to the rise of a second generation of icdp
in which local people were given rights and responsibilities for resource management. Even
new projects face criticism (see L. M. Campbell & Vainio-Mattila, 2003; Tole, 2010; J. S. Brooks,
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Waylen & Mulder, 2012; J. Brooks, Waylen & Mulder, 2013, for reviews). For example, social
anthropologists have pointed out that local groups are often misrepresented as homogeneous,
indigenous “mythic communities” (Agrawal, 1997), which can lead to the monopolisation of
project bene�ts by elites (Brosius, Tsing & Zerner, 1998; Belsky, 1999; Stonich, 2000, 2005; Stronza,
2000; Swatuk, 2005; Igoe, 2006; Southgate, 2006; Brockington et al., 2008).

The birth of icdps marked a move towards “new” conservation, which is founded on preserving
“nature for people” rather than “nature for itself” (Mace, 2014). “New” conservation is therefore
anthropocentric rather than founded on a belief in nature’s intrinsic value, a view which has
attracted both support and criticism from conservationists (Caro, Darwin, Forrester, Ledoux-
Bloom & Wells, 2012; Soulé, 2013, 2014; Hunter, Redford & Lindenmayer, 2014; Kareiva, 2014;
Marris, 2014; Marvier, 2014; B. J. Miller, Soulé & Terborgh, 2014; Doak, Bakker, Goldstein &
Hale, 2015; Hance, 2016a), and criticism from social scientists concerned about viewing nature
in economic terms (K. Milton, 2002; Igoe & Brockington, 2007; Brockington et al., 2008; Corson,
2010; Igoe, 2010; Igoe, Neves & Brockington, 2010; Büscher et al., 2012; Büscher et al., 2014).
“New” conservation is also criticised as unrealistic, on the grounds that the interests of humans
and non-humans often do not align (McShane et al., 2011; Robinson, 2011; Shoreman-Ouimet
& Kopnina, 2015). Research participants held mixed views about “new” conservation. Douglas
Cress [2015-08-25] argued that conservation must “give people economic, political, social, cultural
reasons” because “nobody is going to save an orangutan because they should”, thereby endorsing
“new” conservation approaches. Yet conservationist Mike Gri�ths [2016-07-17] argued that the
focus on development represents a “corrupt[ion]” of conservation ngos, which have become
unwilling to do their “job” of “speak[ing] on behalf of the animals that don’t have a voice” because
they want to maintain funding from development agencies. As an example of the problem with
“new” approaches, Gri�ths cited the World Wildlife Fund’s (wwf) failure to save a population
of the critically endangered Sumatran rhinoceros through a World Bank-funded icdp (Khan &
Mackinnon, 2003; Kelman, 2013; Havmøller et al., 2016). Several other participants criticised
bingos for their deference to corporate and development interests, mirroring Hance’s (2016)
�nding that very often “scientists and conservationists are happy to bash – o� the record, of
course – big conservation groups”.

In addition to “new” conservation, various other trends – or “fads” (Redford, Padoch & Sun-
derland, 2013) – have occurred in conservation since the 1970s, such as Payment for Ecosystem
Services (pes) schemes, which involve paying the owner of a resource for a service it provides
(Ferraro & Kiss, 2002; Wunder, 2005; Wunder, Engel & Pagiola, 2008; Engel, Pagiola & Wunder,
2008; Milne, 2009). For example, redd+ schemes (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and
Forest Degradation) involve paying land owners to protect forests for their role in carbon storage,
but have been criticised for ine�ectiveness and fostering poor relationships with local people
(see Springer and Larsen, 2012; Sills et al., 2014, for reviews, and Gaveau et al., 2009; Venter
et al., 2009; D. P. Edwards, Koh and Laurance, 2012; Howell, 2014; Tata et al., 2014 for redd+
in Indonesia). Other trends include conservation concessions (section 8.1.3), large landscape
conservation and corridors, and “landscape approaches” that focus on conservation in mixed-use
landscapes (e.g., for orangutans, see Ancrenaz et al., 2015; Ancrenaz, Wich, Meijaard & Simery,
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2016). Though many of these new approaches were praised by participants, some expressed
cynicism about “bandwagons”, which can lead to good, but unfashionable, projects struggling to
secure funding. For example, Rijksen and Meijaard (1999, pp. 143-45) argue that much-needed
funding for orangutan conservation in the late 1980s was denied on the grounds that “species
conservation is an outdated policy”.

3.2.2 Colonialism, corruption, and decentralisation: conservation in Indonesia

3.2.2.1 Pancasila and progress: conservation under colonial rule and the New Order

Indonesia was a Dutch colony between 1800 and 1945, after the Netherlands government took over
the activities of the bankrupt Dutch East India Company, created in the early 17th century (van
Zanden & Marks, 2013). Under pressure from other colonial states to appear “conscientious” and
“modernizing”, the Dutch administration enacted conservation legislation in the early 20th century
(Cribb et al., 2014, p. 214). Due to their tendency to steal food from gardens, orangutans were
excluded from the �rst wildlife protection legislation of 1909, and were only granted protection
from hunting in 1924, all killing in 1925, and trade in 1930. The �rst “nature reserve” (which
o�ered protection but permitted some human use) containing orangutans, Mount Leuser in
North Sumatra, gained protection in 1934. Because habitat protection required consent from
self-governing “native states”, progress was often slow. For example, discussions of a reserve in
western Kutai (in today’s East Kalimantan, which at the time was governed by a sultan known
for being relatively progressive) began in 1926, but the reserve was not formalised until 1934, and
even at the end of the colonial era its boundaries were disputed (for above, see Cribb et al., 2014).

Political turmoil halted nature conservation between 1942 and the 1960s. Borneo and Sumatra
were occupied by the Japanese during World War II, and just two days after the Japanese surrender
in 1945, nationalist leader Sukarno declared Indonesian independence, prompting battles between
the Dutch and Indonesian Republic that lasted until December 1949. Simultaneously, there
was confrontation on Borneo between Indonesia and the British over the creation of Malaysia.
Reports suggested considerable orangutan population decline during those years (O. Milton, 1964;
Basjarudin, 1969; for above, see Cribb et al., 2014). In 1965–1966, a us-backed military coup led
by General Suharto resulted in the overthrow of President Sukarno, and the killing of at least
several hundred thousand people identi�ed as members of the Indonesian Communist Party (pki),
who had received protection and support from Sukarno (Cribb, 1991, 2001, 2002; Farid, 2005;
Oppenheimer & Cynn, 2012; Oppenheimer, 2014).

At �rst, environmentalist ideas were useful to Suharto’s “New Order”. Speci�cally, the re-
gime’s focus on “modernising” Indonesia, especially “primitive” groups, aligned with environ-
mentalist ideas about technologically controlling nature and excluding people from protected
areas—including the �rst national parks, established in the 1980s. Exclusion policies were also
supported by the doctrine of Pancasila, a set of �ve principles, originally developed by Sukarno,
that act as the foundation for the Indonesian state: belief in God, humanitarianism, nationalism,
democracy, and social justice. Because the communist pki was o�cially atheist, few believed
in their commitment to the �rst principle (belief in God, which the pki construed as religious
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tolerance). Thus, Pancasila became a rallying cry for anti-communist sentiment, which Suharto
took to an extreme by labelling his political system Pancasila democracy. Suharto developed the
concept of Pancasila into a very speci�c ideology, which emphasised sacri�cing individual choice
for the good of the nation, which connected to the idea, in�uential in 1970s environmentalism, of
the “tragedy of the commons” (for above, see Cribb, 2003).

But conservation gradually became less useful to the Suharto regime, as environmentalist
rhetoric was turned back on the government to criticise destructive practices like exporting timber
(and distributing the bene�ts amongst cronies) (Eccleston & Potter, 1996; Potter, 2005; Tsing,
2005), overusing pesticides, and mistreating forest communities. Environmental and social issues
also became apparent from the transmigration programme (started by the Dutch and continued
after independence), which involved moving people permanently from densely populated islands,
primarily Java, to less populated areas such as Kalimantan and Sumatra. Because the New Order
had introduced the environmentalist framework in the �rst place, at �rst they responded by
attempting to �x the problems, such as by banning the export of untreated logs, implementing
bu�er zones around national parks to be used by locals, and engaging with environmental groups
(for above, see Cribb, 2003). As recalled by Regina Frey [2016-09-14], a pioneer of orangutan
rehabilitation in Sumatra, The Green Indonesia Foundation (which Frey initiated and others
founded), created in 1978, “came at the right moment” as they received considerable government
support, including o�ce space in the newly created Ministry of Environment building with the
�rst Indonesian Minister of Environment, Professor Emil Salim.

Dialogue between environmental groups and government later declined, such that in 1990 ngos
reported working in a “climate of terror”, though a little “political space” emerged towards the end
of the Suharto era in the late 1990s (Eccleston & Potter, 1996, p. 63). Cribb (2003) proposes this
was largely because the government reduced its emphasis on Pancasila, and “new conservation”
eliminated the coincidence between environmentalism’s and the regime’s hostility towards forest-
dwellers. Environmental critiques were also increasingly used in anti-establishment campaigns,
such as in protests against the Kedung Ombo Dam in Central Java in the late 1980s (Tsing, 2005).
Thus, towards the end of the New Order, “Indonesian politics came closer to what has become the
more common global model, in which environmental concerns are espoused primarily by those
towards the left of the political spectrum” (Cribb, 2003, p. 47).

3.2.2.2 The forest as a “commons”: deforestation after decentralisation

After Suharto’s fall in 1998, which followed the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis, economic recovery was
emphasised over environmental protection. For example, International Monetary Fund conditions
on �nancial support to Indonesia included forestry sector reform, such as lifting the ban on exports
of unprocessed logs, which increased the level of illegal logging in national parks (Cribb, 2003).
Political restructuring towards decentralisation, which gave local governments more control
over forest management, also had a negative e�ect on conservation (Wollenberg, Moeliono &
Limberg, 2009). Decentralisation was not so much a voluntary act by central government so
much as districts “seiz[ing]” power, in part to keep pro�ts from natural resources for themselves
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(Wollenberg et al., 2009, pp. 16–17; see also Siswanto and Wardojo, 2012). David Chivers [2015-
06-01], a primatologist who has worked in Indonesia and Malaysia since the 1970s, explained that
when land control was handed to provinces “we thought, ‘Marvellous – they will look after their
land!’ The attitude was, ‘Suharto and his family spent 30 years getting rich, now it’s our turn!’
And so state governors, heads of the army and police, were quite happily getting rich from selling
o� forests and resources.” Indonesian forests therefore became a “vast ‘commons’ ” exploited by
companies, and “bureaucratic capitalists” within the government who maintain links to industry
(Barber, Johnson & Ha�ld, 1994; Potter, 2005). To an extent forests were a free-for-all before
Suharto’s fall, but decentralisation made the situation worse (Barber et al., 1994). Although the
central government has made some attempts to reassert authority, their e�orts have done little to
remedy the situation (Wollenberg et al., 2009; Siswanto & Wardojo, 2012).

As a result, forest in Indonesia has been rapidly destroyed in recent years (Meijaard et al., 2012),
such that Indonesia has overtaken Brazil as the nation losing primary forest at the fastest rate,
with highest deforestation rates on Sumatra and Kalimantan (Margono, Potapov, Turubanova,
Stolle & Hansen, 2014). Expansion of agriculture, siviculture, and extractive industries (e.g., coal
and gold mining) accounted for nearly half of forest loss in Indonesia between 2000 and 2010,
with oil palm having the greatest impact on Kalimantan (~22.8% of total forest loss), and pulp
and paper the greatest on Sumatra (~25.3%). “Mixed” concessions also accounted for a substantial
amount of forest loss, re�ecting considerable overlap between industries (Abood, Lee, Burivalova,
Garcia-Ulloa & Koh, 2015). Because oil palm and pulp and paper companies are often part of
the same conglomerates, companies can maximise pro�ts by acquiring logging permits and later
converting the degraded land to oil palm plantations (Sheil et al., 2009), a practice which as been
permitted in Indonesia since 1999 (Casson, 2000). This system allows companies to use timber
pro�ts to help o�set the cost of establishing plantations, which would otherwise take several
years to repay (Casson, 2003), but o�ers few incentives for companies to use selective logging
techniques or rehabilitate concessions (Casson, 2000). Furthermore, because securing a permit
for land clearance can be easier than securing a permit for logging, companies may use oil palm
as a way of accessing timber, establishing “bogus” plantations that are logged but never planted
(Sheil et al., 2009). For this reason, more land has been allocated for oil palm plantations than has
actually been cleared (Casson, Tacconi & Deddy, 2007).

Of the major industries involved in orangutan habitat destruction, palm oil has lately received
the greatest attention (Meijaard et al., 2012), re�ecting its recent and rapid expansion in Southeast
Asia. In orangutan habitats, the areas most extensively covered by oil palm are Malaysian Borneo
and Sumatra, aside from Aceh (ipoc, 2006; Sheil et al., 2009; Koh, Miettinen, Liew & Ghazoul,
2011). Aceh’s forests may have been less accessible than those in the rest of Sumatra until
recently, due to their upland location and the separatist civil war within the province, which
began in 1976 (Margono et al., 2012) and was only resolved in 2005 following the 2004 Boxing
Day tsunami, which killed nearly 130,000 in Aceh (M. Davies, 2006; Ro�, Doocy & Robinson,
2006). Aceh now has special autonomy over certain aspects of its administration, and unlike
the rest of Indonesia follows Islamic Sharia law (Feener, 2013). Alongside Kalimantan, Aceh is
therefore a major oil palm frontier (Gaveau et al., 2016). Indonesia and Malaysia are now the �rst-
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and second-largest palm oil producers, having expanded their combined harvested area fourfold
between 1990 and 2010 (Koh et al., 2011) and now controlling ~86% of global production (Service,
2016). This rapid expansion re�ects increasing demand for palm oil, which has the highest yield
by area of all vegetable oil crops (Wahid, Abdullah & Henson, 2005; Sheil et al., 2009), has recently
seen rapid increases in price, and is now the most-consumed vegetable oil worldwide. Palm oil
is used in a wide array of products, including cooking oil and other food products, soaps and
cosmetics, and biodiesel: a supposedly eco-friendly alternative to crude oil, hailed as a solution for
mitigating climate change (Nantha & Tisdell, 2009; Sheil et al., 2009; Orsato, Clegg & Falcão, 2013).
Many orangutan-related ngos run campaigns in the West calling for boycotts on palm oil, or for
customers to choose “sustainable” palm oil (Chua, in press), i.e. oil produced by a company that
has met a set of speci�ed criteria, including environmental protection, required for certi�cation by
the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (rspo). Arguably, one could also consider oil certi�ed by
a national entity like the Indonesian Sustainable Palm Oil (ispo) group “sustainable”, though such
national entities provide less stringent protection for employees and local people (McInnes, 2017),
and fewer environmental protections than the rspo; they may therefore deliberately o�er “more
room to palm oil plantations [. . . ] to expand production at the expense of forests and other high
conservation areas” (Hospes, 2014, p. 425). Even the rspo, the most stringent and best-respected
certi�cation body, has questionable e�ectiveness (J. F. McCarthy, 2012; Ruysschaert & Salles, 2014,
2018; eia, 2015). In addition, campaigns in the West for sustainable palm oil, or boycotts, may
have little impact, since along with supplying large domestic markets, the three largest importers
of Indonesian palm oil are China, India, and Pakistan (Service, 2016): developing economies that
are unlikely to strongly object to unsustainable palm oil (see also Murphy, 2007; Orsato et al.,
2013). The rapid clearance of forest for oil palm – especially carbon-rich peat swamp forests,
which are prime orangutan habitat (Meijaard et al., 2012) – not only causes biodiversity loss, but
also releases large amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, contributing to climate change
(Sheil et al., 2009; Koh et al., 2011).

Fire is often used for quickly and cheaply clearing land for plantations (Wakker, 2005; Sheil et al.,
2009; Gaveau et al., 2014; Marlier et al., 2015), though many �res occur outside of concessions, and
those within concessions are often set by smallholders rather than large companies (Dennis et al.,
2005; Gaveau et al., 2014; Marlier et al., 2015; Meijaard, 2015b; Koplitz et al., 2016). Haze from
large-scale �res occurs regularly in the dry season in Indonesia, particularly in years a�ected by
El Niño and Indian Ocean Dipole events such as 1997, 2006, and 2015. The 2015 �res, which were
particularly severe and frequently called the “biggest environmental crime of the 21st century”,1

are estimated to have caused 11,880 deaths as a result of short-term haze exposure across a�ected
regions (Crippa et al., 2016) and 100,300 excess deaths across the whole year (Koplitz et al., 2016;
see Johnston et al., 2012 for a similar estimate of annual deaths in Southeast Asia from landscape

1 The expression was originally coined by Meijaard (2015c), though a similar phrase – “greatest environmental disaster
of the 21st century” – was used several days later by Monbiot (2015). Subsequent reports quoted Meijaard (e.g., Z.
Anderson, 2015; F. MacDonald, 2015; Tops�eld, 2016), Monbiot (e.g., Citizen Action Monitor, 2015; Energy Mix, 2015;
Gokhale, 2015; Haro, 2015; Pietrowski, 2015), neither (e.g., Schae�er, 2015), or used slightly di�erent phrases such
as “worst environmental disaster this century” (Dilworth, 2015), “the environmental catastrophe of the 21st century”
(J. McCarthy, 2015), or “one of the worst environmental and humanitarian disasters of the 21st century” (O. McCarthy,
2015).
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�re smoke).

3.2.3 Orangutans as tourism icons: conservation in Malaysian Borneo

3.2.3.1 From “White Rajahs” to “semi-democracy”: colonialism and independence

Both states of Malaysian Borneo, Sabah and Sarawak, were for a time under British rule. While
Sabah was ruled as a British Protectorate from 1888 under the management of the British North
Borneo Company, Sarawak had a unique dynasty of “White Rajahs” from 1841, after the Sultan
of Brunei appointed English adventurer James Brooke Rajah and Governor as a reward for his
assistance in suppressing local rebellion (Henderson, 1996; Runciman, 2011). Both states became
British Crown Colonies in 1946. Timber and rubber were the most important exports, aside from
a brief tobacco boom in Sabah in the 1880s–90s (Aiken & Leigh, 1992). In Sabah the Forestry
Department was established in 1914, and a forestry reservation programme in 1920, but progress
was slow until 1931 when the department became better-organised and created a goal of having
10% of the state’s area under Forest Reserves (Sabah Forestry Department, 2007). In 1936 some
animals were granted protection, at which point it became illegal to capture orangutans without
a licence. In Sarawak, 1912 saw the prohibition of felling or damaging certain trees (though the
policy was ine�ective), and 1920 the creation of Forest Rules, which somewhat regulated timber
harvesting. Although the �rst wildlife protection laws weren’t established until British colonial
rule in 1947, some informal protection was given to wildlife under Brooke rule. Charles Brooke,
who was supposedly more invested in the local culture and environment than his predecessor
James, issued the �rst orangutan protection measure of any colonial state by banning hunting,
though by that point there were already few orangutans left in Sarawak (Cribb et al., 2014). Despite
minimal conservation activity, at the end of the colonial period Sabah was probably still 80%
forested, and Sarawak even more so (for above, see Aiken & Leigh, 1992).

As in Indonesia, the Japanese occupation of Borneo during World War II helped strengthen
opposition to colonial rule (Henderson, 1996). The Federation of Malaya formed in 1948, and in
1957 – with support from Britain – gained independence as a constitutional monarchy; Sabah and
Sarawak joined the new Federation of Malaysia in 1963. Substantial political turmoil followed,
particularly in Sarawak, as con�ict broke out between British and Commonwealth forces and
communist rebels—backed, until 1965, by the pki in Indonesia, who viewed the Federation as
“neo-imperialist” and wanted to unite Borneo under Indonesian rule. Suharto made peace with
Malaysia in 1965, though later launched counter-insurgency operations at the borders on Borneo,
which targeted indigenous Iban – who were perceived to have dubious loyalties given the social
ties between communities in Sarawak and West Kalimantan – and ethnic Chinese communities,
who were sometimes relocated from border towns (Yong, 2006). Con�icts and guerrilla attacks
persisted until peace agreements were reached in 1990 (for above, see Eilenberg, 2011).

After independence, the political landscape was dominated by a single right-wing party – named
the Alliance from 1957–1973, and thereafter Barisan National – and Prime Minister Mahathir
bin Mohamad ruled from 1981–2003. Lack of opposition to the ruling party, questions about the
state’s openness, and restrictions on personal freedom have led some to call Malaysia a “quasi” or
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“semi” democracy (Case, 1993, 2001, 2002, 2007; Jesudason, 1995; Welsh, 1996). As in Indonesia, the
post-independence government had the di�cult task of unifying a highly heterogeneous society,
including a Malay majority, Chinese and Indian communities, and many indigenous groups in
Sabah and Sarawak. Political parties tend to be split along ethnic lines, and although Barisan
National is a coalition, it remains dominated by a Malay group (Case, 2001). Ethnic tensions came
to the fore when e�orts to modernise the country’s economy provided bene�ts for city-dwellers,
who tended to be of Chinese descent, but failed to help rural groups. Race riots in 1969, which left
hundreds dead, spurred the government to formulate the New Economic Plan (nep), which aimed
to eradicate poverty irrespective of ethnicity. During the nep period the Malaysian economy grew
rapidly and poverty declined, but more on the peninsula than Borneo (Jomo, 1990). While the
economy of Peninsular Malaysia has become increasingly dominated by manufacturing since the
1990s, economic growth in Sabah and Sarawak has been largely based on resource extraction.
Thus, primary industries have declined as a percentage of gdp on the peninsula but have increased
in the Bornean states (Hezri & Hasan, 2006). Furthermore, agricultural land development policies
ostensibly aimed at alleviating rural poverty in Malaysian Borneo generally failed (Aiken & Leigh,
1992), and may have been deliberately intended to alienate indigenous groups from their land
under the justi�cation that shifting cultivators use land “wastefully” (for above, see Vincent and
Ali, 2010; see also Colchester, 1989; Kaur, 1998).

Forest destruction since independence has been rapid, with only around 22% of Malaysian
Borneo covered by intact forests in 2009 (Bryan et al., 2013). Orangutan numbers have declined
accordingly, with an estimated 1,840 remaining in Sarawak and 11,730 in Sabah (Utami Atmoko et
al., 2017). Commercial agriculture, predominantly oil palm, has been a major driver of deforestation
over the last four decades, with over a quarter of cropland in Sabah under state ownership as
part of state-sponsored land settlement schemes in 1995 (McMorrow and Talip, 2001, and see
Majid Cooke, 2002 for more on schemes in Sarawak). The timber industry has also historically
played a large role in deforestation, with Sabah being the world’s second-largest supplier of
hardwood logs between 1959 and 1990. Sarawak’s industry was relatively small and restricted to
the coast until the late 1970s, at which point it picked up to �ll a gap in the market from declining
exports from the Philippines and Indonesia. By 1984 Sarawak was the world’s leading producer
of hardwood logs. Although logging declined in the 1990s, it has remained well above sustainable
levels, with an estimated 70% of the state’s land devoted to logging concessions (for above, see
Vincent & Ali, 2010).

3.2.3.2 Malaysia’s mascot: orangutan tourism as “sustainable development”

The �rst national parks in Malaysian Borneo were established around the time of independence
(Kinabalu in Sabah, 1963; Bako in Sarawak, 1957), and the Fauna Conservation Ordinance of
1963 granted full protection to orangutans and many other animals (Aiken & Leigh, 1992; Cribb
et al., 2014). However, by 1970 it became apparent that conservation measures were inadequate, a
central reason being that federal conservation policies did not always a�ect the Bornean states.
For example, the National Forestry Council was formed in 1971 to oversee forest management,
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but Sabah and Sarawak elected not to become full members so could choose which policies to
follow. Under the federal constitution, states also retain legislative power over, and the right
to collect revenue from, natural resources. Thus, forestry fees accounted for 70% of Sabah’s
revenue between 1971 and 1987, and royalties from forestry accounted for roughly a quarter
of Sarawak’s annual income in the same period, with petroleum and natural gas contributing
a similar amount (Vincent and Ali, 2010, citing Umikalsum, 1991). Although the constitution
indicates that federal law prevails when state and national policies are inconsistent, in practice
states have considerable control over natural resources, which has created a similar situation to
Indonesia after decentralisation (for above, see Hezri & Hasan, 2006).

Modern environmentalism reached Malaysia in the late 1970s, when conservation ngos prolif-
erated (Hezri & Hasan, 2006). Several environmental campaigns attracted international attention,
such as opposition by the Penan people to logging at Baram-Limang in Sarawak (Brosius, 1999).
As Malaysia’s international reputation began to su�er from such attention, so did relationships
between the government and ngos, with Prime Minister Mahathir in 1986 calling several ngos
“thorns in the �esh” (Weiss, 2003, p. 36). The government took some steps to reduce environmental
degradation, such as formalising Environmental Impact Assessments in 1985, though the system
was not very e�ective (Nor, 1991; Memon, 2000). The Third Malaysia Plan (covering 1976-1980)
for the �rst time mentioned environmental conservation, though the focus remained on economic
development. Thus, the Fourth Malaysia Plan (1981-1985) devoted just three paragraphs to the
environment, and allocated a tiny budget to conservation (Aiken and Leigh, 1992; for above, see
Hezri and Hasan, 2006).

Another way that the government responded to international criticism was to embrace sustain-
able development discourses (if not sustainable practices) (Hezri & Hasan, 2006). In particular,
the government aggressively promoted tourism from the late 1980s, which originally focused
on mainstream resorts but since the late 1990s has focused on “ecotourism”: a term which can
refer to socially and environmentally responsible tourism, but in Malaysia usually just means
nature-based tourism (Kaplan, 1999; Marker, Blanco, Lokanathan & Verma, 2008). Nature-based
tourism is the fastest-growing tourism segment in Malaysia, and is especially important in Sabah
(Marker et al., 2008, citing wttc, 2002). Orangutans have a prominent place in Malaysia’s nature
tourism industry, selected in 1989 as the o�cial national mascot for promotional campaigns (Payne
& Andau, 1989) and almost invariably appearing (especially as babies) in brochures advertising
Borneo (Kaplan, 1999). Tourism has increased in both wild orangutan habitat and in rehabilitation
centres since the late 1990s (Russon and Susilo, 2014; section 7.2). The strong link between tourism
and wildlife management in Malaysian Borneo is illustrated by the fact that the Sabah Wildlife
Department (swd), which manages protection of orangutan habitats and rehabilitation at Sepilok
(table 7.1), falls under the Sabah Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Environment (swd, 2017).

3.2.3.3 “Thorns in the side”: ngos in Malaysia

Government-ngo relationships in Malaysia remain sour. Between 1981 and 1983 ngos were forced
to register as political societies, and even today it is very di�cult for ngos to become formally
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registered. Many therefore choose instead to register as companies or trusts, though even that
does not remove the threat of government interference, as illustrated by the forced de-registration
in 1996 of a Sarawak-based group that opposed the Bakun Dam. Other laws also signi�cantly
constrain ngos’ activities, including strict libel laws, requirements to secure permits for protests
and publications, and until 2012 the prevention of students from participating in political protests
(Vinod, 2012). ngos are also subject to periodic attacks from government, such as the infamous
“Operation Lalang” in 1987 in which over one hundred activists were arrested (for above, see
Weiss, 2003).

The government attempts to dismiss the legitimacy of ngos by portraying them as arrogant
elites that pose a threat to political and ethnic stability, and by suggesting that environmentalism
and human rights are constructs of wealthy Northern nations that have little relevance in Malaysia
(Eccleston & Potter, 1996; An-Na’im, 1999; Donnelly, 1999; Tatsuo, 1999; Weiss, 2003). For example,
former Prime Minister Mahathir (1992, p. 56, cited in Brosius, 1999, p. 42) called for an end to
“eco-imperialism” in which the global North forces the South to halt its development, despite
environmental problems largely being the North’s fault. As well as broadly changing discourses
around environmental issues (Brosius, 2003, p. 342), Mahathir’s argument resembles discourses
in social anthropology about conservation as “neo-imperialist” (section 1.1.3). This argument is
still used by the Malaysian government today to de-legitimise environmental campaigns. For
example, a recent report prepared for the Malaysian Palm Oil Council (a semi-governmental
lobbying agency) claims that anti-palm oil campaigns are driven by “foreign interests” that seek to
“achieve dominance in Malaysia”, which will shepherd in “a new era of eco-colonialism” (Duncan
et al., 2015, p. 14).

3.2.4 Why most orangutan ngos work in Indonesia

Although some “moderate” ngos collaborate with the Malaysian government (Weiss, 2003),
activism remains more di�cult in Malaysia than in Indonesia, which is the reverse of the situation
in the mid-1990s (Eccleston & Potter, 1996). This may be because while Indonesia was the more
authoritarian under Suharto (Eccleston & Potter, 1996), Indonesia’s democracy is now “fuller”
than Malaysia’s “semi-democracy” (Case, 2002, p. 80).2 In Indonesia, many ngos rapidly emerged
after Suharto’s fall, which tended to develop strong international links, are sometimes treated
with respect by government, and enjoy far more freedom of speech than they did in the Suharto
years (anon; Okamoto, 2001; Majid Cooke, 2006).

Orangutan numbers are also much lower in Malaysia than Indonesia (Utami Atmoko et al., 2017),
and remaining populations are more stable. For example, participants familiar with Malaysian
R&R centres reported very low intake rates of around 1–3 orphans per year [Biddle 2016-02-22;
Fell Hicks 2015-12-09; Hicks 2015-12-09; Robins 2016-04-08], far fewer than the large numbers
received by Indonesian centres, especially in Kalimantan (table 8.1). The relative stability of

2 Indonesia’s democracy remains hampered by the lingering power of elites (Winters, 2013). However, if elites had
lost all power after Suharto’s fall, the resulting political turmoil may have more readily allowed authoritarianism
to resurface (Case, 2002). Yet a return to authoritarianism is still possible, with Suharto’s former son-in-law, who
promised a return to a more authoritarian regime, receiving many votes in the 2014 election (Aspinall & Mietzner,
2014; Mietzner, 2014).
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Malaysian orangutan populations may re�ect low levels of hunting (Ancrenaz et al., 2004), or the
fact that the Malaysian palm oil boom occurred in the 1990s, so Sabah and Sarawak are no longer
major frontiers (Gaveau et al., 2016). Indonesia therefore has a friendlier climate for ngos, more
orangutans (about 81%), and a more dire situation for those orangutans, so is home to the vast
majority of orangutan conservation ngos. Also, state authorities in Malaysia take a more active
role in wildlife conservation and management, though tourism is generally their underlying goal.
Orangutan R&R practices therefore di�er dramatically between the two countries (section 7.2).

3.3 “Please don’t set up any more!" The ngo network

There are a lot of orangutan conservation ngos, and they all have very similar names; others who
were new to the community, or on the margins, shared my confusion in telling groups apart. I
even found two pairs of organisations with the same name (which readers can �nd for themselves).
Many participants were cynical about the large number of ngos, describing the situation as
“lunacy” or comparable to a sketch in Monty Python’s Life of Brian in which the “Judean People’s
Front” is confused with the “People’s Front of Judea”. One participant jokingly remarked, “Please
don’t set up any more!”, and described a situation in which Indonesian government authorities
had confused two ngos and blamed both for one group’s activities.

To familiarise readers with the confusing array of orangutan conservation groups, this section
provides an outline of who, at an individual and organisational level, is involved, especially in
R&R, and how they relate to one another. It also introduces readers to some reasons why, despite
the di�culties, anyone bothers to join or start an orangutan conservation ngo—though this matter
will be explored further in later chapters.

3.3.1 The organisations: a taxonomy of orangutan conservation groups

Much has been written on how and why one might categorise ngos (see Schol�eld, 2013, for
review). However, my goal here is more straightforward: to introduce readers to the kinds of
organisations discussed throughout the thesis. As Brockington et al. (2018) argue, although
classifying ngos can certainly help us look beyond the common dichotomy of distinguishing “the
‘Big’ and the ‘rest’ ” (p.51, and see Lewis, 2003), ultimately taxonomies are best viewed as “heuristic
devices to aid analysis but are of little relevance otherwise” (p.64). To illustrate their point, the
authors present a “semi-serious” taxonomy of ngos working in sub-Saharan Africa (pp.52–53),
ranging from bongos (Bird fOcused ngos) to mangos (MemoriAl ngos) to bangos (BriefcAse
ngos, which “do not really exist outside of the briefcase carrying the fundraising proposals”).
Some of these satirical categories actually resemble my own (somewhat more serious) categories.

I therefore knowingly present a simpli�ed taxonomy; I am aware, for example, that boundaries
between donors and recipients are often unclear (section 10.1). Primary implementers of R&R are
listed in table 3.3.1, and table 3.3.1 describes other kinds of organisations involved in orangutan
conservation. Appendix C contains a more comprehensive list, though I have deliberately (and
probably unintentionally) excluded many groups, such as those that are socially linked to oran-
gutan conservation but tangential to the cause (e.g., the Pan African Sanctuary Alliance), and
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categories that contained too many members to list (e.g., palm oil companies). Some categories
(e.g., research and community development groups) are only represented by prominent examples.

Table 3.1: Orangutan R&R primary implementers.

name est. people structure activities

Borneo
Orangutan

Survival
Foundation

(bosf)

1994 ceo: Jamartin
Sihite; founder:
Willie Smits;

Nyaru Menteng
founder: Lone

Drøscher Nielsen.

HQ in Bogor, Java.
Fundraising

through HQ, R&R
centres, a�liated
donor-ngos, e.g.
bosf Germany.

Two R&R centres: Nyaru
Menteng, CK (est. 1999);

Samboja Lestari, EK
(formerly Wanariset, est.
1991). Conservation in
Mawas peatlands, CK;

habitat restoration in EK.

Centre for
Orangutan
Protection

(cop)

2007 Founder: Hardi
Baktiantoro.

HQ in Yogyakarta. Orangutan rescue and
R&R, EK, est. 2015; youth

outreach, Java;
campaigns/investigations

into deforestation.

Frankfurt
Zoological

Society (fzs)

2001 Project Director:
Peter Pratje

Funding partly by
umbrella group fzs,

Germany.

Orangutan release (from
socp), other conservation
around Bukit Tigapuluh

National Park, Jambi.

Orangutan
Foundation

International
(ofi)

1986 Director: Birutė
Galdikas; est. to

support Galdikas’s
orangutan research

and R&R.

HQ in Los Angeles;
supported by

a�liated
donor-ngos, e.g.

ofi Australia.

R&R (est. 1971), other
activities (e.g., forest

patrols) in and around
Tanjung Puting National

Park, CK.

Orangutan
Foundation
UK (of-uk)

1990 Director: Ashley
Leiman.

Formerly chapter
of ofi, released

orangutans from
ofi 1998–2008.

“Soft release” and
conservation activities

(e.g., patrols) primarily in
Lamandau Reserve, CK.

Protect Our
Borneo (pob)

2016 Director: Eman
Supriyadi.

Small R&R centre, CK.

Sabah Wildlife
Department

(swd)

1988 Head of Sepilok:
Sylvia Alsisto;

Sepilok founder:
Barbara Harrisson.

Department under
Sabah Ministry of
Tourism, Culture
and Environment.

R&R at Sepilok, est. 1964;
other wildlife
management.

Sarawak
Forestry

Corporation
(sfc)

1995 Semi-
governmental
corporation.

R&R at Matang (est.
1997), formerly at

Semenggoh (est. 1975).
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name est. people structure activities

Sintang
Orangutan

Centre (soc)

2010 Founder: Willie
Smits.

Supported by
donor-ngo

Orangutan Rescue,
Netherlands.

R&R centre and
community education,

WK.

Sumatran
Orangutan

Conservation
Programme

(socp)

1999 Director: Ian
Singleton; PanEco
Director: Regina

Frey.

Project of Yayasan
Ekosistem Lestari

(HQ in Medan, NS)
and donor-ngo

PanEco
(Switzerland; some
sta� in Indonesia).

R&R at quarantine near
Medan and release site in

Jantho Nature Reserve,
Aceh; Haven for

unreleasables
(section 9.3);

conservation/research in
Leuser and Batang Toru

ecosystems.

Yayasan iar
Indonesia

(yiari)

2008 Director: Karmele
Sanchez; ceo of

International
Animal Rescue

(iar): Alan Knight.

yiari Indonesian-
registered project;
funds partly from

UK-based umbrella
ngo, iar.

Orangutan R&R,
conservation (e.g.,

community education) in
Ketapang, WK; slow
loris/macaque rescue,

Java.

Yayasan Jejak
Pulang (yjp)

2014 Director: Signe
Preuschoft.

Main funder Four
Paws International,

Austria.

Small R&R project at
former bosf centre,

Wanariset, EK;
cooperative project
initiated by govt.

Table 3.2: Other kinds of groups involved in orangutan conservation.

type role, examples

Rescuers Orangutan con�scation/translocation (e.g., Orangutan Information
Centre, NS & Aceh; Wildlife Rescue Unit, Sabah), short-term housing
before transfer to R&R centre (e.g., Animal Sanctuary Trust Indonesia).

R&R support Veterinary and other support at R&R centres (e.g., Orangutan
Veterinary Aid, Orangutan Project at Matang),

fundraising/volunteering (Orangutan Appeal UK at Sepilok: an
example of Brockington et al.’s youcango category: youth and Caring

Adults ngos, which send paying volunteers to �eld projects).

Big International
ngos (bingos)

Removed from core network and R&R, though The Nature
Conservancy was a recipient of usaid Orangutan Conservation

Services Program (2007–2010), and funded orangutan hunting research
(Meijaard et al., 2011).
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type role, examples

Conservation/
research �eld

projects

Some small groups are central to the orangutan conservation network,
e.g. hutan Kinabatangan Orang-utan Conservation Programme

(Sabah); Borneo Nature Foundation (Sabangau, CK, assists with habitat
surveys for R&R). Similar to Brockington et al.’s gringos (Good
Research Involved ngos), spangos (Single Protected Area ngos),

hongos (Habitat fOcused ngos), and, of course, wangos (Wonderful
Animal focused ngos).

Community ngos Not part of the core network. Community-focused but may have
secondary conservation goals, e.g. Health in Harmony, WK. Resemble

Brockington et al.’s congos (community-based ngos) and pongos
(wonderful Person fOcussed ngos).

Donors Foundations that o�er grants to orangutan conservation and/or
welfare, e.g. Arcus Foundation.

Donor-ngos Small groups that fundraise for �eld projects, e.g. Orangutan Outreach,
The Orangutan Project, Orangutan Land Trust. Generally Western and

therefore part of Brockington et al.’s “i don’t speak the lingo”
category for Angolophone ngos.

Advocacy All groups undertake education/outreach, but some focus on it
exclusively, e.g. groups devoted to palm oil awareness.

Research Generally tied to a university, may have some involvement in
conservation but more research focus, e.g. groups led by Carel

van Schaik, Sri Suci Utami Atmoko. Conservation research in SE Asia
is still dominated by Westerners (Liu, Zhang & Hong, 2011; Nguyen &

Pham, 2011); Malaysians are better represented than Indonesians
(Haustein, Tunger, Heinrichs & Baelz, 2011; Meijaard, 2011), perhaps

re�ecting greater English pro�ciency (Bolton, 2008).

Alliances/
accreditation

Organise collaborative meetings (e.g., Forum Orangutan Indonesia,
Orangutan Veterinary Advisory Group), provide guidelines

(International Union for Conservation of Nature), or voluntary
accreditation (Global Federation of Animal Sanctuaries). Dubbed by
Brockington et al. ngongongos (Non-Governmentally Organised

Networks and Groups of ngos).

3.3.2 The people: relationships, rank, and race

Donors and other foreign supporters, and high-ranking individuals at �eld projects such as project
directors, are usually Westerners. There are some exceptions, such as the Borneo Orangutan
Survival Foundation (bosf), which is nearly entirely run by Indonesians despite being established
by Dutch forester Willie Smits (though Smits is an Indonesian citizen)—though ceo Jamartin
Sihite [2016-10-07] pointed out that three of the four founders were Indonesian. Citing the
argument that conservation must “indigenise” to become sustainable (Okamoto, 2001), Sihite
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emphasised that it is “not racist” for ngos to be run by Indonesians. Several smaller groups were
also founded by Indonesians, such as the Centre for Orangutan Protection (cop) and Orangutan
Information Centre (oic), though these groups maintain close ties to Western supporters. For
example, Panut Hadisiswoyo of oic did an MSc in primate conservation at Oxford Brookes, as
have many orangutan conservationists, and oic is largely supported by UK-based donor-ngo the
Sumatran Orangutan Society (sos).

Most high-ranking Indonesians at �eld projects are Javanese rather than from the local area
(Hadisiswoyo being a rare exception). The same is true of mid-level �eld project sta� such as
managers and veterinarians; a surprisingly large number of vets had speci�cally come through
Gadja Mada University in Yogyakarta. Similarly, in Sarawak higher-ranking positions are gener-
ally occupied by Sarawakian Chinese, college-educated women, and older Malays such as retired
civil servants (Parreñas, 2012a, 2012b), and all vets and managers I spoke with in Sabah had
attended university in Peninsular Malaysia. Lower-ranking sta� such as orangutan babysitters
and technicians, post-release trackers, and forest rangers tended to be from the local area. Relation-
ships between local- and non-local Indonesians and Malaysians can be strained, with non-locals
potentially feeling as socially isolated from locals as Westerners (Parreñas, 2012a, 2012b). For
example, one Javanese middle manager, referring to the challenge of getting local sta� to follow
protocols, exclaimed, “I think it’s more di�cult dealing with humans than orangutans!”

Although non-local, educated Indonesians and Malaysians are therefore also outsiders at
�eld projects, generally the personal sacri�ces of Westerners receive more media attention.
For example, a recent documentary about one R&R project made no mention of the non-local
Indonesians’ backgrounds, but noted that one Westerner “left behind her life in [the US]” and
another “sold her business in the UK” before moving to Indonesia (Tokiomate, 2015). As suggested
by Jacqueline Sunderland-Groves [2016-06-03] – deputy ceo of bosf and one of the few high-
ranking Westerners in the organisation – the focus on Westerners’ sacri�ces can be misleading
because it underestimates how much Indonesian conservation workers have given up to be
involved. Sunderland-Groves added that based on her experience working with gorillas and
chimpanzees, Indonesia is not a particularly di�cult place to work, with many R&R centres and
research stations being quite accessible—compared, for example, with a site she worked at in West
Africa, which was a twelve-hour walk from the nearest road.

3.3.3 The �eld: burnout and black humour

But the �eld can present many challenges for orangutan conservationists. Release sites are
invariably remote, as large areas of suitable forest are hard to �nd (section 8.1.3), and it is preferable
to release orangutans far from human settlements: the three I visited were accessible only by boat
(Lamandau, of-uk) or via former logging roads in hard-top four-wheel drive vehicles (Jantho,
socp, and Bukit Tigapuluh, fzs). I was told that the journey to Kehje Sewen, a bosf release site, is
even more di�cult. Some R&R centres are also remote, such as the cop Borneo centre, which is a
two-hour drive from the nearest city and has no internet or mobile phone reception, despite the
installation of a nearby cell tower a year before my visit. Research sites were described as variable
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in their level of di�culty, with one conservationist remarking that while he could happily live in
Sungai Wain – a former bosf orangutan release site (table 7.3) – the peat swamps of Suaq where
Sumatran Orangutan Conservation Programme (socp) director Ian Singleton did his doctoral
research are “basically hell”.

Field work is also physically and emotionally exhausting. For example, Sara Fell Hicks [2015-
12-09] of Orangutan Veterinary Aid (ovaid) described the close of a typical day at a rehabilitation
centre as “we literally come home, sometimes eat if we’re not too exhausted, and fall into bed”.
Beyond the physical challenges, many spoke of the heartbreak involved in seeing orangutans
die, forests burn, and companies and government o�cials undo conservation work. As Karmele
Sanchez [2016-06-09] of yiari concluded, practitioners tend to “end up depressed, alcoholic, or
crazy”—and yet, they are generally better o� than those working with apes in Africa, where things
tend to be “much, much worse”, particularly in war-torn areas. Burnout is therefore a common
occurrence, as illustrated by a vet who quit soon after our interview, having become “tired” of
the gruelling work. One group of practitioners, who shared stories of egregious government
corruption, suggested that “you have to laugh” in the face of such issues, implying that extreme
cynicism and black humour might serve as alternative coping mechanisms, comparable to the
“gallows humour” used by vets, doctors, and others who regularly deal with tragedy in their work
(Morris, 2012, p. 14). It may also take a certain kind of personality to volunteer for such work in
the �rst place, such that “you can’t be 100% in the head and spend six months of the year in a
wooden hut in the jungle, you just can’t, and some of us are happier to admit that than others”
[Banes 2016-02-17; section 11.1.1]. Money too presents a challenge, meaning that anyone working
in conservation (perhaps aside from high-ranking bingo workers: C. MacDonald, 2008; Huismann,
2014) must take “vows of poverty” [Cocks 2015-09-15]. For example, several Indonesian vets
observed that while there is plenty of money in domestic and agricultural animal clinics, “if you
want to get wealthy you cannot work with wildlife”. Issues derived from funding, and working
in isolation, can also a�ect non-�eld conservationists, with Richard Zimmerman [2015-07-16]
describing the creation of donor-ngo Orangutan Outreach as, “it was literally me, alone, in New
York, with a book: a paper book, How to start an ngo”.

As I will explore in the coming chapters, people’s reasons for becoming conservationists, despite
the headaches, are complex. So too are their reasons for starting new ngos rather than joining
existing groups. As provocatively suggested by an audience member at a talk by Nigel Hicks
(2015b), if all the orangutan conservation ngos joined together they would save money by only
paying one ceo. But in addition to methodological and personal disagreements, new ngos might
be established due to a perceived need. Donor-ngos are generally established to act as tax-exempt
entities for collecting funds in speci�c Western countries. R&R centres might also be established in
new areas. For example, although Yayasan iar Indonesia (yiari) initially intended to focus only on
slow lorises and macaques, they opened an orangutan centre because there was no R&R facility in
West Kalimantan, and at the time there were restrictions against transferring orangutans between
provinces [Knight 2015-06-23]. Others took care to explain their reasons for establishing yet
another orangutan conservation ngo. For example, Nigel Hicks and Sara Fell Hicks [2015-12-09]
said that another ngo’s ceo had asked them, “Why are you bothering to set up? Why don’t you
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just help somebody else?” They explained that ovaid was only established after people began to
donate money to them personally to purchase veterinary equipment for R&R centres, knowing
that they frequently volunteered at centres; eventually they felt it would be best, for the sake of
“transparency”, to establish a charity, which they believe ful�ls a much-needed niche role.

ngo size and e�cacy also came up in conversations about ngo founding and management. For
example, Leif Cocks [2015-09-15] of The Orangutan Project (top) explained that he would like to
keep his ngo small, citing the risk of high overheads that tend to accompany large, bureaucratic
ngos, but worrying that small organisations are often “ine�ectual”. Other conservationists have
expressed the idea that “‘small is beautiful’ and ‘big is ugly’ ” (Wils, 1995, p. 60; see also Brockington,
2009, p. 100), re�ecting a not unfounded worry that as ngos grow they become less accountable
to those they serve (Sachedina, 2010, e.g.,); however, the issue could be less whether, but how,
“scaling up” is done (see M. Edwards & Hulme, 1992; Wils, 1995; Uvin & Miller, 1996, for reviews).

3.4 Conclusion: narratives of extinction

Orangutans, our highly intelligent close relatives, have over the centuries been portrayed as
beasts, child-like creatures, and noble savages. Today, narratives about the red apes usually focus
on their near-extinction at the hands of humans. Rapid population declines are a product of
anthropogenic threats in Indonesia and Malaysian Borneo, such as hunting and habitat destruction
for industrial agriculture. In response, orangutan conservation ngos have multiplied since the
1990s, particularly in Indonesia, and now form a complex network of �eld projects, foreign
donors, and other supporters. Within the orangutan conservation world, R&R projects receive a
particularly large share of funding and media attention. However, some conservationists argue that
this attention is disproportionate, since R&R plays only a minimal role in orangutan conservation.
This argument will be considered in the next chapter.
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4

Orangutan reintroduction: conservation tool or a cry in the

wilderness?

Conservationists have spent a great deal of time debating the pros and cons of rehabilitation and
reintroduction (R&R) as a conservation strategy, for orangutans and other species. This chapter
is concerned with reviewing the main arguments used in the so-called “rehabilitation debate”
(Cheyne, 2009), to assess whether, from a conservation perspective, orangutan R&R is worthwhile
in principle.

Reintroduction is one form of wildlife “translocation”, which refers to any human-mediated
movement of living organisms from one area to another. Translocations can be done both
unintentionally (e.g., when animals stow away with migrating humans), or intentionally, for a
variety of reasons, including recreation or commercial activity (e.g., zoos), animal welfare, and
conservation. Activities that might be considered conservation translocations include introduction,
which is the dispersal of an organism outside of its known historical range, potentially to �ll an
available niche left by an extinct relative. Reintroduction is, rather, the dispersal of an organism into
part of its native range from which it has disappeared. A closely related practice is re-enforcement,
or re-stocking, which involves the addition of individuals to a population of conspeci�cs, ideally
to boost numbers in a non-viably small population (for above, see Seddon, Strauss & Innes, 2012).
Animals used in conservation translocations might come from wild populations, as in orangutan
R&R, or from captive breeding, a famous case being the successful reintroduction of golden lion
tamarins (Kierul� et al., 2012).

Nearly 23,000 primates have been reintroduced, 97% of them wild-born, across 202 di�erent
programmes. With orangutans, reintroduction was �rst attempted in 1964 in Sabah, and today is
undertaken at 11 release sites (tables 7.2–7.3). According to Beck (2018), while animal welfare
served as a primary or secondary motivation for nearly half of primate reintroductions, only 13%
were motivated by conservation. Still, 16% of reintroduced populations have contributed to the
establishment of self-sustaining populations, while 31% have cleared a lower bar of “success”: at
least some survived for a year or more, there was integration with wild conspeci�cs or post-release
reproduction, and the reintroduced primates showed some ability to survive without provisioning.
In short, primate reintroductions have generally shown mixed success as conservation tools. The
debates discussed in this chapter are therefore widely applicable to many primate, and other
animal, reintroduction e�orts (e.g., see Cheyne, 2009, for similar debates in gibbons).
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4.1 Replenishing wild populations: clutching at straws?

The cage door opens, and Rosalinda – a thirteen-year-old adult female orangutan from Sepilok
Rehabilitation Centre in Sabah – scampers out to “freedom” in the Tabin Reserve at the “culmina-
tion of the rehabilitation process”. Nicholas Daines, an ambassador of the Orangutan Appeal UK
(oauk), breathlessly exclaims:

There are no words to describe the myriad of emotions on this very special day. But
this is just the beginning to try and bring the species back from the edge of extinction.
Hopefully these two [Rosalinda and Ganang] will go on to then breed and have their
own young and replenish the numbers that have dwindled by over �fty percent in
the last sixty years. (oauk, 2016)

The idea that R&R is essential for the survival of orangutan populations in the wild is frequently
presented in popular media, especially in relation to Malaysian rehabilitation centres (section 7.2).
For example, in Meet the Orangutans we are told that “there’s a pregnancy at Sepilok every few
years, and in such an endangered species, it’s always cause for celebration” [season 1, episode
4]. Yet few conservationists take this argument seriously, at least for Bornean orangutans. For
example, Marc Ancrenaz [2015-11-06] argued that “there are still a lot of orangutans in the wild—a
lot of viable wild populations [. . . ] A lot of people say that we need reintroduction, but of course
it’s not true” (see also K. MacKinnon & MacKinnon, 1991).

Orangutan numbers are still quite high on Borneo (70,000–100,000), but are much lower on
Sumatra (~14,470: Utami Atmoko et al., 2017), potentially making the “replenishing wild popula-
tions” argument more applicable to the latter (section 3.1.1). Ian Singleton [2016-07-12], director
of the Sumatran Orangutan Conservation Programme (socp), argues that the need is particularly
urgent on Sumatra due to the low numbers; establishing new, viable populations is therefore
important for the species’ survival. This may have been an even more powerful argument when
Sumatran numbers were still estimated at around 6,500 (Wich et al., 2008). Reintroduction on
Sumatra may also be more feasible than on Borneo due to the lower numbers arriving at re-
habilitation centres,1 and the greater feasibility of �nding release sites that can support viable
populations (section 8.1.3). While some analyses indicate a minimum viable population size of
~250 (Utami Atmoko et al., 2017), others argue that R&R projects should aim to create populations
of 500–750 to ensure persistence (Rijksen & Meijaard, 1999; Kelle, Fechter, Singer, Pratje & Storch,
2013). Not all release sites are large enough to sustain populations of su�cient size (Beck, 2018;
tables 7.2–7.3), but on Sumatra Bukit Tigapuluh might sustain 1,000 (Kelle et al., 2013) and Jantho
more than 300–500 (socp, 2017a). Bukit Tigapuluh is also far from any other Sumatran orangutan
populations, which are otherwise concentrated in a relatively small area in the north, thereby
providing a bu�er against volcanic eruptions, which are common on the island [Pratje 2016-07-22].

On the other hand, one could argue that R&R is more urgent on Borneo due to the larger
numbers of displaced orangutans and the isolation of Bornean populations from one another [van

1 Intake at just one of the Bornean centres, bosf Nyaru Menteng, was more than three times higher than at socp between
2002 and 2012 (Trayford, 2013).
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Schaik 2017-03-08]. Furthermore, given that Bornean orangutans are also classi�ed as critically
endangered as a result of their recent and rapid population decline (iucn, 2017), one could argue
that rehabilitation centres will increasingly harbour a large proportion of the genetic diversity of
the species [Chivers 2015-06-01; Cocks 2015-09-15]. However, aside from the Sumatran case it was
generally uncommon for practitioners to justify R&R on the grounds that it is vital for replenishing
wild populations. Even some strong supporters of Bornean R&R recognised that “replenishing
wild populations” is not the best argument. For example, one supporter of rehabilitation suggested
that you “really have to speculate” when speaking of the conservation value of R&R, and that it
can be “a little bit of a stretch. It’s a little bit clutching at straws to justify what you’re doing”.
Indeed, Karesh (1995, p. 6) has suggested that “few if any rehabilitation programs have been
initiated to save a population or species from extinction”, meaning that the “replenishing wild
populations” argument is usually a post-hoc justi�cation for an activity that is usually motivated
by concern for individual animals (see Beck, 2018, for similar conclusion).

4.2 Forest restoration and protection: reintroduction as an incentive for conservation

A few participants raised the idea that orangutans are important ecologically for the forest,
meaning that R&R restores ecosystem health. For example, orangutans do the majority of seed
dispersal in peat swamp forest (Cheyne 2015-10-26; Corlett, 1998, 2002). The main issue with this
argument is that it has yet to be demonstrated that ecological function is improved by orangutan
reintroduction.

A more frequently-cited argument was that R&R better enables forest protection, since releasing
a high-pro�le species like orangutans into a forest potentially generates attention and funding
for habitat protection. For some, this was the most important justi�cation for orangutan R&R.
For example, Marc Ancrenaz [2015-11-06] argued that as with other great apes, orangutan R&R
should be seen as “a conservation tool for conserving an ecosystem, not to give back freedom to
individuals, and not to create a new population, because you don’t need that yet because there are
enough free populations”. This justi�cation relies on the notion that orangutan reintroduction
enables activities that “needed to be done and probably wouldn’t have happened if those orangutans
had not been put in there” [anon]. As with habitat restoration, it has yet to be demonstrated that
this is the case. As one participant noted: “Of course, that begs the question: couldn’t we do that
[protect the forest] anyway without reintroduction? I don’t know—maybe you couldn’t, maybe
you could.”

Even if one could save a forest without reintroducing orangutans, it is possible that R&R acts as
a useful excuse. As Carel van Schaik [2017-03-08] re�ected, “much more about politics than it is
about biology. If you can protect an area, you just do it, even if some other areas are more suitable
but beyond reach”. Perhaps, then, R&R serves as a useful “incentive” for habitat protection, even
if it is not strictly necessary for protecting a forest.
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4.3 Law enforcement: is trade a cause or consequence of orangutan endangerment?

The original justi�cation for R&R was to enable law enforcement, and thereby help curb illegal
trade, by providing a home for con�scated orangutans (Rijksen & Meijaard, 1999). As Karmele
Sanchez [2016-06-09] summarised, “if they didn’t have a place to put orangutans, I tell you,
orangutans would be all living with people in their houses”. With slow lorises, for example,
authorities often do not want to con�scate any because “they don’t know what to do with them
after that, and they don’t want to be in the situation in which they have a bunch of animals in
their o�ce and they have nowhere to put them, and the animals die”. Furthermore, any that
were con�scated might be inappropriately translocated without �rst undergoing rehabilitation (as
occurs with other species: section 8.2.5), or might end up in zoos, as with chimpanzees in Ivory
Coast where there is currently no sanctuary or R&R programme (Shukman & Piranty, 2017).

Yet often con�scations are not followed up with prosecutions, meaning that law enforcement
can be ine�ective at deterring illegal trade and pet-keeping (Beck, 2010). Out of perhaps 3,000
orangutan con�scations since the 1970s there have been few successful prosecutions (Hadisiswoyo
& Gea, 2012; Neme, 2016), with the Director General of Forest Protection and Nature Conservation
in 2001 even encouraging sta� at rescue centres not to enforce prosecutions (Trayford, Pratje
& Singleton, 2010). Still, perhaps the fact that prosecutions have �nally started occurring (the
�rst in 2012) is itself a positive sign (Buckland 2015-08-04; Baktiantoro, 2012). It is also not clear
that the number of orangutans kept illegally in captivity has declined since the opening of the
�rst rehabilitation centres. For example, although initially the number of Sumatran orangutans
arriving at the Bohorok centre declined, intake increased again in 2001 after the closure of Bohorok
and the opening of the socp quarantine centre (Nijman, 2009, pp. 19–20). While this uptick in
intake could re�ect a more active pursuit of con�scations after the opening of the new centre, the
intake rate did not decline between 1999 and 2012 at socp, nor at bosf Nyaru Menteng, implying
a steady rate of con�scation (Trayford, 2013).

One possible explanation for the lack of decline in con�scations is that trade and pet-keeping are
predominantly side-e�ects of habitat destruction. In other words, orphans might be sold as pets
opportunistically after mothers are killed for other reasons (such as human-wildlife con�ict) rather
than deliberately acquired by poachers for trade. If true, this would suggest that R&R may have
e�ectively deterred poaching for trade, but that because it has failed to halt habitat destruction,
pet-keeping is still common. Curbing trade might therefore not be a particularly important
goal for orangutan conservation, if it is just a consequence rather than a cause of population
decline. This hypothesis was put forward by Ashley Leiman [2016-02-16], who suggested that the
only cases of pet-keeping the Orangutan Foundation UK (of-uk) has encountered have clearly
resulted from an orangutan being found and people thinking, “‘Oh, yeah, we’ll keep it in the
village for a while,’ [. . . ] but it’s never for the pet trade; it’s a by-product of habitat loss. [. . . ]
We have no examples at all where they’re going out to get orangutans as pets. None at all.”
More equivocally, Jacqueline Sunderland-Groves [2016-06-03] of the Borneo Orangutan Survival
Foundation (bosf) noted that most con�scated orangutans have only been kept for somewhere
between a few days and a few months, so it’s unclear whether they are “pets” per se. Furthermore,
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most owners simply say that they “found” the infant wandering around (which, given orangutan
infants’ prolonged dependence on their mothers, makes no sense), so it remains unclear whether
infants were deliberately captured or taken in opportunistically after their mothers were killed.
Sunderland-Groves concluded that while in Africa it tends to be pretty clear which great apes
arrive at sanctuaries from the pet trade and which from bushmeat hunting, with orangutans it’s
usually “hazy”. The notion that orangutan babies are acquired opportunistically is supported by
research in Gunung Palung National Park, which demonstrated a signi�cant correlation between
the number of orangutan pets in each sub-district and the extent of oil palm. There was also
no evidence of international trading rings targeting the park (Freund, Rahman & Knott, 2017).
Infants may therefore be captured after their mothers are killed in oil palm concessions, which
may be particularly common when companies pay bounties for dead orangutans (Buckland, 2005;
Butler, 2011).

That said, there is still considerable demand for orangutan pets. According to founder of the
Bohorok rehabilitation programme Regina Frey [2016-09-14], on Sumatra orangutans came to
be considered high-status pets after Dutch colonisers introduced the trend. Frey noted that in
the 1970s high-ranking police o�cer and army generals would often receive an infant orangutan
in a cage from his subordinates as an “entry gift” when assuming a new government post. This
pattern may persist, since between 1999 and 2012 socp received a higher proportion of orangutans
from the homes of businessmen, police and military o�cers, and government o�cials compared
with Bornean centres Yayasan iar Indonesia (yiari) and bosf Nyaru Menteng (Trayford, 2013).
International and domestic trade for circuses, zoos, and private menageries also persists. Femke
den Haas [2016-10-10], co-founder of Jakarta Animal Aid Network (jaan), agreed that habitat
destruction is the far bigger source of orphaned orangutans. However, jaan continues to con�scate
orangutans that are part of an international pet trade, with the price of orangutans having recently
risen, and about 80% destined for Kuwait or Saudi Arabia. Ongoing demand for orangutan pets
could therefore result in deliberate poaching e�orts to capture infants.

Some international zoos also continue to acquire wild-caught orangutans. For example, the
majority of orangutans recorded at zoos in Thailand were either wild-caught or of unknown
origin (M. Elder, 2015; see also Beastall, Bouhuys and Ezekiel, 2016; Kerr, 2017 for similar reports
in China), and one participant described a case where Indonesian authorities had colluded with
an international zoo to divert an orangutan away from a rehabilitation centre. Den Haas similarly
described cases where orangutans were diverted to Indonesian zoos rather than sent to rehabilita-
tion centres, such as a recent case in which two orangutans were sent by forestry department
o�cials to Bali Zoo, where they now appear in “breakfast with the orangutans” shows. Den Haas’s
observation is supported by research in Sumatra (Nijman, 2009), and by my own observation of
another case in which an orangutan orphan was nearly diverted to Bali Zoo. One participant
complained that while the international orangutan trade is widely-documented and -publicised
(e.g., see grasp, 2016), the domestic trade in Indonesia for zoos is relatively neglected. Similarly,
in Peninsular Malaysia the majority of orangutans in zoos are wild-caught or of unknown origin
(see M. Elder, 2015; Beastall et al., 2016).

In addition to questions about whether prosecution-free con�scations do much good, and
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whether trade is a cause or a consequence of population decline, a �nal issue with the notion of
R&R as essential for law enforcement is that long-term sanctuary care would have the same e�ect,
as the important aspect of R&R for law enforcement is that it provides a home for con�scated
orangutans. Whether that home is in the wild or captivity is irrelevant.

4.4 Ignoring displaced wildlife “breaks the hearts of people”: educational bene�ts of R&R

Several participants raised the idea that R&R brings international and local attention to envir-
onmental issues in the region. One argument is that the public is much more inclined to pay
attention to stories of individual orangutans than to more “abstract” narratives of deforestation
(section 4.5). Locally, several argued that R&R centres can promote caring for orangutans through
visitor centres, employing locals, and outreach activities aimed at deterring pet-keeping and
human-wildlife con�ict. Gail Campbell-Smith [2016-06-07] argued that if one wants to release an-
imals, one has to not only conserve the forest but also do “education, outreach, capacity-building,
alternative livelihoods. All of that is part of the reintroduction”; then, if one seeks to prevent
orangutans arriving at the centre, further community outreach is required. Thus, Campbell-Smith
suggested that education-related conservation bene�ts are inevitably part of conducting R&R.

Benjamin Beck [2016-05-02] added that because “concern for welfare and concern for conserva-
tion are seen as synonymous by many nonprofessionals”, caring for displaced wildlife teaches
locals to value the natural world (see also Teleki, 2001). Beck has described becoming convinced
of the value of primate sanctuaries when Jane Goodall said to him:

Ben, if you encounter an ape orphan chained to a tree in a small rural African village,
and you look directly into his pained and hopeless eyes and walk away, you will lose
all credibility as a conservationist. Rural Africans do not distinguish between the
welfare of one individual ape and the conservation of a whole community of apes.
You will not be seen as sincere, and you will lose the good will of these people. Worse
yet, if you don’t care, why should they?

Another participant made a similar point, arguing that within villages there are inevitably people,
who “we care about from a conservation point of view”, who worry about imperilled animals. If,
as so often happens, there is “nobody to call” and that animal is left to die, “it breaks the hearts of
people and turns their hearts cold, and they don’t care if an animal is in danger”. Showing care
for displaced wildlife is therefore in itself an educational task; for this reason, Beck argued that
he now “hear[s] little disagreement about the need for sanctuaries by in situ conservationists”.
On the other hand, showing compassion for animals could back�re if, as several practitioners
warned, local people �nd it unfair that animals receive more care and attention than they do.

However, as with arguments about forest protection and ecosystem restoration, few attempts
have been made to demonstrate the educational e�ects of R&R centres and sanctuaries (Beck,
2010, p. 334). Furthermore, as with law enforcement, one could argue that educational bene�ts
could just as easily be achieved with long-term sanctuary care rather than release back into the
wild.

56



4.5 Freedom isn’t free: the cost-(in)e�ectiveness of R&R

Some contend that because R&R is less cost-e�ective as a conservation strategy than other
methods (e.g., traditional habitat conservation), it is not worth the expense. In its extreme form,
this argument holds that “animal welfare is a waste of money, sanctuaries are a waste of money;
you’re better to try and stop the problem rather than try to deal with the what some people call
the ‘garbage’: the animals at the end of it” [anon]. By this logic, R&R can be viewed as a “rabbit
hole” in which precious conservation funds are wasted [anon]. Some participants expressed
this view, arguing that we are “wasting our money to keep orangutans in rehabilitation” when
prevention-focused activities are under-funded [Liswanto 2016-06-16], or that it “does not make
rational, scienti�c sense” to spend millions each year on rescue centres (Burton 2015-07-15; see also
K. MacKinnon and MacKinnon, 1991). Others expressed the more moderate view that although
R&R is worth doing, such as for ful�lling our “moral responsibility” to displaced orangutans
(chapter 5), it is misguided to weight funding so heavily in favour of R&R rather than helping
wild populations. Practitioners of this view would therefore seek to “redirect much more” [anon]
funding in the direction of habitat protection, and would prefer that there were less “disproportion
[in] how much we care” about wild and rehabilitant orangutans (anon; see also Yeager, 1997).

4.5.1 How cost-e�ective is R&R as a conservation strategy?

The �rst assumption of the “waste of money” objection is that R&R is a less cost-e�ective con-
servation strategy than other approaches. Estimates of the cost of rehabilitating one orangutan
range from us $44,121 (£25,754) over a lifetime (H. B. Wilson, Meijaard, Venter, Ancrenaz &
Possingham, 2014), to 42m idr per year (£2,158: bosf sta� 2016-20-02), or £300 per month in
Sarawak (£3,600 per year, perhaps re�ecting the “higher cost of living in Malaysia than Indonesia”:
wlt, 2011). In short, R&R is very expensive. H. B. Wilson et al. (2014) con�rmed that R&R,
which costs around 12 times as much per orangutan as forest protection, is only ever a more
cost-e�ective conservation strategy than habitat protection over very short time scales. The most
cost-e�ective long-term strategy is habitat protection in protected areas, followed by introducing
sustainable logging and hunting protection to logged forests. Interestingly, co-author of the
study Erik Meijaard [2015-08-17], and another participant, re�ected that this �nding has been
“completely ignored”.

A mere US $20m is spent annually on orangutan conservation in Indonesia, of which at least half
comes from ngos rather than the government (Meijaard, 2014a). Meijaard [2015-09-01] argued
that while “everyone wants more” funding, in general the people who make the greatest di�erence
are individuals who “work on very small budgets, but they’re just politically incredibly savvy”.
Meijaard therefore concludes that “we have a capacity constraint more than a funding constraint”
(see also L. Fisher, 2010), and $20m is “a healthy sum of money to work with, if it was spent wisely,
and I think that’s much more the problem, about how to allocate it”. Because currently about a
quarter (Meijaard, 2014a), or potentially even half (H. B. Wilson et al., 2014), of the $20m goes to
cost-ine�cient R&R, one could therefore argue that the money should be re-allocated.
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4.5.2 Peaceful coexistence or zero-sum game? Funding con�ict between R&R and other activities

However, the notion of redirecting money away from R&R assumes that R&R and more cost-
e�ective conservation activities like habitat protection directly compete for funding. Most believed
that there is minimal funding con�ict, since typical donors of the two activities have very di�erent
motivations. Donors of R&R were thought to be “probably a lot more emotional, they’re probably
a lot more reactive” [Robins 2016-04-08], and in the absence of R&R would probably not fund
habitat protection: “they’d go o� and adopt a panda instead” [anon], or the funding would
go to “a chimp sanctuary” [Buckland 2015-08-04] or “stray dogs or something, or old cats or
whatever” [van Schaik 2017-03-08]. To some, the attention given to rehabilitant orangutans
is inevitable given people’s tendency to be drawn in by compelling individuals but put o� by
narratives about the bigger picture: “when you have massive carnage, people’s minds just glaze
over: they just can’t fathom the kind of pain and su�ering going on by the masses, but we
can identify with an individual” [Shapiro 2015-08-15]. Thus, R&R is viewed as “easier to sell to
people because it’s a simpler story”, since the images are “so much more captivating and more
appealing to the public than a more nuanced, complicated story of habitat loss and degradation
and fragmentation” [Harrison 2015-10-29]. R&R groups are therefore seen as well-placed to use
individual-based advertising similar to that used in humanitarian campaigns (K. Milton, 2002),
particularly because helpless, orphaned infants may, like human children, act as “ideal victims”
(Höijer, 2004). However, fundraising that focuses too heavily on individuals can be criticised for
obscuring wider social and political contexts (Yuen, 2011; section 10.3)—a similar criticism to that
raised against anthropology’s focus on the “su�ering subject” (section 1.1.1).

The conclusion from this perspective is that R&R and other conservation activities can co-exist
with little con�ict. Carel van Schaik [2017-03-08] even argued that the presence of R&R is a boon
for more traditional conservation funding, since “you basically double the pot of money”: while
“people interested in welfare are usually not interested in conservation”, one might get them
interested by saying, “‘Your individuals – x, y, z – are now going to be released into the wild, and
don’t you want them to succeed? Well, we need some money to protect these areas so we can
release them.’ So we can turn the welfare issue into an issue for conservation. [. . . ] And that’s
what so cool about it, because you now have a non-zero-sum game, suddenly.”

Unfortunately, no research has speci�cally examined whether donors of R&R and traditional
conservation are indeed di�erent groups of people, with distinct motivations. Some broader-
scale research has focused on correlates (e.g., gender, age, education) of donation in general
(see Neumayr & Handy, 2017, for a review), or for speci�c causes such as animal welfare and
conservation. One UK study found that while conservation had a relatively even gender balance
(1.2 female donors for every man), animal welfare was the most gender-biased of any cause,
with 1.7 women donating for every man (Piper & Schnepf, 2008). While an experimental forced
choice test claimed a correlation between empathy (albeit measured on a very crude scale) and
support for animal welfare charity the rspca (Bennett, 2003), an Austrian survey found no
relationship between empathy and donation to either animal welfare or environmental causes
(Neumayr & Handy, 2017). Interestingly, the Austrian study found that donation to both causes
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was negatively associated with measures of religiosity, but was positively associated with years
of formal education.2 The authors had predicted the latter outcome on the basis that people with
higher education are “‘better able to understand’ complex situations and therefore the needs of
distant others”. Other studies have similarly found associations between higher levels of education
and donation to environmental causes and animal protection (Srnka, Grohs & Eckler, 2003) and
to international causes more broadly (Micklewright & Schnepf, 2009; Rajan, Pink & Dow, 2009).3

A Netherlands-based study found, contrary to the authors’ expectations, no association between
left-leaning political views and donation to environmental causes (Wiepking, 2010). Overall,
animal welfare does seem the more popular cause of the two, with animal causes bene�ting from
more money per donation (Neumayr & Handy, 2017), more donors (Piper & Schnepf, 2008), and a
larger number of ngos (Hance, 2016b) than environmental causes. However, it is hard to know
how to interpret such results, given that it is unclear how any study classi�ed orangutan R&R; it
may well have been counted as an environmental rather than animal welfare cause. Furthermore,
orangutan R&R donors may be unsure whether they are supporting primarily conservation- or
welfare-focused charities, since many people may be “muddled” about the di�erences (anon;
section 6.1.2).

Though we cannot know what donors would do if orangutan R&R did not exist, we might gain
further clues about whether there is a funding con�ict by examining who funds R&R, and whether
those donors also give to traditional conservation. This is a di�cult task because comprehensive
ngo funding records are rarely available. Even when full records are available, �nding the original
source of money would require tracing funds through layers of middle-men, such as donor-ngos.
I have therefore, in table 4.1, listed information from just two groups that provide some detail on
the proportion of funding from di�erent sources, to give an impressionistic view of R&R funding.
ofi is predominantly funded by public donations, and the majority of supporting foundations
were established by individuals or families. iar too is primarily funded by individuals, though
yiari, the Indonesian �eld project, also receives considerable funding from grants [Campbell-
Smith 2016-06-07], such as Arcus, which provided $250k over two years in 2012 and $9,000 in
2016 (Arcus Foundation, 2017). ofi has received some support from foundations that also give to
more “traditional” conservation, such as National Geographic (ofi, 2014); ofi was also previously
a recipient of the usaid-backed Orangutan Conservation Services Program (ocsp) (Development
Alternatives Incorporated, 2010; L. Fisher, 2010). Other groups similarly receive funding from a
wide variety of sources. For example, bosf (2016a, 2017a) is supported by palm oil companies,
donor-ngos, zoos, animal welfare groups, national donor organisations, and conservation groups.

There are clearly some funding overlaps between R&R and more traditional conservation
activities. Some foundations, such as Arcus, explicitly focus on both conservation and animal
welfare issues and see the two as inextricably linked [Lanjouw 2015-06-01]. Conservation-focused
donors also might fund speci�c projects of R&R ngos (section 10.1). Some wealthy philanthropists

2 Environmental donations were negatively associated with religious a�liation, and animal welfare with religious
attendance. More than 12 years of formal education was associated with the choice to donate to environmental causes,
and with a greater amount of money donated to animal welfare.

3 Micklewright and Schnepf found no association between education and donation to animal welfare in the UK, which
they classi�ed as a domestic cause.

59



Table 4.1: Comparison of funding sources for Orangutan Foundation International (ofi) and International
Animal Rescue (iar): individuals (ind.: including regular donations), corporations (corp.), and
foundations (fdn.).

org. year income ind. corp. fdn. other source

ofi 2014 us $1.8m 65% 15% 9% 11% ofi Board of Directors. ofi (2014)

2015 us $1.5m 59% 18% 19% 4% Board of Directors. ofi (2015b)

iar 2013 £1.6m 52% - 8% 26% legacies; 8% gift aid; 3%
investments.

iar (2013)

2014 £2.1m iar (2015b)

2015 £2.6m

Increase from legacy donations
and online income, up 200k
from “viral” campaigns for
orangutans Budi and Gito.

iar (2016c)

are also known to give to both R&R and other conservation activities [Burton 2015-07-15]. The
extent of the funding con�ict is therefore unclear, and it is hard to say if funding could be redirected
to wild orangutans if R&R were to disappear. However, the perception is generally that the two
are only minimally in con�ict.

4.6 Conclusion: uninformed, fruitless debate

Overall, the conservation value of R&R remains subject to debate, with some arguments widely
regarded as questionable (e.g., the “replenishing the wild” argument for Borneo), and others seen
as sound but currently lacking proof (e.g., educational value and facilitating forest preservation).
One thing that is agreed is that if R&R does have a role in conservation, that role is a small one:
Darmawan Liswanto [2016-06-16] suggested that if “ten �ngers” of orangutan conservation are
needed, rehabilitation is just the tip of a pinky. Yet the majority of conservationists I spoke with
were comfortable with the idea of a peaceful coexistence between R&R and other activities: R&R
is “certainly not the solution for orangutan conservation, and I would certainly argue it’s not the
most important solution [. . . ], but I think it can play a part of the solution” [Harrison 2015-10-29].
Many did argue that the attention and funding devoted to R&R is disproportionate, and that R&R
is often inappropriately represented as a “golden chariot”: a solution to orangutan endangerment
(Ancrenaz 2015-11-06; section 8.1.6). Still, the conclusion on the whole was that because the
funding streams of R&R and habitat preservation are mostly separate, R&R does no harm, even if
it doesn’t do all that much good either.

The nuance of this commonly-held perspective is not always conveyed in public discussions of
R&R. For example, in 2009, and again in 2011, the World Land Trust (wlt) hosted debates about
the e�cacy of orangutan R&R as a conservation strategy. To close the 2011 debate, participants
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took a vote on the motion that “[e]ven with limited funding available, reintroduction of captive
orangutans is as important for their conservation as habitat protection”. The conclusion was to
reject the motion: the majority found habitat protection to be more important than R&R. Yet even
R&R practitioners agree that habitat protection is the more important and cost-e�ective of the
two activities, referring to R&R as “one tiny aspect of the whole” [Fell Hicks 2015-12-09], like
a “band-aid on the problem” [Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07], “paracetamol” for the �u – “treating
the symptoms [. . . ] not really curing the disease” [Sanchez 2016-06-09] – or a “�re brigade [. . . ]
You’re always better o� preventing �res than you are �ghting them” [Hicks 2015-12-09]. Given
that R&R practitioners agree that habitat preservation is more e�ective as a conservation strategy,
why then do they bother?

Public debates like those at the wlt therefore miss two important points. First, the wlt glossed
over the fact that few conservationists see a genuine con�ict between R&R and other activities.
In the opinion of Herman Rijksen (2001, p. 68), who established one of the �rst rehabilitation
centres but later became an outspoken critic of orangutan R&R (e.g., see Rijksen & Meijaard,
1999), “intellectual discussions and uninformed opinions on whether expensive rehabilitation is
less important than so-called ecosystem conservation, and the fruitless search for consensus on
actions among experts, continue to rage”. As I will discuss in later chapters, debate is “more about
the practices in reintroduction and rehabilitation rather than the ethical thinking behind it. The
thinking is �ne; the practice hasn’t always been good” [Meijaard 2015-09-01]. Thus, as Graham
Banes [2016-02-17] argued, although R&R is “the right thing to do”, “Are we always doing it right?
No. Or the best way? No. Has it ever been a successful reintroduction? No, I don’t believe there
has.” For example, Rijksen (2001) feels that tourism at R&R projects has resulted in the “corruption
of the concept of ape rehabilitation” (section 7.2). In short, the debate about R&R is not about
whether it ought to be done in principle, but how it is done in practice.

Secondly, the wlt debates neglected to discuss ethics in general, and in particular ethical
frameworks other than conservation. This meant that the central reasons why practitioners
choose to conduct R&R were not considered. As I will explore in the next chapter, the majority of
R&R practitioners are not motivated by conservation goals. Rather, they tend to see the alternatives
to R&R – killing orphaned orangutans, or keeping them in lifelong captivity – as practically or
ethically unacceptable, for a variety of reasons. As summarised by James Robins [2016-04-08],
formerly director of the Tabin reintroduction project in Sabah:

It’s [R&R] clearly not as cost-e�ective as habitat protection. I don’t think anyone
would argue that with you, and when you put the cold hard facts on paper, it’s di�cult
to in fact argue against it really. But that’s not what motivates a lot of people working
in the industry [. . . ] I think, particularly from my point of view, what do we do with
these animals, you know?
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5

Kill, incarcerate, or liberate? Alternatives to reintroduction

John Burton [2015-07-15], founder of the World Land Trust (wlt) and coordinator of the 2009
and 2011 debates about orangutan rehabilitation and reintroduction (R&R), explained that he
does not believe it makes “rational, scienti�c sense” to spend vast sums of money on rescuing
and releasing a thousand orangutans: while it makes some sense to “have one or two so that the
public can see orangutans”, he “personally would not support that [large-scale rescue centres]”.
Yet Burton acknowledged, “I don’t have a solution to what you do with those orangutans. That’s
the problem: what do you do with all these orangutans in captivity?” The question of what to
do with displaced orangutans poses a signi�cant problem for those who argue against funding
R&R, since saying that money would be better spent on habitat protection implies implementing
a cheaper alternative to R&R. Realistically, the only cheaper alternatives are killing or selling apes
to pet homes, zoos, or laboratories; an equally expensive alternative would be to house them in
high-quality sanctuaries (Beck, 2010).

This chapter explores the various arguments for and against these alternatives to R&R, paying
particular attention to the ethical elements of participants’ views. I will deal with the two main
alternatives to R&R: killing displaced orangutans; or keeping them in lifelong captivity, in-country
or overseas. I will not separately discuss the idea of “dumping” orphaned orangutans into the
wild without rehabilitation (see an explanation by Michelle Desilets in wlt, 2011), as Karmele
Sanchez [2016-06-09] made the compelling point that “that’s pretty much the same as euthanasia”:
rehabilitation aims to help those orangutans that would otherwise have a slim chance of survival,
so “dumped” individuals would probably die. Sanchez added that in a way “dumping” would be
worse than immediate killing, since the orangutan would experience “a slow death”; therefore, “if
the end result is you don’t mind whether the orangutan is dead or alive”, you may as well kill
upfront.

5.1 Killing

5.1.1 What counts as euthanasia?

The term “euthanasia”, meaning “good death”, has quite di�erent meanings for humans and other
animals. While for humans it refers speci�cally to mercy killings, in which death brings relief
from su�ering, for other animals euthanasia can refer to killing for “the convenience and bene�t
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of humans”: the motive is irrelevant, so long as the death itself is painless (Morris, 2012, p. 8).
Thus, animals may be “euthanised” because they are research subjects (Arluke & Sanders, 1996),
unwanted pets (Morris, 2012), or deemed “surplus” to breeding requirements in zoos (Jamieson,
1995c). Some feel that the term should be used, as with humans, only for cases when death
is in the animal’s best interest (Bostock, comment in Jamieson, 1995a, p. 44; see also Broom,
2007). However, there is less certainty around what a more appropriate term might be to describe
strategic killings of animals, as illustrated by audience comments following a presentation by
Beko� (1995) at a workshop on issues in captive and wild animal management. While Lewis (p.118)
felt that it would be “far more honest if we used the word ‘kill’ ” rather than “euphemisms” like
euthanasia, Rowan (p.122) felt that “sacri�ce” is “a more accurate description than ‘killing,’ a word
which lacks speci�city. It is a much richer thing than just killing an animal. People are not doing
it arbitrarily.” On the other hand, Beko� (p.123) objected that “sacri�ce” is, like “euthanasia”, a
euphemism, since when he was a medical student, “the fact of the matter is that I was walking into
a lab and cutting the heads o� cats”. Here, I have opted for “euthanasia” when referring to mercy
killings of orangutans in pain, and have elsewhere used “kill”, since it is a literal term that does
not assume a speci�c motive, thereby leaving open the possibility that orangutan orphans might
be killed for multiple, distinct reasons. Underlying these debates about terminology is a concern
about the ethics of killing animals when it is not obviously in their best interests—a prospect
which may be particularly controversial with orangutans in light of their obvious intelligence
and evolutionary proximity to humans.

Leaving aside, for the moment, the di�culty of determining the extent of an orangutan’s pain,
no participants openly objected to the notion of euthanising su�ering orangutans. Even those who
view orangutans as having a right to life agreed that because orangutans cannot make informed
choices in this situation – and, even if they could, we could not necessarily reliably interpret those
choices – euthanasia of su�ering orangutans is a “necessary act of compassion” (M. A. Warren,
2001, p. 323). However, in practice it is extremely di�cult to secure permission to euthanise
orangutans in Indonesia: as a protected species it is illegal to keep or kill orangutans – “but
people do” on both counts [Commitante 2015-11-25] – so permission to euthanise must be sought
from the wildlife authorities. As several participants reported, even “deserving cases” [anon]
submitted by veterinarians are usually rejected, such as some with tuberculosis, who despite being
treated with human medicine might “relapse fairly frequently”, and in some cases are clearly
“really struggling and they’re in pain” [Commitante 2015-11-25]. Similarly, Sandra, the bed-ridden
orangutan star of the quasi-documentary �lm Green (Rouxel, 2009), was denied euthanasia despite
her obvious su�ering (Rouxel, 2012). Of course, one might ask – as one audience member did at
a public lecture I attended, speaking of the di�culty of securing permission to release animals
– “Why should we need to follow the laws when nobody else does?” I did hear rumours that
in some Southeast Asian sanctuaries the law is not always followed when it comes to matters
like sterilisation, so it is conceivable that euthanasia of su�ering primates occurs behind closed
doors—though I did not hear of any such cases.

Matters become more complex when considering orangutans that do not su�er medical con-
ditions, but nonetheless cannot be released (section 9.3). While the preferred option for these
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individuals is some kind of in-country, high-quality sanctuary, in reality many will be housed in
rehabilitation centres for the foreseeable future, often in cages smaller than those recommended
for laboratory-housed apes (Trayford, 2013, p. 111). This raises the question: would euthanasia
of healthy, unreleasable orangutans be kinder than keeping them in small cages for the rest of
their lives, if that is realistically the alternative? As one participant put it, “If you have such a
long-lived animal, and its life is going to be stuck into a cage and you notice it will never, ever
change—if that is the situation, then, I wouldn’t want to live in a cage for my entire life, so I don’t
know.” Thus, some have argued that “it is in the interest of the animal’s wellbeing to kill it” rather
than keep it in “inhumane” or overcrowded conditions in rescue centres (Pokras, in comments on
Lindburg, 1995, p. 169; see also Karesh, 1995; R. S. Moore et al., 2014).

Yet this argument could easily be extended to suggest killing as a solution for overcrowding in
rehabilitation centres, the rationale being that killing may be best if new arrivals will su�er in their
cramped conditions, or will impose further su�ering on existing residents (section 8.2). This in
turn could give way to an argument that killing should be on the table “even if it’s a resources issue”
[anon], if it’s clear that the cost of keeping, for example, a blind orangutan for thirty years could
be much better put towards something else. Taken to its extreme, one participant proposed killing
as a solution for all rescued orangutans, on the grounds that they are “ecologically extinct, they’re
biologically a dead end, they’re possible sources of disease—why would I want to conserve them?”
Overall though, the vast majority objected to this notion, arguing that orangutans should only
be killed when they are “really struggling and they’re in pain”, never “as a way of conveniently
eliminating unwanted or di�cult to house individuals” [Commitante 2015-11-25].

5.1.2 Social backlash: practical objections to killing

Several participants pointed out that killing orphaned orangutans would be impossible in any
case, since “in this context there’s so much emotion involved” [anon], and “the social backlash
overseas would be enormous” [anon]. Although it was sometimes proposed that Westerners are
more concerned with animal welfare and rights than Indonesians and Malaysians (section 9.3.2),
killing could also cause a serious social issue amongst locals:

It’s not only just a moral issue; it’s an education problem. Like, how are we going to
stop people from killing orangutans if the government or the ngos or general society
in the world decides that this is the right thing to do? Forget about ever stopping
the problem. If we, being the conservationists or rescuers, stand up for euthanasia
of animals, then how am I going to say to a farmer somewhere, “No no, don’t kill
the orangutan, that’s not good!” Tomorrow I rescue one and I euthanise him myself.
[Sanchez 2016-06-09]

On the other hand, one participant did, albeit idly, suggest that ngos might threaten to kill
orangutans, or simply park the them outside of government o�ces, to make the Indonesian gov-
ernment take action. However, they concluded that this would likely back�re, as the outcry would
primarily be directed against ngos rather than at the government. Thus, as Nigel Hicks [2015-
12-09] concluded, “I don’t think there’s any pressure that can be put on the government from a
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rehab centre by saying, ‘Well, we’ll stop taking your orangutan if you don’t do something.’ It’s
just not going to happen.”

Along with the observation that killing orangutans is illegal anyway, another oft-repeated
practical objection was that killing orphaned orangutans would not end the problem, as one
would need to keep killing as more orangutans are displaced; killing is therefore a “cop out” and
no solution to the underlying problem [Robins 2016-04-08].

5.1.3 Orangutan rights and human responsibilities

In addition to practical objections, some participants explained that killing otherwise healthy
orangutans “would be morally wrong” [Sanchez 2016-06-09] or “not something that I ethically
and morally support” [Sunderland-Groves 2016-06-03]. One reason for this view, which was
particularly prevalent amongst Westerners, was articulated by Graham Banes [2016-02-17]: “as
humans, and as custodians of the planet or whatever you want to call it, we have a moral
responsibility to do something about these animals that we’ve displaced. I think if we cut down a
forest or if we have them in the pet trade or something, you can’t just say, ‘Oh well! Our bad!
Let’s go euthanise them all!’ We have to do something.” This argument holds that because “these
orangutans have been so screwed up by us as a species” [Robins 2016-04-08] – “we’re the ones
that created this mess” [Galdikas 2016-06-16] – we “have a moral responsibility to do as much
as we can for these animals” [Cheyne 2015-10-26]. Participants who held this view frequently
referenced ideas about justice and fairness: we must “take responsibility” [Galdikas 2016-06-16],
since “it’s not their fault they’ve ended up in this horri�c situation” [Cheyne 2015-10-26] and they
therefore “deserve extra special treatment” [Robins 2016-04-08]. Similar concepts of fairness are
used in ecological justice discourses, which address questions about what humans owe to the
environment.1

The notion of righting humanity’s wrongs does not necessarily entail viewing orangutans as
possessing intrinsic rights. Rather, the justice argument is in a way anthropocentric, since its
primary goal is atoning for guilt about our treatment of other species (Cribb et al., 2014, p. 5).
However, some participants also explicitly supported granting rights to orangutans. For example,
Birutė Galdikas [2016-06-16] suggested that the argument in favour of R&R is primarily based
on “valuing the individual, valuing the species as a group of individuals, and it springs from
the depths of the animal welfare and the animal liberation movement”. Along with Galdikas,
several other participants are known as proponents of great ape rights, such as Douglas Cress,
who for a time acted as Executive Director the Great Ape Project (gap) in the US (Ynterian, 2011).
Gary Shapiro and Leif Cocks, who both operate donor-ngos, and Shawn Thompson, author
of a book that involved interviewing orangutan conservationists and researchers (Thompson,
2010), all supported the e�ort to secure legal rights for Sandra, a captive orangutan in Argentina
(Thompson, 2015b). Others spoke of the idea that orangutans are “beings with souls worthy of life,
with right to exist” (Zimmerman 2015-07-16; see also R. Zimmerman, 2014), deserving “a right

1 Low and Gleeson (1998a, 1998b) distinguish ecological justice and environmental justice, the former referring justice to

the environment and the latter justice in the environment, i.e., fairness in access to di�erent kinds of environments by
groups of humans.
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to life, and the right to not be impeded by human activity” [Desilets 2015-11-03], or of “animals
as people” [Preuschoft 2016-06-25]. Such views were not only expressed by animal welfare or
rights advocates, but also by some self-described conservationists, such as Erik Meijaard [2015-
09-01] (“an orangutan as a great ape has rights, a right to live that I value very highly”) and Ian
Singleton [2016-07-12], who described orangutans as “people”. Though rights-based ideas were
not commonly voiced by Indonesian and Malaysian participants, one Indonesian rehabilitation
centre sta� member, who was translating for a colleague as well as speaking for herself, explicitly
referred to both justice and rights arguments: “we don’t see orangutan as completely animal—they
have some rights. We owe them.”

5.1.4 Sentience and speciesism: the ethics of killing orangutans versus other species

Though some participants advocated for orangutan rights, the majority did not, and some voiced
objections to the proposal. From a practical perspective, Gail Campbell-Smith [2016-06-07]
indicated that although she may have championed rights for orangutans and other animals many
years ago, she had come to realise that “where I live [West Kalimantan] it would be really hard to
push for that. [. . . ] It’s hard enough to get people not to kill them as it is. They see them as an
animal. If I say, ‘No, it’s a human,’ religiously it would be hard to have this view accepted.”

Others voiced philosophical objections to the idea that orangutans speci�cally should be granted
rights, on the grounds that this unfairly prioritises great apes over other non-humans. For example,
Chairul Saleh [2016-06-03] disagreed with orangutans’ evolutionary proximity to humans from an
Islamic perspective, and also argued that because orangutans are ecologically on par with other
species they should not be viewed as more valuable. Saleh’s latter argument echoes a principle
of mainstream conservation: that a species’ value is judged by its contribution to a collective
entity, which Leopold (1949), a founding father of conservation ethics, called “land” (Callicott,
1980), but which nowadays might be called “ecosystem health”. From this perspective, although
some species are more valuable than others (e.g., native species are more valuable than invasive
ones: Aitken, 2004), sentience and proximity to humans are not seen as relevant. Thus, John
Burton [2015-07-15] asked, “why because they’re [orangutans] intelligent should they be treated
di�erently to a snail? [. . . ] I’m not particularly interested in great apes. To me, they look too
much like humans, and I don’t like humans.” Burton’s (albeit joking) misanthropy echoes the
conservation idea that because humans are overall a source of damage to ecosystem health, other
species are in a way more valuable. For example, Edward Abbey (1968) states that he would sooner
shoot a man than a snake (Callicott, 1980). Conservationists might also object to the aesthetic
prioritisation of human-like creatures over other forms of life; for example, one complained that
primatologists often miss the complexity and beauty of the rainforest because they’re too busy
looking at their “bloody apes”.

From an animal rights perspective, others argued that “one animal deserves as much of a right
to live as the next. Any animal, not just orangutans” [Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07]. Karmele
Sanchez [2016-06-09] related this directly to objections to killing orangutans, noting that many
people �nd killing smaller animals “less morally such a problem” than killing orangutans. Yet
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Sanchez argued that because “[a]t the end of the day it is the same thing: we are just killing
animals”, this view is “unfair” to other species, “because we should not do that with any other
species either”. Sanchez is not alone in objecting to the unnoticed killing of other animals: for
example, Beko� (2013b, p. 21) asks, “Would we still struggle with the decision to euthanize, kill,
these individuals?” in cases of “less charismatic species or individuals we thought to be insentient”.
One participant even suggested that caring for less charismatic species is more important than
caring for great apes, “because they su�er in silence”. For example, if you burn a turtle it won’t
scream, so it has “worse su�ering because it goes unnoticed, because we don’t relate to them”.
Similarly, Regina Frey [2016-09-14] argued that prioritising orangutans over other species is “very
arrogant; it’s almost sort of saying they’re worth much more than the rest of the fauna because
they’re similar to us and so precious, so it should not be allowed to cage them and expose them
to the public” such as in zoos. Similar kinds of arguments are frequently brought up against the
gap, which is perceived by some as being unfairly speciesist (see Beck et al., 2001; J. Marks, 2002;
Corbey, 2005, for reviews).

Despite these calls for species equality, many people do �nd killing orangutans more problematic
than killing other species. Indeed, the National Institutes of Health in the US have for several
decades demanded more substantial ethical and scienti�c justi�cation for killing a chimpanzee
than another species (Hua & Ahuja, 2013). A handful of participants explicitly acknowledged
that they �nd the welfare or rights of great apes more important than for other animals. For
example, Marc Ancrenaz [2015-11-06] argued that “because they [orangutans] are great apes, it
is not conceivable to put them to sleep”. Another researcher prioritised sentience, arguing that
caring for displaced orangutans is “a moral responsibility to a sentient being”, but nonetheless
suggested that killing any animal should not be “taken lightly”. Femke den Haas [2016-10-10]
argued that although she “tri[es] not to say, ‘This is species is more important than the other
species,’ but surely it’s pretty clear that orangutans are almost as, or maybe as intelligent as, we
are”. As such, den Haas argued that orangutans “should get human rights because they are just as
intelligent and as social as us”.

Benjamin Beck [2016-05-02] was particularly upfront about granting great apes a special status.
Though Beck explained that though he has reservations about great ape rights,2 he believes that
great apes “have a sense of self, other, fairness, hope, a�liation, understanding, intentionality,
causality, spatial comprehension, cooperation, and compassion that warrants special consideration
by humans”. While Beck �nds killing healthy great apes an unacceptable alternative to R&R (see
Beck, 2010), the golden lion tamarin reintroduction project that Beck coordinated had involved
killing infants that could not cling to their mothers, and “[w]e killed rats and roaches that infested
zoo exhibits and turned feral dogs and cats over to pounds”. As such, Beck (2010, p. 344) states, “I
acknowledge being a ‘speciesist’ with regard to great apes. I see them and their conservation as
being more compelling than that of other animals and plants, although I recognize that this makes

2 Though Beck �nds the gap an “important exercise”, he suggests there could be practical problems because “[m]ost
people in the developing world think the notion is ridiculous, because many people don’t even have the rights of
personhood. Further, awarding personhood to apes would have enormous unintended and impractical consequences.”
Beck added that although he supports ending biomedical research and protecting apes in their wild habitats, he is
“uncertain if I support the elimination of apes in zoos”.
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no sense ecologically.” Beck [2016-05-02] noted that most parties tend to disagree: conservationists
argue that other species “are just as deserving of protection from an ecological or evolutionary
point of view”;3 primatologists suggest that “[l]emurs and lorises [. . . ] are as deserving as bonobos
and orangutans”; captive managers of other animals “also disagree, and they advocate vigorously
for their emus and octopi and tigers”; and “[e]ven the captive managers of apes are not generally
outspoken supporters of my bias. Perhaps they fear to o�end?” However, Beck observed that
“my biases are generally understood and supported by the general public, perhaps more from
intuition than from critical analysis”, and that “although I don’t get a lot of support for my biases,
I don’t hear a lot of criticism either”. As I’ll discuss in section 6.1, a large number of participants
became involved in orangutan conservation or welfare because they found orangutans uniquely
compelling. Even those who became involved for other reasons often developed attachments to
the species and to individuals after working with them. Thus, although few followed Beck’s lead
of openly admitting to speciesism, it was very often implied.

Although “speciesism” is often used pejoratively, referring to a discriminatory act akin to sexism
or racism (Corbey & Lanjouw, 2013, p. 1), some argue that the term misleadingly implies that our
relationships with all other species ought to be comparable, which is neither possible nor desirable
(e.g., D. Peterson, 2013). Even the pioneers of animal liberation and rights distinguished between
animals that should and should not have their interests considered, based on criteria relating to
sentience and su�ering. For example, Singer (1975 [1995], p. 175) argues that the interests of all
animals down to those “somewhere between a shrimp and an oyster” should be considered, while
Regan (1983 [2004], p. xvi) more stringently suggests considering “mentally normal mammals of a
year or more”, and any creatures with equivalent or greater levels of sentience (see Hargrove, 1992,
for commentary). Both Singer and Regan also view killing a human as a more serious matter than
killing a mouse (Varner, 2003). Thus, even though some animal rights advocates claim to reject a
hierarchy of rights, one could argue that “[a]ny workable ethics must recognize some hierarchy
of interests” (Varner, 2003, p. 419; see M. A. Warren, 1992 for a similar argument). Furthermore,
Norton (1982, p. 90) points out that granting rights to all animals, and to non-sentient elements of
the natural world such as rivers and forests,4 “does not address the problem of deciding which
individual claims have priority over others” in cases where interests con�ict. In other words,
granting all animals, rivers, and forests rights could make ethical decision-making even more
di�cult.

5.1.5 “Would you do it yourself?”

Killing was widely dismissed as an unacceptable alternative to R&R: “it’s not really on the table”
[Buckland 2015-08-04]. In addition to practical objections (e.g., public outcry) and moral objections
to either killing orangutans speci�cally, or to killing animals in general, there is an emotion-based
argument against killing. Sara Fell Hicks [2015-12-09] described once hearing a volunteer at a

3 Although in general Beck agrees with this sentiment, his “biases pertain to captive apes and to their potential
reintroduction to the wild”, deriving from his background in captive ape psychology and reintroduction.

4 Boliva has led the way in the rights for nature movement by passing a national Law of Mother Earth (Vidal, 2011),
though other countries have granted rights to speci�c entities, such as the Whanganui River in New Zealand (Roy,
2017; see garn, no date, for more on the general movement).
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rehabilitation centre propose that because “all the money needs to be going into forest protection”
rather than R&R, “we should be euthanising them [orphaned orangutans]”. Fell Hicks, who assists
her husband Nigel Hicks in veterinary procedures at rehabilitation centres through the group they
co-founded, Orangutan Veterinary Aid (ovaid), challenged the volunteer to do a vet’s job: “I said
to him, ‘So would you do it yourself? Would you euthanise that baby if it was put in your arms?’
and he said, ‘No,’ and I said, ‘Well, there’s your answer.’ Who is going to do that?” As I will discuss
in section 6.1, people who work closely with orangutans, such as vets and zookeepers, tended to
describe forming bonds with individual orangutans and developing rights- and welfare-based
ethics. Thus, just as technicians in animal laboratories and veterinarians struggle with killing
healthy animals (Arluke & Sanders, 1996; Morris, 2012), veterinarians at R&R centres would be
faced with a distressing task, which perhaps few external critics of R&R would be willing to
undertake themselves. Thus, few practitioners were willing to shift from “letting die” to “making
die” by rendering orangutan orphans “killable” (Braverman, 2015, p. 162, citing Haraway, 2008,
p. 80; section 1.2.2).

5.2 Incarceration

The iucn (2000, pp. 2–3), in its guidelines for the placement of con�scated animals, suggests that
although returning con�scated animals to the wild is often the most popular option, reintroduction
is risky and “generally confers few bene�ts”. Thus, retaining animals in captivity is “a clear – and,
in most cases, preferable – alternative”. Despite this advice, all ngos that con�scate orphaned
orangutans aim to release them back into the wild. This section examines why.

5.2.1 Surplus and scarcity: the practical problem of housing orphaned orangutans

The �rst issue with lifelong captivity as an alternative to R&R is the problem of where to house
orphaned orangutans. The in-country options for captive care tend to have very poor conditions,
both at rescue and rehabilitation centres (Karesh, 1995; Trayford, 2013) and at zoos (Agoramoorthy,
2004; Nijman, 2009). Karmele Sanchez [2016-06-09] was amenable to the idea that if, hypothetically,
Indonesian zoos dramatically improved their standards, they would be a viable alternative to R&R.
Though some local groups (den Haas, 2017) and international organisations (Walker et al., 2005;
waza, 2005; bff, 2017) encourage the improvement of conditions in Indonesian and Malaysian
zoos, Sanchez and others expressed little hope that improvements would actually happen. Indeed,
I was told of two cases when rehabilitation ngos played active roles in having poor-quality zoos
closed: Orangutan Foundation International (ofi) purchased a zoo with the sole intention of
putting it out of business [Galdikas 2016-06-16]; and the Centre for Orangutan Protection (cop) at
�rst worked to assist a zoo in caring for its orangutans, but campaigned to have the zoo closed
after discovering that management did not care to improve the conditions [Kristianto 2016-06-25].
As for building quality long-term captive facilities, although construction is considerably cheaper
in most ape range countries than in the West, and sanctuaries could potentially earn income from
tourism, it is still an expensive and complicated option (Beck, 2010, p. 335; section 9.3).
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Alternatively, John Burton [2015-07-15] suggested that since, in his view, breeding in captivity
does not serve a conservation purpose, it might make sense to stop zoo breeding and instead “use
rescued ones for educational purposes” in overseas zoos. This would not be unprecedented: before
establishing the �rst orangutan rehabilitation centre in 1964, Barbara Harrisson (1962) sent several
orphaned orangutans to zoos in the US and Europe. Yet facilities for displaced animals could,
in terms of education, “potentially have a massive impact in these countries where the animals
actually live and come from” [Farmer 2016-01-12]. It is also questionable whether international
zoos would willingly take in orphans, given that the number of orangutans in rehabilitation centres
(~1,250: table 7.1) may exceed the number in zoos. Though the 2014 orangutan studbook reported
1,079 orangutans in 230 zoos (M. Elder, 2015), researcher Graham Banes [2016-02-17] estimates
that there could be 2,000 if one counted the many institutions, including most Indonesian zoos,
that do not report their numbers for the o�cial studbook (e.g., only 41% of orangutans in zoos in
Thailand were in the studbook: Beastall et al., 2016). Furthermore, only some of the zoos in the
studbook have high-quality facilities, with only 641 orangutans housed at zoos in Europe, North
America, and Australasia. We would probably therefore “�ll up all the zoos willing to take them
very quickly and still have them coming in” [Trayford 2016-02-26]. Thus, although discourses
relating to orangutans tend to focus on their near-extinction and scarcity (section 3.1.3), in the
context of housing orphans there is a surplus, and it is the habitat, housing, and resources that
are scarce. The same issue emerges in R&R and translocation of displaced wild orangutans, since
on Borneo there is a lack of suitable forest and therefore too many orangutans for the available
space (section 8.1).

The far smaller number of “unreleasable” orangutans could be more manageable for interna-
tional zoos (section 9.3). However, some participants objected to sending any orphaned oran-
gutans overseas, most commonly because this could be “just a way of legalising getting around
cites [Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora]”
[Cheyne 2015-10-26]. While accredited zoos could not take in all orphaned orangutans, they not
only could but might actively want to take in a handful of individuals, since if zoos wish to be
seen as “arks” that could hypothetically repopulate the wild, they must maintain genetic diversity
within populations. Maintaining genetic diversity in captive populations is di�cult (Earnhardt,
Thompson & Marhevsky, 2001; A. Baker, 2007; Lees & Wilcken, 2009; Lacy, 2013), especially in
orangutans because 139 (13%) of those in the studbook are Sumatran-Bornean hybrids, who are
deemed “surplus” animals and prevented from breeding (section 9.2). Zoos might therefore be
“happy as clams to automatically get a whole bunch of orangutans that are ex-captives” [Rus-
son 2015-10-16]: “zoos wouldn’t be doing the rehab centres a favour by bringing them in; they
desperately want them” [anon]. The worry is therefore that, especially if money were involved,
allowing zoos access to any wild-born orangutans would lead to “commercialisation of wildlife,
commercialisation of individuals” [Russon 2015-10-16], such that rescue groups would become
part of a “business” in which “we send them to zoos, and we make money out of it”. Author-
ities could even take this a step further by deliberately “taking them all from the wild” to sell
to zoos [Sanchez 2016-06-09]. Similar concerns about allowing zoos to take animals from the
wild, supposedly for conservation purposes, have been raised for other species. For example,
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controversy erupted over US zoos importing 18 African elephants from Swasiland, the justi�cation
for which was that elephants were crowding out rhinos in reserves, but which critics argued was
essentially “farming elephants. They’re breeding them to export” (Cynthia Moss, quoted in Russo,
2015). However, if only unreleasable orangutans were sent – i.e., individuals that are injured,
sick, old, or psychologically unequipped for the wild – international zoos might not want them.
One participant, a former zookeeper, pointed out that zoos would not want orangutans with a
contagious disease, and in general “people don’t want to display maimed animals”, so there’s a risk
that they would simply be “warehoused”. Similarly, Anne Russon [2015-10-16] noted that while
she knows of one zoo, of which she “think[s] very highly” that is willing to take individuals who
are “not your perfect orangutans”, on the whole zoos are looking for “functioning, reproductive
individuals who are churning out the kids”.

The trade issue was a serious concern for many participants, so the notion of moving displaced
orangutans, even unreleasables, to overseas institutions was usually dismissed. However, a
contrary opinion was expressed by Graham Banes [2016-02-17], a researcher whose recent
work has involved helping zoos in developing countries with orangutan housing and husbandry,
including the establishment of breeding programmes to reduce demand for wild-caught orangutans.
Banes argued that his work has proved “a really novel and a really good way of addressing illegal
trade, without throwing stones and saying, ‘You’re evil for doing this [capturing wild orangutans
for zoos].’ ” Banes added that another way to curb demand for wild-caught orangutans in zoos
in developing countries would be to loan them unreleasable orangutans, especially those with
the poorest living conditions in rehabilitation centres, as part of a zoological exchange. Banes
explained that he made this proposal “not because I think that’s a great thing to do—obviously I
wish that didn’t happen”, but rather as a pragmatic response to the fact that “if they want them,
they’ll get them”. The exchange would simultaneously give unreleasable orangutans “a much
higher quality of life” than they currently experience in most rehabilitation centres (section 9.3),
and money from the loan could help fund R&R projects. However, Banes noted that his idea is
rather unpopular within the orangutan conservation community. In addition to receiving criticism
for helping rather than boycotting disreputable organisations, Banes observed that some of his
critics seemed to feel that “you should never take animals from range countries and put them
anywhere else”, to which he noted, “But we de�ne what a range country is—orangutans don’t
care about geopolitical borders, all they care about is their conditions, their life, their standard of
living.”

5.2.2 Where is “home”? Orangutans and nationality

A further objection to sending orphaned orangutans overseas is therefore that Indonesia and
Malaysia have a right to keep “their” orangutans. The Indonesian public occasionally demands
that overseas zoos return “our” orangutans, since they “belong” to Indonesia and “we want them
back” (Meijaard, 2015e). At a provincial level, the government of Aceh, Sumatra, demanded that all
orphaned orangutan con�scated in Aceh must be returned to the wild within the province, hence
why the Sumatran Orangutan Conservation Programme (socp) established the Jantho release site
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(Singleton, 2011). Orangutans are therefore sometimes seen as belonging to geopolitical entities.
One participant suggested that this logic may even lead government representatives to “think
along the lines of, ‘The orangutans are property of the state, I am state o�cial, hence I have the
right to demand seeing/handling the orangutans.’ ” Like similar demands from some donors or
supporters (section 10.3.3), this presents a disruption to the rehabilitation process by perpetuating
orangutans’ human-orientation (section 7.2.2).

Although in this framework orangutans possess a kind of nationality, they are essentially prop-
erty and do not possess many rights, so according to some de�nitions they are not truly “citizens”
(see Donaldson & Kymlicka, 2011, 2015; Hinchcli�e, 2015; Hooley, 2017, for various positions on
animal “citizenship”). Challenging the notion of national ownership, Erik Meijaard (2015e) argues
that there is little precedent within the constitution to view orangutans as Indonesia’s property:
orangutans, which fall under the umbrella of “the land, the waters and natural resources”, are
“under the powers” of the Indonesian state. However, Meijaard interprets “under the powers” to
imply “management authority” rather than ownership, meaning that orangutans are better seen
as “common goods” over whom “the whole world has some say”.

Although the “public goods” proposal challenges the notion that orangutans belong to a
nation, it nonetheless conceptualises orangutans as resources. Others take issue with the notion
that orangutans can be owned, by individuals or states (e.g., Beck, 2010). For example, Anne
Russon [2015-10-16] and Birutė Galdikas [2016-06-16] compared orangutans’ plight to the fate of
Jewish refugees in the Second World War. Galdikas noted that “people used to misunderstand”
this analogy, perhaps thinking that the intention was to compare the plight of orangutans with
the Holocaust, when she only intended to suggest that like human refugees, displaced orangutans
deserve care. Russon expanded on the refugee analogy by explaining that oil palm concessionaires
should not complain of orangutans entering “their concession”, since “these orangutans did not
come into your concession. It was their home. You came and took their home.” Orangutans are
therefore the “original residents that have now been dispossessed”. Thus, Russon suggests that
orangutans are neither property nor resources, but are comparable to refugees or local people
dispossessed of their land rights. Others have framed this idea in terms of “sovereignty” of wild
animals within their original habitats (see Donaldson & Kymlicka, 2011, 2015; Ladwig, 2015, for
various perspectives).

The view of displaced orangutans as refugees does not imply a speci�c solution about where
they ought to be housed. For example, one could argue that because orangutans have been
mistreated by their home countries, they are rendered stateless and ought to be resettled overseas
(see Meijaard, 2014b, for a similar idea). One could also argue that orangutan refugees ought to
be returned “home” to the forest (sections 5.2.3–5.2.6). Whether “home” is their speci�c forest
of origin, or any suitable habitat, is another question. This problem enters discourses around
translocating displaced wild orangutans, since an important question is whether an orangutan will
feel su�ciently comfortable and con�dent in a new environment, or whether sudden relocation
to an unfamiliar forest is traumatising, potentially fatally so (section 8.1). The extent to which
the forest is “home” also a�ects approaches to R&R, with practitioners di�ering in their views
about how readily orangutans behaviourally and psychologically adjust to life in the wild after
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spending their lives in captivity (sections 9.1 and 9.3). In other words, some would argue that
from the orangutan’s perspective, captivity eventually becomes “home”. Over longer timescales,
Callicott (1980, p. 330) suggests that domestic animals have been bred for dependency on humans,
such that Regan’s (1983 [2004]) proposal that domestic animals should be liberated is a “logical
impossibility”: their “home” is undoubtedly with humans.

The notion of the forest as “home” is prevalent in media representations, from Western groups
(e.g., iar, 2016a), and perhaps even more prominently from Indonesian organisations: for example,
the cop boat is emblazoned with the slogan “way back home” (�gure 5.1, and cop, 2016), and bosf
(2015b) described the release of orangutans into Kehje Sewen in late 2015 as sending them “home
for Christmas”. Indeed, Stanley Price and Fa (2007, p. 157) argue that one of the reasons why
zoo reintroductions tend to receive widespread public support is because the notion of “taking
animals back home” is a “simple but powerful message, and with considerable emotional impact”.
Yet the “home” argument is not a single, coherent narrative, but rather a position that is advocated
for a wide variety of reasons. Thus, although the non-conservation case for R&R is frequently
characterised as based on animal welfare (e.g., guidelines contrast conservation- and welfare-based
reintroductions: Beck et al., 2007; C. O. Campbell, Cheyne and Rawson, 2015, though see Seddon
et al., 2012 for a discussion of other reasons for animal translocations, including religion), R&R was
prioritised over captivity for a wide range of reasons, including animal rights, welfare, religion,
and indigenous rights. Furthermore, those who prioritise animal welfare did not all agree that
R&R is preferable to lifelong captivity.

5.2.3 Five-star hotel or prison? The welfare of captive versus wild orangutans

One element to consider, when deciding if the forest is “home” for rehabilitant orangutans, is
whether from the orangutan’s perspective life in the wild is preferable to life in captivity. The
notion that animals are better o� in the wild underpins the practice of welfare-based releases, in
which the primary reason for release is “the welfare of the animals as opposed to any conservation
bene�t to the taxon” (C. O. Campbell et al., 2015, p. 6)—or, more stringently, “where there is
evidence to indicate that their welfare would be improved” by release (Beck et al., 2007, p. 5).
However, upon release into the wild captive animals may face “displacement by others with
established territories, injury from predators, debilitation from malnutrition, and eventual death,
thus raising welfare questions” (Karesh, 1995, p. 3). The Association of Zoos and Aquariums
(1992) goes so far as to suggest that “[i]n view of the considerable mortality inherent in even
the best planned and managed reintroduction programs, the reintroduction of orphans should
not be represented as ‘humanitarian’ ” (see also Swaisgood, 2010). Susan Cheyne [2015-10-26]
added that even if animals released for welfare purposes survive, one can unintentionally create
welfare issues in future generations, such as by releasing too few individuals and thereby creating
inbreeding issues.

Though orangutans are now often monitored and assisted after release, historically they were
rarely tracked, and survival was probably poor (section 9.4). Death and su�ering after release are
better-documented in other species. For example, the golden lion tamarin reintroduction project
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Figure 5.1: Volunteers in the cop Borneo boat, on which is written “way back home”, 2016-06-27.

began with post-release survival rates of below 10%; by suggesting a change of tactics Benjamin
Beck [2016-05-02] boosted survivorship to 40%, and 75% in the next generation. Although the
project is widely hailed as a conservation success, with the o�spring of captive-born golden lion
tamarins now making up about 35% of the wild population, “dozens of captive-born tamarins died
of starvation, illness, and predation. I feel a strong sense of responsibility for their compromised
welfare but I would do it again if it were necessary.” Yet for apes, Beck sees “little prospect (or
need)” for reintroduction. Because of the stress of release, and his perception that “[a] good life in
captivity is OK”, Beck therefore concludes that ape R&R is not “morally or ethically essential”,
and that lifetime care in high-quality sanctuaries is a good alternative (see also Beck, 2010).

Some practitioners therefore argue that orphaned apes experience better welfare in captivity
than in the wild, since well-run sanctuaries can e�ectively be “�ve-star hotels” for orphaned
apes [anon]. Thus, “in the mind of a Hominoid the conditions of regular provisioning and care
in captivity are usually more favourable than ‘freedom’ and the prospect of independency in
a largely unknown and possible hostile forest” (Rijksen & Meijaard, 1999, p. 152). Some have
even wondered if wild apes might be better o� in captivity, such as Jane Goodall (2001, p. xx),
who has argued that although “chimpanzees belong in the wild”, “when compared with the life
of chimpanzees living in danger zones in Africa, it sometimes seems to me that those in the
really good zoos – those in which there are large enclosures, rich social groups, and an enriched
environment – may in fact be better o�”. Two zookeepers I spoke with for a previous project had
the same thought about orangutans, referring to the zoo environment as “luxury” compared with
conditions they had observed for wild orangutans in Sumatra (see A. Palmer, 2012; A. Palmer
et al., 2016). Braverman (2015, p. 72) similarly found that some zoo workers voiced this view (see
Braverman, 2012), though more commonly zoo professionals found captivity acceptable, but not
preferable, to life in the wild; �eld conservationists tended to oppose these views. Advocates of

75



the view that animals are better o� in the wild do not necessarily view captivity as desirable, but
simply suggest that with increasing anthropogenic impacts, the “wild” (if one can speak of such a
thing: section 7.2.1) is not a nice place any more.

Others emphasised the problems with captivity, observing that conditions in many zoos are
cramped, and even those with relatively spacious outdoor enclosures will often house orangutans
in small areas overnight and in winter [Russon 2015-10-16]. Captive apes are also often prevented
from breeding, lack stimulation, and are under constant observation from visitors and their group-
mates—who individuals cannot choose and are unlikely to resemble natural groupings (Birkett &
McGrew, 2013). Captive orangutans had signi�cantly shorter lifespans than their wild counterparts
for many decades (section 3.1.3), and although there is no longer a di�erence in survivorship
(Wich, Shumaker et al., 2009), other indicators suggest that, like other apes, they still “su�er” in
captivity (Birkett & McGrew, 2013, p. 141). Most signi�cantly, “abnormal” behaviours, which are
those that are performed exclusively or with much greater frequency in captive environments, are
usually viewed as a sign of poor welfare (see Berkson, 1967; Erwin, 1979; S. Walsh, Bramblett and
Alford, 1982 for de�nitions, and A. Palmer, 2012 for a similar review). Abnormal behaviours found
in captive primates include self-injurious behaviours (Mallapur & Choudhury, 2003; Dellinge-Ness
& Handler, 2006; Hau & Schapiro, 2007); coprophagy, i.e., the ingestion of faeces (Maple, 1980;
Gould & Bres, 1986); regurgitation and reingestion of food (Gould & Bres, 1986; K. C. Baker &
Easley, 1996; A. Palmer, 2012); and stereotypies: repetitive and apparently purposeless behaviours
such as rocking and pacing (Marriner & Drickamer, 1994; Mallapur & Choudhury, 2003; G. J.
Mason & Latham, 2004; Swaisgood & Shepherdson, 2005; Novak, Meyer, Lutz & Tiefenbacher,
2006). Although it is not clear whether abnormal behaviours are usually performed in response to
an immediate stressor,5 and whether the behaviour might help alleviate su�ering in captivity by
replacing an absent behaviour that would be performed in the wild (G. J. Mason & Latham, 2004;
Würbel, 2006; G. J. Mason et al., 2007), in general abnormal behaviours are viewed as indicators of
deprived environments and poor welfare (see Brüne, Brüne-Cohrs, McGrew & Preuschoft, 2006;
Fam, Tan & Waitt, 2012; Birkett & McGrew, 2013, for reviews). In particular, because abnormal
behaviours are a�ected by caregiver behaviour (Bayne, Dexter & Strange, 1993; K. C. Baker, 2004),
visitor number and behaviour (Hosey & Druck, 1987; Chamove, Hosey & Schaetzel, 1988; Lambeth,
Bloomsmith & Alford, 1997), and tend to be most common amongst primates who have lacked
environmental enrichment (Clarke, Juno & Maple, 1982; Rapaport & King, 1987; J. J. Ogden, Finlay
& Maple, 1990; O’Neill, Novak & Suomi, 1991) or have experienced social isolation or maternal
deprivation (Harlow, Dodsworth & Harlow, 1965; Rogers & Davenport, 1969; Hinde & Spencer-
Booth, 1971; Gould & Bres, 1986; Marriner & Drickamer, 1994; K. C. Baker, 1996; Novak et al.,

5 Two factors complicate the idea that abnormal behaviours are performed around the time of stressful events. First,
such behaviours usually persist even after living conditions improve (G. J. Mason, 1991; Lutz, Well & Novak, 2003;
Swaisgood & Shepherdson, 2005; Honess & Marin, 2006; Shyne, 2006; G. J. Mason, Clubb, Latham & Vickery, 2007;
Clark, 2011). Second, although some studies have found that abnormal behaviours were performed around the time of a
stressful event (Berkson & Mason, 1964; K. C. Baker & Aureli, 1997; Lutz et al., 2003), they do not always coincide with
spikes in cortisol (e.g., Ninan et al., 1982; Boinski, Swing, Gross and Davis, 1999; Peel, Vogelnest, Finnigan, Grossfeldt
and O’Brien, 2005 found temporal correlations, but C. Elder and Menzel, 2001 and Ulyan et al., 2006 did not), which
usually occur at the time of exposure to stressful events (Alberts, Sapolsky & Altmann, 1992; Pollard, 1995; Engh et al.,
2006; Pearson, Judge & Reeder, 2008; Behringer et al., 2009; Hohmann, Mundry & Deschner, 2009).
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2006), abnormal behaviours are associated with too much or not enough sensory input, both of
which can induce stress or psychological pathologies (Marriner & Drickamer, 1994). Furthermore,
there are striking parallels between abnormal behaviour in apes and the behaviour of humans with
psychological disorders (S. Walsh et al., 1982; Brüne et al., 2006; Ferdowsian et al., 2011; Fam et al.,
2012), including low basal cortisol levels and blunted cortisol responses as observed in humans
with post-traumatic stress disorder (Novak, 2003; Rommeck, Capitanio, Strand & McCowan, 2011).
One could argue that when it comes to comparing animal welfare in the wild and captivity, “it
makes all the di�erence what sort of captivity we are thinking of”, since perhaps “[r]eally good
captivity probably compares quite favorably with the wild” (Bostock, 1995, p. 131). Yet even
primates in “good zoos” perform abnormal behaviours, with chimpanzees at accredited zoos in
the UK and US displaying coprophagy, hair plucking, stereotypies, and self-injury (McComb,
2009; Birkett & Newton-Fisher, 2011). On these grounds, Birkett and McGrew (2013, p. 142) argue
that for apes “all captive environments are problematic”, and that “the only defensible reason
for [keeping apes in captivity] is to o�er lifelong sanctuary to those who cannot be returned to
nature”.

Leif Cocks [2015-09-15], a former zoo keeper and curator, and now director of donor-ngo The
Orangutan Project (top), similarly argued that orangutans’ intelligence makes them unsuitable
for life in captivity. Cocks suggested that although “[i]t’s not that keeping all animals in zoos is
some horri�c thing” – gira�es, for example, would probably �nd a good-quality zoo “a lot better”
than life in the wild – for “sentient, self-aware” animals such as elephants and great apes “it’s
not appropriate”. As such, Cocks argued, “I don’t think any orangutan should be in a zoo. It’s a
prison for them.” When appointed curator of Perth Zoo, Cocks therefore began releasing zoo-born
orangutans into Bukit Tigapuluh National Park with the Frankfurt Zoological Society (fzs)—Cocks
joked, “Luckily they stopped this madman and got rid of him before the zoo collapsed!” Three
zoo-born orangutans have been released to date: Temara, released in 2006, was followed for three
years before being lost to the trackers (Cocks & Bullo, 2008; Bullo, 2015); Nyaru, released in
2016, is still being tracked; and Semeru, released in 2011, died in 2013 of a snake bite (Perth Zoo,
2016). Cocks’s reasoning for releasing zoo-born orangutans is that every orangutan “should be
given the best opportunity available to it”: a blind orangutan with one arm should be transferred
from its “third-world cage” in a rehabilitation centre to a good zoo to “tell the story”; a healthy
individual incapable of surviving in the wild should live in a free-ranging sanctuary; and those in
zoos that can be released, should be released. The Perth Zoo releases were therefore intended to
prove that some zoo-born orangutans are “perfectly capable” of surviving in the wild, thereby
making the case that many orangutans in zoos ought to be released for their own good. However,
conservation was generally presented as the justi�cation in popular media (Cocks and Bullo, 2008;
Bullo, 2015; Bembridge, 2016; though see Tops�eld, 2015).

Given the presumably high cost of the Perth Zoo releases and its limited conservation value
(Beck, 2018, p. 140), one participant suggested that the money could have been better spent on
releasing orangutans currently waiting in rehabilitation centres. This proposal echoes an argument
that is frequently presented against zoo reintroductions: money would be better spent on in-situ
conservation (Stanley Price & Fa, 2007; A. Zimmerman, 2010). Indeed, two participants pointed
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out that more generally, although the welfare of zoo animals is important, the considerable funds
spent on constructing new zoo enclosures would go a long way if diverted to in-situ orangutan
conservation or R&R. In other words, exactly the same arguments about cost-e�ectiveness levelled
against orangutan R&R could be aimed at zoos, including counter-arguments that the money could
not realistically be diverted from zoo enclosures to in-situ conservation given that “not all funds
or funders are �exible” (A. Zimmerman, 2010, p. 284; see Braverman, 2015 for further discussion
of this debate). However, arguments about the conservation value and expense of orangutan
reintroductions from zoos are not directly relevant to Cocks’s main motivation for the Perth Zoo
releases, which was to force zoos to acknowledge that release of orangutans is possible—and, in
Cocks’s view, morally right given their superior welfare in the wild. Cocks therefore suggests that
freedom and self-determination are fundamental for good welfare in highly intelligent species
(section 9.6).

5.2.4 The mind of an orangutan: the problem of anthropomorphism

Preferences for R&R or lifelong captivity depend on how practitioners think the two options appear
from the orangutan’s perspective. While some argue that orangutans are bored and miserable in
con�ned conditions, such that they would prefer even an uncertain existence in the wild, others
argue that orangutans would clearly prefer the stable food supply of captivity over the stress and
danger of forest life. Because the orangutan’s preference must be interpreted through a human
perspective, there is a risk of “transplant[ing] into animal minds the thoughts and feelings we
recognize in ourselves, laden as they are with cultural as well as species-speci�c bias” (Ingold, 1988,
p. 9). Interpreting the preferences of orangutans therefore risks “anthropomorphism”, typically
de�ned as the wrongful attribution of “a characteristic that belongs only to humans to things not
human” (Regan, 1983 [2004], p. 6, cited in K. Milton, 2005, p. 259; see also Daston and Mitman,
2005, and A. Palmer et al., 2016 for a similar review). For example, Marc Ancrenaz [2015-11-06]
attributed people’s assumption that orangutans “would be better o� in the forest” to “romanticism
and anthropomorphism”.

Anthropomorphism is often treated as “ideological abuse, rather like political or religious
terms [. . . ] that need no explication or defense when used in criticism” (J. A. Fisher, 1991, p. 49),
with writing perceived as anthropomorphic regularly relegated to popular rather than scienti�c
literature (Sablo�, 2001; Rees, 2007; Asquith, 2011). One reason for this tendency could be the
legacy of behaviourism, in which animal behaviour is never described in terms of higher cognitive
functions if it can be explained by a more basic faculty (de Waal, 1999), since under this framework
attributing personalities, complex thought, and “culture” to other animals is anthropomorphic
(K. Milton, 2005). Although it is now widely recognised that orangutans possess complex thoughts
and feelings (section 3.1.2), questions remain about whether, and how, we can accurately identify
those thoughts and feelings.

Our understanding of the minds of other humans is imperfect: to communicate and empathise
with each other we simply have to assume, without concrete proof, that we think in roughly the
same way. One could therefore argue that there is a di�erence degree, but not kind, between
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understanding the minds of animals and other humans (K. Milton, 2005). On these grounds,
some advocate for conducting ethnography with other animals (section 1.1.2). Max Weber (1947,
p. 104) went so far as to suggest that his ability to understand “primitive men” might not be
signi�cantly greater than his ability to understand animals. However, Weber found language
to be a fundamental barrier to communication between species (see discussion in Ingold, 1988,
p. 94). The issue is not that orangutans lack language – indeed, they can learn some sign language
(Miles, 1997; Miles, Mitchell & Harper, 1999), and use intentional gestural communication amongst
themselves (Liebal, Pika & Tomasello, 2006; Cartmill & Byrne, 2010) – but that it is di�cult to learn
the precise meaning of orangutan communication and use it ourselves. The task of translation is
challenging enough between groups of people, let alone between species (Tapper, 1988, pp. 58–9;
see also contributions in Mitchell et al., 1997).

Fundamental di�erences between human and animal minds also present a challenge. Thus,
Ingold (1988) suggests that although bees clearly communicate amongst themselves, their thoughts
are likely so alien that we have no hope of ever understanding them. As Wittgenstein (1958,
p. 223) famously observed, “if lions could speak, we could not understand them”. But orangutans’
minds are not so di�erent to ours, such that researcher Anne Russon (in interview quoted in
Siegel, 2005, p. 201) argues that orangutans “live in a world that is very di�erent to our own.
But, if you work on the premise that to predict how species will behave, the smart thing to do
is to assume that it will behave like other species that it most resembles. [. . . ] On that basis, for
the great apes, the proper assumption is anthropomorphism.” De Waal (1999) similarly argues
that animal behaviour is better explained through evolutionary parsimony than behaviourism’s
cognitive parsimony, meaning that natural history should be taken into account when attempting
to explain animal behaviour. This practice, which de Waal dubs animalcentric anthropomorphism,
is fundamentally di�erent to anthropocentric anthropomorphism, since it involves “understanding
animals on their own terms” rather than “confusion between humans and animals” (p.262). For
example, while we regularly interpret bared teeth in humans as a smile, implying happiness, in Old
World monkeys bared teeth are best read as a “fear grin” or “fear grimace”, and in chimpanzees and
bonobos as something in between (p.267). In the same vein, Kohn (2007) argues that multispecies
ethnographers might use von Uexküll’s (1982) concept of Umwelt (the unique ways in which
organisms perceive and represent their surroundings) to better understand non-human animals.
Animalcentric anthropomorphism can be viewed as useful, even essential, for ethology and

animal husbandry. Though ethologists may strive to use neutral descriptions of behaviour to avoid
inferring mental states (aside from cognitive ethologists, whose aim is to make inferences about
cognition: Gri�n, 1984; Ristau, 1991; Beko� & Allen, 1997; Burghardt & Allen, 1997), de Waal
argues that they inevitably engage in animalcentric anthropomorphism, even simply through
labelling behaviours as “play”. Furthermore, animal welfare practitioners must inevitably guess
what animals are thinking and feeling, such that “from a practical point of view, [. . . ] common
sense, anthropomorphism, empathy, and sympathy must inform the way in which objective data
are used to assess pain and su�ering” (Beko�, Gruen, Townsend & Rollin, 1992, p. 480). Thus,
much as they tried to avoid anthropomorphic language, zookeepers with whom I previously
worked based their entire husbandry routine around “reading” orangutans’ moods: attempting to
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infer feelings and thoughts from their behaviour (see A. Palmer, 2012; A. Palmer et al., 2015, 2016).
It is likewise hard to see how those who rescue orphaned orangutans can avoid anthropomorph-

ism (hopefully, of the animalcentric rather than anthropocentric kind) when deciding whether
their charges would prefer the wild or captivity. But because one can point to indicators of distress
in either environment, and the task of inferring the cognitive states of animals is inherently
challenging, practitioners reach di�erent conclusions about which is best. One possible com-
promise between these two options would be to maintain orphaned orangutans in free-ranging,
provisioned environments, as occurs at both Malaysian rehabilitation centres, and in Indonesia at
Bukit Lawang and Tanjung Puting. Orphaned orangutans would therefore remain “semi”, rather
than “fully”, wild. However, the projects where this approach is taken accept tourists, which
many practitioners believe compromises orangutan welfare (section 7.2.1). Furthermore, many
preferred the idea of making orangutans “fully wild”, even if it would compromise their welfare,
since wildness and freedom were often viewed as intrinsically valuable.

5.2.5 “The wild animal wants to be free”: a universal value?

To support their preference for R&R over lifelong captivity, some participants referred to notions
of human responsibilities and orangutan rights (section 5.1.3). Thus, one participant argued that
because humans have an “obligation to take care of the victims we make”, “we have to make sure
they [displaced orangutans] can return to their natural habitat”. Similarly, Anne Russon [2015-
10-16] suggested that displaced orangutans are “entitled” to live in their original habitats, so “by
rights you should do everything you can to let them go back to free life”. Referring more directly
to orangutan rights, Femke den Haas [2016-10-10] described her philosophy as “keep wildlife
wild, and everybody has got a universal right of freedom, whatever animal it is”.

Interestingly, a former zookeeper suggested that the notion that “the wild animal wants to
be free” is “pretty universal”, with two caveats: locals who “know that they’re being paid by
a foreigner [may] say the thing that they think somebody wants to hear”, thereby citing the
“freedom” argument even if they do not personally believe it; and �eldworkers may have a
di�erent perspective to more distant individuals. To support this idea, the participant described
why zookeepers might grant “freedom” to dying wild-born animals—a practice from decades ago
when health and safety regulations were less stringent, and accredited zoos still captured animals
from the wild:

. . . I have to say, almost every zookeeper, when animals are dying in the zoo, when
death is imminent, we open the door. Why do we do that? It’s totally crazy. We open
the cage door. We say it’s because we need to get better access in and out to care for
a terminal animal, and of course a very weakened animal is much less likely to move
or move very fast to escape, but you know why I think in our hearts we do this? It is
maybe to give then a little bit of freedom at the very end.

The participant added that after working for years with wild animals, the idea of returning to
zookeeping became more challenging: “I personally found that a little bit more di�cult to deal
with incarcerated animals”. A central reason for this feeling was that “over time you realise the
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di�erence between what a captive animal has lost in terms of their. . . the whole pastiche of their
greatness. An incarcerated person loses something of themselves, and an animal that doesn’t
have to �nd its own food, that’s an aspect of their life that’s gone.”

Others have similarly argued that a captive primate is a “shadow of themselves” (top, 2016),
a “very poor relation to the species in the wild” (Ashley Leiman in Doron, 2015), or not a “real”
primate but rather a “mere caricature molded by human contact” (Teleki, 2001, p. 135). Along
the same lines, Barbara Harrisson (1962, p. 73) expressed reservations about sending orphaned
orangutans to zoos before establishing Sepilok, the �rst orangutan R&R centre, in part because she
felt that observing orangutans in the wild is “quite a di�erent thing to look at an orang through
the bars of a zoo; that is like looking at a man in prison or in a mental institution”. Broadly, these
arguments suggest that autonomy, or perhaps “wildness” (the two tend to be used interchangeably
for wild animals like orangutans, but gaps can emerge: section 9.6), is important in itself. Thus,
Rijksen and Meijaard (1999, p. 162) argue that allowing orangutans to be wild rather than used
for human satisfaction shows the “required respect for the integrity of a wild relative, which is
at the core of the conservation concept”. Even some proponents of animal welfare argue that
wildness, or freedom, outweighs concerns about the wellbeing of wild animals (Beausoleil, 2014).
For example, Beko� (in comments on Jamieson, 1995a, p. 47) argues that although “it is too bad
that deer get killed by wolves” and he “would perhaps like the world to be di�erent”, “there is
a sense of wildness that is beautiful, that we should respect and admire” (see also Beausoleil,
2014). Those seeking to preserve nature therefore “liv[e] with paradox”, since they deliberately
preserve brutality (Hutchins, in comments on Jamieson, 1995a, p. 48). This argument implies
that we should not intervene when wild animals are su�ering (section 9.5). And yet, although
advocates of conservation, animal welfare, and animal rights

The concept of “integrity” refers to an animal’s “wholeness or completeness” and its “capacity
to sustain itself independently in an environment suitable to the species” (Rutgers & Heeger, 1999,
p. 45)—autonomy is therefore central to the de�nition. Drawing on Rollin’s (1995) hypothetical
example of a chicken bred to be wingless, legless, and featherless, Bovenkerk, Brom and van den
Bergh (2002) suggest that integrity should be used as a way of thinking about ethical objections
to genetic engineering, since there could be no objections to the legless chicken from a welfare
perspective (see also Dol, Fentener van Vlissingen, Kasanmoentalib, Visser & Zwart, 1999). The
authors note that although the notion of integrity might at �rst appear an objective trait referring
to an animal’s physical state, in fact it is clearly subjective and involves a moral judgement (since,
for example, few would see the docking of a dog’s tail as comparably o�ensive to breeding a
legless chicken). Bovenkerk et al. therefore suggest that integrity really refers not to an animal’s
factual intactness or wholeness, but rather its “perceived intactness”: “[i]t refers to how we feel
an animal should be” (p.18). Thus, several participants suggested that captivity undermines the
intactness of orangutans as they should be: one can only “see these beings as they’re meant to be”
by visiting the wild [anon].
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5.2.6 “They belong to the forest”: restoring nature to its God-given state

Some participants o�ered arguments that referred less to orangutans’ right to autonomy or free-
dom, and more to restoring the natural world to its rightful state—a fundamentally conservationist,
rather than “individualistic”, ethic (section 1.2.1). For example, several Indonesian participants
suggested that “because they [orangutans] belong to the forest, they should go into the forest”
[Irwanto 2016-06-30]. Sri Suci Utami Atmoko [2016-10-04], a researcher of wild orangutans,
explained that reintroduction is important “[b]ecause they [orangutans] belong to the forest. They
are the key of the forest, so they should do that. They do not belong to our garden; they belong to
the forest garden, so they should do their duty there.” For at least Utami Atmoko the underlying
motivation for this view is Islam: “All God’s creations – including animals and plants – are for
us, for humans, for the good, and they have their own path themselves. For example, with the
orangutans or with the other wildlife, why should they be in the forest? Because the forest needs
them, and not in our garden. . . ” Though Utami Atmoko echoes the mainstream conservation idea
that intact “nature” ought to be preserved, she attributes nature’s fundamental design to God
rather than to “natural processes” (i.e., evolution: section 9.2.3).

There is no single Islamic attitude towards the natural world, not only because norms are
often �outed and, as with any religion, local cultural interpretations of religion vary, but also
because authority in Islam is not centralised in the same way as in, for example, Catholicism.
Thus, although few disagree that the Qur’an and hadiths emphasise a �rmly anthropocentric view
of nature in which humans occupy a higher rank than animals, what this means for treatment of
other species is open to interpretation. Utami Atmoko’s idea that orangutans belong in the forest
is precedented in how the Qur’an “repeatedly emphasizes the importance of ‘balance’ (mizan), and
threatens punishment to those who disturb it: ‘Work no confusion on the earth after it has been
set in order’ ” (Foltz, 2014, pp. 36–7). Although this principle was probably originally intended
to discourage practices of inter-tribal warfare that involved the destruction of enemies’ crops,
livestock, and trees, the ethic of respecting balance can be applied analogously to preserving
ecological balance and biodiversity. Furthermore, Islamic law on the whole seems to suggest
that wild animals should be able to live freely without human interference, provided they do not
threaten humans; for example, birds should be allowed to �y free rather than be kept in cages as
pets (for above, see Foltz, 2014). Other, more pronounced, environmental ethics can also be read
into the Qur’an and hadiths, such as the notions that Islam encourages granting animals “respect
and protection” (Deen, 2004, p. 159), fundamental rights (Al-Ha�z, 1987), or the chance to “ful�l
the plan which God has allotted to them in his purpose” (Forward & Alam, 2003 [1994], p. 45).

Interpretations of Islam were therefore important for in�uencing the conservation values of at
least Utami Atmoko, and Panut Hadisiswoyo [2016-08-24], who argued that Islamic texts prohibit
the consumption of bushmeat (Onrizal, 2010). Christian theology was invoked in a very similar
way by Jamartin Sihite [2016-10-07], ceo of Borneo Orangutan Survival Foundation (bosf), who
argued that there is a reason why God made orangutans in the forest, rendering domestication
of orangutans hubristic: “are you God?” Though Christian theology is often characterised as
advocating absolute rule of humans (speci�cally, men) over nature, some interpretations imply
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that “[t]he earth belongs to God, not to man who is merely his steward who has been given the
responsibility to take good care of it” (Binde, 2001, p. 18; see also Linzey, 2017).

Finally, one participant invoked an argument for restoring nature’s balance that relied neither on
religion nor on preservationist conservation ideas about removing humans from nature. Paulinus
Kristianto [2016-06-25], manager of the cop Borneo rehabilitation centre, illustrated his perception
of the goal of orangutan rehabilitation by drawing a circle, the start and end of which represented
the wild: his goal is to restore the world to its natural order. Unlike Utami Atmoko and Sihite,
Kristianto made no reference to God: though raised Catholic, Kristianto later abandoned his
faith following several traumatic incidents, including the death of his grandfather from smoke
inhalation during the 2015 �re crisis, at a time when Kristianto was himself helping put out �res
far from home, in Tanjung Puting National Park. Rather, Kristianto aimed to restore nature to
ensure that indigenous Dayak people (Kristianto is himself a Dayak from the Sintang region of
West Kalimantan) can continue to have and use the forest rather than be brought in to a modern
capitalist system, which he perceived as corrupt. Thus, Kristianto’s reason for seeking to restore
nature was based on maintaining indigenous rights and livelihoods—an argument which aligns
with instrumentalist conservation views in which nature is preserved for the bene�t of people
(Norton, 1982; section 3.2.1).

5.2.7 Drugs, prostitution, and other human con�icts between welfare and freedom

Thus, some arguments for R&R over lifelong captivity were based on the importance of autonomy
or rights for orangutans, or on restoring the forest to its “natural” state. Though some advocates of
animal welfare also supported release over captivity, on the grounds that orangutans experience
superior welfare in the wild, other welfare advocates preferred high-quality captivity to release,
since the forest can be a hostile place for orphaned apes. There is therefore a potential con�ict
between advocates of animal welfare on the one hand, and supporters of rights or conservation
on the other: while the former might prefer to leave orphaned orangutans in captivity for their
own good, the latter might prefer to see orangutans “free” or “wild” even if that comes at the
expense of their welfare. These con�icts become evident when practitioners must decide whether
to release orangutans with dubious survival skills, thereby deciding between “death with dignity”
in the wild and “undigni�ed” life in captivity (section 9.3), and whether to give orangutans the
“choice” to remain perpetually dependent on humans (section 9.6).

Similar debates occur within human society about the circumstances under which freedom
should be overriden by wellbeing—of others in society, or potentially the actor in cases where
individuals are constrained “for their own good”. For example, drug-taking, prostitution, and
voluntary euthanasia are widely-criminalised activities which, arguably, have minimal e�ect on
others in society; their restriction is therefore justi�ed by the notion that the state should prevent
individuals from undertaking voluntary actions that will cause them harm (see Richards, 1986).
Individual freedom is therefore constrained in the name of wellbeing. However, one might follow
M. A. Warren (2001, p. 321) in thinking that with rehabilitant orangutans a “greater degree of
paternalism” is justi�ed than with humans who wish to do themselves harm. Thus, although wild
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great apes “are capable of making highly informed decisions” about their lives, long-term captives
“are apt to lack the knowledge and skills necessary for survival in the wild, and we do not know
how to explain this reality to them” (2001, p. 321). Warren therefore concludes that it is “most
respectful to the moral rights [of great apes. . . ] to liberate them only in ways consistent with their
survival and wellbeing”. In other words, Warren argues that we should o�er non-human great
apes a “quali�ed right to liberty”, but overall should prioritise their rights to life and wellbeing
over their right to freedom (section 9.6).

5.3 Conclusion: why do public discourses usually focus on conservation?

As I have illustrated in this chapter, for many participants the question of whether R&R is
worthwhile depends less on its conservation value, which is somewhat dubious (chapter 4),
and more on the view that possible alternatives are practically or ethically unacceptable. It is
therefore surprising that the arguments explored in this chapter receive so little attention in
public discourses and academic literature. For example, while the chair of the wlt (2011) debate
acknowledged that orangutan rehabilitation is a “serious welfare issue [. . . ] which must concern us
all”, and the possible alternatives to rehabilitation were raised brie�y, neither issue was discussed
in any depth. Furthermore, the possibility of orangutans’ right to life was only raised incidentally
when Helen Gilbert, a researcher of postcolonial theatre with an interest in orangutans in Western
culture (Cribb et al., 2014), commented that she was “surprised that the question of the humanity
of orangutans hasn’t come up here tonight”.

Even rehabilitation centres usually put the conservation arguments for R&R ahead of other
justi�cations. For example, the bosf vision statement makes no mention of animal welfare, but
rather states that the organisation aims “to achieve Bornean orangutan and habitat conservation
in collaboration with local stakeholders” (bosf, 2017a). In annual reports, welfare is acknowledged
as “undoubtedly a prominent factor” in rehabilitation centre management (bosf, 2015a, p. 18),
such as in the daily care of captive orangutans and sun bears (bosf, 2017a). It is also cited as
one of several goals identi�ed by the ceo (bosf, 2017a), and as the motivation for a sanctuary
for unreleasable orangutans (bosf, 2016a). However, one is left with the impression that animal
welfare is an aspect of bosf’s work, but that conservation is the sole reason for undertaking
R&R—which remains the group’s main activity, accounting for 62% of its 2016 budget (bosf, 2017a).
Alan Knight [2015-06-23], ceo of International Animal Rescue (iar), acknowledged that although
they have “been dragged into the conservation world” through endangered orangutans and slow
lorises, “animal welfare is where we’re based”: “We’ve stopped animals being poached, which is a
conservation issue, but really we just wanted to do it to stop their su�ering. Conservationists
wouldn’t understand that; they would say, ‘Why not just kill them and spend the money protecting
the rainforests?’ We’re not into that.” Yet the group’s welfare focus is not always conveyed in
media representations. For example, a report on the release of two orangutans features quotes
from the leaders of iar and Yayasan iar Indonesia (yiari) that only state the conservation goals
of reintroductions (Winter, 2016). The public attention given to conservation arguments led some
participants to suggest that “the centres themselves perceive conservation as a more admirable
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goal” [Heckman 2016-11-10], or they “play the conservation card”, while animal welfare “has
become a bit of a dirty word even within the sanctuary community, because what they’re trying
to do is sell themselves as conservation institutions in order to gain access to funding” [anon].

There is therefore a contradiction that must be explained: although objections to killing and
captivity lie at the heart of why most practitioners are involved in R&R, public discourses focus
almost exclusively on its conservation value. Some reasons for this contradiction will be explored
in the next chapter.

85





6

Sense and sentimentality: emotion in environmental ethics

Mara McCa�ery (2011) – founder of Orangutan Aid, a small donor-ngo that gives primarily
to Orangutan Foundation International (ofi) – opened a tedx presentation by describing her
motivation for becoming involved in orangutan conservation: “I have to confess, �rst of all,
that I am unashamedly emotional. Fourteen years ago I met, and lost my heart to, Gistok: a
seven-year-old ex-captive orangutan in the Tanjung Puting National Park. . . ” McCa�ery’s “close
encounter” with Gistok began when the orangutan approached her on the boardwalk leading to
Camp Leakey. McCa�ery asked the guide if she could touch Gistok – “I just want to feel his hair” –
and “before I knew it he’d climbed into my arms”. Years later, a friend’s stories of life in Indonesia
reminded McCa�ery of her encounter, at which point she sought an update on Gistok from Birutė
Galdikas, who has undertaken research and rehabilitation and reintroduction (R&R) of orangutans
(including Gistok) since 1971. To McCa�ery’s astonishment, Galdikas called her personally to
explain that Gistok had been beaten to death by villagers for stealing food—a revelation which
prompted McCa�ery to burst into tears. At that point, Galdikas invited McCa�ery to volunteer at
the ofi quarantine centre, an experience which also involved a “whirlwind of emotion”, from the
most “incredible and gratifying experience” of witnessing a release to “mourning” the death of a
young orangutan. McCa�ery explained that these experiences – including seeing the destruction
of rainforest �rsthand, and ongoing attachment to “my babies” – were the primary inspirations
for starting Orangutan Aid. McCa�ery concluded by arguing, “We are taught that decisions made
based on emotion are irrational, and therefore somehow wrong or a sign of weakness. But I hope
that my story tonight has shown that that is not necessarily always true.”

McCa�ery’s story highlights the main topics to be discussed in this chapter, which broadly
focuses on how concepts of emotion and rationality feature in orangutan conservation discourses.
As well as considering how emotion featured in participants’ accounts of why they became
involved – which illustrate how the nature of people’s work and their proximity to individual
animals shape ethics – I consider the validity of dismissing emotional approaches to environmental
decision-making. Exploring ideas about emotion and rationality illustrates how ethical judgement
is informed by both articulated, ostensible ethical criteria, and by experiences that test the limits
of those criteria (section 1.1.1); it also helps explain the disproportionate attention given to
conservation justi�cations for R&R over other arguments, since “sentimental” attachments to
individual animals are often viewed as inadequate foundations for environmental decision-making.
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6.1 Abstract and intimate apes: the development of ethical stances

6.1.1 Eyes and pies (Profound Interspecies Experiences)

Like McCa�ery, others have spoken of the emotional impact of intimate encounters with non-
human great apes. Such narratives frequently describe cross-species eye contact as “humbling”
(Russon, quoted in Siegel, 2001, 2005) or “shocking in its profoundness”, since at that moment
“we recognize that there is no separation between ourselves and nature” (Galdikas, 1995, p. 403).
Adriaan Kortlandt (1994, p. 141) even described the “greatest experience of [his] professional
life” as when he became the �rst ethologist to observe chimpanzees in the wild in 1960: “They
came to my hide and their piercing brown eyes met my grey ones [. . . ] These were not animals,
nor humans either, but eerie souls in animal furs. A cold shiver went down my spine.” Similarly,
volunteers at orangutan rehabilitation centres in Sarawak frequently “gasp” upon meeting the
eyes of rehabilitant males (Parreñas, 2012b, p. 679), perhaps feeling “captivated” upon “lock[ing]
eyes with a hulking, cheek-padded male” (Bock, 2015; see also Pettersson, 2016). Celebrities are
also a�ected, with Paul O’Grady, a British television personality and patron of the Orangutan
Appeal UK (oauk), describing his “special bond” with juvenile orangutan Archie at Sepilok as
“magical” (�eld notes, 2015-10-29; see also Tutton, 2016; itv, 2016).

Participants in my research also referred to intimate encounters with orangutans when describ-
ing their motivations for becoming involved in conservation. For example, Panut Hadisiswoyo [2016-
08-19], founder of the Orangutan Information Centre (oic), described an inspirational interaction
with an orangutan while he was living in the Leuser Ecosystem in Aceh: “I encountered a female
coming down from a tree, and [she] had eye contact with me for such a long time. It was so
fascinating, so emotional for me [. . . ] I feel like, with the hair, with the eyes, they’re looking at you
like humans. So human! I want to be part of their world. I want to know them. I want to learn
about their behaviour. I want to know how they live.” Similarly, Jamartin Sihite [2016-10-07], who
trained as a forester and previously worked as conservation director in Putri Naga Komodo, run by
The Nature Conservancy (tnc), explained that a friend challenged him to work with orangutans
on the grounds that more outspoken Indonesian conservationists were needed in the movement.
Sihite’s friend promised that if he looked into into the eyes of a baby orangutan, he would “fall in
love” and feel the need to help. Though Sihite was sceptical, he obligingly visited Tanjung Puting,
gazed into a baby’s eyes, took a photo, and did indeed “fall in love”. Sihite went on to work on the
usaid-funded Orangutan Conservation Services Program (ocsp) before taking over as ceo of the
Borneo Orangutan Survival Foundation (bosf), the largest orangutan R&R organisation. Others
indicated that “for as long as I can remember I’ve been drawn to them in some way” [anon]. For
example, Richard Zimmerman [2015-07-16] explained that since he was young he has been “[j]ust,
literally obsessed with these majestic creatures. I’m sometimes even hesitant to call them animals”
(see also R. Zimmerman, 2014). Zimmerman explained that he “see[s] them as individuals”, and
“[w]e can talk about what’s going on behind the eyes of an orangutan. Basically, when I was
young I caught it. I somehow felt it.”

A. L. Rose (1995) has labelled such accounts a form of Profound Interspecies Experience (pie).
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In particular, intimate encounters with individuals animals, such as when an animal approaches a
human to make physical or eye contact, are described as the “Seek a Friendly Encounter (safe)
scenario”. Rose argues that people who seek out safe pies tend to have a “humanistic value
structure”: they are motivated by “deep emotional attachment to individual elements of the natural
environment. . . usually directed at. . . the larger vertebrates” (Kellert, 1993, pp. 45, 52). In contrast,
others with a “naturalistic value structure” obtain a “sense of satisfaction, wonder, and awe derived
from an intimate experience of nature’s diversity”. As such, they tend to seek out the “Show
Extraordinary Elements of Nature (seen) scenario”, in which human observers glimpse the kind
of beautiful wildness that nature documentaries aim to capture. This kind of value structure is
illustrated by those ecotourists who are more interested in wild orangutans than rehabilitants
(Russell, 1995), and by the many environmentalists who attribute their involvement in the cause
to personal experiences with nature during childhood (J. A. Palmer, Suggate, Bajd & Tsaliki, 1998;
K. Milton, 2002; A. L. Rose, 2011). Amongst my research participants, a conservationist spoke of
spending time in the forest as an almost “spiritual” experience, remarking with awe that, “You
can’t build a rainforest; you can’t build a coral reef.”

Work, Rose argues, is closely linked to people’s value structures and pie preferences. Thus,
while natural scientists often display a “naturalistic” value structure, those involved in animal
care such as veterinarians, keepers, and rehabilitation practitioners are more inclined to develop
(or to have originally been motivated by) “humanistic”, individual-focused ethics. Participants
con�rmed that work played a role in the development of their ethical stances. For example,
Ian Singleton [2016-07-12], a former zookeeper and now director of the Sumatran Orangutan
Conservation Programme (socp), re�ected that,

Once you work with apes, you realise they’re people. I worked with lots of di�erent
animals as a zookeeper – lions and tigers for example – and thought you have to do
certain things to manage each species. Then you work with the apes and you think,
“If you take that attitude, they don’t like you!” As soon as you start thinking, “This is
a person,” as soon as you start treating this creature like an individual person, all of a
sudden the world changes. They appreciate you. They get on with you.

Similarly, vets indicated that their jobs mean that “obviously for me individual welfare is important”
[anon]. For example, Nigel Hicks [2015-12-09] re�ected that, “I guess I’m primarily a welfarist in
that, for me, the focus happens to be on treating individual orangutan”, to which his wife Sara
Fell Hicks replied, “That’s because you’re a vet, that’s your job; but we are also very aware of
the bigger picture.” Another vet explained that “[a]s a vet obviously I’m worried about individual
care”, but “I’ve never really been a proponent or an advocate for rights per se [. . . ] I never even
really considered myself a welfarist either”. However, she noted that “working daily with animals
you sort of have to become that, especially with the great apes. It might be di�erent working with,
like, hoofstock animals where you can see them as a herd, but great apes are such individuals. . . ”
Thus, working intimately with orangutans can inspire individual-focused ethics, since it becomes
harder to ignore the value of individuals “when you look the animal in the eye” (section 9.5.4; see
A. Palmer, 2012; A. Palmer et al., 2016 or comments from other zookeepers).
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Whether the same is true of other species is unclear, since many accounts of the power of
gazing into the eyes of great apes reference their uncanny human likeness. In particular, their
obvious intelligence tends to grab people, such that Michelle Desilets [2015-11-03] observed that
while gazing into a cow’s eyes gives the impression of a “gormless” creature, with orangutans,
“you see the soul behind the eyes. It’s kind of like, ‘There’s something deep in there. This is a
thinking, sensitive, sentient being if I ever saw one.’ ” But perhaps “there’s always a problem of
over-identifying with your species of choice” [Commitante 2015-11-25]. Thus, there are “serious
cat people who [. . . ] view cats as autonomous beings whose wishes should be respected as much
as possible” (Alger & Alger, 1999, p. 206), and Alan Knight [2015-06-23] of International Animal
Rescue (iar) spoke of the di�culty of getting “bear people” to donate to orangutans. The “gazing
into their eyes” trope also appears in relation to other species, such as an ngo pamphlet featuring
a lioness staring directly into the camera, accompanied by the text “Looking into her eyes. . . ” (K.
Milton, 2002, p. 120). Still, cats, bears, and lions are all attractive mammals (A. L. Rose, 1995), and
the latter two “charismatic megafauna”, which are commonly used in conservation fundraising and
zoo campaigns due to their perceived attractiveness (Leader-Williams & Dublin, 2000). Invocations
to gaze into the eyes of a lizard appear less common.

6.1.2 Muddled morals: overlaps between welfare and conservation

Some participants were happy to ascribe themselves a speci�c ethical stance, potentially relating
to their work or background. For example, Ashley Leiman [2015-07-15] explained that her
organisation, the Orangutan Foundation UK (of-uk), primarily focuses on conservation rather
than rehabilitation “because I came into it from the forest side”. A conservation project manager
explained that she is “okay with losing one [orangutan], if the whole population is [�ne. . . ]. I think
that’s just us being conservation biologists.” More often though, practitioners described mixed
perspectives, such as feeling “now on both sides of the welfare/conservation issue” [Beck 2016-
05-02] or having “a foot in both worlds: animal welfare and conservation” [Farmer 2016-01-12].
Some acknowledged a primary preference but sympathy for the other “side”, feeling that “my
ethical side is for the individual orangutan, but I also feel very strongly about the species side
as well” [Shapiro 2015-08-15], or that animal welfare is “a cause that I sympathise with even if
it’s not my principal cause” [Harrison 2015-10-29]. One conservationist argued that such mixed
ethical perspectives are the norm, noting that although both he and his partner have worked in
conservation for many years, their pets are all rescued street cats. Furthermore, his partner runs
a sun bear education centre, at which there are also numerous rescued cats and dogs—a situation
which “happened by accident because we care about individuals as well, and I think that’s the case
for an awful lot of conservation people as well. It’s muddled in us.” He made a similar observation
of the general public, noting that “not so many people think about what is animal welfare and
what is conservation; it’s very muddled in most people”. This idea was supported by James
Robins [2016-04-08], formerly the director of the post-release monitoring project in Tabin, Sabah,
who suggested that “I don’t �nd it particularly helpful to label oneself as being one or the other
[conservationist or welfarist]”, in part because one’s work can involve both—as did Robins’s work
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in Tabin. Robins added that he was unaware of the di�erence between conservation and welfare
when he �rst began. After spending several post-high school years travelling and working in
unful�lling jobs, Robins became inspired to pursue primate conservation after watching a show
about animal cruelty:“before I knew what I was doing, when I saw it I was about an inch away
from the screen, literally snarling [. . . ] [A] lightbulb went o� in my head and I thought [. . . ] [t]his
is what I need to be doing: working for wildlife, working for animals. Conservation or welfare—I
didn’t even make a distinction at that point.”

Others suggested that their ethical perspectives had become more mixed over time, in part
due to changes in their work such as exposure to conservation issues. Thus, veterinarian Nigel
Hicks [2015-12-09] noted that although he and his wife “happen to be at the sharp end doing
something with orangutans physically because we have the quali�cation and the ability to do
that”, “we also spend half our time here at ovaid telling people that rainforest protection has
to be the ultimate priority.” Michelle Desilets [2015-11-03] of UK-based donor-ngo Orangutan
Land Trust (olt) similarly described developing conservation values over the course of her career,
having started out purely individual-oriented:

I’m really such a touchy-feely softie. An orangutan is hurt and I’m just bawling.
Lone [Drøscher Nielsen: founder of Nyaru Menteng and a friend of Desilets] is like
[gestures sni�ng and wiping away tears], “Okay,” and then carries on with the work.
I’m like [pretend bawling]: inconsolable when an orangutan dies. That’s just the
way we handle our emotion di�erently. So I am the original orangutan cuddler: I
love this orangutan so much. I love being in their presence, and I’ve had the most
amazing. . . apotheoses [. . . ] Epiphanic, there’s the word: epiphanic moments with
apes. [. . . ] [F]or many of us we’ve also had, even more than that, this kind of magical
moment where there’s a connection going on there. It might just be the animal
reaching out to touch your hand like that, and you just go, “That’s it! That was the
single greatest moment of my entire life!” [Both laughing] Maybe you’re putting a
lot more meaning into it than the ape does, but it’s still an epiphanic moment.

Desilets explained that she developed a more conservation-focused approach “out of necessity, out
of sheer prodding from Lone”, who insisted that Desilets investigate palm oil after it became clear
that it represented a serious threat to orangutans: “Someone has to do it. It’s not me. You do it!”
To this proposal, Desilets was at �rst “really reticent; I didn’t want to. ‘I just like taking care of the
babies, Lone. I’ll just keep sending you a bit of money, shall I?’ ” Yet Desilets “reluctantly” entered
conservation by saying to herself: “Okay Michelle, you can rationalise this. You need to do this for
all the animals you won’t meet: all the animals that could die if you don’t do it, who would’ve been
equally as splendid and magni�cent and wonderful and worthy an individual as Henry, or any of
these animals I’ve grown to love and know.” As such, for Desilets “[i]t doesn’t matter if there’s
less or more” orangutans left; “[w]hat matters is the welfare of those animals that will needlessly
perish because of our actions [. . . ] So really for me, all of my conservation strategy is motivated by
the welfare of the individuals.” Like Teleki (1994, p. 298), Desilets’s conservation ethic is therefore
motivated by “[i]ndividuals whom I know or may some day meet”. Desilets therefore sees herself
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as “not your traditional conservationist”, since “[t]he real conservationist does it because the
way the planet works: it works better if you have viable populations of seed-dispersing species.
I can understand all those motivations; it’s just not my motivation.” For Desilets, moving from
individual care to abstract conservation involves a need

to deny myself: sacri�ce that physical presence, a�ection, and exchange for the bigger
picture. And that distance can become a distance in your heart as well, because when
you’re not amongst them you kind of lose the motivation—you kind of lose why you
were doing it, and you have to remind yourself. You need to throw Orangutan Diary

back on the dvd player, and you go, “Oh yeah—yeah, I remember that feeling now!
Yeah, okay, let’s get back to work.” It’s really, it’s not nice. I mean, okay I’m a bit
motivated and a bit intellectually challenged when I go to these conferences, and I talk
with people who might be able to change the way things are happening on the ground
and so forth, and that’s all really really exciting, but there’s no orangutans in the
room, and there’s no immediate sense of give and take and reward and reciprocation
and so forth—which ultimately, that was very sel�sh and self-serving, what I did
with orangutans. I was very giving – I gave a lot of myself to them – oh, I got so
much more back though. They were my life. Personally my life has had its di�cult
moments, and the best part of my life is my relationship with these animals. So it’s a
real hole there. There’s a real hole there when I’m not amongst them. . .

Others spoke of similar feelings of self-denial after their work took them away from the emotional
connections that originally inspired their involvement. For example, Douglas Cress [2015-08-25],
formerly of the Great Apes Survival Partnership (grasp), explained that his work with grasp
involved being “in some boardroom with a tie on, �ghting the governments”, but his entry-point
into ape conservation was working with sanctuary chimpanzees. Cress re�ected that although
“that’s okay—I chose it”, he is now “almost bereft of giving a chimpanzee a banana any more”. A
conservationist similarly spoke of it being a “privilege” when he, rarely, gets to visit the forest,
as his work also tends to be based around policy and lobbying. Visits to the forest, he re�ected,
provide a welcome refresher of why he became involved in the �rst place.

6.2 Tears or triage: should emotion guide ethics?

Emotion featured prominently in practitioners’ accounts of why they became involved in or-
angutan conservation. Yet emotion, or “mere sentimentality”, is often treated as an invalid
justi�cation for action amongst environmentalists (Aitken, 2004, p. 121; see also J. A. Fisher, 1992;
Hargrove, 1992), ethologists (Mitchell et al., 1997; Strum & Fedigan, 2000; Rees, 2007; Asquith,
2011; Vitale & Pollo, 2011), and zookeepers (A. Palmer, 2012; A. Palmer et al., 2016). Suspicion is
particularly focused on “sympathy” for individual animals, perhaps because it is seen as based on
inappropriate anthropomorphism (J. A. Fisher, 1992). In such a climate, even animal rights and
liberation activists like Peter Singer “insist that feelings and emotions are not the issue” in an
apparent e�ort to avoid accusations of “not being rational and objective” (Hargrove, 1992, p. xxiv;
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see also Donovan, 1990; J. A. Fisher, 1992; Bailey, 2005).
Despite Singer’s protestations, in the world of orangutan conservation the “individualistic”

philosophies of animal rights and welfare were at times treated as less “rational” than conservation
(see also Paul, 1995, for perceptions of rights activists as “sentimental” animal lovers). For example,
in the 2011 “Red Ape Debate” about the purpose of R&R, World Land Trust (wlt) founder John
Burton argued:

I think it is essential to di�erentiate between conservation and welfare issues—though
I feel many here will disagree. Welfare issues are highly emotive, whereas the former
need to be dealt with rationally. We are nearly all subject to emotive irrationality
when it comes to conservation, but when it comes to great apes, anthropomorphism
is almost inevitable, and arguments about intelligence are used in a way that would
be irrelevant with any other species. There are undoubtedly very important welfare
issues, and these do need to be addressed, but they should not be allowed to undermine
conservation.

Even those in favour of R&R tended to accept this view of welfare as emotive and conservation as (at
least aspirationally) rational. For example, during the 2009 wlt debate primatologist David Chivers
argued that since R&R is “as important, as useful, as much to do with conservation as protecting,
as buying up forests”, “it’s not sentimental; it’s practical”: R&R therefore becomes rational by
being useful for conservation, not just animal welfare. This section examines perspectives on
whether this dismissal of emotion within orangutan conservation is fair, and whether animal
rights and welfare are indeed more emotional than conservation.

6.2.1 Radical emotionalism, and other arguments for letting heart rule head

Some propose that emotion should be viewed as a legitimate guide to environmental ethics. For
example, Naess (1988), founder of “deep ecology”, concluded that morality is a “treacherous basis
for ecology”, since it requires people to act against their own interests; as such, it’s better to
encourage care for nature based on people’s inclinations (i.e., their emotional connections to nature)
rather than a ense of obligation (K. Milton, 2002, p. 74). Others suggest that environmentalism is
usually motivated by emotional connections to individual animals, with care for more abstract
concepts like species and ecosystems emerging later. Thus, ignoring the value of individual
animals is “dangerous for conservation since it severs us from the roots of our capacity to care”
(Aitken, 2004, p. 111; see also Hargrove, 1992). This view suggests that a “humanistic” value for
animals precedes “naturalistic” values, and was invoked to explain why R&R donors may not give
to other conservation causes (section 4.5.2).

One could also point out that conservation is itself fundamentally emotional. An extreme
version of this view is E. O. Wilson’s (1984) “biophilia” hypothesis, which proposes that humans
are innately attracted not just to individual animals, but more broadly to “life and lifelike processes”
(see also Kellert & Wilson, 1993), implying that both conservation and animal welfare/rights are
rooted in emotion. Without invoking “natural” human tendencies, Hargrove (1987) argues that
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modern conservation has its roots not in the sciences of ecology and evolution (which both post-
date modern conservation ideas) but rather in eighteenth-century aesthetic interests in wildlife
and nature, exempli�ed in landscape art and poetry. Thus, although contemporary conservation
is closely tied to science through the discipline of conservation biology, Hargrove argues that
conservation was, and still is, only minimally in�uenced by science, and rather is a fundamentally
emotional movement (see K. Milton, 2002; Aitken, 2004, for similar arguments). According to
this view, the dismissal of emotion by conservationists is hypocritical. As observed by James
Robins [2016-04-08], although often “any hint of emotionality or caring or welfare within this
whole debate is automatically, I think, in some circles, looked down upon or frowned upon or not
taken seriously, as if it’s just an emotional reaction or response rather than strategic planning
or anything like that”, conservationists too are driven by ethics and emotion: “Isn’t that why
we’re doing it? When you scale it back, I think that’s why actually everyone is working in this
industry.” Similarly, Shawn Thompson [2015-07-10], author of a book that involved interviewing
several prominent orangutan conservationists and researchers (Thompson, 2010), argued: “My
sense is that scientists and conservationists see themselves as primarily doing things for empirical
reasons, but they’re not; they’re doing it for ideological reasons, and they’re doing it for personal
reasons, and they’re really not clear of how ideology and how their personal involvement is really
a�ecting their sense of the science issues.”

Concluding that Western environmental discourses are “dominated by a rationalist scienti�c
discourse in which emotion is suppressed and emotionalism denigrated”, Milton (2002, p. 74) argues
that emotion ought to be central to environmental ethics. According to Milton, the “conventional
view” of emotions proposes that “emotion and rationality are opposed, that emotions distort reason
and prevent its proper operation”. Milton sees the conventional approach, which is prevalent
in Western thought, as derived from the philosophies of René Descartes and Immanuel Kant.
A preferable alternative, Milton argues, can be found in the “critical approach” taken by David
Hume, which holds that emotion “supports reason by giving it direction; it makes rational thought
and action possible by identifying desires, goals, purposes, preferences”. Better still would be a
“radical approach” advocated by William James and others, in which “emotion and rationality
are continuous. Emotion does not just support and enable rational thought, it constitutes it, in
that rationality is, itself, a feeling” (see Bailey, 2005, for similar argument). Thus, an extreme
pro-emotion position holds that emotion is in itself su�cient for ethical decision-making—a view
which Midgley (1983) dubs “emotivism”.

The proposal that emotion should be seen as a legitimate guide for environmental ethics
has also been presented from a feminist perspective, the idea being that women place higher
value on emotional connections with nature than men. For example, Rose (1995, p. 35) notes
that “[t]he vast majority of humanistic pies are reported by human females”, implying that
“women bond emotionally, men relate intellectually” to the natural world. The view of women as
more empathetic or in-touch with nature has featured prominently in primatology, with Louis
Leakey famously selecting the “trimates” – Jane Goodall, Dian Fossey, and Birutė Galdikas – for
their superior feminine observation skills (Fedigan, 1994). Many popular media representations
portrayed the trimates as mother �gures for the apes (section 3.1.3), and as possessing a “special,

94



near empathic, relationship with the apes they studied” (Noble, 2000, p. 438). For example, a
book by Montgomery (1991) portrayed the women as “having ‘shamanic’ characteristics and
special ‘ways of knowing,’ communicating, and interacting with their primate ‘subjects’ ” (Noble,
2000, p. 442). Orangutan R&R has also featured a disproportionate number of Western women
who have engaged in the “handling and dedicated care” of orphans, including Galdikas, Barbara
Harrisson who founded the �rst R&R centre, and Lone Drøscher Nielsen, founder of the largest
R&R centre (Rijksen & Meijaard, 1999, p. 160). The implication from such representations is that
woman is “closer to nature than [man]” (Ortner, 1972, p. 12), and thereby “mediates more readily”
with representatives of the natural world (Haraway, 1989, p. 149).

On these grounds, some feminist theorists have argued that we should seek a feminine approach
to interacting with nature, which is based on emotion rather than rationality. For example,
Donovan (1990, p. 375) argues that we ought to ground environmental ethics in an “emotional and
spiritual conversation with nonhuman life-forms. Out of a woman’s relational culture of caring
and attentive love, therefore, emerges the basis for a feminist ethic for the treatment of animals.”
Yet there are problems with this proposal. Most importantly, the notion that we need a “feminine”
(i.e., emotional) approach to nature implies that “women are linked to the irrationality of nature,
while men are connected to reason in the cultural sphere” (Sowards, 2011, p. 66)—a notion which
is fundamentally sexist in that it assumes women are less rational and more emotional than men.
As Leach (2007, p. 74) argues, although in some cases it might appear that women have a closer
bond with the natural world than men, “this needs to be explained”, since we have no reason to
believe that women’s caring for nature is innate rather than a product of gender dynamics and
socio-political circumstances. In the case of women’s special bond with the great apes, Haraway
(1989, p. 149) argues that the trimates are part of a narrative in the West in which white women
are dispatched as “emissar[ies]” of men to commune with nature; others have highlighted the
parallels between the trimates and classic “beauty and the beast” narratives (section 3.1.3). The
view of women as “closer to nature” (characterised broadly as ecofeminism, or “earth mother
myths”) was popular for a time in development discourses in the 1980s, but has now “all but
disappeared” in the development sector (Leach, 2007, p. 74). However, the “feminist care tradition”
persists within environmental ethics discourses (see Bailey, 2005, and contributions in Adams
and Gruen, 2014).

6.2.2 Unsafe pies, and other problems with emotion

Critics raise two main issues with the idea of using emotion to guide decisions about orangutan
conservation. The �rst was raised by Michelle Desilets [2015-11-03], who spoke of her desire to be
close to orangutans as “sel�sh and self-serving”. A similar idea was expressed by Leif Cocks [2015-
09-15]: “. . . it’s kind of sick, but it’s like, instead of protecting the forest and saving that mother,
you’re getting your rocks o� with your volunteers cuddling these baby orangutans, feeling good
about rescuing and that sort of stu�, and in fact you’re emotionally predating over the dead mother,
because you’re gaining so much on a human basis from it”. In short, safe pies are potentially
exploitative and harmful for the animals, meaning that although a desire to cuddle orangutans “is
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often interpreted as an expression of ‘love’ ”, it can be seen as actually motivated by “consumerist
sensationalism laced with a clear streak of human self-aggrandizement” (Rijksen and Meijaard,
1999, p. 161; section 6.2). For this reason, participants often spoke of the need to keep one’s
impulse to cuddle orangutans in check (sections 9.1, 7.2, 10.3). As a former zookeeper re�ected, “I
hate to admit it, but I am a bit of a hypocrite: I loved every minute of being a zookeeper and every
minute of the opportunity to have intimate [interactions with orangutans]”, yet humans must
also “check themselves all the time” to ensure that they are not simply transforming rehabilitant
orangutans into their pets.

Rose (2011) proposes that one way to “check” oneself is to focus less on “biophilia” – i.e.,
attraction to elements of nature, which can involve people “turning the other animals into vehicles
for their own advancement and pleasure” (p.250) – and more on “biosynergy”, which emphasises
the beauty of “multidirectional cooperative relationships” among species, including humans
(2011, p. 248). Rose illustrates the biophilia/biosynergy distinction by describing two memorable
moments from his �rst trip to Ketambe, Aceh, in 1982. While the �rst moment occurred when
three orangutans “stared into my eyes, acknowledged my awe, shifted and settled into full view,
and continued foraging” (A. L. Rose & Rose, 2013, p. 365), the “peak epiphany of those life-changing
travels in Indonesia” was when a leech sucked his blood before injecting anticoagulant, which
prompted the realisation that “I was part of an ecosystem that was in a state of synergy, with all
life forms engaged in mutual service” (A. L. Rose, 2007, p. 2).

The second objection is closely tied to this idea of stepping back from emotional attachments
to individuals: the fault with emotivism is “not in the presence of feeling but in the absence of
thought” (Midgley, 1983, p. 35). As Mark Harrison [2015-10-29] of conservation and research
group the Borneo Nature Foundation (bnf) re�ected, seeing �res near their research site

and the thought that those orangutans that we’ve known for ten, maybe �fteen years
now might have their forest burned down is terribly sad. In a way, it feels like it
shouldn’t be any more sad than any other orangutan having its forest burned down,
because they’re still orangutans – one unit orangutan, if we’re trying to be objective
about it and conserve as many orangutans as we possibly can – but it personally makes
me feel sad to think that is something that could potentially happen. Absolutely, yeah.
You try and be objective about it and say, “Okay, right. . . ”

Harrison’s e�ort to put emotion aside and “try to be objective about it” echoes the principle of
triage. Developed for medical settings in which resources are scarce, such as battlegrounds and
emergency rooms (see McKinnon, 2012, pp. 110–14), the concept has been adopted by conservation
biologists to describe the e�ort to invest funds and energy where it can make the greatest di�erence
(see Hobbs & Kristjanson, 2003). As Leif Cocks [2015-09-15] explained:

Doctors will go in, and triage basically goes: he’s got too many patients to deal with;
he can’t give optimum care to all of them. So he says to this one, “You’re too far
gone. You’re going to die whether I help you or not. I’ll just put you in the corner to
die.” “You are going to survive even without me for the next day, so I’m not going
to look at you either.” “This group in the middle can get my immediate help, and I
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can e�ectively help those most.” Because we are not in the position to fully fund and
address all conservation issues, we have to undertake a triage position.

In conservation, triage is often used to justify focusing e�orts on the most highly threatened,
or unique, species or areas (Faith, 2016); within orangutan conservation, it is invoked to justify
allocation of resources to particularly signi�cant populations, or to the most cost-e�ective activities.
As in medical settings, this involves consciously letting some individuals su�er and die: saving
therefore involves sacri�ce (section 1.2.2). For this reason, the US Endangered Species Committee,
which “exercises the biopolitical power of deciding which species will live and who will die”, is
often referred to as “the God Squad” (Braverman, 2015, p. 160). Though this “doesn’t mean the
doctor has no compassion for the ones he has allowed to die, or the ones he’s not immediately
treating” [Cocks 2015-09-15], it does present conservationists with “tough choices”, as explained
by an orangutan researcher:

unfortunately it’s not realistic to save every single individual. I wish it were, and
I would certainly like it to be the case, but it’s simply something that we can’t do,
so that means we have to make some tough choices sometimes [. . . ], because we
simply don’t have the resources for that. From an animal welfare point of view, that’s
a very tough view, and I don’t know that any of the people involved who are more
concerned with populations of the species make those decisions lightly, because
making recommendations is very tough to do—to say, “Well, resources should go
there and not to that area,” because you know that you’re essentially dooming a
certain set of individuals. Because we are biologists, at least I am, we’ve studied them
so much and you feel that you’ve got to know certain individuals for a very large
number of years. Those choices are even harder if you know how interesting each
individual is and how precious each individual is. So it’s certainly not something that
I think any of us would do lightly, but it’s still something that, I guess, we have no
choice sometimes.

Thus, care for individuals is suppressed in the interests of the “greater good”—an approach not
unlike Plato’s moral and social philosophy, which prioritised holism over the good of individuals
(Callicott, 1980). Yet triage has its critics. Gail Campbell-Smith [2016-06-07] explained that the
process of creating a list of priority populations, as occurs at the Population Habitat Viability
Analysis (phva) workshops, “leaves a bad taste in [her] mouth” because it involves “picking your
populations”, when she feels that “even number 17 on the list matters”. As an example, Campbell-
Smith noted that in the past few conservationists were interested in small, isolated populations
like the one she studied for her PhD; such populations were the “red-haired stepchildren” of the
orangutan family, while the focus remained on populations within protected areas. More recently,
it has become clear that almost 80% of orangutans in Kalimantan reside outside of protected areas
(Utami Atmoko et al., 2017), rendering the isolated populations more important than previously
thought. Triage assessments can therefore be incorrect and doom viable, potentially important
populations. Other critics warn that priority populations and species may be selected based on
cultural biases, and that conservation technology may stagnate if the most challenging problems
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are avoided (e.g., see Noss, 1996; Pimm, 2000; Watts & Wilson, 2004; Marris, 2007). More broadly,
Bottrill et al. (2008, p. 649) suggest that triage “promotes defeatism when an asset is deemed too
di�cult to save”, and can be employed as a “policy of convenience” that provides an excuse to
walk away from populations and places at greatest risk. However, the authors note that triage
is implicitly used by anyone who manages scarce resources, since at its core triage is simply a
process of deciding amongst priorities. Making the process of triage more explicit may therefore
simply ensure that decisions are made wisely; it doesn’t make tough decisions any easier to
pretend that one is not making any trade-o�s. Certainly, all practitioners involved in orangutan
conservation make trade-o�s in one way or another: all have selected to help orangutans, not
rhinos or beetles, and to work in a speci�c area. More broadly, they’ve selected conservation,
welfare, or some other set of environmental priorities over other causes, such as human rights.
Sacri�ces of some kind are therefore unavoidable because “the fact that you’re doing something
means you’re not doing something else” [Meijaard 2015-08-17]. Even those whose primary interest
is the welfare of individual orangutans must undertake triage, such as when deciding how to
manage intake at overcrowded rescue centres (section 8.2), or whether to spend scarce funds on
caring for unreleasable individuals (section 9.3).

The underlying concern for those who advocated for “triage” was that prioritising emotional
attachments to individuals might lead one to lose sight of the bigger picture, and thereby save
one at the expense of many. As Michelle Desilets [2015-11-03] observed, a fair criticism of her
“emotional attachment to the animals” may be that it “has clouded my judgement”. In contrast, “real
conservationist[s] [. . . ] need to be more abstract”: “it’s like doctors not getting too close to their
patients—they can’t do their job if they become emotionally attached”. Thus, “[w]here emotion
overrides ecology, the result is likely to be negative for the species, and, in the medium to long
term, negative for individual carers as their intensive e�orts become increasingly failure prone”
(Albrecht, 2003, p. 425). A donor suggested that although it’s understandable that people are
emotional about animals, and she certainly is too, sometimes it is emotion that causes the problems
in the �rst place. Similarly, a researcher remarked that although “psychologically” the “hands-on
animal welfare component” is important to many practitioners, if one goes “completely down the
animal welfare” track, one might “sacri�ce and undo a lot of good work just to say, save one animal,
when actually from a conservation perspective they might be putting back the conservation of that
species”. For example, some researchers expressed concern that moving isolated or imperilled wild
orangutans to safe forest – a process known as translocation – negatively a�ects wild populations
(section 8.1).

Even if emotional attachments do not lead to harm, some argued that they can prove a distraction:
practitioners can “get really involved in one animal and the whole environment is just shrinking
around them” [Gri�ths 2016-07-17]. For example, in response to my explanation that many
feel an ethical imperative to undertake R&R, a conservationist asked, “why aren’t you �ghting
more vigorously against the genocide that’s happening anyway with the land clearing and the
conversion of the habitat?” Similarly, Erik Meijaard [2015-09-01] argued that because “[t]hey’re
all orangutans, whether they’re in a cage or whether they’re in the forest”, it is far better to
consider “what is the best system to maximise the overall welfare of all the orangutans?” rather
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than think only of displaced individuals. The issue perhaps comes back to the matter of distance:
if an individual is known, its needs appear more urgent than those one has not met. Though some
argue that it is ethically correct to prioritise individuals under one’s care (section 8.2), a holistic
conservation perspective requires caring equally for intimate and abstract apes.

6.3 Conclusion: more thought, not less emotion

Although, as McCa�ery (2011) complained, emotion is sometimes spoken of disparagingly within
orangutan conservation, I found that it was rarely the case that conservationists denied the
presence, or even importance, of emotion. Rather, they tended to argue that an exclusive focus
on emotional attachments to animals can lead one to be ine�ectual, or even to do harm, by
failing to think about the wider context or the negative consequences of one’s actions. As
David Chivers [2015-06-01] argued, “There is nothing wrong with emotion, but it’s got to be
channelled correctly and intellectually.” However, it is perhaps unfair to represent conservation as
more scienti�c, and therefore less emotional, than animal welfare, given that both are founded on
personal attachments to non-human life. Thus, Midgley (1983, pp. 33–35) concludes that we should,
as emotivists suggest, do away with the “stigma of emotion” and acknowledge that “morality does
require feeling”. In orangutan conservation, this could involve more openly speaking of animal
rights- and welfare-based justi�cations for R&R, thereby correcting the current gap between
practitioners’ motivations and media representations (section 5.3). Yet Midgley argues that it
would be a mistake to believe that emotion alone can guide morality, since without rationality, or
“thought”, one might take actions that “feel” right but have little e�ect, or ultimately do more harm
than good. This is because although individual orangutans may compel ethical consideration,
particularly when encountered in person, there are potentially other interests to consider, such as
individuals whose plight is not immediately visible. Emotion might therefore lead one to save an
individual without thinking through the sacri�ce involved. Some speci�c examples of this issue
will be discussed over the next three chapters, which focus on ethical dilemmas that practitioners
face when undertaking R&R.
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7

What is a rehabilitation centre?

In February 2016, the Borneo Post reported that the Sabah Wildlife Department and Shangri-
La’s Rasa Ria Resort and Spa, Kota Kinabalu, were “nearing the completion of the successful
jointly-managed Orangutan Rehabilitation and Conservation Programme”. Launched in 1996, the
programme involved sending 43 orangutans to Shangri-La’s resort, where they had “successfully
completed the �rst phase of their rehabilitation under the care of trained rangers” before moving
to Sepilok. A more cynical account of the closure of Shangri-La’s “rehabilitation” programme was
given by Friends of the Orangutans Malaysia (fotom), which established a petition against the
resort’s use of orangutans in 2015, and after the programme’s closure announced its “victory!”
that the resort’s “orangutan exploitation is over, for good” (2016). In its original petition, fotom
argued that Shangri-La “uses the facade of rehabilitation to exploit the orangutans at the resort
through tourism for pro�t”, citing four cases when young orangutans were believed to have
died in service of “RR’s ‘rehabilitation’ ”. In short, fotom argued that the resort was not doing
“rehabilitation”, but was strategically using the term to justify its tourism project (see �gure 7.1).

Though this is an extreme example, it neatly illustrates the purpose of this chapter, which is to
examine the many di�erent kinds of activities that are lumped under the term “rehabilitation” (or
which arguably are rehabilitation but avoid the term). I do this as a way of introducing the speci�c
orangutan rehabilitation projects – whose key details are described in tables 7.1–7.3, and locations
illustrated in �gures 7.2–7.3 – and examining how terminology is manipulated for political aims.

In addition to omitting the now-closed Shangri La project from the list of rehabilitation centres,
I have also chosen to exclude Bukit Merah Orangutan Island on Peninsular Malaysia, which held
14 orangutans in late 2013 and is o�cially classi�ed as a zoo by the Malaysian authorities (Beastall
et al., 2016). Although the facility claims that its goal is to rescue, rehabilitate, and “return to
the wild” healthy orangutans (bmouif, 2014), scepticism of this claim was especially pronounced
because, as Upresh Singh [2016-02-10] of fotom observed, “Orangutans cannot and should not be
released on the peninsula [. . . ] That’s a big joke. There’s no rehabilitation happening. It is a zoo
actually” (see also Russon & Susilo, 2014, pp. 79–80).
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Figure 7.1: Visitors watching orangutans at Shangri La’s Rasa Ria Resort and Spa. Photograph courtesy of
Upresh Singh of fotom.
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Table 7.1: Current orangutan rehabilitation centres.

centre date number loc. people

Yayasan iar Indonesia (yiari)
Orangutan Rescue and
Rehabilitation Centre

2009 1061 WK Director: Karmele Sanchez.

Sintang Orangutan Centre
(soc) 2010 ~352 WK Founder: Willie Smits.

Borneo Orangutan Survival
Foundation (bosf) Nyaru
Menteng

1999 4583 CK
Founder: Lone Drøscher Nielsen;
current manager: Denny
Kurniawan.

Orangutan Foundation
International (ofi) Orangutan
Care and Quarantine Center

1998 ~3304 CK President: Birutė Galdikas.

Protect Our Borneo 2016 25 CK Founder: Eman Supriyadi.6

bosf Samboja Lestari 2006 1883 EK Founder: Willie Smits; current
manager: Agus Irwanto.

Centre for Orangutan
Protection (cop) Borneo 2015 187 EK Current manager: Paulinus

Kristianto.

Yayasan Jejak Pulang (yjp) 2017 88 EK Founder: Signe Preuschoft.

Sumatran Orangutan
Conservation Programme
(socp) Quarantine

2001 ~509 NS
socp Director: Ian Singleton;
quarantine manager: Jessica
McKelson.

Sepilok Orangutan
Rehabilitation Centre 1964 ~30–4010 SB

Founder: Barbara Harrison;
managed by the Sabah Wildlife
Department (swd).

Matang Wildlife Centre 1997 2111 SW

Managed by the Sarawak Forestry
Corporation (sfc), with assistance
from Orangutan Project (ceo Leo
Biddle).

1 Spring 2016 (iar, 2016). 2 20 in the rehabilitation centre; 15 at the forest school (soc, no date).
3 End of 2016 (bosf, 2017a). 4 July 2016 (ofi, 2016). 5 sto (2016). 6 Established with the help of sto (2016)
and referred to as a “satellite rehabilitation centre” (J. Cochrane, 2016). 7 Ari�n [2016-06-26]. 8 May 2018 (Tan,
2018). 9 Singleton [2017-11-28]. 10 Estimates are 30–40 [Hicks 2015-12-09; Fell Hicks 2015-12-09], over 30
(Animal Planet UK, 2015, Season 1, episode 1); and, in March 2011, 34 at Sepilok, and 4 at Shangri La’s Rasa Ria
Resort, underwent routine medical checks (Prall et al., 2015). Russon (2009) estimates 200, but this is most likely the
number of the free-ranging orangutans in Kabili-Sepilok Reserve (table 7.2). 11 Two spend the majority of time in
the forest, 8 are undergoing rehabilitation, and the remainder are “pretty much fully captive” [Biddle 2016-02-22].
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Table 7.2: Current orangutan release sites.

site org. date1 released loc. notes

Bukit Baka
Bukit Raya

bosf nm &
yiari 2016 702 CK/

WK
Central Kalimantan side used by
bosf3; West by yiari.4

Gunung Tarak yiari 2010 55 WK
Contiguous with Gunung Palung;
releases now in bbbr, but
monitoring continues.4

Bukit Saran soc - - WK Future release site.6

Lamandau
Reserve of-uk 1998 ≥1747 CK 10 undergoing soft release, 2017-05.8

Bukit Batikap bosf nm 2012 1673 CK Carrying capacity estimated at 312.3

Bordering/in
Tanjung Puting
National Park

ofi
2008;
2012;
2017

>569 CK Three camps: Kerantungan, Seluang
Mas, and Filomena.

Kehje Sewen bosf sl 2016 6810 EK Carrying capacity ~150.3

Bukit
Tigapuluh
National Park

Frankfurt
Zoological
Society
(fzs)

2002 16911 JB
Carrying capacity conservatively
70012. Pre-release rehabilitation
station housed 7 in July 2016.13

Jantho Nature
Reserve socp (yel) 2011 10011 AC

Established after local government
requested all orangutans rescued
from Aceh be released there.14

Kabili-Sepilok
Reserve swd 1964 409–62015 SB

Forest surrounding Sepilok; aerial
surveys suggest a population of only
100–300, implying high mortality.16

Releases may have stopped.17

Tabin Wildlife
Reserve

Orangutan
Appeal UK
(oauk)

201018 1119 SB Established by oauk as a release site
for Sepilok.

1 Dates re�ect �rst releases. 2 bosf had released 59 in May 2017 (bosf, 2017b) and yiari 11 in 2016 (Dasgupta, 2016),
at least two being delayed translocations (iar, 2016b). 3 bosf (2017a). 4 Campbell-Smith [2016-06-07].
5 Some translocated individuals, and all females [Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07]. The �rst three acted as pilot animals for
post-release monitoring (Campbell-Smith, Sanchez & Jabbar, 2016). 6 Orangutan Rescue (2016). 7 152 released
from ofi occq 1999–2008 (Soeharso, 2014); ofi 2015 estimates 150. Between April 2013 and May 2017, 22 went through
the of-uk soft release programme, plus 49 translocations [Soeharso 2017-05-10]; 2008–2013 numbers are unknown.
8 of-uk (2017). 9 >20 into Kerantungan, 32 into Seluang Mas (ofi, 2017b), and 4 into Filomena at 2017-22-05 (klhk,
2017). 10 April 2017 (bosf, 2017c). 11 November 2017 [Singleton 2017-11-28].
12 Pratje [2016-07-22]. 13 fzs sta� member [2016-07-26]. 14 Singleton (2011); Pratje [2016-07-22].
15 Sign observed at Sepilok [2016-07-30] indicates 760 were admitted since 1964 (Borneo Post, 2016, states 758), of which
81.6% underwent rehabilitation, and 66% were “successfully” released into the wild. Depending on whether that is 66%
of total intake or just those rehabilitated, and whether the “unsuccessful” 33% were released and subsequently died
or were never fully released, this implies a minimum of 409 and maximum of 620 released. Others estimate intake of
>600, over half of which were released (Kuze et al., 2008), or 226 released by 2002 (Agoramoorthy and Hsu, 2006, cited
in Beck, 2018). 16 Ancrenaz et al. (2004); see Kuze et al. (2012) for more on mortality at Sepilok. 17 Beck (2018).
18 J. G. Robins et al. (2013), though oauk (2008) says they began in 2006. 19 May 2016 (oauk, 2016).
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Table 7.3: Past orangutan release sites and rehabilitation centres.

site date released loc. description

Camp Leakey
and other sites
in tpnp (ofi)

71–95 ~2001 CK
Releases were o�cially prohibited in 1995.2
Camp Leakey and other former release sites
are now tourist attractions.3

Sungai Wain
(bosf) 92–97 884 EK Limited data suggest survival of 20-45%5.

Fires in 1998 a�ected ~65% of the forest.6

Meratus
(bosf) 97–02 3457 EK Post-release data are limited.8

Wanariset
(bosf) 91–06 Centre EK

Established by Willie Smits; orangutans
were moved to Samboja Lestari in 2006.9 yjp
centre is now on the site.

Botang / Teluk
Kaba 90–94 Centre EK

Small centre open to tourists. O�cially
closed in 1994 but acquired 3 orangutans in
1996, and still advertised as “the nation’s
third orangutan rehabilitation center”.10

Bohorok /
Bukit Lawang 73–01 22911 NS

Established by Regina Frey and Monica
Borner, funded by wwf and fzs. Became a
popular tourist attraction after takeover by
government. Frey established socp to take
over. Occasionally orangutans from BL are
moved to socp/fzs release sites.12

Ketambe 71–74 ~613 AC

Established by Herman Rijksen and Ans
Rijksen-Graatsma, now a research station.14

Many of the 31 orangutans originally
received were moved to Bohorok.14

Semenggoh 75–00 2715 SW Popular tourist attraction.3

1 ofi (2015). 2 Keputusan Menteri Kehutanan no. 280/1995 (Smits, Heriyanto & Ramono, 1995; Singleton,
2012), though Rijksen (2001, p. 67) describes ministerial orders in 1991 to close reintroduction in tpnp and Bukit
Lawang. Releases into the park continued after prohibition (section 8.1.3). 3 Russon and Susilo (2014).
4 R. S. E. Siregar, Chivers and Saragih (2010), though others report 82 (Rijksen & Meijaard, 1999; Russon, 2009).
5 Rijksen and Meijaard (1999), Russon (2009). 6 Rijksen and Meijaard (1999), G. M. Fredriksson (2002); see also
G. Fredriksson (1995), Peters (1995), Beck (2018). 7 R. S. E. Siregar, Chivers and Saragih (2010) report 345 and
63 translocations. Husson et al. (2015) report 407, possibly including translocations. 8 But see Grundmann
(2006), R. S. E. Siregar (2010), R. S. E. Siregar, Chivers and Saragih (2010), Beck (2018). 9 bosf (2016).
10 Rijksen and Meijaard (1999); X-treme Borneo; see Russon (1999). 11 Dellatore (2007), though Russon (2009)
reports 176. Releases continued after 1995 prohibition (section 8.1.3). 12 Trayford (2013). 13 Rijksen [2015-
12]; see also Aveling and Mitchell (1982); haka (2015). Funding was from the Netherlands Foundation for the
Advancement of Tropical Research and the wwf. 14 Although the majority of orangutans were moved to
Bohorok, 12 died, one female assimilated into the wild population, one escaped, and four were released across the
river from the station and not seen again (Rijksen 2015-12; see also Rijksen, 1978). 15 11 released orangutans
and 16 infants (Chong in Commitante et al., 2015). Original intake was ~60 (Russon, 2009, citing Mohd-Ramlee,
2005). Transfers with Matang are recorded in both directions (Gustavsson, 2011; Mail, 2013).
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Figure 7.2: Current and past rehabilitation centres and release sites on Borneo.
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Figure 7.3: Current and past rehabilitation centres and release sites on Sumatra.
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7.1 What’s in a name? The preference for “rehabilitation centre” over other terms

7.1.1 Why the tenderness about “sanctuary”?

Stanley Johnson, environmental writer and conservative politician (and, incidentally, father of UK
Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson) spoke of his recent visit to Sepilok at a 2015 Orangutan Appeal
UK (oauk) fundraiser in the Houses of Parliament. At one point, Johnson referred to Sepilok as
a “sanctuary”, before quickly correcting himself by adding, “but of course it’s much more that,
with all that wonderful rehabilitation you do” [�eld notes, 2015-10-29]. I made particular note
of Johnson’s faux pas because earlier that evening I too had been corrected for calling Sepilok a
sanctuary. This section is concerned with describing the fuzzy boundaries between rehabilitation
centres, rescue centres, and sanctuaries, and the reasons why “rehabilitation centre” is used
preferentially over the other terms.

One immediately encounters a problem in de�ning “sanctuary”: the word has di�erent meanings
in Africa and Asia. In Africa the term is used indiscriminately to describe all kinds of facilities
housing rescued animals, as illustrated by the Pan African Sanctuary Alliance (pasa), whose
members include long-term care facilities and rehabilitation centres. In Asia, careful distinctions
are made between rescue centres, which provide short-term care, sanctuaries, which provide
long-term care, and rehabilitation centres, which practise rehabilitation and reintroduction (R&R)
(Trayford & Farmer, 2013). For example, while the facilities listed in table 7.1 were almost always
described as rehabilitation centres, bosf (2015a, 2016a, 2017a) speci�cally uses the term “sanctuary”
to refer to areas intended for housing unreleasable orangutans and sun bears.

One participant with experience working with African sanctuaries suggested that the di�erence
may relate to the greater presence of protected areas referred to as sanctuaries in Asia (e.g.,
in India, Thailand, and Malaysia). Furthermore, because in Africa “rescue centre” is used to
describe government-run facilities, sanctuaries are distinguished as independent, meaning that
practitioners have developed a “deep attachment” to the term. Another participant, with experience
in several continents, suggested that whereas in Africa practitioners aren’t “caught up in that
name at all”, in Asia, “there seems to be little bit of tenderness [. . . ] there is this, ‘No, we are a
rehabilitation centre,’ so there seems to be some politics there and I don’t quite get it”.

7.1.2 Wildest dreams: de�ning projects by aspiration, not reality

One possible explanation is that facilities wish to emphasise their intention to release orangutans,
even if they have little hope of doing so in the near future. Because release sites are increasingly
hard to come by (section 8.1.3), an intention to release is no guarantee that it will ever be possible.
For example, bosf Nyaru Menteng released 251 orangutans between 2012 and December 2016, but
prior to 2012 the centre had no release site. In other words, Nyaru Menteng was hypothetically,
but not actually, a rehabilitation centre for 13 years. Similarly, although the bosf East Kalimantan
programme released orangutans in Sungai Wain, then later Meratus, between 1992 and 2002,
their next releases into Kehje Sewen did not occur for another 14 years (table 7.2). Though both
facilities were eventually able to secure new release sites and thus legitimately call themselves
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rehabilitation centres, one participant suggested that if a centre opens without any plans for
securing a release site, and no good facilities for long-term care, it is “not really a rehabilitation
centre; it’s a rescue centre. They’re di�erent.”

Just as rehabilitation centres may become rescue centres (or, perhaps, sanctuaries) if they
cannot �nd release sites, rescue centres can easily transform into long-term care facilities, or even
rehabilitation centres, if they cannot �nd permanent homes for animals. Some rescue centres
do eventually �nd homes for their charges. For example, male orangutan Jacko was kept in
poor conditions at a government-run rescue near the airport in Jakarta for over �ve years (den
Haas 2016-10-10; jaan, 2015; iar, 2009, 2010; Schulze, 2012 for more about the rescue centre),
before he was rescued and transferred to Animal Sanctuary Trust Indonesia (asti), a rescue centre
on Java. Like the other six orangutans rescued by asti that were all successfully transferred to
either socp or ofi [Pipe 2016-11-06], Jacko returned “home” in 2017 [asti via Twitter, 2017-24-02].
A rescue centre in Sumatra has had less consistent luck with animal placement. Though the
group moved two rescued orangutans to the socp relatively quickly, they struggled to �nd a
permanent home for gibbons, which led the group to release three gibbons as “we want to reduce
our operation costs and to make another rescue”. Shortly after the release it became clear that
the gibbons were unprepared for life in the forest (as former pets, they �rst needed to undergo
rehabilitation), at which point the government collected the gibbons for transfer to another ngo.
The rescue group has therefore found itself pushed towards an R&R function: currently the
group lacks the capacity to do releases properly (e.g. it has insu�cient funds to follow gibbons
after release), and the centre is not an “o�cial rehabilitation centre” but rather has an mou as a
“temporary shelter, what we call an emergency shelter”. The group is in the process of securing
funding and permission to construct a gibbon rescue and release centre, hoping to commence
construction in early 2018.

7.1.3 Release them all by last year: political pressure in Indonesia

Rehabilitation centres do not always have active release programmes. However, one participant
suggested that they “[want] to seem like they are actively releasing the animals”, since, as another
observed, those in Indonesia might want to avoid giving the impression that they are “failing” in
their government-prescribed task of releasing all healthy orangutans—which they were meant to
have �nished by 2015. This rather ambitious target was set by a 2007 orangutan conservation
Action Plan for the coming decade by the Indonesian Ministry of Forestry (Soehartono et al., 2007).
Along with aiming to “[a]ccomplish the rehabilitation and reintroduction of captive orangutans
into their wild habitats by 2015” (except unreleasables: Sihite 2016-10-07), the Plan aimed to
stabilise orangutan populations and habitats by 2017. Clearly, neither goal was achieved. Those
involved in creating the Plan explained that the 2015 release target was intended purely to “speed
it [rehabilitation] up” [Susilo 2016-06-06], use the date as a “dream or target” with which to “push
the government” [Utami Atmoko 2016-10-04], and create a document that would enable ngos to
say “you promised” if the government failed to help [Sihite 2016-10-07].

Critics identi�ed several reasons for the Plan’s failure. First, one participant noted that the
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main bottleneck for rehabilitation centres is �nding appropriate release sites (section 8.1), so
the government should give ngos land if it wants releases to happen. Herry Susilo [2016-06-
06], chairman of alliance group Forum Orangutan Indonesia (forina) and a co-author of the
Plan, noted that convincing the government to speed up release site acquisition was one of
the intended outcomes. However, this did not happen, which perhaps re�ects an observation
made by Erik Meijaard [2015-08-17] that the Plan was “way too vague, with just a whole set of
actions but no understanding of [. . . ] who was responsible, who was going to pay for it” and so
on. More fundamentally, both Meijaard and conservationist Darmawan Liswanto [2016-06-16]
suggested that the Plan placed too much emphasis on rehabilitation rather than on addressing
the underlying causes of orangutan population decline, which should lie at the heart of a national
Action Plan, “which really is to do with species survival” than orangutan welfare [Meijaard 2015-
08-17]. Furthermore, Meijaard argued that the sequence of goals was “completely daft, because
you’re never going to be able to close rehabilitation centres until you’ve secured all habitats”,
and the e�ect of having rehabilitation completion as the �rst goal meant that “the e�orts that
have been implemented under the Action Plan [. . . ] all focus on the rehabilitation side”. Meijaard
speculated that “one of the reasons the government wants to close down the rehabilitation centres
so quickly is it’s the most visible sign of their failure”. Because there are so many orangutans in
rehabilitation centres, they might be a source of “embarrassment” for authorities [anon]; they
certainly prevent governments from denying the existence of wildlife trade and human-wildlife
con�ict [Biddle 2016-02-22].

The Action Plan’s obvious failure meant that two sta� members at Nyaru Menteng, the largest
rehabilitation centre (table 7.1), started laughing as soon as I brought it up: though they went
on to express hope that the Plan might yet act as a “push”, the 2015 target had evidently always
appeared impossible to practitioners. Nonetheless, the e�ect of making quick release a national
priority may have motivated ngos to emphasise their release programmes, or their intention to
release, over their role as long-term care facilities—which, inevitably, is an aspect of their work
given the presence of unreleasables (section 9.3).

7.1.4 “They don’t want to be associated with being a sanctuary”: de-emphasising animal welfare

A second reason for emphasising release over long-term care was suggested by Kellie Heck-
man [2016-11-10], formerly Executive Director of the Global Federation of Animal Sanctuaries
(gfas), which oversees the “thankless job” of accrediting animal sanctuaries. Heckman observed
that some gfas-accredited groups – from around the world, not just from Asia – take issue with
the use of “sanctuary” in gfas’s title, in part because of its associations with animal welfare, which
many perceive as a “less admirable goal” than conservation (section 5.3). Thus, many groups
“don’t want to be associated with being a sanctuary”.

Not only might conservation be viewed as a more serious or legitimate goal than animal
welfare (section 6.2), but “sanctuary” might also imply high welfare standards that rarely exist
in orangutan rehabilitation centres. As one participant observed, the term “paints a picture of
fabulous facilities suitable for lifelong care”, but “I don’t think the animals in most rehab centres
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have good welfare”. However, Graham Banes [2016-02-17] noted that despite the connotation,
sanctuaries do not necessarily provide good welfare. For example, Banes explained that his
opposition to the recent case in Argentina for granting orangutan Sandra rights stemmed not
from discomfort with the notion of rights for orangutans, but rather from the absence of a clear
legal de�nition of a “sanctuary” to which Sandra would be moved (e.g., Green, 1999, describes
“sanctuaries” in the US that are essentially exotic animal breeding facilities). This ambiguity could
mean that Sandra would be granted rights, but might su�er poorer welfare in her new home
than in the Buenos Aires Zoo, where she remains while awaiting a decision on placement despite
the case’s success (Daily Mail, 2016; Metro, 2017). A similar objection could be raised to the
2013 announcement by Costa Rica’s Environment Minister to close the country’s two zoos, with
the idea of rehousing or releasing the animals. The country’s rescue centres at the time were
overcrowded following a law prohibiting exotic pets, so it was unclear where the animals would
go, and whether they would experience better welfare in their new homes (Patrick, 2013). The
question is now irrelevant, as the closure was put on hold for at least a decade by a successful
lawsuit launched against the Costa Rican government by the zoo operator (Fendt, 2015). As
summarised by Steve Unwin [2015-12-14] – a zoo veterinarian who has worked with both African
and Asian ape sanctuaries – categories are not consistently associated with levels of welfare:
“You can have a horrible zoo (and there are lots of those), a horrible sanctuary (and there are
lots of those), and a horrible rehabilitation centre. They’ve got slightly di�erent missions, but it
all comes down to: good conservation, ine�ective conservation; good welfare, bad welfare—it’s
across the board.” Perhaps, then, orangutan rehabilitation centres need not fear that the term
“sanctuary” implies better care than most provide, since plenty of sanctuaries also have poor
welfare standards.

7.2 Zoos in disguise? The incompatibility of rehabilitation and tourism

The terms “open-air zoo” [anon; van Schaik 2017-03-08] and “cageless zoo” (Kimmett, 2015) are
often used to describe rehabilitation centres that accept tourists, such as the Malaysian centres
(Sepilok, Semenggoh, and Matang), and Tanjung Puting National Park (tpnp) and Bukit Lawang
in Indonesia. The idea is that “as a zoo, it’s [Sepilok] a great zoo, but as rehabilitation it’s crappy
rehabilitation” [Sanchez 2016-06-09]. Thus, while the Malaysian centres in particular have “done a
very good job in making people believe that rehabilitation is that [tourism]” [Sanchez 2016-06-09],
many practitioners “wouldn’t call that reintroduction, what they’re doing there [in Malaysia]” [van
Schaik 2017-03-08]. Even sta� members at Malaysian centres question whether their workplaces
are fundamentally di�erent to zoos (Parreñas, 2012a, p. 155), and visitors to Matang sometimes
mistakenly describe the centre as a zoo in their Trip Advisor comments, only to be corrected
by other visitors, such as one whose 2017 post emphasised that “[p]eople have to understand
that this is an animal rescue centre and not a tourist zoo”. Alternatively, three participants used
the term “sanctuary” to describe tourism-focused R&R projects. This section considers which
term is most appropriate for describing tourism-focused R&R projects, and more broadly the
circumstances under which orangutan tourism is considered ethically acceptable.

111



7.2.1 Are Sepilok orangutans “wild”?

A participant explained that the term for reintroduction in Indonesian, peleparliaran, is made
up of the words lepar (released) and liar (wild). This terminology re�ects the idea that released
orangutans should become fully “wild”. Indeed, any rehabilitation that fails to return an orangutan
to its “wild state” is technically in violation of Indonesian law (Rijksen, 2001, p. 67). Yet which
projects, if any, successfully make “wild” orangutans depends not only on rehabilitation methods,
but also on how one de�nes the term.

Aitken (2004) argues that “wild” and “domestic” animals are generally de�ned in the West
by how much involvement humans have in determining animals’ lives, with the former being
completely autonomous and the latter entirely dependent on humans. This distinction itself relies
on an assumption that humans are in some sense separate from nature, since if humans were part
of nature then pet cats would be considered as wild as tigers. Many anthropologists have pointed
out that Western models of nature and culture are often described as inherently “dualistic” and
contrasted with ideas of indigenous groups, who are perceived to live in harmony with nature
(see commentaries in Descola & Pálsson, 1996; Dwyer, 1996; Ellen, 1996; Posey, 2004). Reality is
of course somewhat more complex, with indigenous groups not necessarily seeing themselves
as part of nature, and multiple ideas about nature contributing to Western thought (see Binde,
2001). Still, Aitken argues that the vision of humans as separate from nature is fundamental
to mainstream conservation ethics (though perhaps not to “new” conservation: section 3.2.1)
because “if we are nothing but nature, then whatever action we take must be the right one” (for
example, an oil spill would be seen as a perfectly natural change to an ecosystem).

The goal of mainstream conservation is to therefore preserve, or encourage, “wildness” (i.e.,
independence from humans) in animals and places. However, it is di�cult, perhaps impossible, to
coherently de�ne wild animals, not least because most “natural” creatures and spaces bear marks
of human in�uence, such that “there is no ‘wild’ out there” (Hutchins, 1995, p. 10; see also Cronon,
1996). Furthermore, there are several, perhaps fundamentally di�erent, kinds of human in�uence
on animals’ lives. For example, we might wish to distinguish between individuals and species,
such that although it is possible to have a tame orangutan one should not assert that the entire
species is domestic or dependent on humans. One might also wish to distinguish “pseudo-tame”
species, which live comfortably and without stress in the presence of humans, but have retained
their natural behaviours and adaptations rather than having those replaced by human-dictated
behaviours and adaptations. However, this assumes that fearfulness towards humans is a mark of
“wildness”, thereby excluding animals that show little fear upon �rst encountering humans – such
as the extinct dodo and other animals on long-isolated, predator-free islands (I. M. Marks & Nesse,
1994) – and ignoring the e�ects of species’ natural history, such as whether they are predators or
prey (for above, see Aitken, 2004). Moreover, one could argue that domestication is best viewed as
a form of mutualism in which both species bene�t, rather than as the replacement of an animal’s
“natural” behaviours by those selected by humans (Clutton-Brock, 1995). Some even suggest that
many animals that live alongside humans, including primates (e.g., temple-dwelling monkeys
that are provisioned by humans), engage in “niche coconsruction” in which both species shape
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each other’s evolution (Fuentes, 2010). In other words, humans have been domesticated by other
animals as much as we have domesticated them.

Despite the impossibility of coherently de�ning “wild” and “domestic” animals, the general idea
in rehabilitation is to decrease orangutans’ dependence on humans, a task which is referred to as
“dehumanization” (Russon, Smith & Adams, 2016). Dehumanization involves “counteracting the
human orientation caused by captivity”, and is primarily justi�ed on the grounds that ongoing
attraction to humans can endanger reintroduced orangutans by making them more vulnerable
to poachers and hunters, and more likely to approach human settlements. Although some level
of ongoing human-orientation is to be expected in most rehabilitants with histories as pets, the
goal is nonetheless to reduce human-orientation and -dependence to the greatest extent possible,
thus rendering orangutans at least somewhat “wild”. According to Braverman (2015, p. 227), this
is true of most modern conservation, which tends to reframe the dichotomy between “captive”
and “wild” in terms of a continuum, such that the goal is now to try to make animals “as wild as
possible, and sometimes that’s not very wild” (quoting a participant, p.109).

Several participants argued that orangutans at centres with tourism “cannot be considered
wild” [Singh 2016-02-10], on the grounds that wild individuals “have the full capacity of skills
for completely independent living” in their natural habitats [anon]. For example, a researcher
observed that although there are some individuals within the Kabili-Sepilok reserve who might be
considered “completely wild” – after all, there are now multiple generations of orangutans in the
reserve, not all of whom depend on humans for survival – as a population Sepilok “shouldn’t really
be considered a wild population”. The same could be said of many �rst-generation rehabilitant
populations, regardless of whether tourism is present, since they too may remain dependent on
provisions or attracted to humans (sections 9.4 and 9.6, and see B. Harrisson, 1960; Rijksen and
Rijksen-Graatsma, 1975; Borner, 1979, for descriptions of �rst-generation rehabilitants without
tourism as “semi-wild”). Still, the term “semi-wild” is most often used to describe orangutans
at tourism sites, where even the o�spring of rehabilitants often remain attracted to humans
and dependent on provisions (see Yeager, 1997; Dellatore, 2007), such as Semenggoh (Sarawak
Forestry Corporation, 2009; Parreñas, 2012a; Zander, Pang, Jinam, Tuen & Garnett, 2014), Bukit
Lawang (Aveling & Mitchell, 1982; Singleton & Aprianto, 2001; Singleton, 2012), and Sepilok
(K. MacKinnon & MacKinnon, 1991). Though some alternatively use the term “feral” to describe
orangutans at tourism sites (Rijksen, 2001; Singleton, 2012), this term is not quite appropriate, as
it usually describes animals that “live as a self-sustaining population in the wild after a history of
domestication” (Clutton-Brock, 1995, p. 53; see also Aitken, 2004). In any case, populations of
free-ranging orangutans, who remain attracted to humans and reliant on human provisioning,
are an example of a “growing array of gray sites” that are not obviously “natural” or “captive”
(Braverman, 2014, p. 54).

Yet orangutans at R&R projects with tourists are often presented as genuinely “wild”, thereby
confusing the public: “even members of my own family don’t understand the di�erence between
seeing an orangutan at Sepilok and a wild orangutan” [anon]. During my visit to Sepilok, an
employee described a female, the daughter of a rehabilitated orangutan, who was approaching a
feeding platform with her daughter as “totally wild” (�gure 7.4). Similarly, in Meet the Orangutans
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Figure 7.4: “Totally wild” orangutans at Sepilok, 2016-07-30.

(2015) – a television series focusing on work of the oauk at Sepilok – an adult female with a baby
feeding at a platform is described as a “fully wild orangutan” [season 1, episode 4]. Members of
the public are not necessarily convinced though, such as several ecotourists in Russell’s (1995,
p. 159) research, who deduced that contact with tourists would “retard the orangutan’s transition
back to the wild”.

In short, maintaining orangutans in a semi-dependent state, in which they are provisioned
and near tourists, is rarely seen as true R&R, and the orangutans at such sites are more often
viewed as “semi-wild” than fully wild. Some have therefore proposed that keeping orangutans in
“semi-wild conditions as a tourist attraction” is a completely separate option to “mak[ing] any
serious attempt to rehabilitate them” (K. MacKinnon and MacKinnon, 1991, p. 189; see also Rosen
and Byers, 2002, p. 44). Perhaps the insistence on using the term “rehabilitation centre” that I
encountered at the oauk fundraiser [2015-10-29] re�ects an e�ort to disguise the fact that Sepilok
is rarely viewed as a true rehabilitation centre, meaning that “sanctuary” could indeed be a better
description.

7.2.2 “A big no-no”: objections to tourism at rehabilitation centres

The “semi-wildness” of orangutans at R&R sites with visitors was usually attributed to tourism:
through exposing orangutans to large numbers of unfamiliar humans, such projects encourage
ongoing attraction to humans and thereby reverse the process of dehumanization (Russon et al.,
2016; and see, for example, a female and infant close to visitors at Bukit Lawang: �gure 7.5). Thus,
visitor presence “spoils the rehabilitation process for the apes” (Rijksen, 2001, p. 66). Following
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the iucn guideline that “[n]o tourism should be allowed with reintroducable orangutans in
rehabilitation centres, or in forests where rehabilitants range” (Williamson & Mac�e, 2010, p. 58),
many participants felt that tourism at active rehabilitation sites is a “a big no-no” [Commitante 2015-
11-25] or “completely inappropriate” [Farmer 2016-01-12], “tourism and rehabilitation are entirely
incompatible, under any circumstances” [Robins 2016-04-08], and “not having visitors—or at least
not having tourists” is the top priority for any successful rehabilitation programme [Hicks 2015-
12-09].

7.2.2.1 Violence, sloth, and disease: how orangutans su�er from tourism

In addition to perpetuating attraction to humans, some worried that other aspects of the re-
habilitation process, such as foraging skills, would be compromised by visitors. For example,
when tourists were present at Bukit Lawang “virtually all natural orangutan activity stopped.
The orangutans did not forage, but instead spent the majority of time watching tourist groups,
seemingly waiting to be provisioned” (Dellatore, Waitt & Foitovà, 2014, p. 106). Reliance on human
provisioning can become an inter-generational strategy, as at Bukit Lawang where female Pesek
regularly crosses the river bordering the park to a nearby restaurant, where sta� entertain patrons
by feeding her. Pesek is often accompanied on her excursions by her independent daughter, who
is already exhibiting high levels of human-directed behaviours, and an infant (Dellatore et al.,
2014). Similar strategies are displayed at Sepilok in Meet the Orangutans by two adolescent males,
referred to as the “chaos twins”, who returned to acquire food from sta� and visitors even after
being physically moved far from the rehabilitation centre [season 1, episodes 1 & 4], and a female
known for her thieving abilities who is seen stealing a packet of milk powder [s.1, e.3].

Orangutans’ strategies for acquiring food from tourists can turn aggressive, creating a problem
for welfare as both humans and orangutans may be injured (Russon & Susilo, 2014). For example,
one study documented six con�rmed attacks on guides and tourists, which required surgery, in
Bukit Lawang during the research period. The perpetrator was the notorious orangutan Mina,
about whom I was warned before my visit. Mina has in turn been the recipient of attacks, having
sustained machete wounds on both her forehead and hand (Dellatore et al., 2014). However,
Birutė Galdikas [2016-06-22] argued that Tanjung Puting is not dangerous, since the orangutans
remain focused on food rather than attacking visitors. While this was true during my visit – for
example, an adult male, Rajah, paused for some time in the visitor area but remained focused
on the feeding platform (�gure 7.6) – this may depend on the individual. For example, informal
conversations suggested that the former dominant male, Kusasi, was more dangerous than Rajah.
I was also told of cases of biting and other cross-species violence within tpnp, which others
have also documented (Yeager, 1997; Spalding, 1999; Thompson, 2010; Nury, 2011; Tingle, 2017).
Finding a good solution for dealing with aggressive orangutans like Mina poses a problem: while
particularly di�cult orangutans from Bukit Lawang are sometimes moved to socp release sites
(Trayford, 2013), Upresh Singh [2016-02-10] of fotom alleged that several “problem orangutans”
have disappeared from Sepilok under suspicious circumstances.

Tourism can also compromise orangutan health, such as through: cross-species disease trans-
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Figure 7.5: Visitors photographing a female orangutan and infant at Bukit Lawang, 2016-07-17.

Figure 7.6: Adult male orangutan Rajah approaching the visitor area at Tanjung Harapan, tpnp, 2016-06-12.
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mission (Muehlenbein et al., 2010; Muehlenbein & Wallis, 2014); stress associated with visitor
presence; (Muehlenbein & Wallis, 2014)1 consumption of unhealthy foods o�ered by tourists or
guides, such as noodles, rice, and co�ee in tpnp (Nury, 2011); high parasite loads from increased
terrestrial locomotion; unusual behaviours such as mothers cannibalising infants (Dellatore, 2007;
Dellatore et al., 2014); and high infant mortality (61% at Bukit Lawang, 58% at Sepilok: Kuze et al.,
2012).

7.2.2.2 Self-perpetuating circuses: the problem of bad incentives

Another concern with for-pro�t tourism at R&R projects is that centres transform from temporary
stations, which should eventually close, into self-perpetuating attractions for which a steady supply
of orangutans is needed (Rijksen & Meijaard, 1999, p. 157). Such centres may thereby encourage,
rather than reduce, illegal trade, as allegedly happened when “[o]ne desperate expatriate manager
[. . . ] began buying up the ape orphans in the illegal trade circuit, partly as an investment for
another tourist circus” (Rijksen, 2001, p. 66; see also Spalding, 1999).

Rather than purchasing more orphans, perhaps a more common tactic is to encourage breeding.
In Sarawak, Parreñas (2012a, p. 50) found that one centre facilitates free access between male
and female orangutans in con�ned spaces, thereby compromising female choice and causing
high levels of forced copulation, or “rape”. Thus, according to one keeper, females “may be free,
but they are living in fear” (p.49). Though some sta� were disturbed by this practice, others
invoked the widely-dismissed “replenishing the wild” argument, rejecting any change to protocols
on the grounds that “they’re [orangutans] endangered!”, meaning that breeding is essential for
conservation (p.50; see also Parreñas, 2015, 2016; section 4.1). Several participants indicated
that similar practices are present at another centre: contraception is avoided, and because of
the high infant mortality rate females “become pregnant repeatedly, often whilst still grieving
from the loss of their last infant”. Females therefore become “breeding machines for tourism”,
satisfying tourists’ “desire to see young ‘cute’ orangutan babies” [anon]. Another participant
explained that orangutans tend to be released near the main rehabilitation centre, in part so that
they will remain visible to tourists. However, this poses a serious risk for female orangutans, as
they are released directly into the ranges of well-established, older females, who act as a “barrier”
to younger females seeking to venture further into the reserve. As at Parreñas’s �eld site, this
results in overcrowding and an unusually prominent “rape culture”, which in turn contributes to
an excessive focus on “rape” and dominance in orangutans in popular media and primatology
literature (A. L. Rose, 1995). As Parreñas argues, the willingness of rehabilitation practitioners in
Sarawak to compromise female choice and wellbeing for the sake of, as they see it, conservation,
indicates that “rape” is treated very di�erently in humans and orangutans, with the latter regularly
trivialised or spoken of in terms of evolutionary sexual strategies. This disassociation can in turn
reinforce the species boundary by de-emphasising empathy with su�ering female orangutans

1 This study was conducted with two habituated wild orangutans, rather than rehabilitants. Although both showed
elevated faecal glucocorticoid metabolite (fGM) levels the day after tourists visited, indicating increased stress, overall
their fGM levels were lower than those of their non-habituated counterparts. This suggests that although tourist visits
were somewhat stressful, the orangutans were not chronically stressed, as has been demonstrated in other primate
groups exposed to tourism.
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(A. Palmer et al., 2015; and see Sowards, 2011 for a discussion of representing orangutan sex as
“rape”).

A further issue related to incentives is the tendency for the whims of tourists to be prioritised
over the welfare of orangutans—which, in general, involves �nding ways for tourists to see or
touch orangutans even if the orangutans would prefer to remain hidden. At Bukit Lawang, a
combination of competition for business and pressure from visitors leads some guides to break
prohibitions against touching, feeding, or disturbing orangutans. For example, some guides send
scouts ahead to lure or call orangutans to the trail before tourists arrive (I heard guides’ calls when
I visited myself). Although some visitors object to such practices, most express satisfaction if they
have close contact with orangutans (for above, see Dellatore et al., 2014). As Carel van Schaik [2017-
03-08] observed, the incentives are such that with ecotourism in general “the temptation is always
great to overdo it”. For example, if there are competing teams of guides, and one team begins
to feed orangutans, very quickly “they get all the tourists because when you go with them you
always see them, and you can get your picture taken! You know, ‘Me and my orangutan!’ ” Thus,
tourism projects can easily become a “circus and a zoo”.

In addition to the con�ict of interest that arises when guides receive more business by �outing
rules, the power imbalance between Western tourists and local guides and sta� might further
encourage rule-breaking. For example, at Sepilok I saw a British tourist brie�y come into contact
with an orangutan, which is against the rules of the centre (�gure 7.7). Though the tourist was
promptly reprimanded, the sta� member who intervened was of higher rank than feeding platform
patrols, and was only present at the time to chaperone my group. The sta� member who would
usually have been on sole duty remained silent throughout the incident. It therefore seems likely
that the extent to which rules are enforced depends on the individual guide or sta� member
present and their willingness to stand up to tourists—who, technically, are their customers. One
participant observed that sta� at projects like Sepilok are probably quite sensitive to the complaints
of tourists and their guides, who can be quite pushy: “‘We’ve come to see the orangutans. Where
are the orangutans?’ There’s this thin veil that, ‘Oh, no, when you don’t see orangutans that
actually means it’s good!’ But no one really pushes that narrative. The tour guides are primarily
interested in keeping their tourists happy over anything else.”

7.2.2.3 How tourism creeps in

These criticisms of tourism at R&R centres are not new, with many raised in reports from Ketambe
in the 1970s (Rijksen, 1978; Rijksen & Meijaard, 1999). However, with the exception of Ketambe –
which closed in 1978, against the wishes of the local authorities who had hoped to turn the centre
into a tourist attraction (Schurmann, personal communication, in Rijksen & Meijaard, 1999, p. 157)
– this advice was ignored in Indonesia until the mid-1990s, when further releases into tpnp and
Bukit Lawang were prohibited (section 8.1). The advice has never been followed in Malaysia.

Tourism has not only persisted at Malaysian centres, and Bukit Lawang and tpnp in Indonesia,
but has also “crept into” additional centres via private tours and “voluntourism” (Russon & Susilo,
2014, p. 80). Many of these tours are advertised as “hands o�”, instead enlisting volunteers in
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Figure 7.7: Tourist up close to an orangutan at Sepilok, 2016-07-30. The orangutan, obscured by a tree, is
circled in orange.

activities like construction and preparing enrichments for caged animals (anon; Parreñas, 2012b).
Several participants praised one project for operating a genuinely “hands o�” volunteering
project, which �ts with my experience of not being permitted to view any orangutans undergoing
rehabilitation at the centre. However, in other cases doubts were expressed about how strictly
rules against visitor-orangutan contact are enforced. In particular, at one project I was confused
by the presence of a volunteer coordinator (who had arrived ahead of the group) in a forest school,
who was clearly familiar with the individual orangutans and interacted with them much like
a babysitter. A participant at the project similarly reported that volunteers had once appeared
“elated” after their day, sharing stories of intimate contact with rehabilitant orangutans.

Part of the issue might be that maintaining distance is physically di�cult when amongst
rehabilitant orangutans (section 9.1), though this could presumably be managed by restricting
visitor access to a limited area. Projects might also face pressure from visitors to allow contact.
For example, Facebook comments on an explanation of the “no contact” policy promoted by
Orangutan Project (2013) – a group that assists the Sarawak Forestry Corporation at Matang –
included a suggestion by a prospective volunteer that they should “allow volunteers who travel
there to help to spend an hour or two per week with their favourite animals (as a reward). If
you want more money, you’ll have to make some compromises. I understand your point, but it
is hard to achive what you want and to make more money at the same time. I decided to give
my money to someone else who allows me to hugh or stoke [sic] an orangutan sometimes. I
would not call it as an ‘exploitation’.” Less easily refused are “visiting dignitaries, movie stars, or
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even just the documentary-makers”, to whom “it’s hard to say no” [van Schaik 2017-03-08]. Thus,
signi�cant donors may successfully “blackmail” projects into relaxing their rules (section 10.3),
and photographs of celebrities handling orangutans, against project protocols, are common. Some
were “impressed that Leo [DiCaprio] did not want to hold an orangutan during his recent visit
to Sumatra [socp]”, and “although they did get a hand-to-hand photo” he was photographed
wearing a mask (Beck 2016-05-02; and see Gilbride, 2016). However, other celebrities are depicted
cuddling infants with little visible protective gear (e.g., Bill Clinton: ofi, 2014; Harrison Ford:
ngc, 2017). In addition to pressure from individual visitors, one participant described needing
to physically evict a tourism operator that repeatedly attempts to take visitors to an o�-limits
release site; the tourism operator in fact advertises the orangutan release site in its brochures.
Borner (1979) described similar di�culty managing rogue “sightseers” at Bohorok, before tourism
was o�cially permitted at the site.

7.2.3 Sustainability and sacri�ce: justi�cations for tourism

7.2.3.1 Sacri�cing populations for the greater good

Not everyone viewed orangutan tourism – even, potentially, with rehabilitants – in a negative
light. One justi�cation was that some orangutans, speci�cally the “semi-wild” rehabilitants, might
be used for tourism as a way of sparing others, such as genuinely wild populations. As Peter
Pratje [2016-07-22] noted, rehabilitants could “be nicer for tourism than the real wild orangutans”,
since a tourist’s experience with wild orangutans might involve: “There’s one elusive orangutan
where you only see part of its butt, it pees at you and disappears: that’s your whole experience.”
Thus, as a researcher observed, wild orangutan tourism “isn’t going to be magical, necessarily”,
so “experience being sold and paid for cannot be guaranteed”. The researcher added that because
tourism at wild orangutan research sites can be stressful for the study subjects and takes time
away from research, “the semi-wild, free-living animals, I think that [tourism] could be a purpose
that they serve, unless they become dangerous to the people”. Thus, diverting tourist attention to
semi-wild orangutans could spare wild populations, who have “enough pressure on them already”.
A similar idea was suggested during an informal conversation with a primatologist, who explicitly
used the word “sacri�ced” to describe a group of primates at their research site that they allow
locals to use for generating tourism income.

This proposal echoes an idea expressed by zookeepers during my previous research (A. Palmer,
2012; A. Palmer et al., 2016), who argued that orangutans in zoos serve an important function as
“sacri�cial ambassadors for their kin in the wild or as the last hope for an endangered species”
(Bulbeck, 2005, p. 23). In both cases, a sacri�cial population – selected, perhaps, because its
wildness is already compromised – is chosen to bear a cost that will ultimately bring about a
greater good for its species. For zookeepers, the perceived “greater good” was either public
education or maintaining an “ark” against extinction in the wild; for in-situ conservationists who
sacri�ce populations for tourism, it is either local education or sustainable income.
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7.2.3.2 Prioritising people: income and education for locals

The researcher quoted above explained that while tourism is often “frustrating”, it has the signi-
�cant bene�ts of providing locals with income and building “understanding and appreciation” of
their natural environment. Regina Frey [2016-09-14] similarly argued that although Bukit Lawang
is “far from perfect”, the project serves an important function because it is “so bloody important
that they [locals] can start to appreciate the forest and start realising that tourism provides a
sustainable source of livelihood for local communities” and o�ers an alternative to palm oil or
logging. Birutė Galdikas [2016-06-16] added that “prestige” for locals is a reason to see tpnp
tourism as a success.

Taking this education-based argument a step further can lead to a justi�cation for tourism at
active rehabilitation centres. Payne and Andau (1989, p. 70), for example, suggests that although
“reintroducing orang-utans to the forest and allowing visitors to see them are not strictly com-
patible”, Sepilok can be defended based on its educational value. However, there is a problem
with this argument: as with zoos, whose educational value is not always clear (see Dierking,
Burtnyk, Buchner & Falk, 2002; Balmford et al., 2007; A. Palmer, 2012, for reviews), orangutan
tourism sites do not necessarily educate visitors. For the purpose of gfas accreditation, tourism
(which can only occur with animals that will not be released) must involve guided tours in which
visitors are informed of “why the animal ended up in the sanctuary” (Heckman 2016-11-10; gfas,
2013). Tourism-oriented orangutan R&R projects rarely reach such high educational standards
(Russon & Susilo, 2014). For example, at Sepilok I saw no signs mentioning palm oil or other
drivers of deforestation; the closest any sign came to explaining why orangutans arrived in the
centre merely stated that “most of the orang utans sent here have lost their homes or mothers,
were saved the pet trade [sic] or were hurt by hunters”. Typically, signs focused on super�cial
aspects of the rehabilitation process (�gure 7.8). Similarly, while visitors to Bukit Lawang must
be accompanied by guides, Dellatore (2007) heard few comments made by guides that dealt with
threats to orangutans, and many provided incorrect information on orangutan behaviour and
biology.

The other main justi�cation for tourism is economic. For example, Peter Pratje [2016-07-22]
spoke of carefully-managed tourism with semi-wild orangutans as a possible tool for funding the
fzs reintroduction project. More broadly, one could argue that the local economy bene�ts from
tourism; this is the primary reason why ecotourism has been hailed as a “sustainable development”
solution (section 3.2.3). The idea is that if the two alternatives are orangutans su�ering “the
occasional death or injury” from tourism, but living “in a halfway decent forest”, and people
clearing the forest, the former is preferable (van Schaik 2017-03-08; see also Singleton, 2012). As
with education, there are issues with the economic argument for orangutan tourism. First, to
be justi�ed as a conservation fundraising tool, pro�ts from tourism would need to go directly
towards other projects such as R&R, or to providing good welfare and educational facilities at
the tourism site. This is a problem at Bukit Lawang, where Russon and Susilo (2014, citing J. E.
Cochrane, 1998) report that only about half of the foreigner entrance fee (reported as $1, but now
150,000 idr, or ~$11 US: BukitLawang.com, 2017b; Hudoyo, 2014) returns to R&R or visitor centre
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Figure 7.8: A representative sign at Sepilok, 2016-07-30.

operations. Even if funds were returned directly to R&R project management, entrance fees are
generally very low: Sepilok entrance is currently 5myr (~£0.90) for Malaysian citizens and 30myr
(~£5.40) for non-Malaysians (Sabah Wildlife Department, 2017), with other sites charging even
less (Russon & Susilo, 2014).

As for economic bene�ts for local people, numerous studies suggest that income from ecotour-
ism is often distributed unevenly. Mountain gorilla tourism, for example, was often hailed by
participants as an example of e�ective ecotourism, since gorilla numbers have increased since
the late 1980s, even with political unrest in the region (Gray et al., 2010; McNeilage et al., 2006;
Maekawa, Lanjouw, Rutagarama & Sharp, 2013), and tourism accounts for a signi�cant proportion
of local income (e.g., in a rural area in Uganda it accounted for more than all other sources of
income combined: Sandbrook, 2010). Yet local people may receive only around 6% of total revenue
(estimated at $21.4 million US annually), with 53% going to the national level and 41% to interna-
tional actors (Hat�eld, 2004, 2005). Furthermore, at the local level bene�ts may be distributed
unevenly, with the poorest missing out even with targeted e�orts to reach them (Blomley et al.,
2010; Laudati, 2010; Tumusiime & Vedeld, 2012; Maekawa et al., 2013). Encroachment around
both Bukit Lawang and tpnp continues, suggesting that some locals resort to other activities for
income—though the situation might be even worse if tourism were absent (Dellatore, 2007). I
also observed oil palm crops planted by locals in Sukau village, Sabah—a popular destination for
wildlife tourism.
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7.2.3.3 “Nobody checks these things. . . ”: the challenge of improving standards

Nearly everyone who suggested that orangutan tourism is acceptable under some circumstances
emphasised the need to enforce high standards. Regina Frey [2016-09-14] suggested that “[w]e
could learn from Bohorok” and do a much better job of tourism at release sites in future, for example
by introducing a zoning system which would allow tourists access to semi-wild orangutans at the
edge of the forest, but keep much of the site o�-limits. Singleton (2012) has also o�ered realistic
suggestions for improving conditions at Bukit Lawang, including charging higher entrance fees
(which might also reduce crowds), and reorganising feeding to minimise human-orangutan contact,
speci�cally by creating a remotely-operated feeding system and restricting access to feeding
platforms via one route.

However, “[e]nforcement of tourism regulations is critical, but often suboptimal” at great ape
tourism sites (Williamson & Mac�e, 2010, p. 15). Not only are guides incentivised to break rules,
but also “of course, you’re in a forest, so it’s [enforcement] almost impossible, and nobody goes
out and checks these things”. Thus, responsibly implementing tourism “can be done in theory; in
practice it’s going to be really hard” [van Schaik 2017-03-08]. Project operators must also perceive
a need to improve standards—for example, little interest has been demonstrated in implementing
Singleton’s suggestions for Bukit Lawang. Indeed, since Singleton’s report, the provisioning
situation has apparently become worse: scheduled feedings ceased in 2015 (BukitLawang.com,
2017a), which has, according to Regina Frey [2016-09-14], encouraged guides to feed orangutans
individually all around the forest for tourists to observe and photograph. Frey re�ected that
“control by park rangers is totally lacking, so the situation is much worse than before” and is “out
of hand”.

7.2.3.4 Animals of the in-between: the case that “semi-wildness” isn’t so bad

Finally, some challenged the assumption that orangutans at tourism sites have a di�cult existence.
For example, a researcher argued that although we “can’t want those [semi-wild animals] over an
actual wild animal”, a semi-wild existence works out quite well for some individuals. However,
this nice side to the rehabilitation story isn’t often told: while media representations tend to focus
on “this poor, desperate, �ea-bitten baby in a box”, a nicer story is that of a

now free-living eleven-year-old who goes to the [education centre] and watches the
�ying squirrels and forages for wild foods, and then comes back [. . . ] This is not a
fully wild life but it is self-determining one, which is an achievement. That’s a much
nicer story. We need to appeal to the rehabilitation audience that isn’t wanting to
cuddle, that would like a nice story of an association between species, because that’s
what we have done. [. . . ] It’s not wild or captive; these are animals that live in this
in-between.

Depending on the individual in question, one could even argue that human contact bene�ts
rescued great apes. For example, Goodall (2001, p. xxiii) tells of a particular chimpanzee, Sebastian,
who became depressed when his sanctuary temporarily closed its doors to visitors: “Not until it
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was again opened to the public, and the daily teasings and displaying sessions resumed, did he
recover. Clearly, the crowds provided stimulation and entertainment.” Rather than citing welfare-
based arguments, some participants argued in favour of “semi-wildness” from a rights-based
perspective: orangutans ought to be free to “choose” whether to become “fully wild” or continue
to associate with humans (section 9.6).

7.2.4 To breed or not to breed? Distinguishing zoos and sanctuaries

Perspectives on whether orangutan tourism is good or bad are quite complex: while almost
everyone agreed that tourism is fundamentally incompatible with rehabilitation, and serious
issues have been identi�ed with tourism at both present and past R&R sites, some argued in favour
of tourism with released, “semi-wild” orangutans, provided that good standards are maintained.
Philosophically, these opinions rely not only on ideas about the inherent value of preserving
“wildness”, but also on notions of welfare, sacri�cing populations for the good of their species,
and the ethics of exploiting orangutans for human enjoyment.

To conclude, let us return to my original question: are R&R projects that accept tourists best
described as zoos, sanctuaries, or rehabilitation centres? The “big divide” between zoos and
sanctuaries is, in principle, breeding [Heckman 2016-11-10]: while zoos “breed [animals] and then
move them around as a genetically viable stock”, sanctuaries “should not breed at all, because
what they are there for is to provide good welfare to those individual animals” [Unwin 2015-12-14].
Philosophically, zoo breeding policies are based on conservation, while Kellie Heckman [2016-
11-10], formerly of gfas, argued that sanctuary practice is based on “individual rights”. Thus,
for Heckman, “[t]o bring an animal into a captivity environment is never acceptable”, especially
through “breeding them and knowing that their entire lives will be in a small enclosure”. On
these grounds, gfas accreditation requires policies of no breeding, unless there is a viable chance
those animals will be released; generally though, Heckman believes that captive breeding involves
“having these animals su�er in captivity under false hopes”. Others have made a similar case
against the “ark” function of zoos, arguing that since “there simply is no wild anymore” (Loftin,
1995, p. 168), it is highly improbably that release will occur at “this mythical time period when
all this new land will become available” [Heckman 2016-11-10]. Furthermore, Jamieson (1995c)
suggests that keeping extinct species in zoos is not necessarily better than losing them altogether,
as it simply “transform[s] animals into exhibits in a living museum” and allows us to say to future
generations, “This is what used to exist in the wild.”

Yet the distinction between zoos and sanctuaries is actually not so clear, in part because some so-
called “sanctuaries” permit breeding (Green, 1999). Tourism-focused R&R projects also encourage
breeding, suggesting that the term “sanctuary”, in its purest sense, does not quite �t. Furthermore,
“sanctuary” is often taken to imply good animal welfare (section 7.1.4), prompting one participant
to observe: “I can’t imagine, for example, if they [tourism-focused R&R projects] apply to gfas for
accreditation they would get very far.” Zoos arguably have more in common with tourism-focused
R&R projects, since both welcome visitors, supposedly for educational goals, and encourage
breeding, supposedly for conservation purposes. However, the justi�cation for breeding at R&R
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projects (replenishing the wild) di�ers to the zoo “ark” narrative. The mechanism for breeding
is also di�erent, with accredited zoos undertaking carefully-managed breeding exchanges. Still,
there are plenty of zoos that do not participate in managed breeding programmes, and many that
recruit wild-caught animals (section 5.2). One could therefore argue that tourism-focused R&R
projects resemble unaccredited zoos, or unaccredited sanctuaries, though overall neither term
quite �ts. Then again, neither does “rehabilitation centre”.

7.3 Rehabilitation centre or release site?

So far we’ve considered distinctions, or lack thereof, between rehabilitation centres, sanctuaries,
rescue centres, and zoos. There is one �nal distinction to consider: that between orangutan
rehabilitation centres and release sites. Although for the purpose of heuristics I divided these two
categories in tables 7.1 and 7.2, in reality there are once again considerable overlaps, which are
best illustrated by the Orangutan Foundation UK (of-uk) project in the Lamandau Reserve.

Two kinds of orangutans are released at the �ve of-uk camps in Lamandau: translocated wild
adult orangutans, who are released immediately (section 8.1), and “rescued orangutans too young
to return to this wild”, who undergo a “soft release” programme (of-uk, 2017a). The of-uk soft
release programme involves letting young orangutans out into the forest during the day, under
supervision, to practise skills such as climbing; they sleep and receive food in cages in the camps.
Sta� explained that the amount of time that soft release orangutans are let out for the day varies,
depending on the risk that youngsters will be lost in the surrounding forest. While orphans at
Camp JL, which has and area of trees separate from the main forest (�gure 7.9), can stay out for
much of the day, those at other camps can only be let out for short periods, tracked by a sta�
member. Orangutans younger than about three and a half, who are considered too young to
be let out during the day, are kept in cages at the camps until they are old enough to begin the
soft release programme (which applied to two when I visited). At approximately age �ve, the
orangutans are released into the forest surrounding the camps.

This process seemed rather similar to what I observed, or was told of, at several rehabilitation
centres. For example, “forest schools” at bosf and cop projects run for much of the day (e.g.,
9am–4pm at cop), and at yiari particularly con�dent orangutans are sometimes even left in forest
school areas overnight (Tokiomate, 2015). The main di�erence is that at of-uk orangutans are
kept at several camps rather than at a single large centre: they operate “rehabilitation without
the centre” [Banes 2016-02-17]. However, when asked how soft release and rehabilitation di�er,
founding director of of-uk Ashley Leiman [2015-07-15] argued that, “Rehabilitation is in cages,
basically. They’re in a rehabilitation centre [. . . ] In an ideal world, they will spend time in the
forest, they will learn the necessary skills, but the brutal truth is there are orangutans that have
been sitting there in cages for a very, very long time.” Leiman therefore de�nes “rehabilitation
centre” as a facility that hypothetically will one day release orangutans, but fails to do so in
practice. However, one could instead argue that such facilities should be called “rescue centres”
(section 7.1), while Leiman’s project �ts the true de�nition of a (decentralised) rehabilitation
centre. The of-uk case is therefore the opposite of others discussed in this chapter, since rather
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Figure 7.9: Okto and Ketty at the of-uk’s Camp JL in the Lamandau Reserve, 2016-06-15.

than inappropriately calling their project a “rehabilitation centre”, the group avoids the term even
though it applies.

A second point of distinction that Leiman emphasised is that orangutans who undergo soft
release in Lamandau are subsequently released into the reserve, thereby undergoing rehabilitation
within their release site. Lamandau is therefore both a rehabilitation centre and a release site. Yet
the same can be said of several other projects, such as Sepilok when orangutans are released into
the surrounding reserve, and the fzs project in Bukit Tigapuluh. At fzs, orangutans are transferred
from the socp quarantine near Medan at around 4–5 years old, then undergo rehabilitation at a
small centre located within Bukit Tigapuluh [Siregar 2015-07-22]. At around 7–8 years, they are
transferred to the release site within the park (which, for political reasons, is in a di�erent location
to the rehabilitation centre: Pratje 2016-07-22). A similar procedure will soon be attempted at
Jantho, the idea being that the release site will provide a better rehabilitation environment than
the quarantine centre [socp sta� 2016-07-12; Singleton 2017-11-28]. Even if there is no explicit
e�ort to create a rehabilitation station within a release site, some degree of rehabilitation (i.e.,
helping orangutans to acquire skills for independent life in the forest) inevitably occurs after
release, since released orangutans often require ongoing support (sections 9.4 and 9.6).

Discussions of the di�erence between rehabilitation centres and release sites are further com-
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plicated by inconsistent terminology. In particular, I encountered several distinct de�nitions of the
term “soft release”, which usually refers to a release approach involving provisioning and other
post-release support (section 9.6). However, Leiman uses the term to describe the entire process
of rehabilitation and release, and a third de�nition is used by ofi, which describes “soft release”
as “when orangutans are released into the forest for the day before being brought back to their
sleeping cages in the late afternoon” (Bock, 2016). ofi “soft release” therefore does not relate at all
to �nal release, but rather to a speci�c aspect of the rehabilitation process in which orangutans
are brought to a forest for the day, much like “forest schools” at other projects (section 9.1).

7.4 Conclusion: disguising di�erence

Boundaries between categories of facility become blurred when goals or activities come to resemble
one another (e.g., when sanctuaries encourage breeding). Thus, some kinds of sites, such as
tourism-focused R&R facilities, are not suited to any current label. Perhaps more importantly,
projects are not always described with the most suitable term, creating confusion as to what
projects actually do. For example, if one took self-ascribed labels at face value it would seem like
Shangri-La’s Rasa Ria Resort shares the goals and practices of Indonesian R&R centres that aim
to create “fully wild” orangutans. In such cases, mislabelling may serve projects’ political aims
by creating an impression that they are doing something that they aren’t. Mislabelling can also
disguise constraint, such as when centres call themselves rehabilitation centres despite lacking a
release site. Labels may therefore be chosen to disguise di�erences between projects, or create
an impression of di�erence where none exists. Even amongst the “true” rehabilitation centres,
practices vary widely—a subject which I will consider in chapter 9. First, though, I will examine
variation in the practice of rescue, which necessarily precedes rehabilitation.
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8

No space on the ark: the ethics of rescue

Rescuing orangutans, especially large adult males, makes for dramatic photographs and docu-
mentaries (Hilton, 2015; Whyte & Knight, 2015; Two, 2016; Wild Sabah, 2016; Eszterhas, 2017).
Translocation – moving stranded wild orangutans to forest where they might be safe – is typically
narrated as follows. A team of ngo rescue sta�, armed with a tranquilliser gun and veterinary
supplies, trudges through the jungle, sometimes in di�cult weather conditions, to track and dart
an imperilled orangutan—who may be isolated in a patch of forest marked for clearance, or in a
village or oil palm plantation. If the shooter successfully hits the target, the team waits for the
drug to take e�ect while preparing a net used for cushioning the orangutan’s fall. After a routine
medical check, the strongest members of the team heroically carry the heavy animal to their
truck, and drive either to the rehabilitation centre for further veterinary treatment, or directly to
the release forest. The ultimate “happy ending” involves an “emotional” moment (Wild Sabah,
2016) of opening the cage door to give the orangutan “a second chance for life in the wild” (Hilton,
2015).

But the endings to rescued animals’ stories are not always happy, for both translocated adults
and orphans in need of rehabilitation. The purpose of this chapter is to examine the challenging,
and often controversial, ethics and politics behind tales of rescue. In particular, section 8.1 will
consider questions around when, and how, to rescue stranded wild adult orangutans, who are
ideally translocated as in the description above. Section 8.2 will then explore decisions about
which animals, including members of other species, to accept or reject, given rehabilitation centres’
limited space and resources.

8.1 Creating two problems, or solving one? Debates about translocation

On September 2nd, 2015, researcher Erik Meijaard wrote a provocative post on Facebook, poten-
tially inspired by a conversation with me the previous day in which he raised similar concerns.
Citing a recent story of an orangutan rescue in North Sumatra by Orangutan Information Centre
(oic) (Jakarta Globe, 2015), Meijaard questioned whether translocation is always the best decision:
“this may look like a positive action, but if you really care about both the welfare and survival
of all orangutans, should we condone such actions?” Meijaard suggested that practitioners
should consider whether translocation is always best for the welfare of: the rescued orangutan;
other orangutans remaining in that forest, since the removal of one individual could mean “the
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forest is now a little bit more likely to be cut down”; and other threatened populations, “now
that the understanding is that ‘the orangutan problem’ will be dealt with by the conservation
professionals”.

In response, David Dellatore (2015) – then Programme Manager of the Sumatran Orangutan
Society (sos), a partner of oic, and now with the Sumatran Orangutan Conservation Programme
(socp) – defended translocation, on the grounds that “without such interventions, these [translo-
cated] orangutans would have had little chance of survival”, and because Sumatran orangutans are
critically endangered, “if we are able to help save even one individual, it is a worthy e�ort”. Del-
latore added that oic is involved in research on short-term survival and adaptation of translocated
orangutans, so they do consider the welfare of individuals after translocation. On Meijaard’s third
point, Dellatore argued that they only use translocation as a “last resort”, and that companies are
unlikely to halt forest clearance if orangutans are present, unless they have pledged to conserve
orangutans in their concessions. Thus, translocation does not encourage further deforestation,
but helps salvage a few victims from unstoppable destruction.

These two perspectives illustrate many of main sources of debate around rescue and transloca-
tion of orangutans. Translocation technically refers to any human-mediated movement of living
organisms from one area to another (Seddon et al., 2012; C. O. Campbell et al., 2015), but in oran-
gutan conservation it usually refers speci�cally to the rescue and subsequent release of wild adult
orangutans (potentially with o�spring) from a con�ict zone to another area of forest (Hockings &
Humle, 2009). Orangutan translocation has been undertaken for decades: for example, Borner
(1979, pp. 153–61) describes darting and moving a wild adult male near the Bohorok rehabilitation
centre; and 177 wild orangutans were translocated to Tabin Reserve from other areas in Sabah in
1993 and 1994 (Beck, 2018). Though without detailed records it is not possible to con�rm whether
translocations are becoming more common, as Yuwono et al. (2007) suggest, they are regularly
undertaken, to the point where some groups involved in rescue translocate more often than they
con�scate orphans (table 8.1).

8.1.1 Damned if they stay, damned if they go: risks to translocated individuals

Many rescue practitioners emphasised that they only use translocation when leaving an orangutan
where it is would be “pretty much a death sentence” (anon; and see Kaye, 2016). For example,
Yayasan iar Indonesia (yiari) rescuers attempt to push orangutans found within villages or
industrial concessions back into nearby forest if they can [Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07]. However,
usually the orangutan has only come out of the forest as a result of serious encroachment, such
as �res; thus, the orangutan is often “like a ping pong ball” [anon], bouncing back and forth
between an increasingly small patch of forest and neighbouring concessions and settlements. In
such situations, rescuers are usually forced to grumpily concede, “Okay, we’ll probably have to do
a rescue but we’ll try our hardest not to” [Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07].

Yet some worried that orangutans rarely fare well after translocation. This concern can lead to
the extreme view that translocation “is a clear death sentence for the displaced—it is a political
solution, not a biological one. It’s a coward’s way of killing the [animals]” (macaque researcher
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Table 8.1: Comparison of recent numbers of translocations (t) and con�scations (c).

organisation year t c source

bosf Nyaru Menteng 2016 61 28 bosf (2017a)

2015 57 19 bosf (2016a)

2014 11 10 bosf (2015a)

bosf Samboja Lestari 2015 3 6 bosf (2015a)

Yayasan iar Indonesia 2013 12 11 iar (2013)

Orangutan Foundation UK Apr. 2013–Dec. 2016 49 22 Soeharso [2017-05-
10]

Orangutan Foundation International 2015 5 14 ofi (2015b)

2014 6 11 ofi (2014)

Sabah Wildlife Rescue Unit 2010–2015 15 20 Wild Sabah (2016)

Orangutan Information Centre 2012–Aug. 2016 75 35 Hadisiswoyo 2016-
08-19

Translocations exclude, where speci�ed, rescues with no re-release, dependent infants, and relocations of rehabilitants.

Wolfgang Dittus, speaking of translocation of monkeys and all wildlife, quoted in Lenin, 2005).
Thus, either translocating or walking away can be viewed as a “death sentence” for the animal. In
support of the idea that translocated orangutans fare poorly, a researcher described observing an
orangutan who spent several days after translocation barely moving, presumably “gobsmacked”
by the experience, despite the team’s e�ort to move the individual to an area in which it had
previously been seen. The researcher argued that translocated orangutans probably struggle
to assimilate into their new social structure, the stress of which may be fatal. This may vary
depending on the age and sex of the individual, with young adult males (~15 years) around
dispersal age potentially more “socially primed to success in a translocation” than other age/sex
classes, such as philopatric females. Noting that translocation is often justi�ed on the grounds that
orangutans are rescued and set “free”, the researcher remarked, “No animal is free. Every animal
lives in some kind of social structure.” The researcher therefore took issue with the widespread
assumption that translocated orangutans “do �ne”, which usually remains untested because so few
are followed after release. This view, which the researcher argued re�ects “freedom arrogance”,
was articulated by a rescue practitioner: “I assume they easily adapt to the new place. Orangutans
easily adapt to a new environment. I think it doesn’t really matter for them to be translocated
into the new place. . . ”

Even if orangutans socially integrate into their new environment, they may experience ill
health, particularly if they were removed from a con�ict situation or an area with little remaining
forest. Most groups reported doing basic medical tests while the orangutan is tranquillised.
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However, referring to a highly publicised translocation of an emaciated orangutan, one practitioner
questioned whether rescued individuals always receive the treatment they need. Rescuers are
reluctant to bring wild orangutans to rehabilitation centres for treatment, since this can cause
the orangutan unnecessary stress [Hadisiswoyo 2016-08-19], or can contribute to overcrowding
if the individual requires a lengthy recovery (Hicks, 2015b). One might also discover that the
individual has a contagious disease, in which case they pose a risk to vulnerable rehabilitants and
must remain at the centre inde�nitely or until cured [anon].

Some practitioners also questioned whether every rescue is necessary. For example, a researcher
observed that although villagers who request translocations are generally afraid of the orangutan
and believe they are in danger, and rescuers therefore often think the orangutan will be killed if
left where it is (Kaye, 2016), there may be little discussion of other possible resolutions. Another
practitioner suggested that even creating a con�ict response unit may lead people to describe
previously tolerated orangutans as “problems”, especially if they expect to receive some compensa-
tion for damage in�icted by orangutans (e.g., to their crops). Both participants therefore suggested
that rescuers may feel compelled to translocate and neglect other possibilities. In particular, the
researcher cited above proposed that �anged males found in concessions probably “know where
they’re going”: because their ranges are so large, males may often be familiar with the area, and
pass through oil palm plantations on their way to another patch of forest. As such, translocation
of �anged males may be “a complete waste of resources”, and a much better approach would be
to work with companies to allow �anged males “free passage” across plantations. The researcher
suggested that young orangutans “may be more often lost” than old males, so translocation might
more often be valid. However, rescuing large �anged males is very “sexy” and therefore more
tempting from a publicity perspective; people also tend to be most frightened of �anged males, so
calls for rescues are more common.

Several other participants expressed concern that publicity often drives translocations, which
present “the kind of photo opportunities that few people can resist” [anon], such that “[w]hen
there isn’t a camera crew, you may put less e�ort into seeking such animals out” [anon]. Putting
the matter more sympathetically, a researcher suggested that if organisations fail to rescue an
orangutan they might receive substantial negative publicity and potentially jeopardise their public
support, meaning that they are often forced to translocate even if they would rather not. However,
another participant suggested that because translocation “is such a sensitive issue” amongst
practitioners, “I think a number of organisations have done it and don’t make press releases about
it”. Publicity around translocations might therefore be less desirable if the primary audience is
other practitioners rather than the naïve general public.

On the other hand, one might view the actual wellbeing or survival of the orangutan as
irrelevant to translocation decisions. Such an idea was expressed by one practitioner, who echoed
the notion that death with dignity is preferable to life with, or death by, humans (sections 5.2,
9.3). Translocation was framed as therefore justi�ed as a way of ensuring that orangutans are not
killed by humans, even if they ultimately die from the translocation process:

The priority is to save them from palm oil companies, from the people, so by trans-
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locating them to the other forest we will save them from humans. So we do not
consider about their survival: are they surviving or not, are they �ghting with the
resident orangutans? [. . . ] If they �nally died in the wild, it’s much better than they
died because of being killed by people. Even if they �nally died in the wild, it’s far
better than they have to stay in a cage for another ten years without any future. That
is our only consideration about translocation, so we do not have any criteria about
the forest and blah blah blah—no: that’s our only consideration.

In addition to citing the “death with dignity” argument, the participant references other con-
troversies about translocation relating to release sites. In the absence of a suitable release site,
rescued wild adult orangutans end up in cages at rehabilitation centres. This is precisely what
happened at Samboja Lestari in the late 1990s and early 2000s, when many wild orangutans
were rescued but thereafter remained in captivity for over 15 years [Irwanto 2016-06-30]. Some
are now being released (e.g., Leo, rescued in 1997–1998: Orangutan Forest, 2013). The biggest
concern with release site selection, for both translocation and R&R, relates to the presence of
wild orangutan populations, the concern being that introducing new individuals will socially and
ecologically disturb residents. This, more than the welfare and survival of translocated individuals,
was the most signi�cant concern about translocation, especially amongst researchers familiar
with orangutan social behaviour.

8.1.2 “There’s someone trying to butt in”: disruption to wild populations

Initial concerns about releasing orangutans into existing populations, as was done at the oldest
rehabilitation centres (Sepilok, Tanjung Puting, Bukit Lawang, and Ketambe, though not Semeng-
goh: Singleton, 2012), were raised by orangutan researcher and founder of Ketambe, Herman
Rijksen (1978, p. 375), who argued that the practice “bears several risks, which cannot be taken
seriously enough”. Not only might introducing strangers into a complex social structure cause
residents stress, but orangutan populations in undisturbed habitat are likely already at carrying
capacity, so rehabilitants (or translocated orangutans) will either take food from residents or
starve. Rehabilitants might also introduce serious diseases into the wild population. Rijksen
therefore advised that “rehabilitation of orang utans in areas with a wild orang utan population
is hazardous to such extent that continuation of the present projects is not desirable”. Similar
concerns about “contaminating [. . . ] wild bodies” by releasing animals into existing populations
arise in other species (Braverman, 2015, p. 163).

Many participants echoed Rijksen’s concerns. For example, researcher Carel van Schaik [2017-
03-08] saw social disruption as a serious risk, especially for females given their tendency to settle
in stable home ranges near female relatives (section 3.1.2; M. A. van Noordwijk et al., 2012):

We should really keep that principle of not reintroducing animals into existing pop-
ulations, unless they’re demonstrably, severely below carrying capacity. I would
really like to underline that strongly from our behavioural work. [. . . ] Basically,
you’re creating two problems instead of solving one, in that every animal that’s being
released is going to be highly stressed because the residents don’t like them – this is
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especially true for females, maybe more so than for males – and the locals are going
to be stressed because suddenly there’s someone trying to butt in. We have now
several cases where we can demonstrate this, and it’s very unfortunate. And I know
it’s happening all the time. [. . . ] In the end, I think you created more problems than
you solved.

A signi�cant source of the problem, according to researcher Maria van Noordwijk [2017-06-20], is
that “[b]ecause [orangutans] are so solitary, people have totally neglected their social life under
natural conditions”; thus, our understanding of the complexity of orangutans’ relationships, and
the risk of social disruption when introducing new individuals, may have been underestimated to
a greater extent than for other primates. Another researcher added that even if the disruption
caused by introducing one individual is minimal, it is far easier to see how mass translocations,
as occurred after the 2015 �res (table 8.1), can cause signi�cant disturbance.

Disease transmission to wild populations was also sometimes highlighted as a risk. Though
some suggested that disease transmission has always been over-hyped as a concern in R&R
[Chivers 2015-06-01], and current quarantine procedures are far better than in the past [Lei-
man 2016-02-16], others observed that rehabilitants are particularly vulnerable to human diseases,
some of which – like tuberculosis – remain di�cult to diagnose [Hicks 2015-12-09], at least
without expensive equipment (Knight 2015-06-23; see Vervenne et al., 2004; Lerche, Yee, Capuano
and Flynn, 2008, for comparisons of skin and pcr tests for TB). Though one practitioner suggested
that translocated individuals, rescued from villages and plantations, may have had more exposure
to human diseases than orangutans in less disturbed habitats, another observed that “no one
really screens those [translocated] orangutans for illnesses such as hepatitis and TB, as it is done
with released individuals”.

8.1.3 Plan B: why �nding an empty release site is “rarely feasible”

Despite Rijksen’s warnings in the 1970s, little happened about the release site problem until
1995, when Willie Smits – founder of the Borneo Orangutan Survival Foundation (bosf), and
then advisor to the Indonesian Minister for Forestry – helped introduce Indonesian legislation
prohibiting further releases into areas with existing wild populations (Decree No. 280/KPTS-
II/1995: Singleton, 2012; ofi, 2015a). However, the legislation was ine�ective, as releases continued
after the prohibition in both Bukit Lawang (Singleton, 2012) and Tanjung Puting National Park
(tpnp): Orangutan Foundation International (ofi) acknowledges that there were “a few exceptions”
to the cessation of releases into tpnp (ofi, 2015a), and at least one rehabilitant was released “into
the deep forests of [tpnp]” in 2014 (ofi, 2017c). Spalding (1999) even alleges that ofi used a
“secret” release site in the park after the ban. ofi’s current release sites are also inside tpnp (klhk,
2017; Borneo News, 2017), or border the park, with one site selected for its “proximity to a large
corridor of forest that ultimately connects to the forests of the National Park” (ofi, 2017b).

The majority of current R&R programmes also release into areas with wild orangutans. However,
unlike tpnp, which has a large wild orangutan population (table 8.2), the majority of current
release sites reportedly contain very small populations. Although not yet formally sanctioned,
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releasing into areas with small populations is widely accepted as a permissible “Plan B”: because
the ideal scenario of releasing into suitable habitat with no wild orangutans is “rarely feasible”,
participants of a 2002 workshop agreed that a “�rst compromise” would involve releasing into
suitable habitat within orangutans’ current range with a “quite small” wild population, such
as <50 individuals or a density of ≤ 0.1/km2 (Rosen & Byers, 2002). Plan B can potentially be
justi�ed from a conservation perspective as “re-enforcement” (otherwise known as “re-stocking”)
of non-viably small populations (Seddon et al., 2012). The only groups that release exclusively
into areas with no wild orangutans are on Sumatra (the Frankfurt Zoological Society (fzs) and
socp), which may re�ect a researcher’s observation that �nding release sites is “a lot easier, or less
di�cult, on Sumatra than Borneo, because there are forest areas that are suitable for orangutans
where there’s not orangutans”.

Securing any release site, let alone one with no wild population, is notoriously di�cult in
Indonesia, especially Kalimantan. Even if suitable forest near the rehabilitation centre can be
found, securing permission to release poses a political challenge. For example, Bukit Batikap was
secured only after extensive lobbying by the bosf Nyaru Menteng team, with ceo Jamartin Sihite
essentially remaining at the Ministry of Forestry until permission was signed o�. Yet this was in
a way easier than the situation for bosf in East Kalimantan, where the province is so extensively
covered in oil palm that the only feasible way to secure a release site was to buy licensing rights
to an Ecosystem Restoration Concession (erc) [Sunderland-Groves 2016-06-03].

ercs were formally introduced by the Indonesian Ministry of Forestry in 2004 as a result of the
work of BirdLife International and their partner Burung Indonesia, who sought to �nd a way for
conservation groups to manage land allocated as “production forest”: state land designated for
timber production (lpgg, no date), which might have considerable conservation value (Meijaard
et al., 2005). The new “Ecosystem Restoration Timber Forest Product Utilization License (Izin
Usaha Pemanfaatan Hasil Hutan Kayu)” grants an Indonesian business permission to manage
an area of forest for sixty years (licences can then be extended for another thirty-�ve years)
with the aim of restoring “biological balance”. The business is obliged to share bene�ts with
local communities such as by creating jobs, and although it can generate income from activities
such as ecotourism and payment for ecosystem services (pes) while restoration is taking place, it
cannot log until “biological equilibrium” has been restored. In spite of the restrictions on income
generation, the business is expected to pay substantial licensing fees and start-up costs (estimated
at US$14–18 million), and must somehow demonstrate a plan for generating income over the
duration of the concession licence (for above, see Buergin, 2016).

ercs have the advantages of allowing ngos to control management of release sites [Sunderland-
Groves 2016-06-03], and potentially o�ering greater long-term protection than national land
(wlt, 2011), though legislation could change, and leases may not be renewed. Yet ercs are also
very expensive, and force ngos to create a business and generate income from the land. The
erc framework therefore enforces a “new conservation” approach in which nature is treated as a
commodity (section 3.2.1; Buergin, 2016). Furthermore, Alan Knight [2015-06-23] of International
Animal Rescue (iar) explained that one must acquire a forest concession before then applying for
an erc which “would allow you not to log”. However, if the government responds, “We’ll let you
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do 100,000; you’ve got to log the other 100,000,” then the conservation group has inadvertently
purchased a logging concession—a situation which Knight indicated has happened in at least one
case. Though I was unable to independently con�rm whether this chronology must always be
followed, it is certainly documented that many applications for ercs are rejected, or take a very
long time to be accepted, meaning that few ercs have been created despite considerable interest
from conservation groups (T. A. Walsh, Hidayanto, Asumi & Budi Utomo, 2012; Buergin, 2016).

Con�icting interests with companies may also impede erc creation. Although bosf has success-
fully secured one erc in East Kalimantan (under the bosf-operated company Restorasi Habitat
Orangutan Indonesia: pt-rhoi), an application for an additional erc in Central Kalimantan was
rejected because the proposed area turned out to overlap with 16 di�erent mining concessions. The
government proposed instead that bosf purchase two much smaller areas in separate locations,
but bosf has yet to accept this o�er because of the high cost and challenge of managing two
separate areas [Sunderland-Groves 2016-06-03]. A similar e�ort to extend the East Kalimantan
erc is yet to be realised (bosf, 2015a). Similarly, fzs’s attempt to secure an erc in the bu�er zone
of Bukit Tigapuluh National Park proved particularly di�cult because Asia Pulp and Paper was
seeking to convert the same area into an acacia plantation [Pratje 2016-07-22]. Governmental
prioritisation of industrial development is therefore not only an underlying cause of orangutans’
declining numbers (section 3.2), but also makes securing release sites increasingly di�cult, as
suitable forest is rapidly shrinking and land is more likely to go to business than conservation. In
this context, conservation is expected to generate pro�t in order to compete with companies.

8.1.4 Plan C? Liberal interpretations of release site suitability

Securing release sites is di�cult enough that some worried that even “Plan B” is not being followed.
Most groups state that the populations in their release sites are unsustainably small. Results
of surveys in Bukit Baka Bukit Raya National Park (the Bukit Baka side) for yiari uncovered
such a small population that they were unable to even calculate a carrying capacity for the area
[Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07]. Similarly, only two nests were found during bosf surveys of Bukit
Batikap, indicating a near-zero population density (bosf, 2012). Others are less clear: though
Tabin, the new Sepilok release site managed by Orangutan Appeal UK (oauk), is described as
having a “relatively small orangutan population” (J. Robins, 2010), its estimated population is
around 1,250 (Utami Atmoko et al., 2017), yielding a population density of around 1.13/km2 (Wich
et al., 2008). While Ashley Leiman [2015-07-15] of the Orangutan Foundation UK (of-uk) described
the wild population in Lamandau as “very low”, a researcher who surveyed the reserve concluded
that the area is overcrowded and releases should discontinue. However, Leiman [2016-02-16]
argued that the survey overestimated the population density by focusing on areas around release
camps. A second survey, conducted by the Borneo Nature Foundation (bnf), indicated around
580 orangutans in the 640km2 reserve (0.78/km2), which the of-uk (2017b) takes to mean releases
can continue.

As the Lamandau example suggests, the devil is in the details when it comes to habitat surveys.
Surveys are used to estimate the resident orangutan population and the availability of orangutan
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food (Russon, 2009; Kelle, Gärtner, Pratje & Storch, 2014), which largely determines the carrying
capacity because orangutans live at higher densities in more productive forests (Marshall, Lacy
et al., 2009). Carel van Schaik [2017-03-08] suggested that the methods used for such surveys do
not always yield trustworthy information. In particular, van Schaik noted that there is a tendency
to blame the methods (for example, line transects, which van Schaik proposed in the 1990s before
deciding that plot counts are more reliable), when really the problem is often “sloppy” work—“the
methods are �ne, you just have to apply them properly”. Some commonly-used approaches may
also provide incomplete information. For example, many surveyors look for tree genera known to
be eaten by orangutans, but “there’s a circularity there: if the animals don’t occur we don’t have
evidence for that genus being edible”, and few collect phenology data so it’s unclear how food
availability varies year-round. Van Schaik therefore cautioned, “I have the feeling that we are
pretending to know more than we do”. Maria van Noordwijk [2017-06-20] added that it might be
signi�cant which sex is present, since “these so-called low density areas” could either be a “very
low actual population with resident females” or rather “just males passing through” as they move
across their large ranges. Van Noordwijk noted that, unfortunately, it is very di�cult to establish
which sex is present, since even if one managed to encounter an orangutan in such a low-density
area they would most likely rapidly escape followers. Though one might be fortunate enough to
hear a �anged male long call, “if these males know there’s nobody around why would they long
call?”, and un�anged males do not call at all (section 3.1.2).

One participant proposed that ngos have an incentive to �nd evidence that release sites are
suitable, since “sanctuaries are in a situation where they feel a lot of pressure from funders,
from public donors, and from governments, to release the animals”. Because survey methods are
“something that we never see” as outsiders – “you never know unless you’re part of the team that
did the survey” – “you’re trusting their word that they found a non-viably small population that
they’re supplementing”. Yet there may be cases when “people don’t do as much homework as
they need to do”—for example, in Africa some groups have used old surveys, in one case from
thirty years ago, to justify releases. Though the participant argued that “slower, more thoughtful
processes are better, because you do have a chance to really assess what’s going on in the wild
and where you can make a di�erence”, one could argue that the urgency is great enough to justify
imperfect survey methods. Thus, van Schaik [2017-03-08] suggested that despite the limitations
of habitat surveys, it is important to proceed anyway given the urgent need for release sites: “it’s
like asking for perfection while Rome is burning. We can’t a�ord to �ddle; we just have to do
things. But, where we know we’re doing harm, we should avoid it.”

Even the fzs, which alongside socp uniquely reintroduces orangutans into areas with no wild
populations, could be seen as liberally interpreting the guideline that release sites should be
within orangutans’ “historical range” (Rosen & Byers, 2002, p. 15). Precisely what “historical
range” means depends on how one chooses to de�ne “historical”—does this mean within the last
100 years, or the last 100,000? With Bukit Tigapuluh, Ian Singleton [2016-07-12] of socp noted that
although it is certain that orangutans were at some point present throughout Sumatra, not just in
the north, precisely when that was is “debatable”. Singleton argued that although some might
propose that orangutans have not inhabited southern Sumatra since Toba erupted 75 kya, he
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believes that is “not likely”, and is convinced by reports of orangutans in West Sumatra by botanist
Yves Laumonier in the 1980s (Rijksen and Meijaard, 1999, p. 39; Wich et al., 2003; Singleton, Wich,
Nowak and Usher, 2016). Not only, Singleton argued, did Laumonier “kn[o]w what an orangutan
looked like” but it’s also “perfectly possible” that a few orangutans lingered in the area given their
longevity and the fact that forest stretched from coast to coast until quite recently. Though it is
not conclusive whether orangutans were last in Bukit Tigapuluh 100 or 75,000 years ago, the case
for a “recent” occupation was considered good enough to justify reintroduction.

Taking an even more lenient view of “historical range” potentially justi�es even further a�eld
release sites. There was brie�y some excitement about the possibility of releasing orangutans
in Peninsular Malaysia, the idea being that there may be more suitable forests available than
on Borneo or Sumatra [Burton 2015-07-15]. Since orangutans were once widespread across
Southeast Asia, from southern China to Java (Delgado & van Schaik, 2000), this could be justi�ed
as reintroduction into a part of orangutans’ previous range. However, the momentum to �nd
release sites on the peninsula faded after it was con�rmed that orangutans went extinct on
mainland Southeast Asia during the Pleistocene [Burton 2015-07-15]; fossils speci�cally from
Peninsular Malaysia show persistence until around 60 kya (Ibrahim et al., 2013). Presenting
releases on the peninsula as reintroduction is therefore a stretch, though it might be justi�ed
as “Pleistocene rewilding”: a practice which aims to restore habitats to pre-human conditions,
especially where there is evidence that humans were a leading cause of local extinction (see
Louys, Corlett, Price, Hawkins and Piper, 2014 for using orangutans for Pleistocene rewilding,
and Delgado and van Schaik, 2000 for humans’ role in local extinctions of orangutans). Although
the case for releasing orangutans in Peninsular Malaysia is currently considered too big a stretch,
it is conceivable that it will be taken more seriously in future as forests on Borneo and Sumatra
become scarcer, and further rules about release sites are bent.

Marc Ancrenaz [2015-11-06] of hutan-kocp in Sabah proposed a slightly di�erent way to
expand the pool of possible release sites: rather than continue to search for “nice patches of forest”
and lament that “there’s nowhere to free orangutans”, practitioners might consider releasing
orangutans into forests that have been exploited for timber, or patches that have been set aside by
oil palm companies. Some groups already do this: the Lamandau Reserve was logged for several
decades before it became an orangutan reintroduction site [Galdikas 2016-06-16; Leiman 2015-
07-15]. A central justi�cation for Ancrenaz’s proposal is that orangutans are quite adaptable,
such that in the lower Kinabatangan �oodplain in Sabah they use mature oil palm plantations
for nesting and feeding—though oil palm is unlikely to support orangutans long-term, since
neither oil palm shoots nor mature fruits can provide a healthy and sustainable food source
for orangutans (Ancrenaz et al., 2015). (Ian Singleton [2016-07-12] quipped that orangutans eat
oil palm only “in the same way that shipwrecked sailors would eat their shoes”.) However, a
mixed-use landscape containing oil palm alongside forest patches and corridors may support
viable orangutan populations—provided that killing of orangutans is stopped, and with the caveat
that some kinds of degraded forests are better than others (Ancrenaz et al., 2015; A. B. Davies,
Ancrenaz, Oram & Asner, 2017). On the other hand, one participant proposed that orangutans
would be too destructive for oil palm concessionaires to accept their presence. Though nesting in
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oil palms has little e�ect on fruit productivity in mature plantations, orangutans do damage young
plantations, and the �nancial impact of orangutans’ consumption of oil palm fruit is unexplored
(Ancrenaz et al., 2015).

Rather than relax regulations, a few participants suggested that ngos simply need more expertise,
funding, or e�ort to secure release sites. Several suggested that a failure to properly search, and a
lack of expertise about where and how to look, were key reasons why bosf Nyaru Menteng took
so long to secure a release site. Primatologist David Chivers [2015-06-01] even suggested that
there is “plenty of space”, but surveys and release site acquisition are su�ciently expensive that
ngos are constrained by funding (section 10.2).

8.1.5 Why not mix rehabilitant and translocated orangutans?

While rehabilitants are usually released into areas with supposedly small wild populations, trans-
located orangutans are regularly moved into large wild populations (table 8.2). This practice could
be defended on the grounds that stranded orangutans should be released into nearby forest to
ensure they remain in their ancestral population; this was the basis for yiari’s translocations
into Gunung Palung National Park, where orangutans were rescued from forest patches once
connected to the park [Sanchez 2017-12-04]. Furthermore, translocations are time-sensitive: it
is undesirable to take rescued orangutans back to rehabilitation centres, and projects require
permission to use a release site. Release sites may therefore be selected largely based on where
permission can be secured quickly. Transporting orangutans across long distances is also lo-
gistically challenging, to the point where in 2016 a “mundane logistical snafu” resulted in bosf
translocating three orangutans to a forest near the rescue location, which contained a much
denser population of wild orangutans than the intended release site (Kaye, 2016). Still, guidelines
advise against translocating into large populations to avoid disturbance to wild orangutans (Beck
et al., 2007; Hockings & Humle, 2009).

A proposed solution is to translocate orangutans into sites already secured for releasing rehab-
ilitants. socp gladly accepts rescued wild orangutans to its reintroduction site in Jantho, having
translocated four from the Tripa region as of December 2017 (Dellatore 2017-12-07; see also
Orangutan Conservancy, 2016; Bakkara, 2017). Although translocating to reintroduction sites
would not solve the problem of transporting orangutans over long distances, because the site is
“already an arti�cial population, and there is still space there” there would be little risk of disturbing
wild orangutans [anon]. Active release sites already have a team of trackers, and permission to
conduct research and releases, enabling monitoring after translocations [Dellatore 2016-07-14;
Nowak 2016-07-14]. “Wild-born, wild-raised talent” could also help bolster the population at
reintroduction sites, and rehabilitants might learn survival skills from translocated individuals
[Dellatore 2016-07-14; also Singleton 2016-07-12]. Indeed, alongside greater certainty that the
habitat is suitable and free from hunting, several participants cited the advantageous behavioural
impact of wild orangutans on rehabilitants as a reason for potentially preferring reintroduction
into existing populations over empty forests [Galdikas 2016-06-16; Hicks 2015-12-09; Robins 2016-
04-08]. Pioneer of R&R Barbara Harrisson thought the same, as did Herman Rijksen at �rst, before
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Table 8.2: Examples of translocations (t) into national parks with large wild orangutan populations (p)
living at high densities (d).

centre national park year t p d (km2) source1

bosf Nyaru Menteng Sabangau 2016 ≤22 6,080 1.1 bosf (2017a)

2015 18 bosf (2016a)

2014 1 bosf (2015a)

2013 ≥1 bosf (2014)

2012 9 bosf (2013)

cop Kutai 2013 1 1,700 ≤2.32 Kristianto (2013)

ofi Tanjung Puting 2015 43 4,180 1 ofi (2015b)

yiari Gunung Palung 2015 6 3,280 ≤3.6 iar (2015a)
1 Population estimates are from Utami Atmoko et al. (2017), and habitat areas from (Wich et al., 2008). 2 Population
estimates include the Botang landscape surrounding the national park, but area estimates only include the park.
Density is therefore overestimated; the same is true for Gunung Palung. 3 Excluding ongoing reintroductions into the
park (section 8.1.3), and translocations to release camps near the park.

he documented detrimental e�ects on wild populations at Ketambe (Beck, 2018, pp. 115, 135).
bosf occasionally translocates orangutans into its reintroduction sites, having released two

into Kehje Sewen (bosf, 2013) and three into Bukit Baka Bukit Raya (bosf, 2017a). However,
in general bosf avoids mixing rehabilitants and translocated orangutans, on the grounds that
rehabilitants might struggle to compete with translocated orangutans for food [Sihite 2016-10-07].
Yet Ian Singleton [2016-07-12] argued that rehabilitants, like orangutans hand-reared in zoos, tend
to be more dominant and aggressive than mother-reared individuals, so it is unclear who would
outcompete whom. Perhaps, one participant speculated, there are additional reasons for bosf’s
reluctance to translocate to their reintroduction sites. First, rehabilitants have been through
such intensive medical checks that translocated wild orangutans may pose a health threat to
rehabilitants. This would be the reverse of the concern, invoked in support of the 1995 legislation,
that rehabilitants transmit diseases to wild orangutans. Second, bosf may “want to keep the space
for those orangutans they already have, because otherwise they have to go and �nd a new place”,
which is inevitably a “long, di�cult, and not always successful” process [anon]. In other words,
ngos might reserve their few, hard-won release sites for emptying overcrowded rehabilitation
centres rather than translocating wild orangutans.

8.1.6 Deforestation janitors: the risk of becoming a wildlife cleanup service

A practitioner involved in translocation observed that because they are called in by companies
once the forest has been burned or cleared to collect su�ering orangutans, they tend to be perceived
as “like the sweeping guy: orangutan sweeping team”. Janitorial metaphors were frequently
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used to describe this function of translocation and R&R: rehabilitation centres were viewed
as “hoovering up problems” created by companies [Meijaard 2015-09-01], or as toilet paper for
deforestation industries if they accept corporate funding [Kristianto 2016-06-25; section 10.2].
The underlying concern was that in collecting wildlife displaced by habitat destruction, ngos
inadvertently perpetuate the system of deforestation by telling government and companies “there’s
a way out. You can destroy wild orangutan populations—there are actually people there looking
after them” [Meijaard 2015-09-01]. The practitioner who referred to rescuers as the “orangutan
sweeping team” even suggested that translocation can speed up deforestation. For example, their
team rescued �ve orangutans from forest near an oil palm plantation, which at the time was not
formally owned by the company. A short time later the land had been cleared: “I keep telling
myself, ‘I know I shouldn’t have taken those �ve orangutans out of that forest. It’s just making
it easier for them to turn it into an oil palm company.’ But I don’t know what to do [. . . ] So
we’re weighing animal welfare and conservation.” According to Meijaard (2017) – but denied
by local wildlife authorities (nsca, 2017) – an even more extreme case was proposed, in which
local wildlife authorities and an energy company suggested enlisting ngos to move the entire,
genetically unique population of orangutans in Batang Toru, North Sumatra, to make way for a
hydroelectric dam. The dilemma, then, is to prevent orangutans from being killed while avoiding
perpetuating, or accelerating, the system of deforestation by appearing to provide a “solution” for
displaced wildlife.

Alongside companies (section 10.2), government o�cials may prefer translocation over more
challenging options for displaced wildlife. This problem was clearly illustrated when, at a project
in Kalimantan, a �eld manager and I spent some time observing a lone gibbon, who sat listlessly in
a small tree. The manager explained that the gibbon had been sitting in more or less the same spot
for the last two months, ever since it was translocated. The �eld manager, who had only recently
started working at the project, guessed that the gibbon had probably been kept as a pet, and thus
should have gone through a rehabilitation process. Based on a comparison of the individual’s coat
pattern with photographic guides and other gibbons in the park, and the fact that the individual
did not sing at the same times as the other gibbons, the manager also thought it was a member of
the wrong species for the area. The reason the gibbon had been released, the manager indicated,
was that the local wildlife authorities – Balai Konservasi Sumber Daya Alam (Natural Resources
Conservation Agency) (bksda) – make decisions about translocation. Because the bksda lacks
resources and expertise, o�cials often preferentially select translocation over more time- and
resource-intensive activities like rehabilitation. In my �eld notes, I concluded that, “the bksda just
wants [the ngo] to get rid of any animals it gets on its hands, and ultimately picks the cheapest
and easiest solution, which inevitably is ‘translocation’ (irrespective of whether this is appropriate,
or even the right term), and into an existing wildlife reserve even if it’s not the right area for
the animal”. Similarly, Panut Hadisiswoyo [2016-08-24] of oic told of how, after being asked by
the bksda to con�scate two pig-tailed macaques, he asked the o�cials what they planned to
do with the animals, as “[t]here’s no place for them” (i.e., no sanctuary), and ex-pets should at
minimum be tested for diseases before reintroduction. To this, the government o�cials responded,
“Oh, just release back to the wild,” prompting Hadisiswoyo to lament, “These authorities, they
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don’t understand.” Another practitioner noted that although government directives are sometimes
correct, often translocation orders are given out of “laziness on behalf of the government, who
just says, ‘No, put it here.’ It’s not any great big thinking”. As a result of government pressure to
translocate, and a lack of rehabilitation and sanctuary options for most species (section 8.2.5), the
inappropriate gibbon translocation I observed does not seem to be an isolated incident—indeed, a
sta� member at another organisation acknowledged that they too sometimes “translocate” former
pet gibbons at the government’s request. Even translocations of orangutans might be encouraged
by the government over more appropriate options.

Translocations are always done by ngo sta�, using ngo funding. A token member of the
bksda is required to attend all rescues, con�scations, and releases, but it was an open secret
that local bksda o�cials demand a per diem – a “daily fee” [anon] – for any work they are
required to do with the ngo (Meijaard, 2014a). Thus, ngos not only foot the bill for translocations,
con�scations, and R&R, but they must also pay o�cials an additional salary to coax them into
managing wildlife. One participant described this widespread practice as a form of “extortion”,
and another as “corruption”. This is therefore another case in which transnational ngos “begin to
take over the most basic functions and powers of the state” in developing countries (Ferguson,
2002, p. 993), which Ferguson (2006) calls “the privatization of sovereignty” (see also Igoe et al.,
2010).

Not only do ngos do all the work, but government o�cials can actively impede the process,
such as through delaying translocations with elaborate paperwork or even disrupting rescues and
releases. For example, one practitioner complained that a particular government o�cial o�ers
unhelpful advice during rescues – “Is this a good position? Go, dart!” – and constantly talks,
breaking the shooter’s concentration and causing stress for the orangutan. ngos in Indonesia
therefore �nd themselves in a bind, in which the government is technically in charge of deciding
when to rescue, translocate, and release, but lacks the expertise and resources (and, sometimes,
the inclination) to make the best decision or undertake activities. One participant argued that
ngos should therefore have the authority to help make decisions about wildlife management:

. . . basically they’ve [the government] got their hands tied: they don’t have much
money and they don’t have enough sta�, and they don’t have enough capacity within
the sta� that they have to do the job they’re supposed to do. It should be that we
are a supporting body for the government, but it’s actually the other way around.
That is �ne, but I strongly believe if that’s the way it should be then let’s have full
control so we’re not stuck by these red tapes. It is frustrating; it’s infuriating. For
example, we’re waiting to pick up [some] wild orangutans, and we’ve been waiting
since Wednesday last week, because of the red tape—because the government can’t
do the job because they lack people, lack funds.

ngos’ only option, barring bribery or threats, is to persuade the government to make the right
decisions and to get through paperwork quickly. Opinions were mixed as to how much ngos,
especially those led by foreigners, could in�uence bksda decisions or challenge orders. Some
seemed to take the government’s directives at face value, with one practitioner explaining that
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release sites for rescued wildlife are “decided by the government, not by us”. However, another
practitioner argued that such logic serves as a convenient “excuse”, since if ngos translocate
orangutans to overcrowded areas they can simply argue, “[t]he government said we had to put
them there, so we did”; the practitioner added that “if we know governments’ guidelines are
detrimental to the wildlife we are trying to save, but we never try to change them, we may as well
just go home now”. Because foreign-led ngos require good relationships and a Memorandum of
Understanding with the Indonesian government to function, there is a general fear that being
overly critical will result in eviction from the country (section 3.2). For example, at a meeting
of practitioners, some objected to the notion of jointly issuing a statement condemning the
2015 Indonesian �res on the grounds that mous restrict what �eld projects can say about the
government, and you “don’t want to ru�e feathers if you work there”. Yet some groups, even
those led by foreigners, apparently have some success in rejecting government directives. One
practitioner explained that the government tends to respect the ngo’s authority on veterinary
matters, such that if a rescued orangutan requires medical treatment they have the power to delay
the translocation—although the government will “regularly ask us about the condition of the
orangutan: is it ready to release or not?”

It may be that ngos hold considerable power in Indonesia, since very little wildlife management
could occur in their absence. Yet one could argue that by providing the resources required for
wildlife management, foreign conservation ngos allow the Indonesian government to continue
under-funding its wildlife authorities. Indeed, a researcher explained that interviews with wildlife
o�cials some years ago revealed that the government does not allocate a budget for orangutan
conservation (see also Meijaard, 2014a), because ngos already pick up the tab. Similar issues
occur in the West, with state functions increasingly outsourced to charities and companies under
neoliberalism (Igoe & Brockington, 2007; Brockington & Schol�eld, 2010; Corson, 2010; Igoe, 2010;
Büscher et al., 2012; Büscher et al., 2014). One could therefore argue that if ngos were absent the
Indonesian government would be forced to increase its funding for orangutan conservation. The
counter-argument is that in the absence of ngos the government would probably still do nothing,
so ngos are the only groups willing and able to take any action. As two Indonesian practitioners
put it, speaking in general of the role of conservation ngos in Indonesia, “if not us, then who?”

8.1.7 Mistakes made with good intentions?

Translocated orangutans’ stories may not end happily, since they might fare poorly after release,
or socially and ecologically disturb residents. More broadly, through enabling authorities and
companies to sweep away the problem of displaced wildlife, ngos may inadvertently perpetuate
deforestation. Rescuers tend to be very conscious of these problems; however, media representa-
tions do not always re�ect concerns about translocation. As one practitioner observed, “People
who work in ngos often communicate to media that translocation is not an ideal solution. But
this is not enough. I would like to see more information about why it is not the best solution,
what would be and how to achieve it. These issues could be communicated in more elaborate
way to also educate the general public.”
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Despite the problems with translocation, many practitioners felt a moral obligation to continue,
for the sake of the survival and welfare of the displaced orangutans. For example, a translocation
practitioner described on one occasion suggesting to the team that they leave the orangutan
where it is, and use its presence to broker a deal with villagers to stop logging or establish a
corridor to a larger forest. However, the team’s leader had refused on the grounds that “we
need to think about the welfare of these orangutans too, and whether they’re going to survive
or not”. The emotional di�culty of walking away from imperilled orangutans was also widely
acknowledged, with one critic agreeing that “it is emotional to see an animal who you don’t
think has enough to eat”, meaning that “it’s totally understandable. The mistakes that are made
are always made by people with good intentions.” Similarly, Benjamin Beck [2016-05-02] noted
that although translocating displaced apes without following established guidelines is “a way of
alleviating environmental guilt, and it’s not very e�ective”, “who’s to blame a dedicated person
from rescuing and moving an ape from a burning forest?” The alternative to translocation, Beck
proposed, is to “walk away depressed and disgusted rather than try to move the primates with
little hope for success”. One researcher even suggested that euthanasia might be a better option,
if the only alternative is translocation into a large wild population. Given the general distaste
for killing orangutans (section 5.1), this option would probably be poorly-received within the
community.

8.2 Lifeboat or hospital? Triage and speciesism in intake practices

8.2.1 “Sometimes you have to be unpopular”: the Thailand twelve controversy

In mid-2010, Sean Whyte of Nature Alert, a UK-based orangutan conservation awareness group,
campaigned to repatriate 11 orangutans (later, 12) from Thailand. The orangutans, who were
con�scated by Thai o�cials from a private zoo in Phuket in 2009 (Elford, 2010), experienced
“life behind bars in dungeon-like conditions” in a government-run rescue centre (2010-08-03).
Whilst initially focusing on protests by Indonesian groups Centre for Orangutan Protection (cop)
and ProFauna to “send them [the orangutans] back home [to Indonesia]” (2010-08-06), Whyte’s
campaign eventually began to call for “shame” on various groups: �rst, the governments of
Thailand and Indonesia, then later cites, the asean Wildlife Enforcement Network (asean-wen),
and eventually bosf. bosf’s reason for “shame”, according to Whyte, was its failure to o�er to
house the Thailand orangutans. Posting a photograph from 2006 when bosf had “�nally relented”
to accept a previous bunch of 48 orangutans from Thailand, Whyte suggested that “[c]urrent
management are even less enthusiastic” about housing the 12 (2010-11-21). Whyte then began to
attack bosf for its �nancial management, and for its failure to save other orangutans. For example,
one orangutan just three hours from Samboja Lestari was apparently “waiting two months to be
rescued by bosf”, and another Whyte alleged was “dead because Togu Manurung, ceo of the
[bosf] refused to ask his sta� to rescue it” (2011-03-07).

The ensuing online battle continued for a good two years, starting with a response from bosf
(2010) posted through Michelle Desilets’s Facebook page, in which bosf indicated that it had been

144



involved in discussions with the Indonesian government, but that the government had refused
to repatriate the orangutans, instead designating them as a “conservation loan” to Thailand.
bosf added that rather than continue his “hate campaign”, which had successfully deterred some
potential supporters, Whyte might try “sitting down and discussing positive ways to advance
our common mission”. The sentiment that Whyte ought to “put [his] money where [his] mouth
is” (Chamberlain, 2012) – a phrase which was also used by Whyte (2012) to attack bosf – by
helping to solve the problem, rather than criticising from outside, was frequently invoked. For
example, Michelle Desilets (2012) launched a petition urging Whyte to pay for the ongoing care
of an orangutan, estimated at some US$90,000. The gist of this argument, which will come up
again in chapter 11, is that it is better to work behind the scenes to help improve projects rather
than criticise in public, and only those on the ground dedicating their lives to the cause truly have
a right to criticise. As summarised by Karmele Sanchez [2016-06-09] of yiari, “people like myself,
all of us here, can actually have something to say. Someone who is sitting down in their house in
the UK and just reading Facebook and decides to make a criticism, to me, I have no respect for
people like that.”

The Thailand orangutans (which, by that time, numbered 14 due to two births) were eventually
repatriated in November 2015 after further campaigning by a coalition of ngos, including Nature
Alert. Four orangutans, identi�ed as Pongo pygmaeus wurbmii (Adri, 2016) – found in Central
and southern West Kalimantan (section 9.2) – were sent to Nyaru Menteng; others remain with
the Indonesian government for further medical treatment (Gea, 2016). Despite bosf’s eventual
acceptance of some of the Thailand orangutans, the “shame on bosf” controversy highlights the
central focus of this section: the ethics of rejecting orangutans when centres are overcrowded.
Though Whyte alleged, based on photographs, that “space and food [were] plentiful” at Samboja
Lestari (2011-03-11), thus making a failure to rescue inexcusable, bosf (2010) argued that its
centres were operating well above capacity, at the time housing more than 840 orangutans. When,
in the comments to bosf’s initial Facebook response, someone expressed disbelief that bosf, or
any other centre, had space for the 12 orangutans or had actually o�ered to take them in, Michelle
Desilets acknowledged, “[y]ou are right to say that there is physically no space to take more
orangutans, and each orangutan represents some $3000 a year in costs”.

Although it was not raised explicitly in the online arguments, around this time bosf tempor-
arily stopped accepting orangutans to its centres due to a lack of space and funding. Jamartin
Sihite [2016-10-07], who became ceo in August 2011, explained that the overcrowding had reached
a point where cages were con�gured to be as small as possible to accommodate a maximum
number of orangutans. Although some urged Sihite to continue accepting orangutans and mean-
while campaign for further funding – “then you’ll become a hero” – Sihite concluded that “we
have to know our capacity”, and as such it was better to close the doors: “sometimes you have
to be unpopular” and focus on the goal of releasing orangutans to the wild. Despite e�orts
to release large numbers of orangutans since 2012, bosf centres are still overcrowded. Denny
Kurniawan [2016-06-21], manager of Nyaru Menteng, noted that the centre can theoretically hold
322, but at the time of my visit held 478—a number which is only declining slowly, as intake often
equals releases. More dramatically, ofi’s quarantine centre was apparently built for just 30, but
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holds around 330 (Grubb, 2016). The other organisations involved in R&R are currently in a less
di�cult situation: several centres, such as yiari and cop, are relatively new; socp has had an
active release site since its inception; and orangutan intake at Malaysian centres remains low,
though Matang, which accepts all wildlife, is essentially at capacity [Biddle 2016-02-22].

8.2.2 “We cannot save all orangutans in the world”: justi�cations for triage

A central justi�cation for restricting intake was the fear that “if you fail, if you can’t get the budget
to feed those animals, then oh my gosh, you’ve really done nobody any good” [Heckman 2016-11-
10]. Sanctuaries do occasionally fail, potentially leading to animal su�ering and death (Farmer,
2012). Even if bankruptcy is avoided, animals may su�er in overcrowded facilities. Because
rescue centres are always stretched for resources and can only humanely house a fraction of the
animals they could receive, numbers tend to steadily increase after centres open, then begin to
decline once capacity is reached, in part due to deaths from overcrowding (R. S. Moore et al.,
2014). One researcher who visited several orangutan rehabilitation centres in the 1990s argued
that managers of early projects “became like Mother Teresa who walked around in a slum and
would see all these poor desperate people and bring them back to her facilities, and her nuns
said, ‘We don’t have any more room!’ and Mother Teresa would say, ‘That’s not my problem.’ ”
Although managers did not appear to actively recruit animals – “it was just like, ‘What are we
going to do with these animals?”’ – the end result was that centres became “overwhelmed”, and
the conditions became “depressing”: “whether you call them zoos or prisons, they were pretty
disturbing to see those numbers. . . ” Thus, a principle of accreditation body the Global Federation
of Animal Sanctuaries (gfas) is that it often better to have one “respectably suitable enclosure”
than “�ve tiny enclosures” [Heckman 2016-11-10]. Overcrowding was a particular concern for
donors, one of whom explained that if sanctuaries and rehabilitation centres have extra money
things tend to “go south”, as they tend to spend it on rescuing more animals, thereby putting
donors on the hook for increasingly large payments to centres with declining welfare standards.

Fundamentally, this perspective holds that there is a “sliding scale” in which “[t]he more we
intervene the more responsibility we have toward the animals”, such that one owes more to those
already in one’s care than to those one could rescue (Rowan, in comments on Jamieson, 1995a,
p. 42; see also Norton, 1995). Callicott (1992) argues that just as it is unethical to care for your
neighbour’s children more than your own, so too is it wrong to neglect animals in your care.
Thus, Callicott advocates for non-intervention in the lives of wild animals, but suggests that we
owe members of the “mixed community” (i.e., animals who live alongside humans: Midgley, 1983)
care, protection, and respect. Ian Singleton [2016-07-12] echoed these ideas, explaining: “This is
the way my ethical system is: no matter what you think about whether it’s justi�ed in the long
run or whatever, if you have an orangutan, or any animal, in your captive hands, you are morally
obliged to give that individual the best possible chance of survival and quality of life that you’re
able to do.” According to this view, if accepting more individuals substantially compromises the
survival, or wellbeing, of those already in your care, they should be turned away.

For these reasons, several practitioners described practising triage by restricting intake to
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their centres (section 6.2.2; Teleki, 2001). One explained that they are “very, very selective”,
rejecting orangutans older than �ve years given their slim chances of successful rehabilitation.
Using slightly di�erent criteria, Karmele Sanchez [2016-06-09] explained that at their slow loris
sanctuary on Java yiari decided, after receiving hundreds of lorises, to accept only those that
have not been kept in captivity and therefore have a good chance of reintroduction, and have been
through a proper con�scation, thereby reducing the risk of exacerbating illegal trade by allowing
poachers to o�oad unwanted animals. Sanchez indicated that “if we had to do it [introduce intake
criteria] here [with orangutans in Kalimantan] we are totally ready for it”. Michelle Desilets [2015-
11-03] identi�ed urgency as another important criterion: although commentators like Whyte
might point to an orangutan in someone’s house or a zoo and say “it’s not very nice for them”, an
“orangutan that’s going to die imminently” takes priority when space is limited. Of course, such
policies involve knowingly turning animals away, potentially leaving them to die or su�er, or
to end up in rehabilitation centres with di�erent protocols. I was told by another rehabilitation
practitioner of one case when this had happened. During the 2011 bosf closure, orangutans in
East Kalimantan went to a zoo in Samarinda rather than Samboja Lestari [Kristianto 2016-06-25].

Despite the apparent harshness of such policies, Karmele Sanchez argued that there is no reason
to feel bad about rejection, since

if we weren’t here nobody else would be doing it, so whatever we do or don’t do, we
are not going to make things worse. We just do as much as we can, and I don’t think
we have to feel bad for that. Of course, personally, it sucks if you have to leave behind
an orangutan that is going to die or you know it’s going to be in a really bad condition,
but the reality is we can’t save them all, right? I think we all are pretty. . .we have
kind of accepted that.

8.2.3 “Eyes �lled with pain and hopelessness”: the case for open-door policies

Yet harsh intake polices are not always implemented. A practitioner familiar with one centre’s
protocols exclaimed, “that’s news to me” when I revealed the centre manager’s statement that they
turn away individuals with poor release prospects: “to my knowledge, whenever they can they
rescue every orangutan they’re being called to, even when costs are high”. I was also informed
of an exception to bosf’s closed-door policy around 2011, when an orangutan in a particularly
poor state was deposited at one of the centres in a taxi. In other cases, a compromise is reached
to allow for new entrants even when the centre is crowded. Gail Campbell-Smith [2016-06-07]
explained that although yiari has never been forced to turn away a con�scated orangutan, their
quarantine did �ll up with delayed translocations during the 2015 �res, such that they could no
longer rescue wild orangutans. Rather than give up rescuing, yiari used their space problem
as a “tactic” to encourage the government to process those awaiting release. Similarly, a sta�
member suggested that if they were at capacity they would probably try “meeting in the middle
somewhere”, such as by releasing a few slightly earlier than planned.

The chief problem with harsh intake policies is the emotional di�culty of turning away animals.
Given how hard it is to “turn away from a small infant who looks at you with eyes �lled with pain
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and hopelessness”, Jane Goodall (2001, p. xxviii) even suggested that emotional reasons might
justify paying for rescued apes—a practice which is frowned upon for its potential to exacerbate
trade. The emotional di�culty of turning animals away can therefore lead the “outer orbits of
our various moral spheres [to] exert a gravitational tug on the inner ones” (Callicott, 1992, p. 59),
such that animals not already in one’s care may demand attention. Leo Biddle [2016-02-22] of
Orangutan Project, which works primarily at Matang, explained that although he believes centres
should be very careful “not to exceed their limits”, coming from a humanitarian background in
which “you wouldn’t say no to a starving child or to an injured human being—you do the best that
you can with the limited resources that you have”, he feels an obligation to help su�ering animals,
thus making intake practices a “grey area”. Biddle explained that “as an individual, I know I
certainly have it in me to exceed practical expectations of where our funding is going to come
from. I would �nd it very hard to say no to any individual animal that I saw.” For example, Biddle
noted that he and his partner “really like dogs, and you can’t drive around Malaysia without seeing
all these dogs everywhere” in poor condition, which “you feel compelled to help”. Although Biddle
knows he might feel “compelled to overstep our abilities [. . . ], that’s why it’s the management
team’s job: you have to check that impulse”.

Of chimpanzee sanctuaries, Teleki (2001, p. 142) observed that triage is not practised, “perhaps
to avoid adverse publicity or emotional stress for personnel”. Emotional distress from turning
away su�ering animals, or a moral obligation to help, convinced some practitioners that rescues
should continue even when centres are full. Jacqueline Sunderland-Groves [2016-06-03] of
bosf noted that she is unsure whether she would personally make a call to close orangutan
centres to new intake, since this would go against everything she believes in. Sunderland-Groves
added that she personally disagrees with the notion of maintaining a “showcase” centre in
which conditions are “beautiful” for a few, if this means regularly turning animals away. Of the
orangutan rehabilitation centre managers, Birutė Galdikas [2016-06-22] was the only to advocate
unequivocally for accepting all orangutans and wildlife even under crowded conditions, the reason
being that if they turn the animal down, “who knows what will happen to him or her?” Instead of
distinguishing priority and non-priority animals, Galdikas argued that they “prioritise all of them”.
Galdikas emphasised that although they have sometimes been stretched, “we always make do”,
such as by building more cages to accommodate new arrivals. Rather than think of a rehabilitation
centre as a lifeboat, in which too many animals will make the whole thing sink, Galdikas argued
that one should think of the centre as a hospital: even if patients must be put on the �oor while
waiting, it is “not ethical” to deny an animal in need, since “each animal is precious in and of him
or herself”.

However, the ofi quarantine centre has been criticised for poor conditions—if true, this could
in part be a side-e�ect of intake policies. For example, in 2013 a former volunteer established
a Facebook page that aims “to inform as many people as possible about the conditions that the
orangutans are enduring” in the ofi centre. While many who posted to the page vehemently
denied the allegations of poor care, others voiced support, including another former volunteer
who posted a �ctional conversation between himself and an orangutan in the centre, in which
the orangutan argued, “Understand the reality of your capacity to protect. Don’t try and be too

148



good, it ends up getting bad. Don’t take on any more. It’s better to have 100 of us, well looked
after and happy, than 400 that are prisoners surviving on bare essentials.” Irrespective of the
actual conditions at the ofi centre, the former volunteers’ concerns re�ect the central argument of
those who practise triage: continuing to accept animals when resources are stretched can create
signi�cant welfare problems for residents, whose interests take priority.

8.2.4 An unlimited supply: how hard should you look for rescues?

There is another, more subtle side to intake practices, which relates to how hard one chooses to
look for animals to rescue. The issue, Ian Singleton [2016-07-12] summarised while discussing
gibbons, is that “[t]here’s an unlimited supply: you go looking for these animals, you’ll �nd them
everywhere”. Because centres generally risk overcrowding without actively recruiting animals,
several practitioners indicated that although they do not turn animals away, neither do they
actively seek out and collect more to rescue—or, they might delay rescuing until they have space.
For example, Leo Biddle [2016-02-22] indicated that at Matang there is a “waiting list of several
thousand macaques to come in—and I’ll be honest, I’m not bending the government’s arm saying,
‘Come on, you’ve got to get out there and rescue all those macaques!’ because in reality, we’re
full: we can’t take a thousand macaques even if they wanted to bring them in”. The notion of a
“waiting list” was raised by an ngo director in a meeting of practitioners, and another practitioner
indicated that:

If we know of an animal that needs help we’ll do something about it, but I don’t
necessarily see that we’re doing what may have been done elsewhere, which is drive
around and scoop them all up, then they have thousands of animals in their centres,
then you can get too bogged down in just getting a tonne of food a day just to
feed all your animals rather than actually being able to focus on habitat protection
and conservation through policy work [. . . ], which allows for the animals not to be
displaced in the �rst place.

Yet some do actively seek out orangutans to rescue. Panut Hadisiswoyo [2016-08-19] explained
that the oic goes out of its way to �nd orangutans in need of rescue, and even undertakes
adversarial con�scations. For example, Hadisiswoyo rescued an orangutan kept in an amusement
park by a gangster in Medan, and conducted a “civilian arrest” after observing an orangutan
ride past in a rickshaw. Similarly, cop’s “Ape Crusader” team actively investigates illegally-kept
orangutans [Kristianto 2016-06-26]. It could be relevant, however, that until recently cop, like
oic, did not have its own rehabilitation centre, meaning that the risk of overcrowding was not of
immediate concern to the rescuers. Whether cop will maintain a policy of active investigation
even if their centre becomes overcrowded remains to be seen.

8.2.5 When species slip out from under the umbrella

The leader of a Dayak village with close links to a nearby rehabilitation centre explained that
villagers had cared about, and refrained from hunting, orangutans even before the rehabilitation
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centre was established. However, he then mentioned that villagers continue to eat gibbons and
macaques, and later provided a detailed guide on how to catch baby hornbills. Some of the species
the village leader described hunting are at risk of extinction—especially gibbons, with both species
endemic to Borneo classi�ed as endangered (iucn, 2017). In my �eld notes I remarked, “So much
for the ‘umbrella species’ idea, I suppose!”—referring to the oft-repeated idea that protecting
animals that require large areas of habitat, such as orangutans, will automatically save many
other species (Simberlo�, 1998; Barua, 2011). Though the umbrella species concept may have
positive e�ects on a broad scale (Branton & Richardson, 2011), some remain sceptical, noting
that thorough research on the ecology of co-occurring species is required to e�ectively select
suitable umbrellas (Seddon & Leech, 2008; Seddon & van Heezik, 2013). My encounter with the
village leader also illustrated that “[t]here’s a few [species] slipping out from under the umbrella”
[Cocks 2015-09-15]: although the ngo may have successfully deterred hunting of orangutans
within the village, it failed to deliver the message that other endangered species must also be
protected. Similarly, two participants pointed out that orangutans’ adaptability allows them to
survive in heavily modi�ed landscapes, but other co-occurring species are more vulnerable to
habitat conversion and degradation; thus, the “‘umbrella species’ thing is quite a hand-waving”
concept [anon].

Few sanctuaries and R&R facilities focus on species other than orangutans, perhaps re�ecting
an unspoken bias towards great apes (section 5.1), or that fundraising for orangutans is much
easier than for other species and causes (sections 4.5 and 10.3). Orangutan rehabilitation centres
therefore often receive other animals, most commonly sun bears (Helarctos malayanus), slow
lorises (Nycticebus spp.), and gibbons (Hylobates, Symphalangus spp.). As with translocations, the
government can exercise its authority to insist that the centre accepts the animal, which is why
bosf began to accept sun bears (Australia, 2017), with 61 now at its centres (bosf, 2017a). Yet ngos
evidently have some ability to refuse, as I heard of another centre that has thus far successfully
refused to take sun bears on the grounds that they lack necessary space and resources. ngos
might also feel compelled to rescue members of other species out of a sense of duty: they “can’t
deny them” [Sihite 2016-10-07]. Thus, ofi, takes in animals such as cats [Galdikas 2016-06-22],
sun bears, and even a cassowary (ofi, 2014).

An inability to provide proper care is the �rst risk of accepting other species. The bosf sun
bear sanctuary at Samboja Lestari, for example, is known for its poor conditions; bosf openly
acknowledges the need for improvement of the facilities (bosf, 2016a). While one participant
argued that a main cause of the poor sun bear facilities was improper design when the sanctuary
was �rst established, shortages of space, funding, and expertise are clearly risks of accepting other
species. For example, Sepilok has recently received an in�ux of baby elephants, which through
lack of space were housed in the orangutan clinic area when I visited [2016-07-30], though sta�
were hopeful that they might soon be moved to a separate area. One ngo I visited had been
ordered by the government to accept a slow loris with a broken leg, despite the vets’ protestations
that they lacked the necessary resources and experience. I learned via social media a few weeks
later that the loris had died.

The other main risk participants saw from accepting other species was being inundated once it
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became clear that they would accept other animals. A rescuer explained that their organisation
had once rescued a siamang, and had contacted a rehabilitation centre director to see whether
they would accept it. The rescuer explained that the rehabilitator had refused, citing “a good
point: he said, ‘I have limited space here [. . . ], and once we receive siamang or other gibbons,
more animals will come [. . . ], and we don’t want that!’ ” The rehabilitator added that releasing
gibbons is particularly di�cult due to their territoriality (though success may be possible if certain
guidelines are followed: Cheyne, 2004; C. O. Campbell et al., 2015), so they would most likely
have to remain in cages, potentially in worse conditions than before they were con�scated. Sun
bears too are very di�cult to reintroduce, hence why bosf (2016a) does not currently release
any—though, again, success is possible with considerable e�ort (G. Fredriksson, 2005). On the
other hand, socp does accept slow lorises, following the release protocol established by yiari
[Singleton 2017-11-28].

As with orangutans turned away from overcrowded centres, rejected members of other species
may have unfortunate fates. For example, Panut Hadisiswoyo [2016-08-24] lamented that “I have
to abandon many animals”, with a wild cat and a siamang rescued by oic ending up in zoos.
Lack of facilities for other species can also make authorities unwilling to rescue, since they don’t
want “animals dying in their o�ce” (Sanchez 2016-06-09; section 4.3). Hadisiswoyo concluded
that ultimately what is needed is a rescue centre for other species in the Medan area. In other
words, the only obvious way for powerless groups like ngos to deal with rescued animals with
nowhere to go is to establish yet another rescue centre, which will probably become full after just
a couple of years—hardly a long-term solution. Or, ngos might follow governmental orders to
(often inappropriately) translocate other species.

8.2.6 “The whole thing becomes an emergency”

In intake practices we therefore see the same tension explored in section 6.2 between a desire to
help individual animals (perceived as giving in to emotion) and practising triage by sacri�cing
individuals for the sake of others (requiring the suppression of emotion). The di�culty of practising
triage, combined with the challenge of securing release sites (section 8.1.3), make overcrowding
at rescue centres very common (Teleki, 2001; R. S. Moore et al., 2014). Perhaps the best that
centre managers can do is to brace themselves for future overcrowding, such as by quickly
securing release sites or building centres to accommodate more than the current population. Early
orangutan rehabilitation centres failed to do either, likely because they had no reason to anticipate
the vast number of orphans that would �ood their centres. More recently, socp and yiari have
learned from the past and have taken steps to avoid overcrowding. Ian Singleton [2016-07-12]
deliberately designed the socp centre to be “as �exible as possible” in case they needed to take in
more animals, and worked from the principle that they would always be releasing orangutans
while taking in more. Gail Campbell-Smith [2016-06-07] explained that the yiari team is expecting
more orangutans, and “don’t have a choice” other than to increase their capacity in anticipation. In
contrast, managers of a relatively new centre expressed a hope that they will be able to keep their
centre as a small “emergency” operation. Given the lessons of history, this hope would appear
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naïve. One participant suggested that when centres are established under emergency conditions
“the whole thing becomes an emergency”: if the project was established quickly to address a
perceived need but lacks long-term plans, it runs the risk of being perpetually under-funded and
unable to properly care for displaced wildlife. Another participant therefore argued that although
the situation on the ground is dire, setting out to rescue animals with no long-term plans for
where to put them, or how to secure funding, is “irresponsible”.

8.3 Conclusion: rescue or walk away?

This chapter clearly illustrates how saving and sacri�cing go hand in hand, since rescue requires
weighing the interests of the displaced individual against the interests of those whose welfare
may be compromised by rescue. In translocation, practitioners must weigh the interests of the
displaced and those remaining in the wild—a dilemma which mirrors debates around whether
rehabilitation should be done if it drains resources from wild orangutan conservation (section 4.5).
Decisions around rehabilitation centre intake instead require weighing the interests of animals
already in one’s custody and those one could save, which involves balancing the pull of “eyes
�lled with pain and hopelessness” with the sense of responsibility many feel towards animals
under their care. Intake decisions also require weighing the interests of orangutans and those of
other species, demanding re�ection on the ethics of speciesism (section 5.1.4). The underlying
problem, in all these decisions, is scarcity: a lack of suitable release forest amidst accelerating
deforestation, and a lack of space in rehabilitation centres, which ultimately derives from a lack
of resources. Politics are a primary source of this scarcity, with the Indonesian government
prioritising economic development over conservation, and seeing little need to fund wildlife
conservation given the presence of transnational ngos. The next chapter focuses on further
dilemmas about what to save and what to sacri�ce – especially values, such as wildness, welfare,
and freedom/autonomy – that arise during the R&R process.
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9

“Too many heads in one room”: debates about rehabilitation

methods

Sri Suci Utami Atmoko [2016-10-04], a researcher of wild orangutans, is currently developing
a set of guidelines for orangutan R&R and translocation, which will become a policy of the
Indonesian government and thereby introduce potential for regulating projects. However, when
asked when she expects the guidelines to be completed, Utami Atmoko explained that the policy
has already taken more than �ve years. Utami Atmoko identi�ed two signi�cant issues that have
held up the creation of the guidelines. First, they have struggled to transform the language of
orangutan husbandry and conservation into “policy language”, so a great deal of time has been
spent corresponding with the government over wording. More fundamentally, there is an issue
with even deciding upon guidelines in the �rst place, since there are “too many heads in one
room”: too many “experts” who do not always agree about how R&R ought to be practised. Thus,
although all ngos were invited to contribute, Utami Atmoko concluded that is “impossible” to
accommodate everyone’s methods into a single set of guidelines.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the reasons for variation in R&R methods, which
re�ect practitioners’ ethical “judgements” based on external constraints, such as limited funding,
personal ethical priorities – most importantly, how they de�ne, rank, and foster wildness, welfare,
and autonomy – and interpretations of, and attention to, the behaviour and biology of orangutans
(at an individual and genus level). I will address several key points of debate, following the order
in which they occur in the rehabilitation process, starting with the treatment of young infants
and concluding with ongoing care of released orangutans.

9.1 Motherly or tough love? Caregiver-orangutan relationships

At around 3pm at Borneo Orangutan Survival Foundation (bosf) Nyaru Menteng, juvenile or-
angutans returning from their “forest schools” spend time on a playground, where they play,
undertake enrichment, and receive food and vitamins under the supervision of sta� with un-
restricted access to the centre (e.g., babysitters, technicians, and vets: �gure 9.1). As a sta�
member and I watched the playground through the window of the nearby o�ce, a European
volunteer vet began to play enthusiastically with a young orangutan. “I wonder,” the sta� member
mused, “whether this is good for them?” [2016-06-18]. I understood this question as a reference
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to debates about the extent to which young orphaned orangutans should bond with their human
caregivers. The debate centres on the best way to balance two competing claims. On the one
hand, young orphaned orangutans would ordinarily stay in near-constant association with their
mothers for many years, only becoming independent at around 6–7 years of age on Borneo and
8–10 on Sumatra (M. A. van Noordwijk et al., 2009; section 3.1.2). Many have therefore argued
that a “surrogate mother” (who, for practical reasons, is usually human) is required for healthy
psychological development. On the other hand, the goal of “dehumanization” is central to the
rehabilitation process (section 7.2), implying that close bonds between orangutans and caregivers
is undesirable.

9.1.1 Failure to thrive: the case for “indulging” infants

In her account of the �rst years of the Bohorok rehabilitation station in North Sumatra, Monica
Borner (1979, pp. 57–8) described the “depressing start” to the programme in which one of their
�rst arrivals suddenly died after just eight days at the centre. Upon noticing that two young males
were also not faring very well, Borner and her colleague Regina Frey decided to let the infants
sleep overnight in their house—a decision which “was much against our general philosophy, which
was to avoid at all costs making pets of the orangs; the last thing we wanted was to domesticate
them”. Despite their e�orts, one of the two infants developed a fever and also died; meanwhile,
the second male appeared to be “emotionally sick”, remaining nervous and eager for close contact.
Borner and Frey therefore had to decide whether to “indulge him, ful�lling his needs for comfort
and a�ection”, or to “bring him up the hard way, avoiding contact and trusting that he would
grow out of his childish, whimpering dependence”. Ultimately, they decided to “indulge him, and
I think we were right”:

We let him sit on our laps, clutch us, suck at our ears and �ngers, and express all
his need for physical contact with our warmth. [. . . ] Gradually we noticed a change
in him. Still hungry for love and attention, he grew calmer, accepting our evening
departures philosophically. As time went on he became much more independent [. . . ]
Soon he was spending whole days on his own. . . (pp.68–69)

Borner’s account implies that “indulging” the young orangutan did not make him overly human-
ised, but instead enabled healthy psychological development. Indulgence is thereby justi�ed as a
strategy for eventually enabling independence, even though at �rst dependence is encouraged.

Birutė Galdikas [2016-06-22] of Orangutan Foundation International (ofi) similarly emphasised
the need for surrogate mothers to prevent a “failure to thrive” in young orangutans, comparing
neglected young orangutans to human infants who are deprived of contact (see also Galdikas
& Shapiro, 1996). Lone Drøscher Nielsen, founder of bosf Nyaru Menteng, also encouraged
babysitters to remain constantly near young orangutans as a way of indicating that they will not
leave, thereby giving youngsters con�dence to try climbing and interacting with peers (interview
in Siegel, 2001). Drøscher Nielsen’s ideas continue to in�uence Nyaru Menteng protocols, as
demonstrated when I observed a babysitter gently rocking and singing to a young infant (�gure 9.2).
Babysitters in the nursery at Samboja Lestari appeared, during my brief visit, to be less a�ectionate
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Figure 9.1: Young orangutans on the playground at Nyaru Menteng, 2016-06-19.

towards infants than those at Nyaru Menteng, which one participant proposed is usually the case
due to di�erent approaches at the two bosf centres.

9.1.2 “Naturally” solitary? Orangutan sociality and the need to forcibly break bonds

Yet the two largest organisations that emphasise intimate care for young orangutans, bosf and
ofi, take di�erent approaches towards achieving “dehumanization”, a key di�erence being who
is permitted to care for youngsters. Michelle Desilets [2015-11-03], who helped establish Nyaru
Menteng alongside Lone Drøscher Nielsen, characterised the standard at ofi (which both she and
Drøscher Nielsen had observed while acting as ofi volunteers) was to have one primary babysitter,
or short-term volunteer, for each orangutan. Drøscher Nielsen instead established a protocol that
used “many mums, almost like an elephant family”, the idea being to avoid the “distress” resulting
from a babysitter having a day o�, or a volunteer going home, which causes “high stress, over and
over again”. Furthermore, the bosf policy of prohibiting short-term volunteer babysitters, as at
ofi, is justi�ed by the principle proposed by Russon et al. (2016, p. 245) of fostering “individualized
relationships” with speci�c humans but minimising “generalized relationships with visitors”. The
idea is that while bonds with familiar humans are inevitable in a human-directed process and
help with rehabilitants’ development, the latter lead to undesirable humanisation.

On the other hand, Galdikas [2016-06-22] argues that fewer measures are needed to prevent
humanisation, since orangutans tend to become solitary as they age as part of a “natural process”,
which re�ects their fundamentally solitary nature. As an example, Galdikas noted that Akmad,
an adult female who “was my child”, whom Galdikas adopted in 1971 (G. Shapiro, 1999), rarely
interacts with Galdikas at feeding stations nowadays. Galdikas suggested that Anne Russon
– who is secretary of bosf’s Scienti�c Advisory Board and has written about bosf the forest
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Figure 9.2: Babysitter, in the quarantine section of the Nyaru Menteng nursery, caring for a young infant,
2016-06-21.

school methods (Russon, Adams, Kuncoro & Smith, 2009) – “overestimates the in�uence of
humans on orangutans”. According to Galdikas, although “obviously there is in�uence”, and some
steps might be taken to help reduce this (hence, Galdikas’s previous attempts to use adolescent
female orangutans as surrogate mothers), orangutans will naturally tend to towards independence
over time (see also Galdikas & Shapiro, 1996). Thus, Galdikas suggests that orangutans will
tend to voluntarily break bonds with human caregivers, while Russon argues that even if some
independence comes naturally, it must also be actively fostered by the rehabilitation process. The
two therefore di�er in the extent to which they view solitariness – implying not only detachment
from other orangutans, but also from humans – as an innate trait of orangutans.

The description of orangutans as “semi-solitary” is falling out of favour in light of increasing
evidence that they live in “loose communities”. Still, wild orangutans, especially on Borneo,
are notably less gregarious than the other great apes (section 3.1.2). Captive orangutans are
often considerably more sociable than those in the wild (S. D. Edwards & Snowdon, 1980; Zucker,
Dennon, Puleo & Maple, 1986; Poole, 1987; Hebert & Bard, 2000), which some suggest is an artefact
of con�ned conditions. In support of this idea, an adult male at Washington Park Zoo became more
solitary, and simultaneously stopped performing abnormal behaviours, upon moving to a larger
enclosure (Rapaport & King, 1987). This perspective suggests that orangutans prefer to be solitary
when given the opportunity, and therefore that solitariness is innate and captive orangutans
should be housed alone. Perth Zoo’s protocol of housing adults singly (or females with dependent
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young) “is based on respect for the solitary arboreal nature of the species”, and is proposed to
explain the zoo’s successful breeding programme, and few cases of abnormal behaviours and ill
health (Markham, 1990, p. 171; see also Markham, 1995). However, outcomes from Perth Zoo and
institutions with social housing have not been systematically compared. Bornean orangutans also
showed a steeper increase in glucocorticoid levels with increasing group size than Sumatrans in
a study across 29 European zoos, implying that Borneans are more susceptible to social stress
than Sumatrans, and therefore that perhaps Sumatrans’ greater sociability in the wild is innate
(Weingrill, Willems, Zimmermann, Steinmetz and Heistermann, 2011; section 3.1.2).

More commonly, it is proposed that food competition in the wild, especially on Borneo, prevents
orangutans from living at high densities or regularly congregating (Mitani, Grether, Rodman &
Priatna, 1991; van Schaik & van Hoo�, 1996; Utami, Wich, Sterck & van Hoo�, 1997; van Schaik,
1999; Delgado & van Schaik, 2000; van Schaik, Marshall & Wich, 2009). Feeding aggregations
and travel bands most frequently occur in high fruit season (Sugardjito, te Boekhorst & van
Hoo�, 1987; Utami et al., 1997; van Schaik, 1999; Singleton & van Schaik, 2002; Mitra Setia et al.,
2009), and orangutans tend to be less gregarious on Borneo than Sumatra, where forests are
also more productive and orangutan population densities higher (Mitani et al., 1991; van Schaik,
1999; Delgado & van Schaik, 2000; van Schaik, Marshall & Wich, 2009). Some also argue that
orangutans live at arti�cially low densities as a product of human hunting, which may reduce the
frequency of social interactions (Marshall et al., 2006; Meijaard et al., 2010). Both hypotheses view
orangutans’ solitariness in the wild as “necessity rather than inclination” (Poole, 1987, p. 316).
Further support for this idea comes from an attempt to model the causes of di�erences in social and
subsistence behaviour between orangutan taxa, which suggested that di�erences in environments
explain about �ve times as much of the variation as genetics (van Schaik, 2013). This �nding is
unsurprising given the tendency towards behavioural plasticity in all apes (Malone, Fuentes &
White, 2012), and suggests that social partners might provide valuable enrichment for captive
orangutans (S. D. Edwards & Snowdon, 1980; Poole, 1987; Perkins, 1992). Taken to its extreme,
this view implies that orangutans “are social open mixed-gender group-living apes (similar in
some ways to bonobos and humans)” [Rijksen 2015-12], which serves as a key justi�cation for
the use of “socialisation cages” in rehabilitation (section 9.1.5).

The view of orangutan solitariness as a product of environment, rather than genetics, also
underpins Russon’s emphasis on actively fostering “dehumanization”. The bosf rehabilitation
protocol, originally developed by Lone Drøscher Nielsen, therefore follows a staged approach:
while babysitters care for infants constantly, as soon as orangutans are deemed old enough to
begin excursions into the forest they begin “forest school one”, then later graduate to “forest
school two” (Russon, Adams et al., 2009). Russon [2015-10-16] explained that the rationale behind
the forest school system is not only to help orangutans master survival skills such as climbing,
but also to facilitate the dehumanization process: allowing orangutans to interact with peers in a
stimulating environment means that although caregivers are “there for support”, “they can be
more in the background because there’s so much else that’s interesting for the orangutans to
do”. Allowing orangutans to �nd their own food also means that provisioning is not necessarily
human-dependent. Eventually, at Nyaru Menteng, older orangutans graduate to a pre-release
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island where they live a semi-independent life, with their only human contact being provisioning
by technicians (and glimpses of occasional visitors in boats: �gure 9.3). Unfortunately, due to
overcrowding and the di�culty of handling adolescent orangutans in forest schools, graduates
of forest school two are often housed in cages while awaiting free space on the islands (sta�
2016-06-20; bosf, 2015b). Arti�cial islands at Samboja Lestari are mostly used for unreleasables,
though some orangutans housed on the islands are later released (�gure 9.4); the centre is looking
to buy a designated pre-release island [Irwanto 2016-06-30].

9.1.3 Maternal love, paternal discipline? Gender and dehumanization

Male and female caregivers are employed at di�erent stages in the bosf rehabilitation process:
babysitters are invariably female, and female caregivers accompany orangutans in forest school
one, while male caregivers (known as “technicians”) oversee forest school two and the pre-release
islands. Though this strategy partially relates to the need for physically stronger caregivers to
handle large orangutans, it is also based on the notion that women are better at being “lovey-
dovey” [Desilets 2015-11-03], or “like the mothers” [Kurniawan 2016-06-21], while men can
provide “discipline” [Desilets 2015-11-03] or “authority” [bosf sta� 2016-06-19]. Women are
therefore given the task of providing care and a�ection for vulnerable young infants, and men
that of “dehumanizing” older orangutans. This system therefore not only references the notion
that mothers provide nurture and fathers discipline, but also resembles “earth mother” ideas
(section 6.2.1), since women are tasked with bridging the species divide while men enforce it.

Whether women are actually better at nurturing young orangutans is a matter of opinion.
Trayford (2013, p. 27), for example, argues that male caregivers may actually be better at caring for
youngsters than women, since caregivers should ideally provide “physiological and emotional care
for an infant, while remaining emotionally unattached”, and male caregivers “while paternal [. . . ]
often lack the maternal instincts of a female”. In short, Trayford argues that men’s lesser tendency
to bond emotionally with young orangutans may be an advantage in achieving dehumanization.
Although Trayford views “maternal” indulgence of young orangutans as a mistake, both she and
bosf agree that women are more caring and emotional than men, perhaps on an instinctual level.
This idea is, however, disputed by those who view gender roles, including women’s “maternal
instinct”, as social constructions rather than biological imperatives (e.g., Teman, 2008). From a
social constructivist perspective, if women are indeed better babysitters for young orangutans it
is purely a matter of socialisation.

Though it is beyond the scope of this thesis to consider whether women do, in fact, possess
a greater inclination to nurture than men – and, if so, what the causes of this inclination are –
I will add one observation to the discussion of gender in orangutan rehabilitation: at least one
of the caregivers at the Centre for Orangutan Protection (cop), who are all young men from a
village near the centre, appeared to be forming an a�ectionate bond with a young juvenile in
forest school [�eld notes, 2016-06-27]. This suggests to me that male caregivers are quite capable
of “giv[ing] love” [Kurniawan 2016-06-21] to young orangutans.
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Figure 9.3: Technicians provisioning orangutans on a pre-release island at Nyaru Menteng, 2016-06-20.

Figure 9.4: Arti�cial islands at Samboja Lestari, 2016-06-23.
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9.1.4 Bad love: interspecies bonds as harmful

For other groups, bonds between caregivers and even young orangutans should be avoided, since,
as Karmele Sanchez [2016-06-09] of Yayasan iar Indonesia (yiari) argued, they are ultimately
“negative bonds” for the orangutans. Ian Singleton [2016-07-12] of the Sumatran Orangutan
Conservation Programme (socp) added that they prefer to avoid putting a young orangutan
through the trauma of gaining, then losing, a parental �gure. Singleton explained that most of
the con�scated infants they receive have already gone through the

trauma of losing their mother, then they’ve been dragged o� to somebody’s house
and probably loved to bits by the mother of the household for a couple of weeks, she’s
probably then got bored of it and stuck it in the back of the house, and it’s had to get
used to being on its own again for a second time. The last thing we want to do is to
humanise them again so that they later have to go through this kind of separation
trauma a third time, so if they’re already quite comfortable being on their own when
we get them, we try not to undo that, and instead get them with other orangutans as
quickly as possible for companionship.

Thus, for both Sanchez and Singleton, fostering attachment to caregivers usually does more harm
than good, even for young orangutans.

Following their directors’ philosophies, “hands-o�” policies are adopted at both socp and yiari.
At socp, Singleton explained that “the ones that need it, the ones that do cry if left alone, they’ll
get the human contact they need” but all others are kept healthy and as soon as possible placed
with another young orangutan. At yiari, Gail Campbell-Smith emphasised that “we don’t have
the clinging babysitters” and that contact with young orangutans is generally avoided. Nigel
Hicks (2015b), who acts as a volunteer vet at yiari, added that the use of wheelbarrows for taking
orangutans to forest schools (which is also used at bosf Nyaru Menteng) is not only time-e�cient
but also minimises physical contact through carrying, and even when contact is needed sta� are
encouraged to carry orangutans on their backs rather than “cuddling” them. Even babies at both
centres are, ideally, only in minimal contact with humans, which Singleton suggested is far easier
than is often assumed, at least for Sumatran orangutans: “We get very few infants that crave that
physical contact. Even the saddest little guy, just stick him on a mattress and walk past him. The
vast majority are used to being alone and you can easily walk past them without them crying out
to be picked up.”

9.1.5 Do socialisation cages actually “dehumanize”?

The two largest organisations that advocate for minimal contact with infants, yiari and socp,
employ slightly di�erent methods with older orangutans. At yiari, rehabilitants are taken out
to age-graded forest schools before going to one of several forested arti�cial islands (�gure 9.5;
see Tokiomate, 2015), which resembles bosf’s approach. socp instead houses orangutans in
“socialisation cages”: large cages in which rehabilitants are housed with age-mates (�gure 9.6).
Recently, socp has introduced more time outside of the socialisation cages in the forest, through
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Figure 9.5: Arti�cial island at yiari, 2016-06-09.

a small outdoor playground and an area of trees that the orangutans use for forest school most
days, an idea which was in part encouraged by sta� returning from an exchange with yiari
[Singleton 2017-11-28]. Orangutans also undergo considerable pre-release training at the Frankfurt
Zoological Society (fzs) release site in Bukit Tigapuluh, and there are plans to create a similar
setup at Jantho (section 7.3).

Socialisation cages were originally suggested by Ketambe founder Herman Rijksen, and aimed
to “induce rehabilitants to re-orient to and build strong relationships with other orangutans,
learn the requisite forest expertise from each other, and lose their ties with humans” (Russon
et al., 2016, p. 242). This approach was justi�ed based on Rijksen’s (1978) observation that both
ecological and social rehabilitation are essential, and on his view that orangutans are not innately
solitary. The socialisation cage concept was �rst implemented by Willie Smits at Wanariset in
1991 (Smits et al., 1995), after which it was picked up by some other centres. However, in Russon’s
[2015-10-16] opinion, “what Herman Rijksen envisaged is very di�erent from what Willie created,
partly because he [Smits] probably didn’t have much choice given where he was, but partly also
because he was not an orangutan specialist, had no experience with wild orangutans, and didn’t
have a sense of how to balance the captive part with trying to o�er as much opportunity as
possible for free life”. According to Russon et al. (2016, p. 242), socialisation cages are ultimately a
poor idea, since orangutans whose rehabilitation exclusively involved socialisation cages “have
shown poor ecological and social competencies once released (Peters, 1995; Russon, 1996, 2002)”.
Russon [2015-10-16] explained that using socialisation cages for dehumanization “can back�re”
because orangutans “know exactly [. . . ] when the keepers are coming with the food, and they’re
sitting there watching for them. So rather than taking the attention o� humans, if anything it
makes it worse because you have rendered them entirely dependent on human activity, on human
support.” Another participant echoed this view, arguing that “separating people doesn’t mean
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Figure 9.6: Socialisation cages at socp, 2016-07-12.

they’re not in an arti�cial environment, with arti�cial food and arti�cial everything else [. . . ]
[I]t’s focusing too much on one bit and they’re not necessarily achieving what they’re hoping
to achieve”. Russon added that “real bad things happen” in socialisation cages, since they are
“like Sarte’s Huis Clos: no way out. It’s a prison. You have a cage with a bunch of individuals
in there that are not their choice, and you get bad combinations”. Thus, in Russon’s view “food
competition, aggression, bullying, and rape” readily occur in socialisation cages (Russon et al.,
2016, pp. 242–43), and friendships that form in socialisation cages tend to break apart when the
situation changes, such as when the group is released.

9.1.6 “We love them, but in a di�erent way”: the challenge of practising “tough love”

Refraining from cuddling infants, and remaining hands-o� later in the rehabilitation process,
requires caregivers to deny orangutans’ desire for contact for their own good, which Bullo (2015,
p. 77) calls “tough love”. Practising “tough love” can be emotionally challenging, since caregivers
are expected to rejoice when orangutans ignore or even dislike them—as one vet put it, “you’re
like, ‘Yay! Thanks for hating me!’ ” Another vet re�ected that “it is di�cult”, because orangutan
infants are “so adorable!”, and when “you see the baby crying and you always want to cuddle with
it”. Yet orangutans “cannot cuddle with humans because it’s wrong”: if one began to “cuddle and
love them like a normal pet”, it is both “di�cult for us, and also for them too, because our goal
is to release them, so we need to be a bit mean, but it’s good for them”. The vet explained that
this realisation had taken time: as an “outsider” she previously did not understand, but “now I’ve
become an insider, I know that we love them, but in a di�erent way. So I think it’s just like, in time
you will understand why.” The vet’s transformation from an “outsider”, whose inclination is to
cuddle orangutans, to an “insider”, who understands the issue of dehumanization, is mirrored in
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social media about orangutan R&R, in which “ignorant would-be orangutan huggers” are regularly
“educated” by their peers and transformed into “more informed, re�exive orangutan supporters”
who understand “the line between cuddling and drawing back” (Chua, in press; section 10.3).

In addition to being emotionally challenging, it can be physically impossible to maintain a fully
“hands-o�” approach, as rehabilitant orangutans will frequently initiate contact. I experienced
this as a visitor at several forest schools: though I made every e�ort to follow the instruction of
avoiding interaction and contact with orangutans, my �eld notes contain multiple accounts of
backing away as small orangutans launched themselves in my direction (�gure 9.7), and in a few
cases youngsters succeeded in grabbing my arm or pulling my hair. Though young orangutans
were more excited by me than by their usual caregivers (as an unfamiliar human disrupting their
routine, I was of particular interest), caregivers may still struggle to maintain a minimal contact
policy when orangutans are desperately trying to get their attention. For example, at cop, where
minimal contact is encouraged, a sta� member repeatedly tried to make an infant stop clinging to
his side. Though for a time he successfully occupied the baby with a task of arranging leaves and
roots, as if building a nest, soon enough the infant was in pursuit of the caregiver once again, all
the while making what I described in my notes as “pitiful mewling noises” (2016-06-27; in more
o�cial language, “soft hoot/whimper” vocalisations: Hardus et al., 2009; Markx, 2014). Given
the physical and emotional di�culty of maintaining a hands-o� approach, it is conceivable that
centres that take a negative view of caregiver-orangutan bonds do not have signi�cantly less
contact than centres that encourage motherly indulgence. Both socp and yiari acknowledge that
at least some contact occurs between youngsters and caregivers, as illustrated in videos from the
centres (e.g., Orangutan Outreach, 2013, 2015).

Another issue is that caregiving is primarily conducted by babysitters or technicians, locals
(section 3.3.2) who may not always implement projects as directors instruct. One director expressed
concern that local people are rarely orangutan experts so may be unaware of important things to
watch out for, such as abnormal behaviours. Similarly, Russon et al. (2016) suggest that although
front-line caregivers are likely to interact with orangutans in a way that is “skilled, attentive, and
rehabilitation appropriate”, their knowledge is generally limited to “practical, on the job training”,
and they tend to lack knowledge of the skills orangutans require after release. Two participants
also expressed concern that middle managers, who in Indonesia tend to be Javanese (section 3.3.2),
may prioritise good relations with local sta� over enforcing guidelines. These concerns apply
equally to research sites (section 9.4.2). The main challenge, several participants concluded, is
�nding a way to make local sta� see their work as more than just a job—a potentially challenging
task given that locals are usually poor, underpaid, and may resent that orangutans in R&R centres
appear to receive more money and care than they do (see discussion in Meijaard & Sheil, 2008).

9.1.7 “Learning to be orangutans”: negotiating human-orangutan boundaries

The tension between the goals of “dehumanizing” and replacing orangutans’ mothers re�ects a
fundamental contradiction in rehabilitation: in order to make orangutans “wild” (i.e., independent
of humans), one must put them through a human-directed process in which they are for many years

163



Figure 9.7: Okto, a young orangutan at Camp JL in the Lamandau Reserve, attempting to make contact as I
backed away, 2016-06-14.

dependent on humans for food, housing, and even social support. A further way of getting around
this seemingly impossible paradox was presented by Signe Preuschoft [2017-10-27] of the small
R&R project Yayasan Jejak Pulang (yjp). In essence, Preuschoft tries to avoid making orangutans
act like humans by instead having caregivers behave like orangutans. This strategy, which derives
from the “responsive care” approach based on attachment research with laboratory chimpanzees
(K. A. Bard, Bakeman, Boysen & Leavens, 2014; K. A. Bard, 2017), involves “express[ing] our
a�ection to them, but we try to instruct caretakers and ourselves to use orangutan gestures:
this is very hard”. Thus, although Preuschoft argues that rocking infants is “healthier” than
leaving infants alone, or placing them “in the – at times! – Lord of the Flies world of peers”, she
would prefer that caregivers refrain from singing to babies, which “is wrong”—perhaps because it
veers into anthropocentric anthropomorphism by inappropriately treating orangutans as humans
(section 5.2.4). Preuschoft’s approach illustrates the di�culty of raising orangutans with humans
without having them become humans: the rehabilitation process should instead involve “learning
to be orangutans” (Orangutan Outreach, no date). The term “dehumanization” could therefore be
seen to have two meanings: making orangutans independent of humans, and ensuring that they
remain orangutans rather than become humans. This latter meaning is closer to the usual use of
the term in psychology research, which refers to the “denial of full humanness to others”, such as
women and ethnic minorities (Haslam, 2006, p. 252).

9.2 Purity and contamination: mixing taxa at release sites

Once orangutans have been through the rehabilitation process, it is time to select release sites
(to be discussed in this section) and release candidates (section 9.3). Sections 8.1.3–8.1.4 already
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considered the practical di�culties of securing release sites, leading to a gradual erosion of the
principle of releasing orangutans into forests with no wild populations. But there is another
release site ideal that is proving impractical to uphold: maintaining separation between Bornean
subspecies. As with many other issues in orangutan conservation, debates about how to balance
taxonomic “purity” with practical considerations also arise in many other species (see Braverman,
2015).

9.2.1 “So-called ‘subspecies’ ”? Debates about orangutan taxonomy

Orangutans are currently classi�ed as three species, with two on Sumatra (Pongo abelii and P.

tapanuliensis) and one on Borneo (P. pygmaeus: section 3.1.1). While Sumatran populations have
been separated for a long time, with the species splitting ~3.38 mya (Nater et al., 2017), Borneans
experienced a bottleneck ~135 kya while constrained to glacial refugia, then expanded to their
current ranges from ~82 kya as the climate became warmer and wetter (Nater et al., 2015). Despite
their relatively recent common ancestor, Bornean populations were initially divided into two
subspecies (Brandon-Jones et al., 2004) then later into three (Singleton et al., 2004): Pongo pygmaeus

pygmaeus in northern West Kalimantan and Sarawak, P. p. wurmbii in Central and southern West
Kalimantan, and P. p. morio in North and East Kalimantan and Sabah (Goossens et al., 2009). These
subspecies were initially identi�ed based on morphological traits such as cranial and jaw form
(Groves, 2001; Taylor, 2009). However, Arora et al. (2010) recommend that subspecies designations
be reconsidered on the grounds that although mtdna haplotypes are clearly clustered, probably
re�ecting a strong e�ect of rivers on restricting female dispersal, populations within subspecies
may show as much di�erentiation as those between subspecies. According to researcher Carel
van Schaik [2017-03-08], the current Bornean subspecies classi�cation is therefore “sub-optimal: it
doesn’t correspond to the genetic groupings that emerge”. Participants were therefore sometimes
sceptical of Bornean subspecies, with one researcher using scare quotes when speaking of the
“so-called ‘subspecies’ ”, suggesting that the term “population” is preferable.

To further complicate matters, there are two more fundamental questions to consider relating
to classi�cation methods. First, precisely how much, and what kind of genetic variation quali�es
two populations as species, or subspecies (see Zhang et al., 2001; DeSalle, Egan & Siddall, 2005)?
Furthermore, to what extent should genetics guide taxonomy? Results of genetics-based taxonom-
ies do not always align with more traditional approaches to classi�cation, such as Ernst Mayr’s
(1942) biological species concept (bsc), in which species are distinguished as populations that
are intrinsically reproductively isolated. In orangutans, Sumatrans and Borneans produce fertile
hybrids in captivity, so according to Mayr’s framework they may not qualify as separate species
(C. C. Muir, Galdikas & Beckenbach, 1998). Scholars have identi�ed as many as 13 (de Queiroz,
2005) or even 22 (Mayden, 1997) categories of species de�nitions, among them the classic bsc and
concepts based on properties like niche di�erentiation, mate recognition, and genotypic clustering.
De Queiroz (2005) argues that in spite of this diversity, taxonomists do agree on the fundamental
principle that species distinctions should re�ect “separately evolving segments of population
level lineages” (p.205). The issue is that taxonomists tend to focus on a range of properties that,
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while generally associated with species, do not always arise simultaneously, and which are not
in themselves necessary conditions for species distinctions. As such, de Queiroz suggests that
we should adopt a broad de�nition of species as separately evolving segments of lineages, and
rather than view a single property (such as reproductive isolation, niche di�erentiation, or genetic
distance) as su�cient grounds for distinguishing species, we should treat these properties as
pieces of evidence to consider when creating taxonomies. However, such a system might frustrate
taxonomists, as it would mean that we could not always answer the question of whether organisms
belong to the same species with a simple “yes” or “no”, could acknowledge di�erent classes of
species (e.g., those that are reproductively isolated, or those that are ecologically distinct), and
might have species within species. For now, because de Queiroz’s vision of a uni�ed species
concept has not been reached, biologists still mean rather di�erent things when they talk about
species and subspecies.

9.2.2 “When it comes to the crunch. . . ”: is separating subspecies worth the trouble?

Banes, Galdikas and Vigilant (2016) recently demonstrated that two orangutans of a non-native
subspecies (P. p. pygmaeus rather than P. p. wurbmii) were inadvertently released into Tanjung
Puting National Park (tpnp) as part of the R&R programme run by Birutė Galdikas and ofi. These
two documented errors are thought to be the “tip of the iceberg” (Banes et al., 2016); some even
claim that Sumatrans and Borneans have been released on the wrong islands (e.g., Yeager, 1997).
The two non-native females in tpnp went on to produce 22 known descendants, of which at least
15 are still alive, with one female (Siswoyo) and her descendants overall having “poor reproductive
success, poor reproductive health, high infant mortality and overall ill health—incidents that
might characterise outbreeding depression”, but the other (Rani) and her descendents having “one
of the greatest reproductive successes of any matriline at the site” (p.6). Thus, while Bornean-
Sumatran hybrids in zoos might have reduced fertility (Cocks, 2007), there is insu�cient evidence
to determine whether subspecies hybridisation increases or decreases �tness.

One could speculate that subspecies hybrids, or Bornean taxa released outside their home
ranges, might face negative welfare if they are poorly adapted to their new environments. For
example, P. p. morio, especially females, show reduced brain sizes compared to other subspecies,
both in absolute terms and relative to body size (Taylor & van Schaik, 2007; van Schaik, 2013).
This trait could, like other features such as robust jaws, re�ect adaptations for coping with
dietary stress, since P. p. morio consume lower-quality foods than other subspecies (Taylor, 2009).
Hypothetically, introducing a member of P. p. morio into the range of another subspecies, or
vice versa, could therefore result in reduced welfare due to a mismatch between ecology and
adaptations. However, van Schaik [2017-03-08] questioned the legitimacy of this argument, on the
grounds that although Bornean populations might be “on a di�erent trajectory” to one another in
terms of evolution, there is “so much overlap” genetically, and their separation is “still so recent”,
that he �nds it unlikely that misplaced individuals or subspecies hybrids would have “a really
signi�cant reduction in �tness”. Di�erences between Bornean populations could also result from
genetic drift, or behavioural plasticity (van Schaik, 2013; section 9.1.2)
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Yet Banes et al. advise that because we cannot rule out the risk of outbreeding depression,
or “swamping” of the original population by introgressed individuals – i.e., those produced by
repeated back-crossing of hybrids with one of the parent taxa – orangutan taxa should be released
into their home ranges, as advised in 1995 guidelines (Decree 280/kpts-ii/1995). Though isolated,
mixed populations of rehabilitants could be acceptable if it can be proved that hybridisation does
not compromise welfare, the authors advise against ever introducing non-native taxa into wild
populations, as occurred in Tanjung Puting. Graham Banes [2016-02-17], lead author of the study,
argued that

It could be that you can mix these subspecies and there is no detrimental e�ect, and
there is no evidence whatsoever to suggest that interbreeding subspecies is harmful,
but what if it is? [. . . ] What if suddenly you’re prioritising welfare by reintroducing
animals, and you’re not doing genetic testing [. . . ] You end up compromising wild
populations by doing this. And so many people have said, “Oh well, it doesn’t matter.
What’s the big deal? The bigger problem right now is all of these animals are in
centres and we have to get them out, and we have no way of doing the testing, so
we’re going to release them.” And that is the big problem right now, but ten years from
now the big problem might be that suddenly your wild population is compromised
and you’re having all kinds of problems.

There was widespread agreement that “[i]f you can do it [keep subspecies separate], of course
you do it—I think nobody’s arguing against that” [van Schaik 2017-03-08]. However, many argued
that maintaining subspecies purity is not worth the cost, not only because of concerns about
the legitimacy of current taxonomy but also due to substantial practical hurdles. Di�erences of
opinion therefore relate to how much e�ort should be invested in keeping subspecies separate. For
example, Ashley Leiman [2015-07-15] concluded that “[i]f orangutans weren’t so desperately in
need of more habitat, and we could a�ord to be absolutely pure about it, I would say fair enough”.
Similarly, Ian Singleton [2016-07-12] suggested that although the goal should be to “ideally”
maintain Bornean and Sumatran populations, “when it comes to the crunch” even that goal may
one day need to be compromised, “but we’re not quite there yet, thankfully”. Some speci�c
concerns about practicalities included the cost of transporting orangutans across provinces – “do
you know how much it costs to helicopter an animal all across Borneo?” [van Schaik 2017-03-08]
– and the expense of genotyping. Because few, if any, labs in Indonesia are equipped to conduct
genetic tests [van Noordwijk 2017-06-20], samples may need to be sent overseas, which is di�cult
due to cites restrictions against exporting faeces and other biological samples (Banes et al., 2016).
Thus, a recommendation issued by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (iucn),
which was formally taken up by the Indonesian government, permits the release of orangutan
subspecies outside of their native area (Group, 2015).

As with releasing into areas with no existing populations (section 8.1), some ngos are in a better
position than others to adhere to the ideal of separating subspecies. For example, bosf conducted
the �rst ever cross-province releases in 2013, as it was discovered that several orangutans at
Samboja Lestari belonged to P. p. wurmbii while some at Nyaru Menteng were P. p. morio (rhoi,
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2013). Though this was presumably expensive, bosf at least had the option of moving orangutans
to the most appropriate of its release sites. Thus, although bosf practises and advocates for
subspecies separation (e.g., see bosf, 2016a), it is also in the best position to be a purist. yiari is
in a more challenging position, receiving mostly P. p. wurbmii but occasionally P. p. pygmaeus.
Though the group initially sought to secure two separate release sites for the two subspecies, they
have now abandoned this plan on the grounds that “we’re struggling so much just �nding a good
site that we decided it doesn’t really matter, and we’re pushing to have the subspecies scrapped”
[Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07].

9.2.3 Conservation and race: political connotations of preserving “purity”

Though mixing subspecies at release sites is now o�cially permitted, practitioners generally felt
that they should be kept separate where practically possible, re�ecting the idea that taxa should
ideally remain “pure”. The notion of taxonomic purity was explicitly invoked by those who �rst
advised against mixing orangutan “races” and breeding “‘cocktail’ Orang-Utans” in zoos to avoid
“highly undesirable hybrids” (van Bemmel, 1968, p. 14; Mallinson, 1978, p. 69; see also Jones, 1969).
The main concern was the role of the zoo as “arks” (section 5.2.1): hybrids “do little, if anything, to
contribute to a captive conservation breeding programme”, and thus should not take up space in
zoos needed for the more valuable “pure-bred stock” (Mallinson, 1978, p. 75). Thus, a moratorium
on breeding Sumatran-Bornean hybrids was implemented by the Orangutan Species Survival Plan
(ssp) in 1985, and in 1994 the ssp recommended permanent surgical sterilisation for those hybrids
housed in facilities where they might be able to breed (Orangutan ssp, no date). Though the
ssp decided to keep the hybrids but prevent them from breeding – continue “managing [hybrid
orangutans] to extinction” (Perkins, quoted in Cohn, 1992, p. 655; see also Perkins and Maple,
1990) – “retirement sanctuaries” (Lindburg, 1991) and “culling” (Lacy, 1995) were proposed as
alternatives. Some accredited zoos even, despite their commitment to providing lifetime care,
“dumped” hybrid orangutans in sub-standard, “roadside” institutions (Green, 1999). Today, the
ssp emphasises that castration of hybrids has never been carried out under its auspices, and that
“all orangutans in the ssp are managed equally regardless of genetic lineage”. Similar policies
have not been implemented to prevent hybridisation of Bornean subspecies, as “populations of
su�cient size to be viable cannot be maintained in captivity” (Orangutan ssp, no date).

Arguments against breeding hybrids may drawn on conservation ideas about diversity: “We
must try to preserve the variation which occurred in the original isolate without widening that
variation by adding ‘foreign’ stock” (Brambell, 1977, p. 114). According to this view, variation,
or diversity, is good if it occurs within taxa, but creating variation by hybridising taxa is highly
undesirable. As Biermann and Mans�eld (2014, p. 266) argue, ideas about diversity in conservation
are therefore contradictory, as although the overarching goal is to protect and maintain “biod-
iversity”, conservation discourses often focus on “biological purity and ideal types of nonhuman
bodies”. Thus, conservationists aim to create “purity within diversity” by maximising the number
of taxa, but maintaining separation and purity of those taxa—an idea which “explicitly connects
ecological notions to ideas about racial di�erence” in humans, in which diversity is celebrated so
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long as races do not mix (p.268). Biermann and Mans�eld are not alone in identifying thematic,
linguistic, and historical parallels between concepts of race in humans and animal management.
For example, Da Cal (1992) argues that animal breeding in the eighteenth century, initially with
thoroughbred horses and later with pets, helped spread ideas about pedigree and racial purity
across Europe, which were later used for discriminating against groups of people. The point is not
that modern conservationists, or zoo curators, have some kind of racist agenda, but simply that
some of the ideas and terms used in conservation and animal management bear uncomfortable
parallels, and historical connections, with ideas about race in humans.

Some participants were well aware of these uncomfortable parallels. Although the language of
purity and contamination is occasionally used uncritically on the subject of separating orangutan
subspecies in R&R – e.g., “We are committed to preserving the genetic purity of each released
orangutan” (rhoi, 2013) – one participant corrected themselves after using the word “polluting”,
illustrating an awareness of the political connotations of such language. Similarly, Carel van
Schaik [2017-03-08] suggested that the focus on separating Sumatran and Bornean orangutans
in zoos “sounds like this obsession with pure lines—it’s almost a bit racist I would say”: though
it would make sense if hybrids really do su�er reduced welfare, or if zoo orangutan were to be
reintroduced, because zoo reintroduction is “an illusion most of the time” sterilisation policies
make little sense. Objections to the treatment of hybrid orangutans may be more common than
for other hybrid animals, perhaps indicating that orangutans’ evolutionary proximity to humans
makes the analogy with racism more obvious (Angier, 1995; Cribb et al., 2014, p. 228).

Yet the presence of uncomfortable political parallels did not stop anyone from agreeing with
the sentiment that orangutan taxa should, where possible, be kept separate, meaning that the
maintenance of “purity” in orangutans is viewed as fundamentally di�erent to racism in humans.
The reason is that conservationists do not prioritise ongoing taxonomic purity for its own sake,
but want to preserve the “natural” processes of evolution whilst eliminating “unnatural” causes
of change (i.e., human meddling). Accordingly, the notion that “evolution is good” is sometimes
stated as an explicit value of conservation philosophy (Soulé, 1985): “That is our goal: to preserve
the natural world, and the natural world is where the processes of evolution and natural selection
work unimpeded” [Galdikas 2016-06-22]. The objective of preserving evolutionary processes was
explicitly linked to separating orangutan subspecies by Ray Heaton, an audience member at the
wlt (2011) debate about orangutan R&R: “I really feel too that we want to preserve populations
and genetic processes [. . . ] I feel the genetic origins of the animals are important and it’s important
to try not to mix up populations that are naturally separated, because even when they might be
say either side of a river for example, to preserve the genetic processes that are going on in these
animals.”

The urge to keep orangutan subspecies separate therefore does not re�ect a desire to keep taxa
pure for all time; rather, the idea is that if orangutan subspecies are to mix it should be the product
of a “natural” process rather than the actions of humans. Of course, one could certainly argue that
orangutans’ current taxonomic status has largely been shaped by humans anyway, since we’ve
played an important role in local extinctions and the fragmentation of orangutan habitat (Delgado
& van Schaik, 2000; Goossens et al., 2006). This re�ects the di�culty of maintaining a clear

169



boundary between the realms of “nature” and “culture” (Descola and Pálsson, 1996; section 7.2.1).
Still, the arguments for keeping subspecies separate – maintaining taxonomic “purity”, and
avoiding welfare risks from “outbreeding depression” – were generally considered less important
than the practical di�culties of keeping subspecies separate at release sites.

9.3 The unreleasables: give them liberty and give them death?

After securing a release site, R&R projects must then decide which individuals to release. Most
projects described prioritising those who had spent considerable time in the forest, such as wild
adults who were waylaid at centres during translocation, or youngsters who have spent relatively
little time as pets. They also indicated that there are some individuals who can never be released,
who are commonly called the “unreleasables”. Having learned during a talk by Nigel Hicks (2015b)
that �nding suitable housing for the growing number of unreleasables is a serious problem, I
decided to enquire at each centre I visited how many unreleasables they house. After hearing
some incongruous replies, I realised that I was asking an incomplete question, as I �rst had to ask:
what exactly makes an orangutan un�t for release?

9.3.1 Overlooking psychology? De�nitions of unreleasability

Calculating the exact proportion of each centre’s intake that has been deemed unreleasable
would require complete mortality records, particularly because unreleasables probably have
disproportionately high mortality. It might also be relevant to exclude waylaid translocations
from intake, as these individuals are presumably rarely unreleasable. Though I lack data to
precisely quantify unreleasability at each centre, for the sake of illustrating discrepancies in
estimates, table 9.1 presents unreleasables as a percentage of centre residents and releases.

Features of speci�c centres might play a role in explaining discrepancies. For example, bosf
Nyaru Menteng selectively accepts those with good release prospects (section 8.2), and 44 of
the 46 unreleasables at Samboja Lestari su�er from tuberculosis, which is prevalent amongst
people in the area [Irwanto 2016-06-30]. Yet there are several reasons to think there is more to
the story. First, contrary to what is observed, one would expect that the oldest centres (ofi, the
bosf centres, and socp) would have the largest proportions of unreleasables, since they would
have accumulated unreleasables over time. Some individuals who were once releasable may also
become unreleasable with time, if one follows Richard Zimmerman [2016-09-09] in thinking that
older orangutans who spend many years in cages at rehabilitation centres tend to “check out”
psychologically. Furthermore, though ofi has recently completed an arti�cial island (which they
call a “Haha”)1, with another underway, to act as a “sanctuary” for “the few mature orangutans
who for reasons of physical disability or other limitations would be unable to survive in the wild”
(ofi, 2015b, p. 32), Birutė Galdikas [2016-06-16] argued that in general any orangutan can be

1 The term “ha-ha” derives from the dry trench used widely in 18th-century British gardens, which allowed animals to
be kept near the house without breaking up the visual continuity between the house and surrounding park (Mansbach,
1982).
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Table 9.1: Unreleasable (ur) orangutans as a percentage of current rehabilitation centre population (pop)
and number released (rel).

centre ur pop rel % source1

socp 5 ~50 269 2% Sta� 2016-07-12

Orangutan Foundation
UK (of-uk) 1 10 22 <3%2 Leiman [2016-02-16]

bosf Nyaru Menteng 22 458 226 3% bosf (2017a)

bosf Samboja Lestari 46 188 501 7% bosf (2017a)

yiari 18 106 11 15% Sanchez [2017-12-04]

cop 5 18 0 28% Sta� [2016-06-26]

bosf Nyaru Menteng,
socp, fzs & yiari >50% Trayford (2013)

1 Sources mentioned here relate to unreleaseables; see tables 7.1 and 7.2 for population and release references.
2 3% is a maximum estimate, as the number released between 2008 and March 2013 is unknown. Releases from ofi
1999–2008 are not included, as any transferred to Lamandau were by de�nition releasable.

released. Galdikas’s view contrasts dramatically with Trayford’s (2013) estimate, based on research
at four R&R projects, that over half of orangutans in rehabilitation centres are unreleasable.

Most practitioners agreed that serious contagious diseases such as tuberculosis, and physical
disabilities such as blindness or missing limbs, render orangutans unreleasable (see Russon, 2009).
For example, four of the �ve unreleasable orangutans at the socp quarantine centre su�er serious
physical conditions: one is permanently blind, one has chronic arthritis, one has human hepatitis2,
and another is partially paralysed from meningitis and therefore requires constant care (S. Allen,
2015). The �fth, Krismon, was kept in a cage for approximately 20 years and therefore has both
physical and behavioural issues. While socp director Ian Singleton optimistically suggested that
Krismon just needs to “get his legs back under him”, a sta� member argued that he has “been
with people for so long there’s no way” he could be released (Jacobson, 2017).

Discussions of borderline cases like Krismon – who might be, or can become, physically
healthy, but su�er behavioural and psychological issues – illustrate the two main sources of
disagreement about unreleasability: the extent to which psychological and behavioural issues
a�ect release prospects, and the ethics of keeping borderline unreleasables in captivity versus
“giving them a chance” in the wild. Regarding the �rst point, several participants suggested that
the “psychological side of things [. . . ] doesn’t get talked about enough” [Cheyne 2015-10-26] or
“their psychology [. . . ] is overlooked” [Commitante 2015-11-25], with release candidates largely

2 Though it was originally believed that any orangutans with hepatitis B (hbv) in R&R centres had contracted the virus
from humans, it was later discovered that a di�erent variant exists naturally in wild orangutan populations, though its
prevalence is unknown (K. S. Warren, Heeney, Swan, Heriyanto & Verschoor, 1999; Sa-nguanmoo et al., 2008). This
�nding suggests that orangutans diagnosed with orangutan-speci�c hbv are actually releasable.
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selected based on physical health and a fairly narrow set of behavioural criteria (e.g., climbing,
nest-building, and foraging). To explain why her high estimates of unreleasability don’t align with
centres’ reports, researcher Hannah Trayford [2016-11-08] suggested that “most centres see the
orang-utans are fair game for release unless for health problems or very serious/obvious behaviour
problems”, whereas Trayford’s own estimates focused on behavioural indicators of welfare and
psychological problems in rehabilitants, such as abnormal behaviours. Trayford therefore sees
a need to view “psychological health of an individual as of equal importance as physiological
health” (2013, p. xiv). Yet Trayford emphasised that centres must make a “di�cult choice” whether
to focus on rescues and releases or on providing sanctuary for a few unreleasables. One could
therefore argue that there is an incentive to overlook psychology if projects wish to use their
limited funds for ongoing R&R.

The importance of psychology was especially emphasised by Signe Preuschoft of yjp, who
seeks to apply similar approaches to those she used for resocialising ex-laboratory chimpan-
zees to orangutan rehabilitation (see Reimers, Schwarzenberger & Preuschoft, 2007; Kalcher-
Sommersguter, Preuschoft, Crailsheim & Franz, 2011; Kalcher-Sommersguter & Preuschoft, 2015).
Preuschoft [2016-06-25] explained that her approach is based on treating traumatised chimpanzees,
and now orangutans, as “psychotherapy patients who cannot speak”, who experience compar-
able psychological conditions to su�ering humans (see Brüne et al., 2006). To properly address
psychological issues, Preuschoft emphasises the importance of providing “individualised care”
(Kalcher-Sommersguter & Preuschoft, 2015), such as by having a high ratio of caregiving sta�
to orangutans (ideally, one to one) so that sta� can closely monitor individual progress. But
implementing an individualised approach can be challenging, given that most centres house large
numbers of orangutans (Kalcher-Sommersguter & Preuschoft, 2015) and could do with more
“experienced sta� to evaluate these animals” [anon]. Thus, there may be practical reasons for
focusing on a narrow set of survival skills rather than general psychological health. Making
release candidate selection “as objective as possible” might also help prevent situations in which
people who become attached to individual orangutans, such as donors, “get too big a vote” [anon].
Some also view Preuschoft’s approach of having high sta� to orangutan ratios as risking excessive
humanisation (Preuschoft, 2017).

Practitioners also disagree about the ease with which orangutans can overcome the behavioural
and psychological e�ects of captivity. For example, Trayford (2013, p. 200) criticises the implicit
assumption of many R&R projects that “normal behaviours are instinctive”, such that they only
need to provide “learning through opportunity, rather than direct training”. Similarly, Russon
(2002, p. 475) suggests that poor post-release survival of rehabilitated orangutans (section 9.4),
whilst often blamed on the ineptitude of ex-captives, may result from “poor programming and
unreasonable expectations”, such as “underestimation of the time needed to acquire feral skills”.
Russon (quoted in Siegel, 2005, p. 219) views the “unreasonable expectation” that orangutans will
rapidly acquire survival skills as linked to ideas about the human- or animal-ness of orangutans:

On the one hand, we recognize that they take on humanlike characteristics very
easily, so we see them as very human. On the other hand, when the ex-captives are
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sent back to the wild, I think sometimes the idea is that they should suddenly become
animal, and that is a distinctly di�erent category than human. It is very easy to fall
into the notion that animals have instincts and animals just do their thing, so if we
put them in the forest then they will be orangutans again.

In contrast, Birutė Galdikas [2016-06-16] argued that if one provides orangutans with access to
the forest “they train themselves”, which is helped if they also have social partners from whom to
learn. As such, Galdikas argues that rehabilitation is “not really training, it’s experience: they
come in young, you give them a chance to be in the forest, and the natural processes that go
on in a wild orangutan’s life are continued”. Those who view orangutans’ survival behaviours
as instinctive, or relatively easy to learn (e.g., de Silva, 1971, cited in Beck, 2018, p. 116), might
view a wider variety of orangutans as releasable than those who emphasise the need for intensive
training or psychological care.

9.3.2 Better to die in the wild or live in a cage? The ethics of releasing borderline cases

Practitioners might also disagree on the ethics of giving orangutans “a chance” at living in the
wild versus leaving them in captivity. This matter is particularly important for deciding the fate of
borderline cases, who may be physically �t but have psychological or behavioural issues derived
from spending considerable time in captivity, or from simply being “stupid” [anon] or “a bit simple”
[anon]. Males who are slow to pick up skills during rehabilitation pose a particular problem, since
upon reaching adolescence they become too dangerous to handle, meaning that they must either
be released with insu�cient skills or consigned to a cage (there are currently few free-ranging
“sanctuary” options: section 9.3.3). As Sara Fell Hicks [2015-12-09] explained, there is often “a
tiny window”, potentially just a few months, when males start becoming impossible to handle
and a decision about their fate must be made, and paperwork lined up if they are to be released.
Very often, they begin biting people and “that’s it. The next day you see them go into a cage and
you know, that is possibly their fate for the rest of their lives.” Nigel Hicks [2015-12-09] added
that from his perspective “and that’s perhaps because I’m a welfarist, I would say, ‘Well, I think
that certain orangutan perhaps have to be given a chance of survival in the wild’”, given that “the
alternative is incarceration for the rest of their lives”

However, because welfare advocates do not always agree on the circumstances under which
captivity or the wild is preferable from an orangutan’s perspective (section 5.2.3), some invoked
welfare justi�cations for leaving borderline unreleasables in captivity. Beck (2016b, p. 248) cites
the decision, made at most African ape reintroduction projects, to “not introduce some individuals
that would have been unlikely to survive” as an example of “the concern of these managers
for wellbeing”. Similarly, Kellie Heckman [2016-11-10] emphasised that from the perspective
of welfare-focused accreditation group the Global Federation of Animal Sanctuaries (gfas), if a
centre “knew that the animal was not going to succeed, then it should never be introduced into
the wild”. Yet several participants argued that it can be di�cult to know whether an orangutan
will survive: “You become very aware that you cannot actually predict the outcome—we’re not
very good at it” [anon]. For example, Nigel Hicks and Sara Fell Hicks [2015-12-09] described an
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orangutan named Hope, whom they had referred to as “Hopeless” due to her poor survival skills,
unexpectedly doing well after release. Femke den Haas [2016-10-10], who previously assisted
with post-release monitoring in Sungai Wain, even observed an orangutan who had lost the use
of her hands nonetheless “doing amazingly” after release. For this reason, and her view that wild
animals will “always be more happy when they’re given back their freedom”, den Haas argued
that even adult males who have spent much of their lives in small cages should be “given the
chance”, though it is imperative to conduct post-release monitoring and bring back any that fare
poorly.

Others were comfortable with the notion of releasing borderline cases even without a safety net,
on the grounds that it is better to have “death with dignity in the wild than survival in captivity”
(Seal, 1991, p. 44)—a notion which also arises in discussions of taking endangered species into
captivity for breeding (Braverman, 2015, p. 75). For example, Carel van Schaik [2017-03-08]
argued that for any orangutans that do not pose a serious nuisance to humans such as by raiding
villages, it is probably better to “give them a �ghting chance; if they make it, they did, if they
don’t, at least they died with dignity, so to speak”. Van Schaik added that he would prefer to
leave struggling rehabilitated individuals out in the wild than bring them back to the centre
“because I come from the conservation side and not from the welfare side”. While van Schaik
presents the view that animals possess more integrity in the wild than in captivity, Paulinus
Kristianto [2016-06-26] of cop spoke of releasing orangutans to restore nature’s balance for the
bene�t of local people (sections 5.2.5–5.2.6). According to Kristianto’s view, the only reason to
keep borderline unreleasables in captivity is to prevent them causing trouble for local people. Like
van Schaik, Kristianto was therefore happy to release even if it would compromise individuals’
welfare, such that while “[m]any people think [the purpose of the] rehabilitation centre is to make
orangutan[s’] life good, to make orangutan survive in the forest. For us, it’s not.” Interestingly,
researcher Sri Suci Utami Atmoko [2016-10-04] suggested that views about the acceptability
of “death with dignity” often follow ethnic lines: “Sometimes what international [people, i.e.
Westerners] want, sometimes they request, it’s a bit not in our way. Like, for example, especially
with the animal welfare thing. For example, maybe for them it is unreleasable, but for us, ‘Oh yes,
why not give them a try—at least they can die in nature!’ ”

Kristianto’s comment highlights another category of unreleasable: those capable of surviving
on their own, but whose survival strategy involves approaching human settlements to steal food.
I heard many accounts of released orangutans repeatedly approaching villages, leading to either
rescue and translocation or return to the rehabilitation centre (e.g., see ofi, 2014, 2015b; Husson
et al., 2015). Orangutan escapes were evidently also a problem at centres: at yiari, Nyaru Menteng,
and Samboja Lestari I saw several orangutans who were in cages rather than participating in
the rehabilitation activities for their age group, due to repeatedly escaping from their enclosures,
approaching sta� areas, or otherwise causing mayhem. A sta� member at one project described
such individuals as “troublemakers”; they are elsewhere described as “nuisance” orangutans
(Husson et al., 2015).
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9.3.3 To hell with havens? Long-term solutions for unreleasables

Every rehabilitation centre (aside from the smallest) houses some unreleasables, some of which
appear to have good lives. For example, Kopral, who lost both arms after being electrocuted,
ranges freely in forest school two at Samboja Lestari (�gure 9.8). Yet most unreleasables live in
poor conditions (Trayford, 2013). Sending orangutans, including unreleasables, to overseas zoos
and sanctuaries is usually ruled out for various reasons, such as the risk of exacerbating trade,
and local zoos tend to have poor conditions (section 5.2.1). Euthanasia is also generally dismissed,
though less so for those with incurable illnesses, and requires government permission in Indonesia
(section 5.1). The favourite solution for unreleasables was therefore an in-country, high-quality
sanctuary—ideally, many emphasised, in an environment that is “as natural as possible, not in a
cage” [Utami Atmoko 2016-10-04].

This is precisely what socp is currently building. The Orangutan Haven, located near the socp
quarantine centre just o� the main road heading south from Medan, is intended to provide a
comfortable home for socp’s unreleasables (socp, 2017b). socp director Ian Singleton [2016-07-12]
explained that the Haven will also play a role in educating the Medan public, the wealthy of whom
own most of Aceh’s oil palm plantations or in other ways often decide the fate of forests within
orangutan habitat. The unreleasables, Singleton argued, will serve a particularly good education
function for the target audience: “‘There’s an orangutan that was shot 62 times.’ ‘But I thought
that was just a rumour!’ ‘Well, there’s one right there!’ ‘That orangutan has human hepatitis.’
‘Monkeys can get human diseases?!’ ” The Haven will accept visitors (which is widely viewed as
acceptable for unreleasables: section 7.2.2), with the idea that the project will eventually become
self-funding. However, Singleton emphasised that it would remain quite di�erent to a zoo, as
any other animals housed at the Haven would be local wildlife species about which education
is sorely needed (e.g., fruit bats, which are highly intelligent but regularly sold at nearby food
markets). bosf too has purchased an island in Central Kalimantan, part of which will be used as a
pre-release island and part as a sanctuary for unreleasables (bosf, 2017a).

Yet these sanctuaries may not completely solve the problem of housing unreleasables, as space
is limited, and presumably few �anged males can be housed on the bosf island given their large
home ranges and tendency to come into con�ict (section 3.1.2). Some unreleasables also cannot
be housed in free-ranging environments, such as those with contagious diseases, and individuals
who sit on the forest �oor when housed on islands, posing a problem when water levels rise
[Kristianto 2016-06-25; Sunderland-Groves 2016-06-03]. Sanctuaries are also expensive: even
if they eventually become self-funding through visitors, because they involve land acquisition
they still represent a substantial use of ngos’ funds in the short term. Thus, some questioned
the �nancial defensibility of sanctuaries given the other activities conservation groups could be
undertaking with the funds. Similarly, Karmele Sanchez [2016-06-09] explained that yiari is not
currently focusing on housing for unreleasables because “there are other priorities”, including a
large number of rehabilitants who will not require care once released. Still, Sanchez indicated that
yiari and some donors are exploring the possibility of creating a large sanctuary in Kalimantan.
The idea of establishing a large sanctuary for unreleasables from all centres has been discussed
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Figure 9.8: Kopral, who lost both arms to electrocution, walking and using his feet to eat watermelon in
forest school two at Samboja Lestari, 2016-06-25.

previously (forina, 2013), and although such a project may require a single “champion” to be
feasible [Sunderland-Groves 2016-06-03], “[t]here are people interested to do that” [Sanchez 2016-
06-09]. In general though, unreleasables are not a top priority for R&R projects, with most
choosing to spend limited funds on further rescues and releases than providing quality care
for unreleasables. Some therefore felt that “lifelong residents” are “not something that anyone
wants to talk about” [Heckman 2016-11-10], and although unreleasables are “the saddest part” of
rehabilitation, they are little-known to the general public [Fell Hicks 2015-12-09].

9.4 Wild abandon(ment): post-release survival and monitoring

Once release candidates and sites have been selected, it’s time to open the cage. The next three
sections deal with methods in the post-release phase, including monitoring (this section), and
providing medical care (section 9.5) and food (section 9.6) to released orangutans.

9.4.1 How many orangutan reintroductions have been “successful”?

Few past orangutan reintroduction projects conducted post-release monitoring, and those that
did may not have reported their results (Russon, 2009). The few available reports claim a “success”
rate of between 20 and 80%, which is “as mixed as it is for other primates, not the best, but also not
the worst” (Russon, 2009, p. 335). However, the methods used by projects to calculate “success”
are highly variable. For example, some projects classify disappearances as “successes”, and few
have assessed survivorship for long after the initial release (Russon, 2009). Thus, when examining
survival rates one must ask:

Survival for how long? Survival until what age? Are animals that have disappeared
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counted as not having survived? How is the percentage of survival calculated?
Compared to what �gure is survival said to be “quite low” [a phrase which I had
used in my question]? Is reproductive success included in the discussion, e.g. is a
reintroduced ape more successful if he sires an infant and lives only one year, or lives
ten years without siring an infant? [Beck 2016-05-02]

Russon [2015-10-16] added that probably “the rehab places that are publishing their survival rates
are interested in trying to make themselves look good, so if they’re going to be biased a little,
they’re going to be biased on the up side”; as such, our best estimate is “very poorly founded, and
the likelihood is it’s an overestimate”.

Combined with some prominent examples of likely poor survival – such as Sungai Wain where
survival is estimated at only 20–45% (Rijksen & Meijaard, 1999; Russon, 2009), and Meratus where
only 16–18 orangutans out of the 345 released were sighted in 2009 (R. S. E. Siregar, Chivers &
Saragih, 2010) – the uncertainty around survival fuels critics’ concerns that R&R helps neither
conservation nor animal welfare (chapters 4–5). More comprehensive post-release records at
chimpanzee and gorilla R&R sites highlight the lack of knowledge in orangutan projects (see
Trayford, 2013; Beck, 2016b, 2018). In addition to proving that funds were well-spent, the iucn
emphasises that post-release monitoring is “one of the most important components” of R&R
because it enables projects to re�ne their procedures and to intervene if individuals need help
(Beck et al., 2007, p. 27). Indeed, Jennifer Mickelberg, a conservationist involved in the golden lion
tamarin reintroduction e�ort, has indicated that post-release monitoring was far more important
than pre-release training (quoted in Braverman, 2015, p. 89).

Post-release monitoring now receives more attention than it did in the past. For example, bosf
has signi�cantly enhanced its monitoring since recommencing releases in 2012 after a decade-long
hiatus, and now produces reports which, at least for the Butik Batikap site, describe not only the
number of con�rmed dead but also the number lost to trackers (see Husson et al., 2015 for the
latest Butik Batikap report, and bosf and pt rhoi, 2013 for a less comprehensive report from Kehje
Sewen). Reports from Butik Batikap indicate a survival rate after one year of between 70% (not
including those lost to trackers) and 92% (including lost individuals), and 57–91% survival after
two years (Husson et al., 2015). However, Carel van Schaik [2017-03-08] cautions that because
projects release their most capable orangutans �rst, early results might not be representative
of overall survival rates. socp and fzs also monitor released orangutans in Jantho and Bukit
Tigapuluh, with survival reports unavailable yet for Jantho (though see Basalamah, 2016). At Bukit
Tigapuluh, J. P. Siregar (2015) reports that of 158 releases 35% were “successful” (i.e., orangutans
were living indepedently), 15% “failed”, and the remaining 50% were lost to observers. On a smaller
scale, the 11 orangutans released into Tabin are intensively monitored by oauk (2016), and in
addition to monitoring those released into Bukit Baka Bukit Raya, yiari closely monitors �ve
“pilot animals” in Gunung Tarak [Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07]. Neither ofi nor of-uk conducts
long-term monitoring, though both keep track of some individuals through feeding platforms
(section 9.6; see ofi, 2017b).
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9.4.2 “It’s so bloody hard!”: practical problems with post-release monitoring

Post-release monitoring was neglected in the past largely due to practical issues. For example,
Borner (1979, p. 179) explained that at Bukit Lawang they “could not be certain that the liberated
orangs had survived; how could we tell, when they had disappeared into a trackless rain forest
where there was no chance of following them?” Most practitioners with some knowledge of
monitoring highlighted the problem of orangutans, especially males, quickly moving out of
tracking range. Some even described cases when orangutans had actively sought to deter trackers.

The development of tracking devices has helped with this problem. Some argued that only
with the invention of such technologies has tracking “become feasible” [van Schaik 2017-03-08]:
“that’s one of the reasons it’s [post-release monitoring] been so poorly done in the past, because
it’s so bloody hard!” [Robins 2016-04-08], so it’s “hard to blame the old e�orts for not doing it
properly—even now [. . . ] it’s hard enough” [van Schaik 2017-03-08]. Because wrist bands and
collars are usually seen as out of the question (orangutans would likely take them o�, and require
wrist mobility and space for male throat sacs), projects that use tracking devices use subcutaneous
very high frequency radio tracking implants inserted behind the neck (Trayford & Farmer, 2012).
Yet these devices only last for about 1–3 years (though occasionally they last over four years:
Sunderland-Groves 2016-06-03), and one must be relatively close to an orangutan to pick up its
signal: their range is up to 2km from cli�tops, but only 0.4km in dense forest (Husson et al.,
2015), with an average range of around 0.6km (Trayford & Farmer, 2012). Thus, “you have to
see them, practically, before you can get a radio signal” [anon]. One participant also expressed
reservations about the safety of currently available implants, given a bad experience with an early
batch in which several of the devices cracked or broke after implantation, potentially posing a
health risk to the orangutans. Their group is therefore the only project to have stopped using
tracking devices, and is seeking a better telemetry system. Another practitioner even suggested
that orangutans actively try to crack implants, perhaps knowing that they are tracking devices
and wanting to evade monitoring teams.

Although improvements are in the works – for example, International Animal Rescue (iar)
is working on using drones and devices that provide gps coordinates [Knight 2015-06-23] –
technologies do not miraculously make post-release monitoring easy. Technologies also don’t solve
the fundamental problem that in order to monitor dispersed orangutans far from the release site,
a tracker must venture some distance from the main camp. This is as much a problem for research
stations, and for other species, as it is for orangutan release sites, as it re�ects the “practicalities
in the �eld of how far can you go from your base camp in one day” [Dellatore 2016-07-14]. socp
has sought to remedy this problem by running remote monitoring missions throughout Jantho, at
a distance from the main release site, which has enabled trackers to encounter orangutans and
nests far from the release area (Dellatore 2017-12-07; socp, 2017a). Another practitioner suggested
that trackers could work in pairs and carry hammocks for sleeping in the forest overnight.

Clearly, tracking is a demanding job, and therein lies another issue: how can project managers
be sure that tracking sta� are making a genuine e�ort to �nd and continuously track orangutans?
A �eld manager expressed concern that trackers at their project were not trying particularly hard,
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since “they are tired, they want to rest, or they don’t feel good”. Another worried that behavioural
records from sta� are idiosyncratic and therefore not particularly consistent or reliable. Maria
van Noordwijk [2017-06-20] added that unless there is substantial training and long-term retention
of sta�, accurately recognising individuals years after release is di�cult. Ensuring e�ort and
accuracy not only depend on training and support for trackers, but also on persuading local sta�
that their role is important. A researcher involved in post-release monitoring explained that local
people employed as trackers usually know little about orangutan behaviour and biology, and
tend to have a lot of “false information” from stories about orangutans as “monsters” (see Cribb
et al., 2014, pp. 85–90), though such ideas tend to subside after a few months of tracking without
incident. The researcher argued that e�ective ways to keep sta� motivated include constantly
educating and feeding back information, such as from press releases and reports, to emphasise
the importance of monitoring, and bringing in visiting researchers and volunteers to keep the
core team “stimulated”. Furthermore, “you need a dedicated and knowledgeable person in charge.
If you leave people alone and just expect them to do a good job and there’s no control or feedback,
then quality of data immediately goes down, because [. . . ] the work is hard, and it’s really easy to
justify why monitoring goals have not been achieved.”

Employing a team of trackers, and purchasing tracking devices, is of course very expensive. For
example, bosf revealed that although they increased the size of their Bukit Batikap tracking team
to �fteen full-time sta�, “[i]deally this team would be larger, but �nancial constraints dictate the
number of people we employ” (Husson et al., 2015, p. 12). Thus, Michelle Desilets [2015-11-03]
suggested that “when push comes to shove I think post-release is one of the �rst things to su�er”,
since projects would preferentially cut that than “stop rescuing the ones that are going to die
if you don’t”. Or, as one conservationist proposed, although it’s important to be “as e�cient as
you can, i.e. get as high a survival as you can” when building a viable wild population, from a
conservation perspective it could be more cost-e�ective to invest in other activities rather than
post-release tracking. The level of priority projects place on post-release monitoring therefore
depends not only on their resources but also on how they prioritise conservation goals compared
with caring for individuals—and which individuals they think should be given priority (i.e., those
that could be rescued, or those already in their care: section 8.2).

9.4.3 “Free Willy syndrome”: excessive optimism about survival?

Compounding the issue of resource scarcity is the problem, identi�ed by Sri Suci Utami At-
moko [2016-10-04], that fundraising speci�cally for post-release monitoring is “so di�cult—it’s
really di�cult, because they [donors] don’t care!” That said, Utami Atmoko noted that the situ-
ation is improving, with more donors willing to fund monitoring. Another participant supplied a
possible reason for some donors’ lack of interest:

Throw an animal out there and you’ve done this nice fundraising story where you
open the cage and it runs out. That’s not the end! That is the beginning. Yet,
everybody says this, but that’s no good for fundraising if they follow this animal and
it dies. Or they follow this animal and it stays up in a tree and cries for three days,
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and then what are we going to do? We’re going to have to take it back. You don’t
hear those stories. And those same people they’re appealing to are the kind of people
who absolutely cannot accept the reality, which is many of them die. [anon]

Researcher Kay Farmer [2016-01-12] labelled the excessively romantic depictions of release –
which “imply it’s a case of: open the door and it’s, ‘Bye bye! Have a nice life! Everything is
wonderful now!’ ” – examples of “Free Willy Syndrome”, which imply not only that release is
the end of the process but also that rehabilitation in general is “easy”. Romanticised depictions
of release are very common, and play into the notion that release provides a sense of “human
grati�cation” (R. S. Moore et al., 2014, p. 100). For example, portrayals in documentary �lms
usually involve emotive music at the moment the cage door is opened, accompanied by statements
from narrators or sta� about how “moving”, “indescribable” (oauk, 2016), “beautiful” (Earth,
2012b) or “wonderful” it is to �nally “[give] back the freedom that humans have taken from them”
(Earth, 2012a): “�nal, total freedom” (Tokiomate, 2015).

Making release the end of the story is not only potentially satisfying for the general public,
but also for practitioners. One participant observed that because practitioners “desperately want
to believe” released orangutans survive, “not knowing allows them to have hope, and that is
what keeps them �ghting”. In other words, it is easier to be optimistic if one doesn’t properly
monitor released orangutans, such that survival estimates can be very high for projects where
negligible data are available. For example, Birutė Galdikas [2016-06-16] estimated that 80–90% of
the orangutans she released around Camp Leakey were successful, but there are few published
data beyond anecdotes, and the little data available paint a less hopeful picture (Yeager, 1997;
Beck, 2018).

9.4.4 Balancing “seeing how they’re doing and not being there”

Most practitioners suggested that orangutans should be monitored for two years after release,
the reason being that by that time we can be fairly con�dent they have the skills to survive
[Sihite 2016-10-07]. Gail Campbell-Smith [2016-06-07] gave a slightly more nuanced explanation,
noting that yiari’s policy of monitoring between 12 and 24 months is an “arbitrary number” but
is based on the general length of time they’ve noticed it has taken their “pilot animals” to adjust.
Still, monitoring duration is �exible, since an individual “could be super smart, in which case we
might let them go after 12 months, or they could be super dumb and we might need to extend
beyond 24 months”. However, one researcher argued that “post-release monitoring I think would
have to happen in the long-term. You want to know what happens after this magic �rst year
that is considered as a ‘success’. Many organisations, if the orangutan survives a year, counts it a
success. But if you consider how long-lived orangutans are, how long they need to reproduce, you
really need long-term data to evaluate whether reintroduction will sustain a population in the
long run.” Pointing to a case in which females shifted their ranges after �ve years for no known
reason, the researcher added that long-term data are crucial for understanding things like how
long it takes a female to establish a home range, the size of the range and how it is used, and the
extent of overlap with other females—and, therefore, the real carrying capacity of the habitat.
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This would make orangutan post-release monitoring more comparable to many African projects,
where tracking continues inde�nitely (Trayford, 2013; Beck, 2016b, 2018).

However, Sri Suci Utami Atmoko [2016-10-04] argued that post-release monitoring should
continue for a maximum of two years, since: “We don’t want them feeling that, ‘Oh, there are still
people around, I’m safe because there is someone who knows me.’ No, they should be independent.”
The dilemma, Maria van Noordwijk [2017-06-20] summarised, is that “you want to monitor what’s
going on; at the same time you want to wean them from human presence. You need this balance
between seeing how they’re doing and not being there.” There is therefore a con�ict between
gathering comprehensive data and continuing to attend to released orangutans’ welfare, and
the goal of making released orangutans fully, rather than semi-, wild (section 7.2.1). Indeed, an
Indonesian practitioner suggested that an unspoken incentive for post-release monitoring is a
desire to continue having relationships with released orangutans – perhaps we only really want
to make them semi-wild after all? – and another compared ongoing monitoring to “zoo visiting”,
implying that it is motivated by a desire to keep watching released individuals.

On the other hand, a researcher involved in post-release monitoring observed that released
orangutans become less inclined to approach their human observers over time: “with time, when
we were present but orangutans didn’t get anything from us, their focus sort of shifted and they
actually were more like wild orangutans and less interested in us than at �rst”. However, with very
“friendly”, humanised orangutans, “familiarity and fearlessness of humans and human artefacts
don’t disappear: if you lose your focus or you leave something behind, they will come and get
it, so it’s in them, and I don’t think you can just get rid of it”. According to this view, long-term
monitoring does not necessarily exacerbate humanisation.

9.4.5 Responsibility to individuals, or to the overall project?

Projects not only monitor for di�erent lengths of time, but also with di�erent levels of intensity.
Perhaps the largest gap is between bosf and Tabin in Sabah. bosf’s method involves intensively
monitoring orangutans for the �rst three months, which appears to be a critical period for re-
adjustment to the wild (Husson et al., 2015), monitoring a little less for a further three months,
then “semi-monitoring” until two years after release [Sihite 2016-10-07]. This “semi-monitoring”
involves continuing to look for orangutans’ distinctive radio signals, and opportunistically con-
ducting observations of their health and behaviour. Because it is usually not feasible to observe
all orangutans whose signals are detected, priority is given to those thought to be in most need
of attention; however, one practitioner noted that even those released more than two years ago
are checked if they reappear. If an orangutan’s radio signal moves, that individual is assumed
to be alive, even if its condition and behaviour are unknown. For example, Husson et al. (2015)
reported that 60 of the 131 orangutans released into Butik Batikap were detected in the last three
months, 73 in the last 6 months, and 110 in the last 12 months; the proportion detected through
direct observation rather than just radio signal is unclear.

In contrast, intensive monitoring of the orangutans released into Tabin (11 as of May 2016: oauk,
2016) has continued since 2010. James Robins [2016-04-08], who led the project until September
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2017, emphasised the importance of collecting considerable behavioural data – the exact amount
depending on the individual – to get an idea of their foraging behaviour and nutritional intake,
as this is the most critical aspect of their behaviour for survival: “I don’t think that doing group
releases are in the best interests of these animals. [. . . ] I think we need to be following these
individuals on a regular basis to really be sure they’re okay, not just that they’re just alive. [. . . ]
Base it on the individual level, that’s always been my approach in Tabin. That’s a luxury, and
some groups probably can’t do that, but I think that’s how it should be done.” Thus, because the
Tabin project has considerable, stable funding from the Orangutan Appeal UK (oauk) and Arcus,
and has only released a handful of orangutans, it is in a unique position to monitor intensively.
Similarly, Karmele Sanchez [2016-06-09] indicated that yiari is “lucky” to be in a position to
also do in-depth monitoring, “because the number we are dealing with is not completely out
of control”. That said, yiari “could have animals going [out] constantly” if they wanted to, so
intensive monitoring is also a choice. Groups that don’t have the “luxury” or “luck” to be able
to release in small batches, and to a�ord intensive monitoring, are therefore confronted with a
dilemma: do they release in large batches, risking that “[b]ecause of the pressure, they are simply
releasing these orangutans without the care and support they deserve” [anon], or release small
numbers and risk that many will spend their lives in captivity?

For some, a key justi�cation for intensive monitoring is that “we are responsible for keeping
this animal alive” [Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07]; thus, a released orangutan’s death is “my fault”
[Siregar 2015-07-22]. This echoes the idea that your responsibility to animals depends on how
much you have intervened in their lives (section 8.2). On the other hand, a researcher argued,
“I think if you want to do releases e�ectively and actually make a di�erence, few individuals
are not enough—you really need to go for numbers, but logistically it’s really hard to keep
track of all of them”, though even with small numbers individuals can be lost to trackers. The
researcher noted that although it is still crucial with large numbers to collect behavioural data
on individuals, monitoring strategies necessarily di�er depending on the number of orangutans
followed, including the time devoted to each individual. This approach involves thinking less of
responsibility to “a single individual that you release” and more to “responsib[ility] for the species
and for the e�ort”, thereby referencing conservation’s emphasis on holism rather than individual
animals (section 1.2.1). Yet the researcher also emphasised the importance of circumstances, since

people who feel responsible for orangutans’ well-being, as they did before the release,
and think, “You are bringing the orangutans to a new environment so you need to
make sure they survive,” they very much criticise whenever there is no information
about an individual, whether they’re lost and have moved away and you cannot keep
track of them. If you would look at who is saying what, it very much corresponds
with what kind of release type they’re doing, or what kind of release site they have,
how many individuals there are. And they usually criticise people for not doing the
things that they are doing, so it’s really hard to judge.
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9.5 Interventions and the di�culty of distinguishing “natural” and “unnatural” causes

9.5.1 Up to what point are humans responsible for released orangutans?

According to the iucn, one of the primary reasons for doing post-release monitoring is to enable
assistance for individuals who are struggling (Beck et al., 2007). At a 2013 workshop on orangutan
R&R, there was “[u]nanimity [. . . ] that visibly sick animals had to be treated” (forina, 2013).
Medical interventions for released orangutans are therefore common (e.g., ofi, 2014; Husson
et al., 2015). However, some practitioners are more eager to intervene than others. For example,
two researchers observed that there are substantial di�erences between the two bosf projects in
terms of intervention. ofi is especially known for its high levels of intervention, even rescuing
orangutans released in the 1970s who appear unwell (ofi, 2015b).

One source of disagreement is the point at which “responsibility” for released orangutans
transfers from R&R practitioners to “nature”. While some argued that R&R practitioners are
forever responsible for the orangutans they release [e.g., Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07; Siregar 2015-
07-22], one Indonesian rehabilitator proposed that responsibility is transferred to nature at the
point of release, such that: “After release, [we don’t] need to take care of them any more. It’s how
they can survive by themselves. When they get sick, we don’t take them again and bring to the
cage. No: if they die, [they] die because [of] nature.” Though this position implies, contrary to the
views of most practitioners, that neither post-release monitoring nor intervention is necessary,
others agreed that responsibility is handed over to nature, but in a more gradual way. For example,
a researcher suggested that some practitioners tend to “treat every single disease or parasite”,
which not only perpetuates humanisation but is also unnecessary for orangutans living in the
wild, since in general “you don’t have to over-medicate them”. The researcher argued that the
urge to over-medicate derives from most vets having little experience with wild orangutans, and
from emotional attachments: “most of those people who work there are really attached to the
orangutans because they’ve worked with them and have known them for years, and it’s very
often di�cult for people to draw this line: okay, now that we released them we want them to
become independent, and when they do, it’s a good thing”. The researcher therefore proposed
that released orangutans ought to receive less medical care than they did in the centre, as they
ought to be treated more like wild orangutans. Thus, the degree of intervention varies depending
on how practitioners understand the gravity of the symptoms, their prioritisation of welfare or
wildness, and the point at which they believe the wellbeing of released orangutans is no longer
their responsibility.

9.5.2 “Let the kid die”? Intervention in wild populations

For wild orangutans, the consensus was quite di�erent, with most concluding that “you wouldn’t
take a completely wild one out if you thought it was sick—that would be intervention” [Lei-
man 2016-02-16]. Non-intervention can be justi�ed from rights, conservation, and welfare
philosophies. From an animal rights perspective, Singer (1975 [1995], p. 251) argued that liberated
animals ought to be self-governing – “having given up the role of tyrant, we should not try to
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play Big Brother either” – and attempts to intervene in the lives of wild animals probably do more
harm than good. Regan (1983 [2004]) also ultimately recommended non-interference, though
he came close to suggesting the removal of predators from ecosystems (Hargrove, 1992, p. x).
Mainstream conservation’s focus on preserving “wildness” (section 7.2.1) implies that humans
should not intervene in natural processes, though intervention might be justi�ed to correct an-
thropogenic changes to an ecosystem. Thus, introduced species are eliminated, the movements
of threatened species are controlled, and wild animals are brought into captivity in the name
of preserving nature – a serious issue for animal rights advocates, who may argue that animals
are “better dead than bred” (Braverman, 2015, p. 75; see also contributions to Norton, Hutchins,
Stevens and Maple, 1995; Rowan, 1995b) – raising the question of whether intensively-managed
free-ranging populations can still be called “wild” (Hutchins, 1995; Aitken, 2004; Vucetich &
Nelson, 2007; Braverman, 2015). Even animal welfarists tend to prioritise wildness over wellbeing
and thereby support non-intervention (section 5.2.5; Paquet and Darimont, 2010; Beausoleil, 2014).
Primatologists too generally avoid interfering in study populations, the idea being that human
observers are there to “observe the behaviour of free-living primates without in�uencing it” (Rees,
2007, p. 884).

Though non-interference is widely regarded as the ideal, exceptions are frequently made—for
example, Jane Goodall (1971) famously administered polio vaccines to chimpanzees in Gombe. A
central justi�cation for intervention is the notion that ailments were caused by humans rather
than by “nature” (see Fedigan, 2010, for this and other arguments justifying intervention). But
distinguishing anthropogenic and natural causes of wild orangutans’ ailments is highly subjective.
For example, Carel van Schaik [2017-03-08] described a case in which a female with an infant was
gradually moving into their study area because her home range had been wiped out by a nearby
sand mine. The infant, who was clearly smaller than the other infants her age, was “always hiding
when the other females were nearby, trying to sneak away on the ground, and not surprisingly,
one day she was actually caught, or mauled, by a leopard”.

So then, what to do with the infant? Here’s a beautiful example! Your inclination
would be, “Well, sorry, too bad,” you know, “That’s life, that’s nature, red in tooth
and claw—let the kid die.” Others would say, “The reason she died was because we –
‘we humanity’ – made life miserable for her and you don’t want to blame that kid for
that, so try to save the kid.” So what the Indonesians did, they actually took the kid
to the rehabilitation station. I never raised my voice against that; I just said, “Okay,
guys, it’s a decision—I wouldn’t have done it.” But, again, if you’re standing there
with this kid, I can see why they did it.

Although the infant thrived for a few months and grew rapidly, she soon died due to a strongyloides
infection, which van Schaik suggested was probably the result of spending so much time on
the ground (see Labes et al., 2010, for more on parasites in orangutans). The moral of the story,
according to van Schaik, is that in terms of intervention, “If it’s purely our responsibility, there’s no
question—we have to do it. And then there is this grey zone, and people draw the line di�erently.”
A similar “grey zone” was described by Maria van Noordwijk [2017-06-20], who works at the same
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study site as her husband van Schaik. Following the severe �res in 2015, many female orangutans
moved into the study area. The overcrowding has generally increased female-female aggression,
to the point where one female was “murdered” (see Marzec et al., 2016). Though the researchers
did not interfere in this case, one could once again argue that the incident was ultimately caused
by humans.

An underlying problem is that few, if any, “wild” orangutan populations are free from an-
thropogenic e�ects. The absence of any truly “natural” �eld site is a fundamental premise of
ethnoprimatology, which examines interfaces between humans and other primates (section 1.1.2;
Fuentes, 2012; Riley, Fuentes and Dore, 2017). Indeed, one could go so far as to argue that be-
cause so many wild animal populations are threatened by anthropogenic factors, interference
is usually justi�ed. On this basis, Birutė Galdikas o�ers wild orangutans the “choice” to receive
supplemental food (section 9.6), and medical care, such as the treatment of a wild orangutan with
a cheek abscess in 2014 (ofi, 2014). Galdikas [2016-06-16] justi�es this practice on the grounds
that our “responsibility” does not stop at rehabilitants, but rather applies to all orangutans: “we’re
the ones that created this mess”, so we have a “general responsibility. It’s not just to the wild-born
ex-captives, really; it’s also to the wild ones, it’s also to everybody in that forest, and to the forest
itself.”

9.5.3 Polite distance: mutual respect between researchers and orangutans

Interventions may also occur when researchers feel emotionally compelled to help distressed
study subjects, even if ailments are not obviously human-induced. Among orangutans, Maria
van Noordwijk [2017-06-20] noted that forced copulation is “one of the most di�cult things
for people to observe”, bringing researchers at her study site almost to the verge of throwing
sticks. Opinions on this kind of intervention are mixed. For example, observers once prevented a
group of male chimpanzees from killing a mother-infant pair in a neighbouring group (Nishida &
Hiraiwa-Hasegawa, 1985). Birutė Galdikas was one of the few supporters of this intervention,
while most researchers remained opposed (Kutsukake, 2013, citing Jahme, 2000, p. 155).

Similarly, I heard of a disagreement about potentially intervening to assist a sick individual
at an orangutan research site. A middle-aged, wild female, who had been studied for over ten
years, had a growth on her leg, which some observers believed was growing in size. While some
sta� wanted to seek a vet’s opinion to determine whether intervention might be justi�ed, one
researcher remained opposed to the possibility of intervention. Part of the researcher’s argument
was fact-based, since although it is “a normal human response” to become attached to study
subjects, and “when you stare through binoculars at somebody it is natural to become worried
about them”, photographs from 2008 proved that the growth was not getting any bigger. The
researcher also believed that intervention at active research sites should generally be avoided,
not only because darting the female would risk social disruption – for example, at the time the
female’s still-dependent, six-year-old daughter was relying on her mother’s support – but also
“[i]f we come in and shoot an orangutan with a tranquilliser, we will lose our study site, because
no orangutan in that study site will ever trust us again”. Thus, intervention would be a “sel�sh
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human behaviour that likely could do more harm than good to this individual”.
A very similar idea was expressed by Maria van Noordwijk [2017-06-20], who explained: “You’re

tolerated by this other species, and they kind of acknowledge that you’re there but you have an
agreement to ignore each other, and that is so amazing. It’s also a matter of respect that you
leave each other be.” For van Noordwijk, intervention would therefore break an implicit contract
between researcher and researched, in which both parties tolerate each other’s presence but stay
out of the other’s business—an experience which “gets so normal for us, but you think about it and
it’s truly an amazing experience”. This means that even though van Noordwijk described feeling
strong emotional attachments to her research subjects – “I need to get the forest gossip! [. . . ]
They’re part of the family. You just want to know how they’re doing and how are the kids doing”
– she refrains from interfering. This idea resembles the practice of keeping “polite distances” from
research subjects as a form of respect, described amongst meerkat observers (Candea, 2010) and
primatologists studying moor macaques (Hanson & Riley, 2017).

9.5.4 “When you look the animal in the eye”

Non-intervention policies with wild orangutans therefore re�ect ideas about eliminating human
interference in nature, and maintaining respectful distance from study subjects. With rehabilitants,
practitioners feel responsible for the ongoing survival and wellbeing of individuals, but seek to
eventually hand over responsibility to nature through making the orangutans “wild”. These ideas
re�ect the principle that intervention is justi�ed when human activity has substantially a�ected
the lives of animals. Yet practitioners might disagree about what counts as anthropogenic or
natural, and emotional attachments to individual animals might also inspire intervention. Thus,
even Carel van Schaik [2017-03-08], who generally opposed intervention, remarked that “to be
honest, if I see this animal go to waste right above me, I would probably also be tempted. It’s
always nice to speak in generalities but when you, you know, ‘when you look the animal in the
eye!’, then of course it’s a di�erent thing.”

9.6 Free or enslaved? Post-release feeding and the problem of free will

9.6.1 What’s wrong with civilising orangutans?

The performance commenced. Two sta� members shook out some bananas and
sweetcorn onto a platform, and �lled some buckets with milk, then began to call –
“Oooh-eee!” – to attract the orangutans. [. . . ] Gradually, orangutans began to come
in: �rst a mother and infant, then a large cheekpadder male [. . . ], and later a range of
other females and youngsters. There was also a lone gibbon – who Ashley [Leiman]
explained is from the only family of habituated gibbons in the park – who at one
point had a bit of di�culty �guring out how to steal some food with all the large
orangutans in the way, but managed to nip in there a few times, which the audience
enjoyed. There was also a wild pig – later joined by a second – which very e�ectively
mowed up any scraps dropped by the primates, though the sta� tried to shoo it away
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Figure 9.9: Male orangutan with an ofi sta� member at the feeding platform at Camp Leakey, tpnp, 2016-
06-11. The hat in the lower right corner, and the rope visible in the lower third of the image,
indicate the location of visitors.

on many occasions. [Field notes from Camp Leakey, 2016-06-11]

So went a typical feeding session in tpnp (�gure 9.9). Birutė Galdikas [2016-06-16], founder of
the R&R project in tpnp, invoked two arguments for this practice of feeding orangutans after
release. First, orangutans “have the right to make choices just like we do—that’s part of giving
them rights. We can’t give them the right to vote, but they can make choice in their own lives.” The
option to receive supplementary food is conceived as part of this choice, not only for rehabilitants
but for “the wild ones also. The reason that we allow the wild ones to come is because even in empty
forest we’re still imposing ourselves on that ecosystem by rehabilitating and reintroducing animals,
so we have to make up for it.” Receiving supplementary food from humans is therefore viewed
as the orangutan’s “choice”, as is the decision made by some orangutans to remain in contact
with humans: “some orangutans choose freedom while others are more ambivalent, becoming
‘bi-cultural’ citizens of the forest and camp” (Galdikas & Shapiro, 1996, p. 60). For example, female
orangutan Siswi – whose mother, Siswoyo, was rehabilitated by Galdikas – is known for greeting
visitors on the docks of Camp Leakey and imitating human behaviours such as using a hammer
(Earth, 2009). According to Galdikas, Siswi’s bi-culturalism, as with her mother who displayed
similar behaviours, is “her choice: nobody forced her, nobody taught her”. Similarly, Shawn
Thompson [2015-07-10], author of a book that involved interviewing several prominent orangutan
conservationists and researchers (Thompson, 2010), argued that the entrenched “ideology” of
preserving “pristine wildness” leads practitioners to view humanisation as “contamination”. To
prompt examination of this view, Thompson asks conservation practitioners questions like “what’s
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wrong with civilising orangutans?”, and whether they would choose to integrate an uncontacted
Amazonian tribe into modern society:

if the person says, “I think the tribe should be integrated,” then I ask them, “Okay,
now with orangutans: do you feel orangutans should be integrated, and if you don’t
think they should be integrated, why? What di�erence do you see in orangutans,
as an intelligent, self-governing species? Why do you think that human beings
should be integrated, or that human beings should not be integrated?” They’re very
curious animals, and we’re kind of saying, “Oh no no, you’re curious and you want
to learn, but we’re going to starve you in terms of learning. We don’t want you to
learn, because if you learn you’re not going to be pristine any more.” So there’s this
huge defence of this idea of a pristine wildness, and in a sense it’s saying creatures
shouldn’t evolve. We evolved. It’s making a decision for orangutans: you have the
capacity to learn, you have the capacity of culture, capacity to learn and be educated,
but as human beings we’ve decided that no, you’re not going to learn. We’re going
to keep you out of school. We’re not going to allow you to learn.

The idea that Thompson challenges conservationists to consider – and which Galdikas advocates
– is that respecting orangutans’ free will involves allowing them to become enculturated if they
wish. This view holds that orangutans should be free, but not necessarily wild, revealing that
although the two values often imply the same action (e.g., that R&R is the best solution for
orphaned orangutans: section 5.2.5), they di�er in some important ways.

A contrary view is expressed by Rijksen and Meijaard (1999, p. 161), who argue that rather
than being free to choose whether to engage with humans, orangutans like Siswi are “enslaved”:

It may be argued that it is often the rehabilitant ape who initiates contact. This may
be so, but one must realise that an ex-captive orang-utan is in a peculiarly enslaved
situation. Humans were the cause of its predicament, and although it might now
enjoy some freedom of movement, it cannot survive without human intervention.
Devoid of normal ontogenetic experience the orang-utan is to a considerable extent
dependent upon human care, protection and the provision of food. Being intelligent,
the ape probably understands fully its precarious position, and will readily adjust its
way of thinking and behaviour in a most expedient manner. Indeed, it is conceivable
that under such bizarre conditions the ape has actually come to need and to desire
human attention and a�ection.

9.6.2 “Welfare mothers” and “safety nets”: soft versus hard release

Before considering whether orangutans who remain dependent on humans are “free” or “enslaved”,
let us compare Galdikas’s approach to provisioning with other R&R projects. “Soft” and “hard”
release are two ends of a continuum: the former provides a gradual transition to the wild by
holding apes in cages at release sites for a time, and providing post-release support such as
supplemental feedings; the latter involves minimal post-release support (Beck et al., 2007). Most
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orangutan projects use some kind of soft release approach to ensure that orangutans have adequate
nutrition while they adjust to forest life. Similarly, the risk of mortality from inadequate food is
the main reason why hard release is strongly advised against for gibbons (C. O. Campbell et al.,
2015). bosf is an exception to this trend, opting for a hard approach when it restarted releases
in 2012 (though very occasionally struggling individuals are given supplementary food: Husson
et al., 2015). The hard release approach aims “to encourage optimal ranging and independence
from people”, and is considered more practical because of the remoteness of bosf release sites
(Husson et al., 2015, p. 30). Releases into Tabin by the oauk were also hard in 2010, but from 2012
orangutans received supplementary food (J. G. Robins et al., 2013, p. 218).

The challenge with soft release is, once again, the matter of weaning orangutans from human
support and attraction. One might try to encourage independent foraging by providing a relatively
small amount of food (used by Lone Drøscher Nielsen on pre-release islands at Nyaru Menteng:
Desilets 2015-11-03), or a monotonous diet in the hope orangutans will seek out better options
(Rijksen & Rijksen-Graatsma, 1975). Another strategy – used at Jantho, Bukit Tigapuluh, and
Tabin – is to give a minimal amount of extra food to speci�c individuals, ideally not by hand,
and to cease feeding as soon as possible. The idea is to provide a “very hard [. . . ] safety net”
[Robins 2016-04-08] but to avoid over-habituating those that do not need the extra support—a
rather di�erent approach to feeding platforms: stations at which food is provided at regular
intervals to any orangutans (and potentially other animals) in the area. Several participants
argued that because feeding platforms don’t force orangutans to ever fend for themselves, some
remain perpetually dependent on human provisioning and thereby never become fully “wild”.
Carey Yeager, a researcher formerly based in Tanjung Puting, compared orangutans who rely
on feeding platforms to human “welfare mothers”, and observed that “welfare” can become an
inter-generational strategy given that some provisioning-reliant individuals are the grandchildren
of rehabilitants (Spalding, 1999, pp. 82–3). Food provided on platforms might also be monopolised
by a handful of individuals, which is why fzs began targeted provisioning in Bukit Tigapuluh
[Siregar 2015-07-22].

9.6.3 Lush or lean? Debates about food kind and quantity

But feeding platform approaches can di�er to one another, as illustrated by the strategies of
Orangutan Foundation International (ofi) and Orangutan Foundation UK (of-uk). One clear
distinction between the platforms in Tanjung Puting (ofi) and those in Lamandau (of-uk) is the
presence of visitors, with Lamandau closed to the general public but visited by some small private
tour groups. This may lead to greater habituation in Tanjung Puting, though Nury (2011) found
no signi�cant di�erences in levels of human-directed behaviour at the two sites, largely because
provisioning (which occurs at both sites) was counted as a human-directed behaviour. Yet the
decision to permit tourists to Tanjung Puting was made by the local government rather than ofi,
so this di�erence does not necessarily re�ect a disagreement between the two groups.

There are further di�erences between the groups’ approaches in terms of the kind of food
provided, and how food is distributed. Ashley Leiman argued that the of-uk policy of refraining
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Figure 9.10: The author standing by signs for of-uk (left) and ofi (right) at Camp Siswoyo, Lamandau
Reserve, 2016-06-14.

from calling out to orangutans at feeding times ensures that the choice to attend feedings is truly
free [2016-06-11], which helps explain why it is usually just pregnant females who attend feedings
rather than all orangutans in the area [2016-02-16]. The quantity of food to be provided has been
a source of tension, with ofi starting a second session of supplemental feeding at one of the
Lamandau camps, Gemini, which is very close to a second camp, Siswoyo. There are now two
separate signs at both Siswoyo and Gemini, one for each organisation (�gure 9.10), making it
unclear who runs the camps. According to Galdikas [2016-06-16], the ofi intervention is justi�ed
because Lamandau is inherently low on fruit, since the area was logged for around 35 years
so “[t]here’s virtually no primary rainforest”; considerable provisioning is therefore necessary
because orangutans “require large areas of primary rain forest for their survival” (Galdikas
& Shapiro, 1996, p. 51). Galdikas asserts that because the of-uk was not providing su�cient
food for those orangutans released into Lamandau from the ofi care centre between 1998 and
2008, many orangutans were “either starving or were very sick”, prompting Galdikas to take 32
orangutans from Lamandau back to the ofi care centre in 2007. More recently, Galdikas argued
that her decision to start additional feedings was forced by a need to consider the wellbeing of the
orangutans: “I don’t want to be the Italian mother and go there and try to control it or manage
it, because we turned it over to them [of-uk]”, but “orangutans are starving”. Orangutans from
Lamandau are still occasionally taken to the ofi care centre, such as youngsters Karti and Kino
in 2014 (ofi, 2014). Yet Graham Banes [2018-01-09], a researcher who saw Kino days before the
orangutan was “rescued” from Lamandau, reported that Kino was “under the constant eye of
of-uk sta�, looked very healthy, had recently been routinely checked by a veterinarian (who at
the time was living on-site 24/7) and was in the process of soft release. Unquestionably, there was
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nothing wrong with that orang-utan to anyone’s knowledge, and he certainly wasn’t starving.”
Banes added that shortly before the “rescue”, he had shown a celebrity donor around Lamandau,
including Kino as an example of a soft release candidate.

The of-uk’s perspective is that the additional feedings established by ofi are unnecessary, as
Lamandau is suitable to support orangutans, as evidenced by the over 40 births to rehabilitants
since releases began in 1998 (of-uk, 2014). Leiman [2016-02-16] noted that of-uk had been
cutting down on the level of provisioning at some camps prior to the 2015 �res, but had increased
provisioning after the �res due to a lack of fruit in the forest. Meanwhile, the additional feedings
were reported to have caused behavioural problems at Gemini, with some orangutans choosing
to remain near the camp rather than forage. Though I cannot compare the current situation with
that before ofi established the second feedings, there were several orangutans hanging around
Camp Gemini when I visited, all of whom, I was told, had originally come from the ofi care centre
(�gure 9.11). Furthermore, a sta� member indicated that Galdikas, and occasionally ofi sta�
members, feed orangutans at the camp – an activity prohibited by the of-uk [Leiman 2016-02-16]
– often with inappropriate food such as noodles or even candy. I cannot con�rm whether this is
true, though I did observe Galdikas permit an orangutan to steal from her pocket, and consume, a
half-full bottle of Pocari Sweat (a sugary soft drink) at a site where 20 male orangutans, whom she
estimated were around 9 years old, were released for the day or for several nights (see Galdikas’s
Twitter posts on 2016-06-17 about the event). I also observed Galdikas feed some of the males by
hand with what she described as small pots of yoghurt “health drink”, though whether such food
would be widely considered healthy is unclear given objections to feeding milk to non-infant
orangutans (Preuschoft 2017-10-31; ovag, 2014). Others have also reported Galdikas, or ofi sta�,
feeding orangutans “people food” or “human food” such as noodles, rice, and co�ee outside of
feeding times in Tanjung Puting (Spalding, 1999; Nury, 2011). In general, forina (2013) warns
against exposing orangutans to human foods, as it might increase their inclination to steal food
from human settlements. Furthermore, regular consumption of “processed, Westernized food”
increases the risk of adult-onset diabetes in baboons (Sapolsky, 2014, p. 151), which could also be
a risk at tourist sites like Bukit Lawang where orangutans are fed energy-rich foods (Dellatore
et al., 2014).

Opinions can therefore di�er not only on the quality of release sites, but also on the relative
importance of factors, such as “dehumanization” and food, in the rehabilitation process. For
Galdikas, a central concern is that “orangutans appear food obsessed” (Galdikas & Shapiro, 1996,
p. 51). Others disagree with this emphasis on food, such as a government veterinarian interviewed
by Spalding (1999, p. 74), who argued, “Food supply is simply not more important than disease or
weather or human beings.” Practitioners also di�er in their interpretations of what healthy wild
orangutans look like, with Galdikas [2016-06-16] emphasising that they have a certain “roly poly
lushness”, and Leiman [2016-09-16] arguing that they vary in weight. Other researchers have
spoken of wild orangutans as having “wiry limbs and less body fat than their captive cousins”
(J. Robins, 2011), or being “tough”, especially on Borneo [van Noordwijk 2017-06-20], and �nding
food scarcity to be “not really a big deal” [anon]. In addition to emphasising the importance
of substantial food for orangutans’ health, Galdikas argued that orangutans know when they
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Figure 9.11: Amoi and her son Alex at Camp Gemini, Lamandau Reserve, 2016-06-14.

have had enough, thereby justifying a continuous and prodigious supply of food. For example,
Galdikas [2016-06-16] suggested that one particularly “skinny” orangutan, who returned to her
several times to acquire more yoghurt drinks, “knows what he needs”, a proposal which references
notions of orangutans as “better humans” (section 3.1.3). In my �eld notes I remarked, “this is
giving orangutans a hell of a lot more credit than I’d ever give a human: I’ve engulfed an entire
bag of cookies, or an entire tub of ice cream, enough times to know that self-control escapes most
of us” [2016-06-16].

9.6.4 You say choice, I say training

Galdikas proposes that the orangutans who accept food from, and seek contact with, humans
are “free”. An alternative is to see the orangutans as trained, or “primed” [anon], to interact with
humans. I put this proposal to Galdikas, with speci�c reference to Siswi, the bi-cultural “Good
Will Ambassador for Camp Leakey” [Galdikas via Twitter, 2015-12-31] who greets visitors on
the docks. To this challenge, Galdikas [2016-06-22] asked, “How is that not a free choice? She
can go into forest any time she pleases, and she does.” Galdikas added that if Siswi is not truly
free, then “we’re all trained”, such that I have been “trained” to be a PhD student. Thus, Galdikas
argues that rehabilitant orangutans have the same level of free will as humans, so if I choose to
see myself as free then I must accept the same of orangutans like Siswi. Galdikas raised another
example during our correspondence that speaks to her view of orangutans as free agents with
unique motivations for their actions. I witnessed an ofi sta� member bitten – I gather, quite
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seriously – on his upper thigh/crotch whilst feeding Jay, one of the male orangutans taken out for
short-term release. By way of explanation, Galdikas [2016-06-16] suggested that the incident may
have been a case of redirected aggression in which Jay, who is ordinarily a very calm individual,
felt aggravated by the presence of a sta� member standing nearby, whom Jay is known to dislike.
This account somewhat absolves Jay of any serious responsibility, instead placing blame on the
shoulders of the disliked sta� member. A similar tendency is perhaps illustrated in accounts of
Galdikas behaving leniently towards other orangutans who have bitten people (Spalding, 1999;
Thompson, 2010). Thus, in Galdikas’s view orangutans are free agents, but they are perhaps to be
treated with more sympathy than humans in comparable situations.

However, even if one concurs with Galdikas that orangutans and humans alike possess free
will, it does not necessarily follow that Siswi is truly free in her choice to live alongside humans
(or, perhaps, that Jay was free in his choice to bite the sta� member). Rijksen and Meijaard (1999)
do not obviously disagree with the notion that orangutans in the wild have free will; indeed, in
suggesting that orangutans are aware of their precarious position, the authors imply that should
they be in a position to do so rehabilitant orangutans might make di�erent choices. Rijksen
and Meijaard therefore do not obviously disagree with Galdikas that orangutans have free will,
but argue that humans have severely constrained the range of choices available to rehabilitants:
because rehabilitants have been raised to depend on humans for nutritional and social support,
they potentially cannot survive without humans. An analogous situation for humans, according
to this view, would not be me and my decisions around higher education, but perhaps a person
who has become so accustomed to life in prison or another isolating institution that they struggle
to cope in the outside world.

Philosophers who argue for the existence of free will generally acknowledge that external
constraints and factors beyond our control may shape our options, our success in realising our
will, and even the kinds of choices that we are inclined to make in the �rst place (O’Connor,
2016). Thus, statistics are often invoked to argue that people’s crimes are caused, at least in
part, by “society”, while the perpetrator is merely “the instrument who executes it” (Hacking,
1990, 114, quoting Adolphe Quetelet in a 1832 letter)—for example, victims of sexual abuse might
be particularly likely to become abusers, thereby somewhat absolving them of responsibility.
The same logic can be used for accidents, such that companies boasting unusually high rates
of workplace accidents might be blamed for sta� injuries. This framework for understanding
responsibility involves considering four elements: the ultimate cause of the action, the actor’s
intention, their state of mind, and who should respond to make up for it (for above, see Laidlaw,
2010, summarising Williams, 1993). These four elements – “cause, intention, state, and response”
(Laidlaw, 2010, p. 149) – need not coincide within a single individual, leaving open the possibility
that an orangutan’s actions can be blamed on humans.

One could therefore argue that rehabilitation centre managers bear some responsibility for the
actions of orangutans in their projects. The factors that may have a�ected my choice to undertake a
PhD are wide-ranging (e.g., family history, social and �nancial means to attend university, socially
and biologically shaped personality traits), and their e�ects on my decision are unclear. Siswi,
on the other hand, was born to a rehabilitant raised by Galdikas (Siswoyo), and has continued
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to interact with Galdikas, visitors, and other humans present at Camp Leakey throughout her
life. The ofi rehabilitation protocols, and the environment Galdikas has helped create at Camp
Leakey, are therefore among the most important factors a�ecting Siswi’s behaviour. As Anne
Russon [2015-10-16] argued, all primates in sanctuaries or rehabilitation centres are “stuck under
a dictator”, who decides “what you get to do, what you get to eat”, which leads to “some very
peculiar circumstances because of the particular perspective of the one person who dominates this
whole thing”. As such, if one views rehabilitant orangutans’ choices as in some ways shaped by
external factors, one should conclude that rehabilitation centre directors exert a disproportionate
e�ect. Galdikas’s argument about Siswi’s freedom could perhaps, cynically, be interpreted as an
attempt to deny her own responsibility for creating conditions that strongly encourage ongoing
dependence on humans, or even cross-species violence. Alternatively, Galdikas may believe that
the rehabilitation environment has little e�ect on orangutan behaviour, in which case one might
question why she views rehabilitation as necessary at all.

How rehabilitation practitioners might o�er orangutans a genuine “choice” – to remain with
humans, or become “wild” – is unclear. One proposal was o�ered by Signe Preuschoft [2017-10-
31] of yjp, who, like Galdikas, supported great ape rights – Preuschoft [2016-06-25] stated that
she “think[s] of animals as people” – and spoke of choice as an important aspect of orangutan
rehabilitation. Preuschoft suggested that in order to avoid “corrupting” the orangutans and
turning caregiver-orangutan relationships into a “business relation”, one should avoid using
food to attract orangutans. According to this view, if an orangutan only interacts with a human
caregiver because they see the human as a source of food, the relationship lacks any genuine
connection or friendship. Food must therefore be dispensed carefully to avoid creating a super�cial,
business-like relationship. Primatologist Tetsuro Matsuzawa of the Kyoto University Primate
Research Institute similarly distinguishes between relationships based on “positive reinforcement”
using food, and those based on trust—the former being insu�cient for protecting researchers
when in physical contact with chimpanzees (Daly, in discussion following Daly, 2018a). A similar
proposal was made by orangutan keepers at Auckland Zoo, who developed a new system of
feeding orangutans in the hopes of making keeper-orangutan relationships richer, about more
than just food (A. Palmer, 2012; A. Palmer et al., 2015). As one keeper pointed out, their plan
contained an inherent contradiction, since dispensing food is a big part of their job, so it makes
sense that orangutans view keepers largely as food dispensers. The keepers nonetheless attempted
to mitigate this e�ect by strategically feeding orangutans only when they appeared relaxed and
“unexpectant” (i.e, not expecting to be fed). However, this practice may have simply trained
the orangutans to act calmly if they hoped to be fed. Indeed, the keepers explicitly spoke of
the protocol as a training exercise using both negative reinforcement (no food for behaving
expectantly) and positive reinforcement (food for calm behaviour). Even this approach – which
aimed to encourage genuinely “free”, uncorrupted caregiver-orangutan relationships – therefore
also “trained” the orangutans to associate keepers and food, just in a di�erent, perhaps more
subtle way than before. This example illustrates how it is inherently di�cult with any “companion
species” (Haraway, 2003) – be they pets, working animals, zoo animals, or rehabilitants – to avoid
teaching (or “training”) animals to behave in speci�c ways towards their human caregivers.
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9.6.5 Care, not choice? Autonomy as a tool for improving welfare

For Preuschoft, choice is important in rehabilitation because apes require a sense of control for
psychological health (see Reimers et al., 2007). For example, Preuschoft [2016-06-25] explained
that Kopral, the unreleasable orangutan who lost both of his arms to electrocution (�gure: 9.8),
initially did not fare well after he was brought to Samboja Lestari. However, he began to recover
after Preuschoft (who at the time worked at Samboja Lestari through support organisation Four
Paws) suggested that he be taken to a secluded location and given whatever he wanted until he
recovered. As it happened, Kopral wanted to eat nothing other than chocolate milk. According
to Preuschoft, it was after Kopral’s choices were indulged that his wounds �nally began to heal.
Preuschoft’s argument is very similar to that presented by the Auckland Zoo orangutan keepers,
who justi�ed their move towards structuring daily activities around orangutans’ moods rather
than a strict schedule on the grounds that it would “give them [the orangutans] back a bit of
control” and thereby improve their welfare (A. Palmer, 2012; A. Palmer et al., 2016).

Galdikas and Preuschoft present similar arguments insofar as both advocate for granting choice
to rehabilitant orangutans, and rights to great apes. However, Preuschoft emphasised the need to
manage the range of choices available to apes to ensure that they cannot make choices that will
ultimately harm their welfare. Thus, whilst introducing choices had been an important aspect
of resocialising laboratory chimpanzees, she was careful to ensure that the chimpanzees could
explore and make mistakes without hurting themselves. Preuschoft thereby emphasised the need
to exercise a small amount of paternalism, but only to the extent that it improves the apes’ welfare.

Perhaps a useful human analogy for comparing these two approaches is Mol’s (2008) distinction
between choice and care in healthcare settings. Mol argues that increasingly under neoliberal-style
healthcare policies, such as in the Netherlands, patients are treated as “customers” who should
be granted considerable choice over their treatments. According to Mol, this approach not only
tends to produce poor patient outcomes, but also burdens patients with a sense of responsibility
should they fail in achieving perfect health—after all, they have no one but themselves to blame
if their treatment fails. Mol therefore argues that healthcare practitioners and policy designers
ought to think not in terms of whether patients have choices, but rather in terms of a “logic of
care” in which the focus is less on what patients want and more on what they need. In practice, a
care-based approach would not involve a patient saying yes or no to a practitioner’s o�er, but
rather a process in which practitioners o�er support and advice whilst respecting the patient’s
individual needs and preferences.

Preuschoft’s proposal of o�ering choice to rehabilitant apes, but only in a way that ensures
they will thrive, resembles Mol’s logic of care. In both systems, patients (human or non-human)
do have choices, but care providers guide patients’ choices towards options that will enhance
their welfare rather than cause harm. Choice is therefore important, but primarily as a tool for
enhancing wellbeing rather than a good in its own right, irrespective of the outcome. In contrast,
prioritising choice above all else can produce situations in which healthcare patients “choose”
to increase their own su�ering, or rehabilitant orangutans �nd themselves dependent on, or in
con�ict with, people.
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9.7 Conclusion: who is the expert?

As I have illustrated in this chapter, any detailed set of guidelines for orangutan rehabilitation
could not capture all of the methods currently in use. On some subjects there is an emerging
consensus; for example, the bene�ts of forest schools and post-release monitoring are now widely
recognised. However, there remains enough disagreement that if Utami Atmoko succeeds in
creating guidelines for the Indonesian government, some parties will be upset. On matters of
disagreement, a favourite method must therefore be selected. Ideally, the favourite would be
chosen based on evidence that it is more e�ective than the alternatives. However, post-release data
are scarce (section 9.4), so there is little empirical evidence for selecting the best method. Thus,
“[b]ecause professional study of the e�ectiveness of various methods is absent, success is mostly
a matter of individual opinion without baselines for comparison” (Teleki, 2001, p. 142). Even
if post-release data were widely available and shared, di�erences in the intensity and duration
of post-release monitoring, and the unique traits of the individual orangutans monitored after
release, could complicate comparisons [Robins 2016-04-08].

If it can’t yet be proven which approach is best, then perhaps the favourite approach should
be chosen based on the opinion of the person with the greatest expertise. But deciding who is
the greatest expert is another tricky matter. As Rijksen [2015-12] summarised, “western ‘lone
wolf’ conductors of rehabilitation projects are all convinced of their own ‘expertise’ based on
humanitarian welfare standards; they cannot come to a consensus on the methodology”. Birutė
Galdikas [2016-06-16], for example, argued that only those who have studied wild orangutans,
speci�cally by following them for many days on end, can claim genuine expertise in orangutan
rehabilitation, as only they truly know what life is like for wild orangutans. This led Galdikas
to conclude that only she and Ian Singleton are experts. Signe Preuschoft [2016-06-25] instead
suggested that the most desirable background would involve both experience in rehabilitation,
and an academic background in something akin to developmental psychology to fully understand
the cognition of rehabilitant orangutans. Some academic subjects were viewed as irrelevant
for expertise in rehabilitation, such as forestry and soil science [Russon 2015-10-16]. Academic
expertise was also sometimes viewed as less important than hands-on experience, with one
participant noting that Lone Drøscher Nielsen’s lack of academic background may have led
her to be unfairly ignored despite her extensive practical experience. Others suggested that
holding a particular philosophy or outlook may be the most important factor, with Richard
Zimmerman [2016-09-09] suggesting that Ian Singleton’s concern for both conservation and
individual orangutans and their welfare in captivity, derived from his experience as a zookeeper,
makes Singleton particularly suited to practising rehabilitation. However, Anne Russon [2015-10-
16] suggested that Singleton’s lack of involvement with the release end of the process, until the
establishment of Jantho in 2011, meant that until recently he, “quite understandably”, perhaps
didn’t “know a lot about what happens when you open the door”.

Interestingly, Paulinus Kristianto [2016-06-26] denied the relevance of expertise at all, instead
arguing that the cop team’s youth and relative inexperience are assets, since young people are
“stronger, faster, smarter” and willing to “be di�erent”. Kristianto argued that this would enable
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cop to get orangutans out into the wild at a faster rate than other centres, since they would not
be bogged down in cumbersome standards. For example, Kristianto noted that while bosf is “so
professional” by carefully running orangutans through the forest school process and monitoring
for several years after release, cop is “not really professional” (but in a good way). However, Hardi
Baktiantoro [2016-10-06], Director of cop, emphasised their intention to follow standard protocols
such as monitoring for two months after release, so Kristianto’s view may not re�ect that of
the entire organisation. The notion that young, irreverent groups might “disrupt” the sector by
cleverly cutting through red tape is obviously precedented, such as in discourses around Silicon
Valley—in my �eld notes I described cop as the “aspiring Facebook of the orangutan rehabilitation
world” [2016-08-02].

Two participants from relatively small ngos suggested that political connections would probably
ultimately determine whose methods are chosen. bosf, they argued, is the best-connected, as
illustrated by the fact that three of the seven authors of the Indonesian government’s orangutan
Action Plan are current or former bosf advisers or directors (Soehartono et al., 2007).

One of the justi�cations for creating a set of guidelines for the Indonesian government is to
enable enforcement of standards. Currently, although there are guidelines for best practices in R&R
(Beck et al., 2007) and rehabilitation centre design (gfas, 2013), there are few mandatory standards
to which R&R projects must adhere, meaning that, particularly in Indonesia (section 3.2.2),
anything goes, so long as ngos supply their own funds. Some large donors therefore attempt to
step in as enforcement bodies, which potentially causes con�ict with �eld projects and prompts
ngos to seek out other sources of funding, such as companies or the general public. The dynamics
of donor/ngo relationships are the subject of the next chapter.
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10

Bosses, baddies, and “baby huggers”: the ethics of fundraising

Conservation is not a particularly well-funded activity: around $10.5 billion was brought in by
US conservation and animal groups in 2014, just 3% of all money given to charity in the US that
year, and more of those ngos focus on animal rights than wildlife (Hance, 2016b); conservation
in sub-Saharan Africa also received less than 1% of the funds given to Overseas Development
Assistance in Africa (including North Africa: Brockington and Schol�eld, 2010, p. 19). Although
conservation funding may have increased in the new millennium (Brockington et al., 2018) –
following a decline of perhaps 50% during the 1990s (Khare and Bray, 2005, cited in Chapin, 2004)
– those funds are concentrated in the hands of a few powerful big international ngos (bingos),
with the smallest and most numerous ngos receiving perhaps just 3% of the total conservation
budget (Brockington & Schol�eld, 2010). Orangutan conservation groups must therefore �ercely
compete in an “ngo scramble” (Cooley & Ron, 2002), which generates friction and may force ngos
to make ethical compromises for funding.

Moving away from ethics in orangutan husbandry, the next two chapters instead considers
ethics in social relationships amongst practitioners. In this chapter, the focus is on exchange
between donors and recipients. Anthropologists of ethics sometimes draw on Mauss’s “the gift”
(1925 [1990]) for examining “how people work to create the good in social relationships” (J.
Robbins, 2013, p. 458; see Lambek, 2010a; Keane, 2010). In the anthropology of development, “the
gift” framework has speci�cally been applied to donor/ngo relationships, with money framed in
this context as an “unreciprocated gift” (Stirrat & Henkel, 1997) that can act as a “Trojan horse”
(Reith, 2010) for the donor’s agenda, potentially forcing the ngo to sacri�ce its own goals (see
also Rajak, 2011). Using this idea, I argue that the ethical compromises associated with funding in
orangutan conservation generally relate to what donors ask in return for their money. Though
commonly hailed as a “partnership”, donor/ngo relationships can be fundamentally unequal:
because in a competitive context ngos are frequently left with no choice other than to accept
the funding o�ered, they must seek to please donors, thereby potentially becoming “servants of
an externally imposed agenda” (Commins, 1997, p. 154, cited in Reith, 2010, p. 449), or even a
“service provider” for the donor (Rajak, 2011, p. 191). Some participants were clearly aware of
this risk. For example, one donor re�ected that they “are more powerful—in the money dynamic
you have a certain amount of power”, meaning that donors must take steps to ensure that the
relationship is actually a partnership, such as by respecting the ngo’s expertise. But despite the
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occasional case when donors or ngos expressed satisfaction with their genuine “partnership”,
often relationships were characterised by mistrust and by each party’s attempt to exploit the other
for its own purposes, potentially leading both to feel “used” by the other.

10.1 Oversight and ownership: relationships with foundations and donor-ngos

10.1.1 What is a donor? Confused categories and the problem of donor/ngo competition

As one donor pointed out, although the term “donor” is frequently used simply to refer to large
foundations – which nowadays dominate conservation funding (Hance, 2016b) – donors can also
be individuals or companies. To add to this confusion, conservation ngos frequently donate to
other groups, with northern ngos often acting as “fund raisers and senders” for their southern
partners (Bebbington & Riddell, 1997, p. 123). This can occur when �eld projects are funded by
head o�ces, as with International Animal Rescue (iar)/Yayasan iar Indonesia (yiari) and bingos,
and in variations of this arrangement in which a project receives most, but not all, of its funds
from one source (e.g., the Tabin reintroduction project is co-funded by the Orangutan Appeal UK
(oauk) and Arcus). Some ngos also give to one another informally – for example, oauk handed a
cheque to the Borneo Nature Foundation (bnf) at a fundraising event [�eld notes, 2015-10-29] – or
on a more regular basis. ngos that regularly donate to other ngos are perhaps best characterised
as hybrid “donor-ngos”, which “fund projects, but we also help manage projects and we have
our own projects sometimes. So it’s a dual role of donor and recipient” [Zimmerman 2015-07-16].
Donor-ngos, of which there are many (see appendix C), are generally small (i.e., one or two
main people) and located in a Western country. While some raise funds speci�cally for one �eld
project (e.g., the various overseas arms of the Borneo Orangutan Survival Foundation (bosf)
and Orangutan Foundation International (ofi)), others donate to multiple �eld projects (e.g.,
Orangutan Outreach, Orangutan Land Trust (olt), The Orangutan Project (top), and Orangutan
Conservancy). Because donor-ngos tend to be small, funding tends to be given more on the basis
of existing relationships than on formal applications. For example, Leif Cocks [2015-09-15] –
President of top – explained that because few new players appear asking for funding, usually
money goes to “people I’ve been working with for years”. Personal connections and ongoing
relationships can also play a role in the decisions of donor foundations (Reith, 2010).

Perhaps a more important di�erence between kinds of donors is whether they have a secure
source of income or are themselves reliant on donations. As one donor noted, while organisations
with secure income are in a “very cosy situation” and can concentrate on researching which ngos
to fund, donors that rely on fundraising might compete with �eld projects for funding using the
same images. For example, four di�erent UK-registered organisations give money to bosf (olt,
Orangutan Protection Foundation – formerly bosf UK – Save the Orangutan (sto), and top),
which all use photographs from the bosf projects in their advertisements. The bosf head o�ce
in Bogor, Indonesia, also now undertakes its own fundraising [Sunderland-Groves 2016-06-03],
which potentially attracts an international audience.

The reuse of photographs can create confusion as to who exactly runs the �eld project, which
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donors may deliberately use to encourage donation. One participant observed that bingos are
notorious for claiming credit for the work of the local groups that they fund (see also Hance, 2016a),
which tends to create sour relationships. For example, the co-founder of a small conservation
ngo described a bingo donor’s attempt to claim credit for their work as “not cool” [anon]. I also
heard of one case in which a donor allegedly sought to put its name on an orangutan �eld project
and exert considerable control over implementation, which led the project to reject the donor
and proceed with insu�cient funds. In another case, sta� at a �eld project were upset by media
representations that implied the donor was responsible for �eld activities.

10.1.2 “Big money is smart”: the strategies of large foundations

Everyday costs of running R&R centres tend to be covered by public donations, while large
foundations generally prefer to fund speci�c, usually conservation-focused, projects. For example,
yiari covers many of its conservation projects with foundation grants, but draws on funds from
its UK-based umbrella organisation iar (which is largely funded by public and philanthropic
donations: table 4.1) for running the centre [Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07]. Even those foundations
that focus on both conservation and welfare, thereby happily endorsing R&R, tended to steer
clear of funding everyday R&R centre costs. Reasons for not funding centres included a fear of
getting “locked in” to perpetually supporting centres [Lanjouw 2015-06-01] or encouraging centres
to exceed their capacity (section 8.2), or looking to ensure that donors are “less reactive” and
“more strategic” [anon]. Thus, “big money is smart: they want their money to see real changes”
[Singleton 2016-07-12].

Big donors therefore tend to fund projects according to how well they �t the donor’s own
“strategy”. While donor strategies may be �exible and broad, such as a focus on certain species or
landscapes [Lanjouw 2015-06-01], foundations might solicit applications for very speci�c projects.
As a result, ngos may end up “following the grants” and “undertake conservation outcomes
which you yourself don’t think are very e�ective, but that’s what [you’re] being paid to do”
[Cocks 2015-09-15]. Combined with the often short-term nature of grants, projects are therefore
often “short-lived programs that focus on meeting donor requirements”, which are promptly
abandoned once the funding dries up (L. Fisher, 2010, p. 17). Of course, as one donor re�ected,
abandonment may be an option for some conservation �eld projects, but it is not an option for
those running R&R centres: for any “�xed costs” like running R&R centres, ngos “have to �nd
the money come what may” [Leiman 2015-07-15]. Despite some donors’ e�orts to fund projects
long-term [e.g., Arcus: Lanjouw 2015-06-01], conservation activities can therefore depend heavily
on the funding cycle. This issue can be viewed as a consequence of a broader context in which
ngos are increasingly dependent on the patronage of large donors, leading to a situation in
which “upwards accountability” to donors becomes valued over “downwards accountability” to
recipients. In the aid sector, the need to please donors has been blamed for a depoliticisation and
professionalisation of ngos, which become focused on satisfying donors’ narrow conceptions of
“success” (for above, see W. F. Fisher, 1997; Hulme & Edwards, 1997; Kamat, 2004; Mosse, 2005,
2011a; Milne, 2009; Schol�eld, 2013; Banks, Hulme & Edwards, 2015).
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10.1.3 “What are you doing that you’re worried about?” Donors as regulators

In addition to being extremely speci�c, some participants complained that writing grants for
foundations is “a lot of work” [Biddle 2016-02-22], especially for small ngos [Sanchez 2016-06-09]
and for those from the global South (Reith, 2010), and that the sums of money can be small
compared with other sources [Biddle 2016-02-22]. However, demanding thorough applications
and reports might be central to the donor’s goal of encouraging a “professional and empirical”
approach [anon]. In particular, guidelines on R&R produced by the International Union for
Conservation of Nature (iucn) (Beck et al., 2007), and certi�cation standards such as those set by
the Global Federation of Animal Sanctuaries (gfas) (2013), might be used by donors to distinguish
between “professional” and “pseudo” R&R centres (Trayford, 2013, p. 86). For example, Arcus asks
for adherence to the iucn guidelines and thorough post-release monitoring [Lanjouw 2015-06-01].
Of course, checking that projects adhere to guidelines may require more proof than the director’s
word, since, as one participant remarked, “Very cynically, I would say that everyone believes
they’re following the iucn guidelines [laughs]. Literally everyone says that when you ask them. I
can say with some con�dence that not everyone does. . . ”

In addition to maintaining their own standards by only funding reputable projects, donors
might seek to enforce guidelines because no one else will do it: accreditation standards such
as gfas are voluntary [Heckman 2016-11-10], and in Indonesia the government e�ectively lets
any group operate if it provides its own funding and refrains from substantially criticising the
government (section 3.2.2). This situation is not uncommon, as under both neoliberal policies
in Western nations, and in developing countries that receive international aid, state functions
are regularly outsourced to private entities – companies and ngos – that are not accountable
to the same degree as state institutions (section 8.1.6, and see Kamat, 2004). A participant with
experience in project evaluation concluded that conservation donors are therefore increasingly
“requiring monitoring and evaluation of projects”, which the development sector has already
demanded for some time. Although the participant expressed sympathy for practitioners who
might “feel totally overwhelmed” by the idea of producing research and reports on top of their
already heavy workloads, “I just think that’s how the world goes, and if you’ve been lucky enough
not to have that [monitoring and evaluation] so far, wow that’s amazing, but it’s going to end
someday”. Furthermore, if groups have nothing to hide, they should not fear donor oversight:
“Personally, I have a problem with the idea that more oversight is bad. I think if it’s troubling to
be accountable for your actions, then I have to ask as an outsider: what are you doing that you’re
worried about?”

For their part, �eld ngos sometimes suggested that Western donors and supporters “have rather
unrealistic expectations about what’s feasible” [van Schaik 2017-03-08]. In the development sector,
Eyben (2011, p. 153) links this problem to social divisions between local (e.g., �eld sta�) and
non-local actors (e.g., donors), and by some donors’ unwillingness to undertake “reality checks” by
visiting the �eld to avoid learning of the “messiness” of local realities can undermine “the purity of
their mission”. In the orangutan conservation world, Leo Biddle [2016-02-22] of Orangutan Project,
which works at Matang, explained that “we want to be iucn-compliant but we’re cognisant of
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the fact that at this time in Sarawak it’s just not achievable”. Steve Unwin [2015-12-14] added
that although several orangutan R&R groups are now compliant with the iucn guidelines, prior
to a meeting in 2013 devoted to ape reintroduction methods many thought implementing the
guidelines was “too di�cult—we’re not doing that”. Upgrading housing to meet gfas standards
can also be di�cult, such that currently only yiari has achieved the standard. Generally the
biggest hurdle to accreditation is housing – “the enclosures are just way too small” (see Trayford,
2013, for cage dimensions at orangutan R&R facilities) – but housing is “the most expensive
thing to upgrade, so it’s a kind of catch 22 that they �nd themselves in” [Heckman 2016-11-10].
Jacqueline Sunderland-Groves [2016-06-03] re�ected that Westerners with little knowledge of
life in Indonesia sometimes display “arrogance” in their criticisms of standards, requesting that
a project undertake a speci�c activity without understanding the limitations of what can be
achieved in the �eld—an inappropriate attitude given that Westerners are “visitors” in another
country. Upresh Singh [2016-02-10] added that in general con�icts emerge when Western donors
attempt to give orders to Malaysian or Indonesian �eld projects, since Malaysians “get absolutely
o�ended when white folk – let’s just be honest! [both laughing] – they would like to have a beer
with you, but they don’t like being told, like, ‘You should do this, you should do that—this wrong,
that’s wrong,’ they really get o�ended”.

Donors and �eld projects can therefore �nd themselves at odds over the kinds of standards
that they feel are realistic, to which there are several possible outcomes. In an ideal world,
donors’ e�orts to enforce standards would genuinely help improve �eld projects; one participant
suggested that this may be happening, as projects are increasingly becoming “a little bit more
transparent about what they’re doing” in response to donor pressure. This might potentially
require donors to support sub-standard projects to help bring them up to scratch (section 11.2).
Alternatively, ngos might simply look to other sources of funding. A conservation funding
researcher observed that many foundations still do not ask pertinent questions of funded R&R
projects, and a donor concluded that “there is no pressure from small gifts from the general public
to improve things”, meaning that “there are really just not enough of us [donors interested in
oversight] to tip the scales”. ngos could also simply fail to deliver the rigorous assessment and
reporting that donors demand. One participant reported hearing donors complain that although
they ask for thorough reports, “they get just, sort of, crap, like statements that are not backed up
in any way, nothing evidence-based”, which is “very frustrating” for donors who must then �nd a
way to non-punitively demand better reports from projects. The participant observed that poor
reporting re�ects a tendency within the R&R sector, and within the world of ngos more broadly
(Cooley & Ron, 2002), for projects to “lie” or “just never mention” failures out of fear of having
their funding cut. As Reith (2010, p. 452) summarises, both donors’ e�orts to ensure that projects
are doing what they say, and projects’ temptation to gloss over their failures and knowingly agree
to unrealistic goals, re�ect the “mutual mistrust” that can pervade donor/ngo relationships—and,
even, relationships between �eld projects and head o�ces, which can resemble those between
donors and ngos (Milne, 2009, p. 221).
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10.1.4 “Idiot donor” or boss? Expertise and project ownership

Disagreements over the appropriate level of oversight re�ect a di�erence of opinion over which
party is the expert, and who owns the project. ngos may want donors to simply deposit the
money and go away, thereby trusting the ngo to do the best possible job. Some donors were
indeed happy to do this, with one donor-ngo worker explaining that they “leave the management
of the centre to the management.” Others found donors’ questions and suggestions an unhelpful
imposition. Jamartin Sihite [2016-10-07] explained because donors frequently have speci�c
requests for how their money is used, bosf can run into trouble if, for example, it needs cages
immediately but cannot devote any of its available funding to meet the need. As Jacqueline
Sunderland-Groves [2016-06-03] re�ected, although at bosf they are open to suggestions and
appreciate feedback from donors, ultimately “we know what we need to be doing, but the funds
aren’t always available to do it”.

One possible response is for �eld projects to simply not do as the donors ask. For example,
one donor explained that they stopped funding an ngo because it was not clear whether their
money had been used as requested. One donor-ngo director instead opts to personally accompany
money to the project, spending it over the course of several months while staying at the �eld site.
The director insisted that they undertake this procedure “not because I distrust” the project, but
rather because they feel “responsible to the people who were giving me money in good faith, and
I wanted it to be spent on their behalf”. Not following donors’ requests was also an issue with
bingos involved in the Orangutan Conservation Services Program (ocsp), which ran between
2007 and 2010 and was funded by the United Stated Agency for International Development (usaid).
As an evaluation of the ocsp summarised, bingos “have their own agendas and often times feel
‘entitled’ to run a program how they see �t rather than what they are actually being sub/contracted
to do” (L. Fisher, 2010, p. 12). While from the ngo’s perspective ignoring the donor’s requests can
enable more e�ective use of funds, donors can feel that their priorities are ignored, and that they
risk losing credibility with their own donors and potentially violating the terms of their charitable
status in their home countries [van Schaik 2017-03-08].

Donors may also feel that they have good ideas to o�er, which are ignored when projects
fail to take their requests and suggestions seriously. One donor with considerable experience
in ape rehabilitation complained that “I’m not some idiot donor”, yet felt that their advice was
repeatedly ignored by the project, and that the project failed to share pertinent information.
Annette Lanjouw [2015-06-01] similarly felt that Arcus can contribute, speci�cally by o�ering
perspectives and ideas from projects around the world. However, Lanjouw emphasised that they
“de�nitely acknowledge and respect the expertise that’s on the ground”, noting that because it is
“galling when somebody who has power, because they have money, comes and tells you you need
to do it di�erently”, they “do not want to abuse that power” by dominating projects. Because both
donors and partners therefore have something to contribute, Lanjouw argued that

We really do see our role as a partnership role. I remember when I was working in
conservation I always found it very odd when donors wanted to be called partners—I
thought, “You’re not partners, you’re just donors! Just give us your money and let us

204



get on with it!” [All laugh.] But now that I’m sitting on the other side of the fence I
say, “No no no, it’s genuinely a partnership!” But we do see it that way, and we have
a series of objectives that we’re trying to achieve. We can’t do it on our own; we need
good partners on the ground to achieve it. They have a series of objectives they’re
trying to achieve, and they can’t do it on their own—they need us to support them.

On a positive note, at least one Arcus recipient, James Robins [2016-04-08] of the Tabin reintro-
duction project, felt the same way, praising the foundation’s ongoing “interest” and “support” in
the project, such as through site visits, without making unreasonable demands.

However, because accounts of con�ict are common, the term “partnership” is not always the
right word to describe donor/ngo relationships. Rather, ngos may view donors as nothing more
than sources of money, thereby ignoring donors’ potential contributions, or perhaps even as
their bosses, thereby allowing themselves to be controlled by donors’ agendas. For example, one
�eld project manager �exibly switched between calling a signi�cant donor a “donor” and “my
employer”. Similar issues can arise when ngos accept corporate sponsorship, which potentially
renders the ngo a “service provider” for the company.

10.2 Palm oil and other dirty money

10.2.1 Making companies “pay” for their crimes, and other arguments for taking their money

Nearly every orangutan conservation ngo works in some way with industries responsible for
orangutan habitat destruction, such as palm oil and mining. For example, some ngos are members
of the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (rspo) (e.g., hutan-kocp, sos, olt, bosf, wwf, ffi,
and ourf: see Ruysschaert and Salles, 2018) or the Palm Oil ngo (pongo) Alliance (olt, Borneo
Futures, wwf, ffi). Others provide training or guidelines on managing wildlife in concessions
(Leiman 2015-07-15; Yuwono et al., 2007), or translocate orangutans into high conservation value
forest within companies’ concessions [Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07]. In general, such relationships
were justi�ed on the grounds that “palm oil is here to stay, whether we like it or not” (olt, no date),
and working with companies can help mitigate harm to the large number of orangutans residing
in industrial concessions (on Borneo, around 29% live in concessions and 25% in undeveloped
concessions: Wich et al., 2012). Some also indicated that they appreciate help from companies
in managing wildlife “because we can’t do everything ourselves” [Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07;
also Sihite 2016-10-07]. This kind of pragmatic attitude re�ects the prevalence of a “Dirty Harry”
approach to conservation, in which conservationists “get their hands dirty” by “managing big
budgets and remaining on speaking and operational terms with both government and industry”
(Larsen, 2018, p. 27).

Some ngos take their collaboration with companies a step further by accepting corporate
funding. Companies frequently support social and environmental causes in the paradigm of
Corporate Social Responsibility (csr), an industry which gained traction in the mid-1990s in
response to transnational anti-corporate social movements (Welker, 2009). The central mantra of
csr is one of “compassionate capitalism”, in which corporations have rebranded themselves as
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institutions that harness the power of market forces to improve the world, especially through
bringing development where governments have failed. In practice, this involves corporations
“partnering” with diverse actors such as ngos and communities. Companies are often particularly
interested in sponsoring ngos whose work appears to o�set their own destructive activities,
and who might otherwise be inclined to speak out against them (Rajak, 2011, p. 57). Companies
involved in palm oil, mining, and other industries responsible for deforestation in Indonesia
and Malaysia are therefore eager to fund orangutan conservation groups. The corporate-ngo
partnership is construed as a mutually bene�cial relationship in which corporations o�er ngos
funding, guidance in how to operate more like a business, and the ability to e�ect change from
the inside, while ngos are the currency with which corporations purchase “trust”. In short, ngos
enable companies to appear more socially responsible than their competitors and thereby generate
pro�t—hence, csr is considered to have a strong “business case” (Rajak, 2011). More cynically, one
might regard the ngo’s role as “greenwash[ing] the environmental crimes of industry” (Huismann,
2014, and see C. MacDonald, 2008).

Some conservation groups justify their corporate funding on the grounds of changing industry
from the inside (Robinson, 2012; K. I. MacDonald, 2018). This “partnering with the enemy” (Doane
& Abasta-Vilaplana, 2005, p. 24) approach is widely praised by corporates, who congratulate ngos
that “have gone from critic to partner with business [. . . ] showing you how much more you can
achieve by working together” (Rajak, 2011, p.58, quoting a delegate from the World Business
Council for Sustainable Development). For example, Birutė Galdikas [2016-06-22] argued that
ofi accepts funding from Asian Pulp and Paper and pt smart (Sinar Mas Agro Research and
Technology, commonly called Sinar Mas, a subsidiary of Golden Agri Resources), not for the
money but for the in�uence: when asked by Sinar Mas “what do you want?”, to which the company
presumably expected to hear “money”, Galdikas asked for a commitment to zero tolerance of
killing or harming wildlife. But killing or harming orangutans is already illegal in Indonesia
and, as Michelle Desilets pointed out to Galdikas via Twitter [2016-03-03], as a member of the
rspo Sinar Mas should have already made this commitment prior to its deal with ofi. Galdikas’s
response, that the rspo is ine�ective and further measures are required, indicates that the csr
route is in this case portrayed as a necessary alternative where states and voluntary regulations
fail.

An extension of the “changing industry from the inside” argument is that even environmental
groups that remain independent of industry, critical “isolates”, bene�t from the presence of ngos
that act as “bridges” or “mediators” with companies, since both critics and collaborators are
necessary for industry change (Ho�man, 2009). For example, a vet explained that more critical
ngos “put the government and the companies in the losing position”, thereby forcing them to
work with more moderate ngos, meaning that “I think we at some stage bene�t from our ngo
colleagues who are against, really against companies”, but more critical groups also bene�t from
the presence of bosf. ngos could therefore strategically collaborate by assigning di�erent kinds
of stances in relation to industry [Meijaard 2015-09-01] as a way of “herding” companies into
having dialogue with more centrist groups [Cress 2015-08-25] (see Ruysschaert and Salles, 2018
for ngos’ strategic positioning within the rspo).
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Quite a di�erent reason for accepting corporate funding was presented by Jamartin Sihite [2016-
10-07], who explained that bosf makes companies fund the costs of translocations and R&R
required for any orangutans found in their concessions, as a way of making them “pay responsib-
ility” for their damage. Sihite emphasised that bosf forbids companies from representing such
payments as donations, since they do not donate funding out of generosity but rather to com-
pensate for their wrongs. By preventing companies from advertising their support for orangutan
conservation, bosf aims to avoid the kind of situation described by another ngo director, who
terminated a funding relationship with a palm oil company because they “felt used” and like the
company was not involved for “the right reasons”. Essentially, bosf seeks to avoid being used for
“greenwashing”.

For both ofi and bosf, “partnerships” with companies are construed as adversarial: Galdikas
used Sinar Mas’s desire to fund ofi as a bargaining chip for forcing better treatment of orangutans,
while Sihite casts corporate funding not as donations but as punishment. Similarly, Karmele
Sanchez [2016-06-09] described deliberately starting interactions with companies by “bumping
their head and �ghting against them” until they eventually concede to work with yiari (e.g.,
through providing land for translocation). This strategy “has put us in a position where we
are the ones who put the terms”, and illustrates how “we must ‘force’ the companies to take
full responsibility for the animals they have within their concessions” and prevent them from
“‘dump[ing]’ the responsibility on us” [2017-12-04]. Many ngos were therefore sceptical that
companies seek out partnerships for “the right reasons” (i.e., a genuine desire to help orangutans),
instead suspecting that they are motivated by good PR, since “they’re sick and tired of being
criticised” in public [Ancrenaz 2015-11-06]. On the other hand, Michelle Desilets [2015-11-03]
argued that some companies really are trying to improve their practices, and relationships with
such groups should be considered genuine partnerships based on mutual trust. Desilets therefore
expressed a willingness to work – through her donor-ngo the olt – with certain companies,
provided they pass a range of certi�cation standards, and objected to charging companies a
“punitive �ne” because “[t]hat kind of phrasing is not going to promote wilful engagement of the
companies”.

10.2.2 ngo as “service provider” and other arguments against corporate funding

Rajak (2011) argues that corporate-ngo relationships are fundamentally unequal, potentially
“silencing dissent” (p.57) and forcing ngos to do the bidding of the company. For example, a sta�
member at a community development organisation, partnered with Anglo-American Platinum in
South Africa, slipped between calling a corporate partner “my colleague at Anglo” and “my boss”.
Simultaneously, a member of Anglo American referred to ngo partners as “the service providers”,
of whom she had “the right to expect results if I’m giving him [ngo worker] money” (p.191). In
this context, “partnering with the enemy” may have little positive e�ect (Robinson, 2012).

On these grounds, some worry that accepting money from companies leads ngos to “los[e]
their independent critical voice” (Brockington et al., 2008, p. 160) or be “co-opt[ed]” for corporate
agendas (Brosius, 2003, p. 341). For example, Ian Singleton [2016-07-12] bluntly stated that “as soon
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as you start having a palm oil company pay you to save an orangutan, your whole morality has
just gone out the window”. Noting that whenever a company clears land they inevitably kill every
orangutan in the area – either directly, or slowly via starvation – Singleton objected to the notion
that a company might be provided with an excuse to advertise that they have done something good
for orangutans, since “they have not done anything positive for orangutans: they basically killed
99% of the orangutans that were there and they’ve given you funding to save one, and then they
blow that up on their website and say, ‘Aren’t we great?’ ” Singleton’s biggest concern is therefore
companies’ use of ngo support for PR—a criticism which bosf aims to circumvent with its “pay
responsibility” justi�cation. Singleton added that preventing companies from funding ngos can
sometimes be di�cult, citing a case when a company attempted to, uninvited, deliver milk to
the Sumatran Orangutan Conservation Programme (socp) quarantine. In response, Singleton
immediately phoned the quarantine’s security guards to prevent the milk from entering the centre,
as he predicted that the company would then publicise the milk donation as an act of csr.

Some participants were particularly opposed to receiving corporate funding for R&R and
translocation, on the grounds they would thereby act as a “clearing up service” [Campbell-
Smith 2016-06-07]. As Paulinus Kristianto [2016-06-26] argued:

It’s like cleaning the poo. You clean what wrong they do. They’re still cutting the
forest, then because you’re working with them they send the orangutan to you. So,
you are part of destroying forest. That’s the �rst. Second, your rehabilitation centre
is just a business, �nally. [. . . ] Your reason is because, “Yeah, [we] need money to
feed them, it’s a lot of cost to help the orangutan.” It’s always the same reason, but
when you use that reason you kill the orangutan too because you take money from
the palm oil company and then you help bring the orangutan to your centre, it will
continue again. [. . . ] Because if you’re working with them, you always clean their
poo, you are not helping the orangutan: orangutan is helping you, to get money, to
get everything.

Kristianto therefore argues that by accepting money from companies, not only has the ngo
become “part of destroying forest”, but it has also bene�ted from the arrangement, since it has
both a stable source of funding and a steady �ow of orangutans to keep it in business. In other
words, Kristianto argues that the ngo has become a service provider in the business of moving
and storing wildlife displaced by industry.

In defence of taking companies’ money for translocations, Sri Suci Utami Atmoko [2016-10-04]
argued that although “if you o�er to translocate immediately, of course it’s a way to get paid by
the company for that”, because translocation is used as a last resort this criticism would be unfairly
applied to groups like bosf. Jacqueline Sunderland-Groves [2016-06-03] added that bosf does not
make a pro�t from translocations, and only asks companies to cover expenses. But one could
argue that even if ngos do not make a pro�t from translocation and rehabilitation, their salaries,
and potentially more intangible bene�ts such as fame, are maintained by a mutually bene�cial
relationship with companies. Such a perspective was expressed by Leif Cocks [2015-09-15]:

I don’t think this is some sort of cynical relationship [between ngos and deforestation
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companies], but if you concede, “If I’m running an orphanage – and I’m getting
credit and power and name and fame from that – I actually need somebody to destroy
the forest to kill mothers to provide the orphans. If they stop working, then I’m
out of business and my sense of worth and value disappears.” And for them [the
company], the �ip side is, they want to look good, so: “Ignore that out the back there
I’m knocking down forests, but look I’m helping these baby orangutans.” It’s a very
symbiotic, win-win situation.

Several researchers were also wary of undertaking research for companies, such as habitat
surveys in concessions. On the one hand, a researcher noted that “we need that [habitat surveys]
to be done by our best people”, and things could be even worse if companies employ uninformed
contractors or their own people. On the other hand, there is a risk that companies will simply
ignore a conclusion that runs too strongly against their interest (e.g., that their entire concession
is high conservation value forest) and thereby ignore the report and hire a new contractor. There
may therefore be an incentive to reach a conclusion that will slightly push the company towards
habitat conservation (e.g., that 40%, not 100%, of the concession is hcv). This approach arguably
bene�ts conservation, but more importantly it helps the researcher because “every contractor
knows that if they don’t deliver the kinds of reports that companies want, they’re not going
to be hired again” [Cocks 2015-09-15]. These factors may contribute to the corrupt auditing of
rspo-certi�ed companies (eia, 2015; Ruysschaert & Salles, 2018).

However, some proposed that under speci�c circumstances ngos may retain enough inde-
pendence to justify accepting funds from companies. For example, one researcher indicated a
preference for working on habitat surveys for palm oil companies as a subcontractor rather than
a direct contractor. Others distinguished between taking money from a company as a donor

and receiving funding for a speci�c task that serves a conservation purpose. Thus, a researcher
indicated that although they would never accept funding from a lobbying agency, they would
accept a conservation job with a palm oil company, for example if a company wanted to build
forest corridors through its concessions. For the researcher, the di�erence was that while in
the �rst scenario “you’d have to come up with results that suit them”, the latter would involve
“building something that serves orangutans for them”. Helen Buckland [2015-08-04] of the Sumat-
ran Orangutan Society (sos) acknowledged the risks of allowing palm oil companies to act as
donors, but she thought it would be “di�erent I think, and quite justi�able” to accept payment
for a speci�c service such as training for human-wildlife con�ict mitigation “rather than it being
a donor relationship”. In short, these practitioners propose that there are important di�erences
between direct and indirect payment, and between being paid for a speci�c conservation task,
from which orangutans are the primary bene�ciary, and entering into a coercive patron-client
relationship in which the ngo loses its ability to criticise.

10.2.3 Begging and boycotting: why ngos may be embarrassed by corporate sponsors

Circumstances may play a large role in ngos’ willingness to accept funding from companies.
Paulinus Kristianto, an outspoken critic of corporate funding, expressed understanding and a
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lack of judgement about others’ willingness to accept money from palm oil companies—“they
have a reason for themselves” [2016-06-26]. In particular, Kristianto suggested that perhaps
other groups have “no choice” in the matter if they have a large number of orangutans in their
care. Indeed, Kristianto expressed a hope that the Centre for Orangutan Protection (cop) can
maintain its �rm anti-corporate stance, but noted that this is very di�cult given their lack of
funds – Kristianto would frequently forego his own salary to ensure others could be paid – and
the eagerness of palm oil companies to o�er funding [2016-06-27]. As observed by another
practitioner, whose organisation accepts palm oil money, “beggars can’t be choosers”—and many
orangutan conservation ngos are e�ectively beggars.

Groups that accept corporate funding may be embarrassed by their choice and therefore refrain
from advertising their corporate ties to supporters. For example, although companies appear eager
to advertise their relationships with ofi (e.g., ofi, 2016), ofi makes no mention of its corporate
partners in its annual reports (e.g., ofi, 2014, 2015b) or on its website under partners (ofi, 2017e).
There is some mention of corporate funding in blog posts, such as on releases funded by Sinar
Mas (ofi, 2017d), and in Galdikas’s conversations on Twitter (e.g., 2016-03-03). However, ofi’s
website (ofi, 2017f, 2017a) and Galdikas’s Twitter feed (e.g., 2017-09-26) simultaneously encourage
boycotting palm oil. This contradiction implies that the group does not proudly advertise its
corporate partnerships, instead seeking to maintain an appearance of opposition to industry.
As Chua (in press) explains, the narrative that palm oil is responsible for orangutans’ plight,
and should therefore be boycotted, is ubiquitous in social media relating to orangutan causes.
Although this narrative is often brought up by members of the public who post on orangutan ngos’
social media pages rather than the ngos themselves, and some groups do make a point of plugging
“sustainable” palm oil rather than boycotts (e.g., olt and hutan-kocp), the message that working
with companies can be positive does not appear to �lter through to many public supporters—a
situation which some ngos appear to perpetuate. Thus, at a meeting of ape conservationists and
supporters in which the pongo Alliance was discussed, a member of the public explained that
ngos’ social media posts imply that palm oil should be boycotted, so if ngos actually believe that
sustainable palm oil is the way forward they should rethink their public representations.

10.3 “Baby mania”: individual donors and the cuteness trap

10.3.1 Playing to the “baby huggers”

Orangutan-related media is saturated with images of orphaned babies, to the point where parti-
cipants spoke of an “endless series of poor baby photos” [Cress 2015-08-25] and even “baby mania”
[Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07]. Filmmaker Sarita Siegel [2016-10-14] con�rmed that “[b]roadcasters
are happy to make whole �lms set in rehabilitation locations to exploit anthropomorphic neoton-
ous orangutan images”, such that it was “almost an unspoken expectation” that Siegel’s 2002
�lm, The Disenchanted Forest, would contain scenes of orphaned babies. Much in the same way
that R&R was viewed as receiving a disproportionate share of attention (section 6.2.2), some felt
that focusing on babies obscures wider conservation issues and ngos’ other activities – “we’re
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much more than just a sanctuary! We’re much more than just the babies” [Campbell-Smith 2016-
06-07] – and therefore engage in “vetting” to ensure �lm crews are not just interested in babies
[Singleton 2016-07-12].

The usual explanation for the prevalence of baby photos was – in addition to the relative ease
of photographing orphans compared with wild orangutans [Beck 2016-05-02; Cheyne 2015-10-
26] – that “everybody loves the babies” [anon]. bosf (2015a) con�rmed that its most popular
social media topics were photographs and stories about rescues, infants, and mother-infant units.
“Emotional” [Ancrenaz 2015-11-06] images of babies that “pull on heartstrings” [Dellatore 2016-
07-14] were therefore perceived as an “‘easy’ way to appeal to people” [anon], or a “a cheap
shot, but, I mean, it works” for raising funds [anon]. Orangutans, being especially attractive and
human-like (section 6.1.1), were also perceived as easier to raise money for than other species.
Thus, the Wild Pig Specialist Group, which Erik Meijaard [2015-09-01] used to chair, deals with
small grants like e2,000, whereas with orangutans if you “talk to the right people, you have
the right materials, you easily raise money. We worked with orangutans for tnc [The Nature
Conservancy]; it’s so easy, it really is so easy—and too easy, I think. It just makes you lazy.”
A macaque researcher similarly joked of “hat[ing]” orangutan conservationists because they
have such an easy time of fundraising. However, a macaque documentary, which played on
the audience’s desire for “sentimentality” and individual characters, brought in many donations,
which the researcher took to imply that people are far more willing to give to individual, relatable
animal characters than to more “abstract” subjects like forest protection (section 4.5). Others
complained that although people are always willing to donate to rescues and R&R, which are
advertised using the faces of individual orangutans, especially babies, few give to other causes
like tree-planting [Hadisiswoyo 2016-08-24] and �re prevention [Zimmerman 2015-07-16]. As
one participant summarised, because some donors will never pay for post-release monitoring, but
they will give to sanctuaries and rehabilitation centres, ngos may end up having to “play to the
baby huggers”.

Though common, baby photos are rather controversial. In particular, there was often “quite
a key di�erence between the fundraisers – the people that write press releases – to the people
working on the ground” [Robins 2016-04-08], such that several �eldworkers noted that they would
“hate to work in PR” [Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07] and are “so glad” they don’t have to “play the
game” of fundraising [anon].

10.3.2 Human orphans are sad; orangutan orphans are cute

The �rst objection to baby photos was that they transform tragedy into cuteness, thereby obscuring
the bigger picture and inspiring the wrong emotions. Some images seem deliberately designed
to evoke “aww!” responses, such as those with inane captions like “Happy Monday bananas!”
[Desilets 2015-11-03] or use cutesy music (bosf, 2016c). Yet some argued that part of the problem
is audience response. As Sara Fell Hicks [2015-12-09] observed, “If you put an image of a baby
orphan on social media all you get is cute, cute, cute. Their situation is not cute, it is far from
cute. The word orphan is used, but for some reason the audience aren’t connecting it in the
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same way as they would if it were a human baby. It’s not viewed with the same compassion
somehow.” Karmele Sanchez [2016-06-09] similarly suggested that people “should be crying to
see that [orphan photos], rather than, ‘Aw, so cute!”’, and �nds it “sad that a lot of people are so
misled about the situation”. Some participants argued that images of cute orangutans help inspire
cross-species empathy—for example, a rehabilitation centre sta� member argued that showing
videos of orangutans in forest school helps local school children understand how similar they are
to us. Just as an anthropological focus on the “su�ering subject” emphasises the universality of
su�ering, and therefore extends empathy across cultures (section 1.1.1), one could therefore view
attention to orangutan orphans as extending empathy across species. However, images depicting
anthropomorphic cuteness may diminish rather than encourage cross-species empathy, such that
“ ‘Bambi�cation’ perpetuates the divide between the human and nonhuman world” (Sowards,
2006, p. 58, citing de Waal, 2001, 1996).

Sanchez [2016-06-09] suggested that often “when you bring the real story and you try to
tell people what is really happening, it seems like they don’t feel so inclined to donate. When
they perceive something negative they feel like it’s so horrible, and instead of donating they
think it’s hopeless.” Others echoed Sanchez’s observation, suggesting that “a lot of people don’t
actually want to know the story” [Fell Hicks 2015-12-09] and become “o�ended” by challenging
images such as starving people or slaughtered orangutans [Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07], or simply
conclude, “Oh, well, I can’t do anything about that” [anon]. Thus, “[y]ou won’t get any money”
from challenging material [Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07], and therefore “[y]ou’ve got to give
the people what they want, otherwise there’s 5,000 other channels” [Zimmerman 2015-07-16].
The reality is therefore often perceived as “too horri�c” [Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07] or “too
brutal” to show, leading to a lack of media depicting the reality of the “genocide of creatures
that are very, very, very close to us” [Zimmerman 2015-07-16] and an abundance of feel-good
baby photos. Similarly, photographer Karl Amman found that his graphic images of hunted and
butchered African apes were considered “too disturbing for our audience” by National Geographic,
who instead o�ered to publish, as a “consolation”, an “endearing shot of a group of orphaned
chimps, each with a child’s milk bottle” (D. Peterson, 2003, p. 130). The idea that viewers can
become apathetic when confronted with horrifying images is con�rmed by advertising research,
which suggest that campaigns evoking negative emotions can “mis�re” by inspiring the wrong
negative emotion (e.g., sadness, which tends to inspire apathy, rather than motivating anger),
or “‘avoidance’ behaviour” in which viewers prefer not to think about the distressing subject
(Bennett, 2015, p. 191).

Yet “mixed-emotion” advertisements (i.e., those that inspire both negative and positive emotions)
tend to be more e�ective than purely positive or negative campaigns (see Bennett, 2015, for
review). Harrowing images of orangutan orphans could therefore enhance donation, so long as
they are accompanied by positive messages and use negative emotion carefully. As fundraising
practitioners discussed during a meeting I attended, “pitiful” images tend to bring in donations,
such that press releases that pass the “tear test” are expected to be more successful. Similarly,
Judith Curran [2016-11-15], creator of the popular television series Orangutan Island, argued that
“[t]he tragic events that led to many of the orphans we �lmed arriving at Nyaru Menteng were
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part of the story and the emotion that these stories provoked in our audience was a huge part
of the success”, thereby suggesting that tragedy enhanced rather than detracted from audience
engagement. Yet Curran [2016-11-22] added that networks like National Geographic want “some
happy endings; they don’t want it to all to be depressing doom and gloom” because “they don’t
want people crying into their tissues every night when they watch these shows!” However, rather
than attempt to “pull the wool over people’s eyes”, Curran argued that �lmmakers tend to seek out
stories that naturally contain both tragic and hopeful elements, such as “individuals overcoming
obstacles and learning to become more independent in the wild”. Filmmaker Sarita Siegel [2016-
10-14] similarly indicated that studios believe people want to see narratives incorporating “heroes,
visionaries and angles of hope” (see also Siegel, 2005).

This kind of “heartwarming” narrative (Finan, 2016) follows the common strategy of preventing
“avoidance behaviour” by ending on a hopeful note, thereby using positive messages as a “distractor
from negative emotions” (Bennett, 2015, p. 196; see also Merchant, Ford and Sargeant, 2010). Some
found this kind of narrative, such as “a baby coming in in horrendous condition and then showing
its progress” [Fell Hicks 2015-12-09], more ethically acceptable than purely “cute” images, since
at least the harrowing reality is acknowledged. For example, Gail Campbell-Smith [2016-06-07]
indicated that although in general she believes orphan-based fundraising campaigns are “not
giving the right message”, she found the iar campaign for Gito – who was found critically ill with
a contagious parasitic skin infection, but was brought back to health by the yiari team (Willis,
2015) – a “whole di�erent scenario because that is not a cute picture [. . . ] it was a harrowing
image”.

Yet some argued that even when tragic histories are included in press releases, “people aren’t
even going to read what you say” [Heckman 2016-11-10]: “The history’s there, and they go, ‘Oh,
that’s really sad,’ and then that’s it [. . . ] they see something cute and cuddly, and that’s all they see”
[Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07]. One participant added that even though ngos generally always
describe tragic back stories in campaigns, images can later become “completely disassociated from
the story”, as happened to a video of orangutans at yiari in wheelbarrows on their way to forest
school. Two online newspapers published the video, and additional photographs, alongside stories
that described the purpose of the centre and the reason for using wheelbarrows in rehabilitation
(Express, 2015; Pleasance, 2015). One of the articles leaned heavily on the “orangutan as child”
trope (Russell, 1995), describing the ride as a “school run” containing some “naughty, naughty”
individuals who may jump out on the way back if they “don’t want to go to bed” (Pleasance, 2015).
Still, the tragic back story was at least mentioned. But the video was the same day posted on
Youtube devoid of any contextual detail, and went on to receive over one million views and a range
of admiring comments about the “hilariously cute critters” (comment on Caters TV, 2015). Thus,
even if ngos make a point of mentioning the tragic context in their campaigns, this information
can be lost after images are released into the “wild” of the internet.
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10.3.3 Prostituting orangutans for cuddles: the risk that cute photos inspire harmful actions

A further concern about baby photos was that they might inspire people to obtain a pet orangutan,
or cuddle babies at disreputable tourist sites. If a serious risk, this would imply that although
a cute photo “potentially draws a lot of donations, [. . . ] it’s also contributing to the problem”
[Heckman 2016-11-10]. Though some argued that “putting [up] pictures of babies even without
human contact is super risky for sending the wrong message”, usually this concern was levelled
against images showing humans in contact with orangutan orphans, which portray orangutans as
“tractable” and give the impression that “these are great pets” [Heckman 2016-11-10]. In particular,
white women are often depicted as mother �gures in contact with orphaned apes (section 6.2.1).

Some argued that the risk is greater with locals than Westerners, since locals can more easily
obtain a pet orangutan. Thus, sta� at one centre explained that their local campaigns discourage
pet-keeping and highlight risks of close contact such as disease transmission, while international
campaigns simply aim to “invite their [donors’] support”. As another participant suggested,
perhaps Western campaigns need only educate about the “main threats” and inspire people to
“donate some money”—and if the “cute and cuddly” campaigns achieve these goals, then “are they
just achieving what they need to achieve?” In short, it may be irrelevant if Western donors believe
orangutans are cute, since there is little risk that they will act on their desire to cuddle. A sta�
member involved in fundraising therefore concluded that “if it’s [cute fundraising images] for
a good cause and it works, and no harm done for the orangutan, then it’s really no problem”.
Others added that because the “more educated” �eldworkers “make that decision [about how to
allocate money] on our own” [anon], ultimately “it’s how the money is spent” that matters, not
whether the fundraising is “your idea of taste” [Pratje 2016-07-22].

However, locals can take note of international campaigns and object to their message. One
researcher noted, “I’ve had [local] people here say: ‘You people [Westerners], it’s just for pet!’
And that’s what it looks like, and what it is.” Displaying images of cute orangutan babies may
therefore imply that the (usually Western) directors of rehabilitation centres are stealing locals’
pets just to keep the baby orangutans for themselves, showering orphans with cuddles instead of
making them truly wild. Westerners might also act on their desire to cuddle orangutans by visiting
disreputable tourism facilities (Russell, 1995), discussing online or asking ngos about obtaining
pets (Chua, in press), or requesting to visit rehabilitation centres to hug babies [Dellatore 2016-07-
14]. One participant complained that even after being told about the good reasons for hands-o�
policies, some Western donors or supporters attempt to “blackmail” projects into allowing them
to cuddle babies, forcing projects to decide whether to “prostitute” out orangutans for funding;
projects might even “oblige before the blackmail ever is exerted” if they anticipate donor pressure.
Although some groups, such as yiari, refuse to let any donors cuddle orangutans [Campbell-
Smith 2016-06-07], this could be a luxury a�orded to only the wealthiest ngos.

10.3.4 Truth and manipulation in orangutan media

Much wildlife �lm involves manipulation, not only through narrative structure and other elements
of storytelling, which make wildlife �lms quite distinct from documentaries (Bousé, 1998), but
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potentially also through “staging”: “making something ‘natural’ happen arti�cially”. Thus, “wild”
wolves may be rented game farm residents released from cages before the shot, or hired bears
feed on dead elk to obtain jellybeans hidden in the carcasses. Some �lmmakers defend such
practices, arguing that “[i]t’s virtually impossible to make a wildlife �lm without some fabrication,
manipulation or audience deception” (for above, see Barley, 2010); the two �lmmakers I spoke
with reported hearing rumours of staging by other �lm crews, but never participating in such
activities themselves. Judith Curran [2016-11-22] did report one slightly di�erent (attempted)
case of media manipulation around orangutan rehabilitation. Animal Planet once arranged for
Lone Drøscher Nielsen, the Danish founder of Nyaru Menteng and star of the Orangutan Island

television series, to appear on a talk show. Over a conference call, the network representatives
suggested that an orangutan “ambassador” from a US zoo could perhaps appear on the show with
Drøscher Nielsen. To this, there was a “horrifying silence” before Anne Russon, a researcher
associated with bosf who was also on the line, “laid into them [Animal Planet]”. Manipulation
viewed as exploitative of orangutans – even those in zoos rather than in rehabilitation centres –
was, in this case, �rmly rejected.

Curran’s story also relates to a more common form of manipulation, which many perceived
as justi�ed: carefully selecting images to avoid giving audiences the wrong impression. For
example, to avoid portraying orangutans as “tractable”, ngo directors frequently described rules
for representing human/orangutan contact, such as only showing sta� members wearing obvious
uniforms [Galdikas 2016-06-22] or face masks [Heckman 2016-11-10], preventing volunteers and
visitors from taking sel�es [swd sta�, 2016-07-30; bosf sta�, 2016-06-25], and avoiding showing
people hugging orangutans [Sanchez 2016-06-09] or orangutans with Westerners [Singleton 2016-
07-12]. Of course, these policies are not always followed, such as with celebrities (section 7.2.2) and
signi�cant donors. For example, major bosf donor Save the Orangutan habitually uses images of
orangutans with Lone Drøscher Nielsen (sto, 2017), despite bosf’s general policy against showing
Westerners with orangutans [Preuschoft 2016-06-25]. Project directors often emphasised that they
refrain from posting photographs of themselves with orangutans on social media [Banes 2016-
02-17; Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07; Singleton 2016-07-12], though some pointed to others who
do post orangutan sel�es [Banes 2016-02-17; Singleton 2016-07-12], or who say they don’t but
actually do [Galdikas 2016-06-16].

Two central reasons were given for showing only Indonesians and Malaysians with orangutans:
it might encourage “local buy-in” [Dellatore 2017-12-07]; and it is truthful at centres like socp where
full-time caregivers are from the local area (Singleton 2016-07-12; section 3.3.2). The approach is
therefore viewed as not “racist”, even though members of the public might disagree (see comments
on Orangutan Project, 2013). But some Westerners do work closely with rehabilitant orangutans.
For example, one rehabilitator pointed out that photographic policies excluding Westerners like
herself can potentially create a contradiction, since “I actually do that work”. Similarly, Birutė
Galdikas [2016-06-22] argued that because she has worked in orangutan R&R for 45 years, “if
I don’t have the right to hold an orangutan I don’t know who does”. An important question,
then, is whether media representations of orangutan R&R ought to depict the “truth” (e.g., by
only allowing those who work closely with orangutans to appear in images), or rather disguise
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elements of the truth to avoid negative implications, such as by excluding Westerners even when
they work closely with orangutans.

Questions about depicting or disguising the “truth” also arose in relation to images of caregiver-
orangutan intimacy. This issue became apparent at a workshop of rehabilitation practitioners that
I attended, when debate centred around a video displaying images of keepers intimately caring
for orangutans, set to emotive music (“I’ll Stand by You”): human-orangutan pairs grasped hands
and laughed together; caregivers carried orangutans on their backs and gazed at orangutans with
compassion. The video accompanied a presentation on “evolution and care”, in which the speakers
argued that the evolutionary and behavioural similarity between humans and orangutans make
a kind of careful anthropomorphism, which the speakers dubbed “primatomorphism”, a useful
tool when caring for orangutans. As one of the speakers later explained, the intention was to
“show that because of the similarities between great apes and humans, similar care can be given”—
an argument which closely resembles de Waal’s (1999) concept of “evolutionary parsimony”
(section 5.2.4). The discussion that followed largely did not address the speakers’ main points.
Rather, a debate ensued after one audience member asked whether the video might give the
“wrong idea” if shown to a general audience. The speakers agreed that it would be inappropriate to
show the video to a general audience, and added that sta� depicted in the video are all Indonesian,
and in uniform; however, another audience member objected to the fact that caregivers were
not always wearing masks. To this, the speakers objected that because rehabilitant orangutans
require the “tactileness” they would get from their mothers, working with gloves and masks is
often impractical from a care perspective, and permanent caregivers are all regularly tested for
illnesses. An audience member added that although the centre depicted in the video has very
strict health and safety procedures, it should also be acknowledged that masks are hot and sticky
and very di�cult to wear for hours on end. (As I wrote the �rst time I was asked to wear a
mask while visiting a centre, even after just a few minutes “it took a lot of willpower to not even
pull it back for a brief moment to wipe away the sweat that constantly trickled into my mouth”
[2016-06-09].) In addition to potential heat strain and distress caused by wet face masks in humid
environments (who, 2016), the e�cacy of face masks for preventing airborne disease transmission
is unclear (Cowling, Zhou, Ip, Leung & Aiello, 2010; Lai, Poon & Cheung, 2012), especially in
tropical climates (Muehlenbein & Ancrenaz, 2009). However, they may help encourage adherence
to health and safety protocols and prevent wearers from underestimating risks (Goodwin et al.,
2012). Still, an audience member (somewhat hypocritically, from a tourism-friendly Malaysian
centre) suggested that any sta� without the proper personal protective equipment would be
“strongly reprimanded” at their centre. Overall, although the audience remained divided on the
trade-o�s between, as one put it, “biosecurity risk and socialisation” – an issue related to the
dehumanization/psychological health dilemma in infant care (section 9.1) – all agreed that the
video would not be appropriate to disseminate to a general audience.

Thus, human-orangutan intimacy, while an important part of the rehabilitation process for
many groups (section 9.1), is often viewed as inappropriate to show in media representations.
Similarly, although practitioners often objected to “cute” images of orangutan orphans, many
acknowledged that “of course, [babies] are adorable” [Heckman 2016-11-10], “inherently cute”
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[Cheyne 2015-10-26; Curran 2016-11-15], or “appealing” (Leiman, in Doron, 2015). Like human-
orangutan intimacy, cuteness is therefore a truthful part of the rehabilitation process, which may
be deliberately disguised to prevent misinterpretation by the public.

10.3.5 How stupid is the general public?

Central to debates around the use of “cute” baby photos, and images depicting human-orangutan
intimacy, is the question of whether the bene�ts of such campaigns – inspiring donations and
empathy – outweigh the risks: inspiring “awww!” responses rather than tears, and potentially
encouraging trade and harmful cuddling. Practitioners must also decide the extent to which the
general public can (and wants) to handle the “truth”—both the “brutal” reality of orangutan killing
and habitat destruction, and the centrality of human-orangutan intimacy in rehabilitation. This
latter decision depends, in part, on how intelligent conservation practitioners consider the general
public. Some argued that “we have to assume that a lot of people are stupid” and will therefore
take images the wrong way [Farmer 2016-01-12]; one practitioner went so far as to say that many
public donors as “a little crazy”. If the public is indeed stupid, then the truth should be sanitised.

On the other hand, some argued that “the general public are not that stupid” [anon], meaning
that it is possible to correct misconceptions. For example, �lmmaker Judith Curran [2016-11-22]
noted that although people on social media frequently express a desire to cuddle orangutans,
they “do get it” when they are told that people who work at rehabilitation centres are specially
trained and it is “not something that anyone can go and do”. Thus, orangutan conservation social
media frequently involves exchanges in which an “ignorant” party expresses a desire to cuddle
orphaned orangutans, but is promptly “educated” or “br[ought] into line” (Chua, in press). In
addition to being amenable to re-education about appropriate cuddling, some suggested that
the public might actually be open to giving funds for something other than cute babies, such as
depictions of burnt forest, which one participant suggested are potentially as “emotional” as orphan
photos. This view implies that ngos can “stop appealing to the lowest common denominator”
[Singleton 2016-07-12], and that “it’s also our fault that they like these images [of cute babies],
because we provide these images, so we are actually driving the [demand]” [Sanchez 2016-06-09].
If true, this would suggest that if “sexy” R&R unfairly takes money from more worthy conservation
projects (section 4.5), it is only because R&R practitioners have “found a better way to sell their
product; you didn’t. A forest is not sexy? Shame on you—you didn’t �nd a way to make the forest
sexy enough”(Cress 2015-08-25; see also Karesh, 1995).

10.4 Conclusion: no gift is “free”

As we have seen, donors ask for a range of things in exchange for their money. From the
ngo’s perspective, the least ethically problematic – but, as some �eldworkers would have it,
unreasonable – requests are the high standards and comprehensive evidence asked by some
foundations. Companies, on the other hand, can attempt to use ngos for “greenwashing”, or even
as a service provider for moving and storing displaced wildlife. Thus, although some argued
that certain corporations fund orangutan conservation groups for the “right” reasons, and taking
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corporate money is acceptable for changing industry practices or punishing corporations for their
crimes, there was widespread scepticism of Corporate Social Responsibility. With members of the
public, demand for cute baby photos can potentially translate into demands to cuddle orangutans,
leading to a risk that wealthy individuals might “blackmail” ngos into “prostituting” orphans for
cuddles. Thus, ngos are usually somehow “indebted” to donors despite the appearance of a “free
gift” (Rajak, 2011, p. 189)

In addition to potentially forcing ethical compromises, the business of fundraising can be a
source of con�ict amongst ngos (Cooley & Ron, 2002; Schol�eld, 2013). As many participants
pointed out, because orangutan conservation groups are “basically �ghting for funds, and the
same funds” [anon], “the nature of the game is people don’t get along” (Banes 2016-02-17; see
also L. Fisher, 2010; Meijaard, 2015d). However, as I will discuss in the next chapter, there are
additional reasons for con�ict and animosity amongst orangutan conservation groups, including
“ego” and accusations of unethical behaviour.
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11

My orangutan, your orangutan: collaboration and con�ict

My research began as a study not of ethics in rehabilitation and reintroduction (R&R) but of
collaboration and con�ict amongst orangutan conservation ngos, inspired by the frequent calls
for, and attempts at building, better collaboration (Rosen & Byers, 2002; forina, 2013; Meijaard,
2015d). I quickly discovered that orangutan conservation, especially R&R, was notorious for its
scandals and in-�ghting, though many felt that the situation has improved dramatically of late,
with the worst con�icts taking place in the 1990s. Underlying the con�ict, I found, were not only
disagreements over the purpose of R&R (chapters 4–6) and rehabilitation methods (chapters 7–9),
and competition for funding (chapter 10), but sometimes sinister accusations of wrongdoing,
which one participant referred to as the “dark side” of orangutan conservation. It is not my goal
here to expose new accusations levelled against speci�c ngos, but rather to investigate the ethical
implications of this “dark side”. In particular, this chapter examines the reasons why practitioners
choose to speak out against other ngos, or choose to remain silent. In other words, this chapter
considers views on the ethics of whistleblowing (see Jubb, 1999, p.77, for de�nition). It also
considers the ethics of speaking out as an anthropologist, since like participants I faced a dilemma
in deciding whether to expose accounts of wrongdoing.

Unlike the ethical dilemmas discussed in previous chapters, which can be considered primarily
a product of scarcity – of funds, space, time, and energy – the dilemmas discussed in this chapter
arise from the presence of perceived “unethical” behaviour. In previous chapters, I described
cases where practitioners disagreed with each other’s ethical stances and conservation practices;
however, they generally viewed each other’s actions as “made with good intentions” (section 8.1.7).
In contrast, the “dark side” was viewed as a product of people invoking ethical justi�cations to
conceal self-interest. This chapter, then, examines how “political interests [. . . ] turn ethical
judgments into their mask”, illustrating how ethics cannot be extracted from politics (Pels, 1999,
p. 103).

11.1 Collaboration and con�ict, past and present

11.1.1 “Are we helping orangutans, or are the orangutans helping us?”

A certain amount of con�ict between ngos, several participants pointed out, is inevitable. In
addition to con�icts over funding and ngo diversity, which Anne Russon [2015-10-16] argued
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means “there is no ‘we’ ” in terms of goals and motivations, rehabilitation centres and sanctuaries
tend to work in isolation and independently develop their own methods (Teleki, 2001; R. S. Moore
et al., 2014). Not only do methods re�ect di�erences of opinion and resources (chapter 9), but also
the fact that centres are usually in remote locations, and managers tend to be so busy that frequent
communication is di�cult [Lanjouw 2015-06-01]. Thus, “everyone is just too busy running their
own show” to work on collaborative strategies [Meijaard 2015-09-01].

Territory was also identi�ed as a potential source of con�ict. Although some argued that groups’
tendency to work in separate locations re�ects valuable long-term commitment to areas [anon],
others pointed out that �gureheads tend to control speci�c areas, potentially restricting access for
members of other organisations [Banes 2016-02-17] and ensuring that new practitioners “funnel
through a mentoring system” and thereby “become a discipline” of one �gurehead [anon]. Some
added that because establishing a conservation project is “one of the hardest jobs in the world”
[anon], project founders tend to be “strong characters” [Lanjouw 2015-06-01], who might remain
convinced that “their way is the only way” [anon]. “Founder’s syndrome” (Block & Rosenberg,
2002) was also therefore considered a source of potential con�ict, as were issues derived from
burnout and other psychological consequences (or causes) of working in remote and di�cult �eld
conditions (section 3.3.2).

One of the most commonly identi�ed reasons for con�ict was “ego”. As Leif Cocks [2015-09-15]
suggested, although money is rarely a motivation for becoming an orangutan conservationist,
people can be motivated by “name and fame and power”, which is “very attractive, because you
get to be the ‘saviour of the orangutans’ ”. This “psychosis of power”, Cocks suggested, can lead
people to become “destructive to the cause”, ultimately privileging their own self-interest over
the good of orangutans. A similar notion was summarised by Paulinus Kristianto [2016-06-25],
who asked, “are we helping orangutans, or are the orangutans helping us?”, and by Jamartin
Sihite [2016-10-07], who emphasised that we must “work for orangutans, not orangutans work
for us”. The concern is therefore that some practitioners come to prioritise “creating a niche for
[themselves . . . ], creating a career” [anon].

11.1.2 The “new generation” and other reasons for improved collaboration

Though some argued that con�ict is similar, or worse, in conservation communities for other spe-
cies, others suggested that orangutan groups have a particularly bad reputation for collaboration.
For example, Douglas Cress [2015-08-25], formerly head of the Pan African Sanctuary Alliance
(pasa), was hired to investigate whether it might be possible to establish an coalition like pasa
for Asian primate sanctuaries. Unfortunately, Cress concluded that “[i]t wasn’t possible—they
just didn’t get along. There was no chance. Every one of those guys in Asia had slept with each
other, sued each other, divorced each other” and ultimately “had nothing in common and no
desire to �nd common ground, whereas the ones in Africa were desperate for each other”. It was,
Cress concluded, a “‘my orangutan, your orangutan’ mentality”. Thus, Steve Unwin [2015-12-14]
explained that while pasa emerged organically after a group of managers and directors decided to
work together, the Orangutan Veterinary Advisory Group (ovag), which was “originally designed
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to emulate pasa”, began as a meeting of vets since “there was no real discussion between the
organisations—except for the odd veterinarian”. Despite the hurdle that managers might, espe-
cially due to its title, view ovag as just for vets, Unwin explained that the goal is to increasingly
bring in managers to collaborate on other aspects of R&R.

However, the majority of participants argued that con�ict – which, several emphasised, has
never really been a problem amongst researchers [Harrison 2015-10-29; Sunderland-Groves 2016-
06-03; anon] – has signi�cantly decreased in recent years. Several factors were identi�ed as import-
ant for this change, including the actions of individual groups. For example, Leo Biddle [2016-02-22]
indicated that some years ago the orangutan conservation community appeared “dysfunctional
and at loggerheads with each other”, such that “no one would help anyone, people were sabotaging
each other’s grant applications, [. . . ] trying to steal donors from one another”. When Biddle
�rst began working at Matang and sought advice on how to hand-rear a baby orangutan, he
was “appalled that no one o�ered any help whatsoever”. Although Biddle stressed that “I’m not
taking credit for the greater collaboration in the orangutan group”, he suggested that the strong
relationship between his group Orangutan Project and Yayasan iar Indonesia (yiari), and his
group’s e�orts to visit and donate to other groups, “has rippled out a bit”. As such, although others
continue to perceive the orangutan conservation community as at odds – “Oh, you orangutan
people, you’re all mad! We understand that you all hate each other” – they are now “getting
on much better than they ever have before”. Others spoke of good relationships between ngos,
with the Sumatran Orangutan Conservation Programme (socp), yiari, and Borneo Orangutan
Survival Foundation (bosf) identi�ed as working well together [Campbell-Smith 2016-06-07;
Sunderland-Groves 2016-06-03].

Formal attempts to improve collaboration may have also helped, such as donors encouraging
collaborative grants and arranging meetings aimed at sharing data and standardising protocols
(Lanjouw 2015-06-01; forina, 2013). However, some complained that meetings often turn into
a “talkfest” [anon], such as if no one follows through with their stated intention of sharing
their data [Banes 2016-02-17]. Formal alliances may also have helped, such as ovag and Forum
Orangutan Indonesia (forina) (appendix C). Although I heard considerable praise for the e�ects of
coalitions, especially ovag [Ari�n 2016-06-27; Hicks 2015-12-09], there was some disagreement as
to whether coalitions should aim to simply bring groups together or also enforce standards, ideally
using a third-party accreditation body like the Global Federation of Animal Sanctuaries (gfas)
to ensure assessments are “objective” [Heckman 2016-11-10]. Some argued that accreditation
needs more encouragement (Trayford, 2013), and pure alliances are unable to deal with matters of
substance because members will continue to disagree on basic methods [anon]. However, despite
e�orts to work with unsatisfactory centres to improve standards, rather than simply demand
their closure, accreditation bodies like gfas are often perceived as “regulatory, policing” bodies
[Heckman 2016-11-10], potentially making mandatory accreditation a deterrent to joining an
alliance.

More often than formal e�orts to improve collaboration, participants spoke of the impact of
having a younger or new generation of practitioners [Buckland 2015-08-04; Cocks 2015-09-15;
Hicks 2015-12-09; Sanchez 2016-06-09], who are more “inclined to work together, while some
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people in the past that had potentially more public showdowns” [anon]. The greater collaboration
amongst new practitioners was thought to potentially re�ect the proliferation of centres, meaning
“it’s not so uncommon [to run a centre . . . ] so nobody feels that they’re so great” [Sanchez 2016-
06-09]. New centres also “haven’t got any baggage” and may therefore be more willing to “talk
to everybody” [Knight 2015-06-23]. Furthermore, because younger practitioners have generally
either taken over projects from founders, or worked for another organisation before establishing
their own, their project is “not their baby—you know, it’s a job. [. . . ] To do it you’ve got to have
some passion about it because it’s a really hard job, but it’s not the same kind of mentality” as
with founders [Farmer 2016-01-12].

11.1.3 Suspicious behaviour: criticism in the public realm

Another factor that may have facilitated increased collaboration is that, as several participants
observed, a prominent con�ict in the 1990s between Willie Smits and Birutė Galdikas has subsided.
Smits is no longer ceo of bosf, the largest orangutan R&R organisation, and now leads the much
smaller Sintang Orangutan Centre (soc).

The tension between Galdikas and Smits has left a thin trail in the public record. For example,
Smits has publicly criticised Galdikas as one of the activists who, through “aspiring to preserve their
personal playground and to carry on making money, are sending to their doom the animals they
were meant to protect” (Schuster, Smits & Ullal, 2008, p. 189). Both have also faced public criticism
from others, such as Linda Spalding (1998, 1999), who – based on accounts from other orangutan
conservation practitioners, Galdikas’s former volunteers and co-workers, and o�cial government
reports – made serious allegations against Galdikas. Among other things, Spalding accused
Galdikas of: conducting R&R without a permit; illegally keeping orangutans (89 at the time of a
government investigation) in poor conditions at her house; paying people to bring her orangutans;
lying about the ongoing nature of her scienti�c research; implementing poor practices, which
have resulted in serious injuries to humans and the deaths of numerous orangutans, including
the famous Bangkok Six; and intimidating and threatening volunteers and co-workers. Galdikas
has consistently denied allegations against her. An article reiterating Spalding’s claims, and
reporting that infant orangutan Hughie died just weeks after being “nursed [. . . ] with a bottle
of warm milk” by famous actress Julia Roberts (Hammer, 1998), was dismissed by Galdikas
(1998) as repeating “rumours” circulated by “[a] handful of disgruntled individuals, jealous former
volunteers”. Galdikas also �led a lawsuit against Spalding for defamation in 2000, accusing Spalding
of publishing information “intended to discredit” Galdikas, relying on “unreliable sources” and
acting with a “wanton and callous disregard for the truth” (M. Muir, 2015). However, because
Galdikas took no steps towards pursuing the lawsuit between December 2002 and August 2014,
it was dismissed on the grounds that the case would be unfairly prejudiced against Spalding,
since potential witnesses who might con�rm Spalding’s account had died or could not be found.
Galdikas claimed that the twelve-year delay in bringing the case to court was a result of her “busy
schedule, changes of address and frequent travel and absences from Canada”, the “signi�cant
tension and upheaval in Indonesia” which “have been her priority”, and her lack of knowledge
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that her counsel was trying to contact her or that there was a time limit on the case. However,
the judge found Galdikas’s excuses “questionable” (M. Muir, 2015).

Of Smits, there is little in the public domain regarding his sudden disappearance from bosf
management, or the reasons behind the bankruptcy of his Gibbon Foundation. The Gibbon
Foundation had rapidly established a network of rescue centres across Indonesia, including the
soc, and its bankruptcy caused at least one centre to close (Boediwardhana, 2008; den Haas,
2011). However, suspicion has been cast in public upon Smits’s claims about the Samboja Lestari
rainforest restoration and sugar palm initiative, and the establishment of the soc. While Erik
Meijaard simply questions the claims made by Smits (2009) in a ted talk, concluding that the data
Smits presents “would have little chance of standing up to scienti�c scrutiny” (Meijaard & Smits,
2009), more substantial accusations have been made about the establishment of soc, including
the initially illegal operation of the centre, improper management and unwillingness to accept
external support, and the disappearance “under suspicious circumstances” of infant orangutan
Luna (den Haas, 2011; R. Zimmerman, 2011b, 2011a). Like Galdikas (section 8.2.3), Smits has
also been a prime target of Facebook groups, such as one devoted to “expos[ing] suspicious
behavior” in orangutan conservation. Among other things, Facebook campaigns have accused
Smits of making false claims (for example, about the number of jobs created and trees planted
under his sugar palm scheme), a lack of transparency around fundraising and spending, and
inappropriately using untrained Western volunteers at soc for the documentary �lm Rise of the

Ecowarriors (Henkel, 2013).

11.2 The ethics of whistleblowing

11.2.1 Shut up and help: arguments for keeping quiet

Because there is ongoing criticism of practitioners via social media, and I was informed of many
other undocumented concerns, it is clear that even if collaboration has improved, the world of
orangutan conservation is not yet at peace. But while some practitioners have voiced criticism,
others avoid speaking out against fellow orangutan conservationists in public.

One cited reason for avoiding public criticism was the risk of smearing the entire orangutan
conservation community, not just the target individual or organisation. For example, Susan
Cheyne [2015-10-26] suggested that in general the “vitriolic” social media campaigns don’t do
orangutan conservation “any favours”, leading to the impression, summarised by one exasperated
commenter on a Facebook page, that “[p]eople aren’t even in the same book, let alone the same
page”. Taking this argument a step further, Leif Cocks [2015-09-15] argued that “if the Orangutan
Such and Such is this week exposed for their fraudulent activity, [people] just go, ‘Woah, I’m just not
going to put my money into orangutan conservation,’ so the bona �de orangutan conservationists
have their income go down”. Cocks’s argument relies on the notion that donors “don’t have time
to investigate every single organisation”, and are thereby likely to be confused by the vast array
of similar-sounding orangutan conservation ngos (section 3.3). However, researcher Graham
Banes [2016-02-17] o�ered the opposite perspective, arguing that it is a “big leap” to believe that
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one scandal will cut funding to the entire community, since people “tend to not part with their
money unless they really want to support something, and I think that people generally do their
homework before giving money [. . . ] So I think you have to give people more credit.”

The notion that the cause will be damaged by public criticism can lead to the conclusion that
because one’s energy is limited, “I could complain a lot but I’d rather focus my energy on doing good
work” [Shapiro 2015-08-15; and Sihite 2016-10-07]. Participants also frequently suggested that
“better, instead of criticising, to go in and help them” [Biddle 2016-02-22]: rather than externally
criticise, you should communicate criticism directly to projects and where possible ensure that
you “have a solution” to the problem [anon]. This suggestion – which I will call the “shut up and
help” argument – relies on the notion that even if there are problems, orangutan conservation
projects are at least trying to do good work—they may simply be in a “di�cult position” [anon]
or make mistakes despite their good intentions. For example, Dianne Taylor-Snow, who told
Spalding (1999, p. 236) of Galdikas’s mistreatment of the “Bangkok Six” – orangutans con�scated
in Thailand and repatriated to Indonesia (ippl, 2014) – re�ected that she “never talked about
these things because at least she’s [Galdikas] doing some good out there”, and only broke her
silence because “she [Galdikas] kept telling everyone I was crazy”. Several participants added
that since it is the orangutans who su�er if a project is closed due to bad press or donor �ight, the
best solution from a welfare perspective is to quietly help: “I’d rather [. . . ] give them [animals] a
good life” [anon]. Some business ethicists imply that communicating criticism via internal rather
than external channels is the most morally acceptable option—and, of course, internal criticism is
preferable from the organisation’s perspective because it avoids bad press (Near & Miceli, 1996).
However, some distinguished between minor and major problems – “I will criticise if I think
they’re [a project] really bad” [anon] – and between “making mistakes” and for-pro�t exploitation
[Biddle 2016-02-22].

The “shut up and help” argument can lead to support for substandard projects, with the goal
of making conditions better for the animals. For example, I heard of three cases in which ape
conservation/welfare practitioners were supporting husbandry and even �nances of disreputable
zoos. Similarly, Leo Biddle [2016-02-22] agreed to work at Matang, despite being “very anti-
tourism”, after he was challenged to “do a better job rather than complaining from the sidelines”.
Thus, people potentially even support projects or institutions whose methods and purpose go
against their principles, if they believe they can improve animal welfare. Several zookeepers I
interviewed for a previous project justi�ed ethical con�icts about the value of zoos on the grounds
that zoos are here to stay, so the best that can be done is to ensure that orangutans are cared
for by “people that really really care” (A. Palmer, 2012; A. Palmer et al., 2016). Similarly, Arluke
and Sanders (1996) explain that some caregivers of laboratory-housed primates, who described
themselves as “animal lovers” and objected to killing animals (p.82), reconciled ethical con�ict
about their jobs by focusing on how to make the process of killing “better for the animal”, thereby
ensuring that “[c]ompassion and tenderness are there when I euthanize” (p.89). While many
found such a mitigation-based approach morally justi�ed, one participant described the tendency
for welfare-focused practitioners to work in, rather than oppose, institutions like laboratories as
the “problem of welfare”.
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11.2.2 Loyalty to the project, or the cause? Arguments for speaking out

The “shut up and help” argument relies on the project listening to criticism and accepting help. But
criticism is not always heeded. For example, one commenter on a Facebook page explained that
to remedy issues at one orangutan project, “I suggested solutions which were ignored”. Indeed,
most whistleblowers �rst try internal rather than external channels for reporting problems (Near
& Miceli, 1996), but they “do not have authority over those whom they report; if they did they
would have better remedies than whistleblowing at their disposal” (Jubb, 1999, p. 79). Thus, those
who speak out publicly may do so only because they have been ignored by the target organisation.
Their motivation may therefore be similar to those who “shut up and help”: to improve the project
and the welfare of orangutans. For example, one conservationist who spoke out publicly against
a rehabilitation centre explained that in general

I’m totally against badmouthing other organisations. I wrote the statement about
[the centre] because that centre was a disaster. [. . . ] I felt something had to happen:
they should not be receiving any more orangutans in that centre because I’ve seen
animals dying there, and the management was extremely poor with no knowledge
about orangutans. So yeah, I just felt that I had no choice other than to [speak out].
[. . . ] I tried to negotiate: I tried to give input, and I put a lot of my time in there
myself. [. . . ] I [did it] more as trying to wake them up, you know—I never wanted to
have a �ght. [. . . ] I really hated [doing] it, but I just felt like, “Wow, I just don’t agree
with what’s happening there and he [the manager] just doesn’t listen!”

Citing similar reasons, a researcher argued that failing to speak out against disreputable projects
can lead to orangutan su�ering: although many practitioners justify R&R based on the moral
argument that “these animals can’t be allowed to su�er because of what humans have done for
them [. . . ] those morals become very confused when it comes to choosing some orangutans over
the others. Why are the orangutans that are being put into [one area] more important than
the orangutans that are su�ering in [another project]?” The reasons why practitioners ignore
internally-delivered criticism are unclear, though “ego” was once again frequently proposed as a
cause. What is clear is that a power imbalance can mean that whistleblowers �nd themselves
unable to e�ect change internally. With particularly powerful organisations, whistleblowers
may even have trouble delivering criticism in public. For example, one participant described
attempting to organise an exposé for television, but the target “knew someone” and was therefore
able to have the story “kiboshed”.

When organisations refuse to acknowledge problems, critics are faced with “a con�ict between
personal and organisational values, and a con�ict between obligations owed to an organisation
and to parties beyond it”. Thus, a critic may either choose “loyalty” to the organisation, which
involves “complete or partial compliance with questionable behaviour”, or a commitment to their
personal values, the “public interest”, and the overall cause (Jubb, 1999, p. 81). For example, one
participant described responding to a superior’s request for loyalty by stating, “If you ask me have
I got any loyalty to the organisation, no! My loyalty is to conservation and what we’re trying to
achieve.” One might also argue that critics have a moral obligation to notify the public of serious
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wrongdoing to prevent others from giving support under false pretences. For this reason, one
participant criticised others who had failed to warn them about questionable behaviour in an
organisation. In addition to �nding silence on serious violations “morally reprehensible”, another
participant argued that silence could ultimately harm support for orangutan conservation more
than speaking out, since “what if it comes out that everybody knew? [. . . ] If I knew that one
organisation was bad and was doing awful things, then I’d choose to support the good ones. But
if I knew that they were all basically complicit in covering it up, I’d never give them a dime.” Thus,
silence can be viewed as complicity, and therefore nearly as bad as the original wrongdoing (Jubb,
1999, p. 81).

Yet many who intend to blow the whistle shy away from actually doing so, potentially because
they fear retaliation—which might come from the organisation, such as through job loss, or
through the public, such as through character assassination (Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran,
2005). In orangutan conservation, speaking out can result in, according to a commenter on a
Facebook page, “being asked to leave [since] in order to stay at this organisation one has to keep
their mouth shut”. One’s reputation might also be damaged within the community, with one
participant noting that “once you speak out [. . . ], people don’t want to talk to you any more,
people will sort of ostracise you. Certainly that happened with me.” Thus, another participant,
to explain why some material would need to be anonymised in my thesis, noted that “I have to
think about my relationship with all the other ngos”. Fear might therefore prevent potential
whistleblowers from speaking out. More cynically, two participants argued that a desire to “stay
on good terms” with well-known members of the community, and potentially boost their own
“egos” and fame in the process, might underlie some practitioners’ silence.

11.3 Conclusion: should outsiders speak out?

I asked several friends and mentors when, and why, they believe it would be appropriate for
me to speak out against orangutan conservation ngos. One cynical response I received from
multiple people was, “How much do you want to stay involved in orangutan conservation?” In
other words, outsiders have more freedom to voice criticism than insiders because they have
no need to maintain relationships, such that one participant argued that “if any of the players
involved do it [criticise], it becomes political right away, but if an outsider does it. . . ”. If I were to
speak out I would therefore need to deliberately “maintain some sense of the ‘outsider’ ” despite
being familiar with research participants and having the knowledge of an “insider” (Madden, 2010,
p. 20).

Anthropological ethics o�er no clear guide on speaking out against research participants—at
least, against participants in positions of power. On the one hand, the anthropologist’s obligation
to their participants – which, unlike for journalists, potentially outweighs obligations to reveal the
“truth that sources may be concealing” (M. A. Peterson, 2010, p. 8; section 2.1.2) – could arguably
encourage silence. Yet because ethical guidelines tend to be “drawn up from an earlier generation
of ethnographic practice in order to protect those lacking other means of redress” (Mosse, 2006,
p. 937), it could be argued that anthropological research dealing with “non-naïve” sources (Awad,
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2006, p. 932) should ethically resemble journalism, such that anthropologists ought to speak out
when relatively powerful participants commit crimes. This proposal would involve accepting a
“double standard” that there is “one ethic for studying up and another for studying down” (Nader,
1972, p. 304). Thus, one could argue that if anthropologists choose to follow Scheper-Hughes’s
(1995) call to become “fearless” rather than neutral and dispassionate observers, speaking out is the
right course of action. As one participant argued, if you “get yourself into a position where people
will listen to you, it’s your duty to say something and live with the consequences”. This outspoken
approach could make anthropological writing have a rather “antisocial” e�ect (Mosse, 2006) by
provoking a “hostile reaction” from participants (Brettell, 1993a), which could be justi�ed on the
grounds that anthropologists write for multiple audiences – participants, the anthropological
community, and the general public – and should therefore avoid writing to please participants
(see discussions in Brettell, 1993b; Mosse, 2006). In other words, like practitioners, anthropologists
must consider whether “loyalty” to participants outweighs the interests of the public (or “science”:
Becker, 1964).

However, in addition to the concerns about whistleblowing raised by participants – such as the
risk of harming the overall cause and damaging the reputations of groups that are trying to do good
– outsiders might also consider that “reasonable people may di�er on what constitutes wrongdoing”
(Near & Miceli, 1996, p. 509), meaning that one individual’s account could be exaggerated or biased.
Very often, I implicitly believed participants’ allegations against other practitioners, particularly
when they matched other accounts and were revealed only after we had established a trusting
relationship. Yet I did worry that because revelations of wrongdoing were merely incidental – as I
explained to one participant, my goal was never to search for a “scoop”; scoops just repeatedly fell
into my lap – I had not investigated claims in enough detail to testify to their truth. Not only would
speaking out with insu�cient evidence risk unfairly harming practitioners, but it would also put
me at greater risk, since whistleblowers who possess convincing evidence of wrongdoing are less
likely to face retaliation (Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2005). Although social ostracisation
by community members may be of little concern to outsiders, outsiders can face other kinds of
retaliation, such as legal threats (Mosse, 2006). Furthermore, Linda Spalding claims that Galdikas’s
allegations of defamation have negatively a�ected her reputation as a writer, and have led to
“uncomfortable” questions at public events and to the book not being referenced and promoted as
much as other material (M. Muir, 2015). Outsiders might therefore be ostracised by members of
their own communities after speaking out.

I feel it would be dishonest to entirely gloss over disputes about wrongdoing, given that my
goal is to examine ethical debates within the orangutan conservation community. Accusations of
wrongdoing were also among the �rst issues I heard about after commencing research, so they
bear mentioning in any comprehensive account of the sector’s operation. Yet because my focus
is on participants’ ethical reasoning rather than on exposing wrongdoing, I felt that it would
be inappropriate – and potentially harmful, if I have insu�cient evidence – to provide speci�c
details on allegations I was told during the course of my research, beyond those that already exist
in the public record. In short, even I were to accept the notion that anthropologists working
with “non-naïve” participants should, like journalists, prioritise exposing “the truth” over their
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responsibility to participants, my central goals remain anthropological rather than journalistic.
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12

Conclusion: stopping the bleeding

Participants regularly asked if I planned to produce any policy recommendations, as one might
expect in a thesis from a more practically-oriented �eld. I told them that making recommendations
is not the purpose of my thesis; the idea is to anthropologically examine how ethics enter orangutan
conservation practice, especially rehabilitation and reintroduction (R&R). Though this ought to be
of clear interest to practitioners, as it helps explain why ongoing disagreements persist within the
orangutan conservation community, it is not a subject on which I can make clear recommendations,
unless I want to arbitrate between ethical positions. In short, to make recommendations I would
�rst need to decide whether animal welfare and rights are more legitimate than conservation,
or conversely have a goal of “reforming welfare people and turning them into conservationists”
[anon]. Though I am no moral relativist – for example, I will happily state that I think orangutans
have a right not to be wiped out by humans – most of the ethical dilemmas discussed in this
thesis are complex, and on the whole I am more confused after completing the research than
I was before I started. On some speci�c subjects I have reached a �rm conclusion, which may
have been clear from my writing. However, the overarching goal was never to advocate for my
own position: like most anthropologists of morality and ethics, my aim has been to understand
how and why people decide and act upon ethical positions. I therefore leave it up to readers
to decide whose views are most sensible. Rather than make recommendations, what I will do
is summarise the most signi�cant ethical dilemmas faced by practitioners, and some important
issues underpinning those dilemmas.

12.1 Situated ethics

Conservation, animal welfare, and animal rights served as important overarching frameworks – or
established sets of “criteria” – for helping many participants consider ethical dilemmas. However,
there was constant tension between the “application of criteria and the recognition of their limits”
(Lambek, 2010a, p. 28), such that most characterised their personal ethics as “muddled” rather
than ascribing to one framework (section 6.1.2). Many also many spoke of how in practice new
kinds of ethical imperatives presented themselves—for example, individuals demand attention
“when you look the animal in the eye” (section 9.5). Thus, those who work directly with orphaned
orangutans, especially vets, would struggle to euthanise (or, perhaps more accurately, “kill”)
rehabilitants (section 5.1); su�ering individuals may be accepted at overcrowded rehabilitation
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centres, despite harsh intake policies (section 8.2.3); and policies of non-intervention may be
broken when wild study subjects visibly su�er (section 9.5). Ethical decisions were therefore both
freely chosen by participants, and “perspectival and situated” (Lambek, 2010a, p. 26), shaped by the
complex realities of their work in which, very often, the ideal solution is out of reach. My account
of participants’ ethical dilemmas therefore di�ers to the more “simple, abstract” descriptions
of con�icts and convergences between conservation and animal rights/welfare presented by
philosophers (section 1.2.1).

The ideal solution was usually out of reach due to some kind of scarcity, leading to a situation
in which certain individuals, populations, species, or values had to be “sacri�ced” – in the sense of
“‘giving up’ of something valuable” (Carter, 2003a, p. 3) – in order to save another (section 1.2.2).
This scarcity came in several key forms: a lack of space for putting displaced orangutans, both in
captivity (section 5.2.1) and in the wild (section 8.1.3); a constant lack of funds, for which there
is intense competition (chapter 10); a “capacity constraint” (section 4.5.1), with few individuals
willing to withstand the di�cult conditions of the �eld (section 3.3.3); and a scarcity of time, with
the situation perceived as a constant “emergency” (section 7.1). In this context, practitioners must
not only decide which animals, spaces, and values to “save”, but which to “doom” through neglect
(section 6.2.2). Saving and sacri�cing therefore inevitably go hand in hand.

Some ethical dilemmas arise because practitioners vary in their willingness to admit the
inevitability of sacri�ce; for example, some viewed triage in rehabilitation centre intake practices
as inevitable, while some believed they could “prioritise all” of the animals arriving at their centre
(section 8.2). Perhaps more commonly, disagreements re�ected a di�erence in situations—for
example, some are in a better position than others to conduct long-term, intensive post-release
monitoring (section 9.4). In such cases, practitioners did sometimes distinguish between what
they would like to do and what they could do. Often though, the two were inseparable, with
participants �rmly advocating for whatever they were able to do as the right course of action: “if
you look at who is saying what, it very much corresponds” with their circumstances (section 9.4).
Very cynically, such arguments could be viewed as re�ecting an “abject surrender of principle
to a misguided practicality” (Berreman, 1991, p. 57, cited in Pels, 1999, p. 125) – people invoke
ethics to justify their actions, which actually have nothing to do with ethics – but it could readily
be explained by how ethical “judgement” takes place within constraining political and social
situations (section 1.1.1).

The notion that people were invoking ethics to conceal their own self-interest came up not
only in accusations that companies do not fund orangutan conservation for “the right reasons”
(section 10.2), but also in discussions of the “dark side” of orangutan conservation (chapter 11).
In short, it was assumed that although most disagreements arose from “mistakes [. . . ] made by
people with good intentions” (section 8.1.7), certain practitioners may be “replacing ethics with
greed” (Berreman, 1991, p. 57, cited in Pels, 1999, p. 125). Thus, the ethical dilemmas discussed
in the last chapter – whether to shut up and help or speak out against other ngos – are not so
much a product of saving and sacri�cing in an environment of scarcity, and more to do with the
embedding of ethics in politics.
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12.2 Wild, well, or free?

However, disagreements were not only about politics, but also re�ected how practitioners thought
certain values – most importantly, wildness, welfare, and freedom – ought to be prioritised,
de�ned, and fostered. Contrary to how it is sometimes portrayed in public discourses, the classic
“rehabilitation debate” was not particularly heated or important in the orangutan conservation
community. This was not because advocates of conservation and animal welfare/rights all view
R&R as a worthwhile activity – on the contrary, its conservation value is rather dubious – but
rather because it does not obviously “steal” money from other conservation activities (chapter 4).
However, there was substantial debate about whether captivity could, hypothetically, be an
acceptable alternative to R&R (section 5.2), and how to conduct speci�c elements of the R&R
process—and notions of wildness, welfare, and freedom were central to these disputes.

For example, those who assign highest priority to wildness might curtail post-release monitoring
and support (section 9.4), and elect to release orangutans who might be psychologically poorly
equipped for life in the forest (section 9.3), while those who prioritise wellbeing might prefer to
monitor inde�nitely and choose life in a cage over “death with dignity” (section 5.2). Similarly,
some would prefer to respect orangutans’ “choice” to depend on people for food and social
stimulation, whereas others would rather encourage them to become fully “wild”, or to make
choices that best serve their wellbeing (section 9.6). Debates also re�ect disagreements about how
best to foster these three central values. Socialisation cages aim to encourage dehumanization
(i.e., wildness), but might fail to do so e�ectively (section 9.1), and practitioners who prioritise
wellbeing disagree on whether this goal is best achieved by providing orphaned orangutans with
lifelong captive care or autonomous, but dangerous, life in the forest (section 5.2). Similarly,
Galdikas’s system of granting orangutans the choice to receive food from humans might back�re
by inadvertently training (or, from a more extreme perspective, “enslaving”) orangutans to remain
dependent on humans (section 9.6).

Disagreements not only centred on how to prioritise and foster these three central values, but
also how to de�ne them in the �rst place. Thus, in deciding which orangutans should receive
medical treatment, practitioners must distinguish ailments caused by nature from those caused
by humans: an inherently “gray zone” given the extent of anthropogenic e�ects on ecosystems
(section 9.5). In deciding whether life in a cage is preferable to “death with dignity”, practitioners
must decide what a good life looks like from an orangutan’s perspective—an equally di�cult
prospect given language barriers and di�erences in cognition between species (section 5.2.4).
Practitioners must also decide which actions taken by an orangutan re�ect free choice, and
which training—a task which requires de�ning the slippery concepts of agency and responsibility
(section 9.6).

There was also disagreement about the properties possessed by a “wild”, or “semi-wild” or-
angutan. For example, translocated adult orangutans were, as a consequence of their wildness,
sometimes assumed to have the ability to survive in any forest (section 8.1.1). This perspect-
ive suggests that although orangutans are often overtly humanised – eye contact is considered
powerful largely because orangutans are “so human!” (section 6.1.1) – many practitioners also
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see orangutans as fundamentally di�erent from humans: as wild animals, they belong in (and to)
the forest, and therefore possess abilities that make them uniquely suited to living in their natural
“home” (section 9.3.1). Orangutans also become distinctly “dehumanized” – in the more classic
sense of the term, meaning denied humanity (section 9.1.7) – when orphans are viewed as “cute”
rather than tragic (section 10.3), and when the distress and grief of female orangutans is sidelined
for tourism (section 7.2.2.2). But some orangutans become “bi-cultural”, or “semi-wild”, after
spending time around humans. Some found orangutans in this state to lack dignity or integrity
(section 5.2.5), and went to great lengths to achieve “dehumanization”, even though this task is
inherently di�cult in the human-directed setting of the rehabilitation centre. “Babysitters” there-
fore �nd themselves on the forefront of managing human-orangutan similarity and di�erence:
while feeling strong emotional attachments to these needy, “almost human” creatures, babysitters
simultaneously feel the need to push their charges away – both physically and philosophically
– to let them “become orangutans” (section 9.1). The debates discussed in this thesis therefore
re�ect the status of non-human great apes as liminal �gures marking the human/animal boundary
(section 3.1.3).

12.3 The cause of scarcity

The ethical debates described in this thesis therefore result from a process in which “criteria” (e.g.,
the relative ranking of wildness, welfare, and freedom) are applied, challenged, and “muddled” in
speci�c social and political situations. Orangutan conservation practitioners therefore do their
best to make sound “judgements” based on their personal values and choices, in a context of
scarcity where what they would like to do is not always possible.

The central cause of scarcity is governmental prioritisation of development over conservation,
particularly in Indonesia where most of the remaining orangutans reside (section 3.2). Time is
scarce because deforestation, and orangutan population decline, are so rapid. Remaining forest
is scarce because it is usually given to companies that destroy forest for industrial agriculture,
siviculture, or resource extraction rather than to conservation (section 8.1.3). Resources for
conservation are scarce in part because Indonesian wildlife authorities are under-supported,
exacerbating a situation in which international ngos take over state functions (section 8.1.6); in
Malaysia, wildlife conservation receives more support, but is largely operated for the purpose of
bringing in tourism revenue (section 3.2.3).

But many conservationists found it hard to blame Indonesia and Malaysia for prioritising
development over conservation, noting that conservation is a “luxury” a�orded to wealthy nations
[Sunderland-Groves 2016-06-03]. Perhaps, just as it may be unethical to care for your neighbour’s
children more than your own (section 8.2.2), people who live in poverty ought to care more for
the interests of their immediate family over their orange cousins. In short, perhaps “people must
come �rst” (Kottak, 1999, p. 33). Yet the people who work to help our great ape kin persist in
�ghting for orangutans, desperately “trying to stop the bleeding” [Beck 2016-05-02]. As I hope to
have articulated in this thesis, they persist because, for their own personal set of reasons, they
believe that it is the right thing to do.
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A

Information sheet

Aims

This research explores the ways in which ethical and philosophical stances impact orangutan
conservation. In particular, it will examine how conservation workers’ perspectives on the value
of individual orangutans’ welfare and rights, and conserving the natural world at species and
landscape levels, impact decisions about whether and how to undertake activities—particularly
orangutan rescue, rehabilitation, and release.

Methods

Research will be multi-sited, and will involve:

• Semi-structured interviews with orangutan conservation ngo directors and managers, and
other knowledgeable individuals such as scientists, funders, volunteers, and ngo employees.
Interviews will take place in person at conservation projects and head o�ces, and remotely
over Skype and email. This aspect of the research is already underway.

• Observation and, where appropriate, participation in activities at a number of orangutan
rehabilitation programmes, within conservation head o�ces, and at relevant events and
meetings.

• Analysis of relevant documents, such as ngo materials, funding records, and popular media.

Impact

It is hoped that this research will facilitate collaboration within the conservation community by
creating a forum for open discussion of the philosophical and ethical dimensions of orangutan
conservation, and by assisting organisations in understanding the reasoning behind each other’s
approaches. This may be particularly valuable in the area of rehabilitation and release, which
could bene�t from increased collaboration. It is also hoped that this research will assist both
the general public and funding bodies in understanding how the orangutan conservation sector
operates, which activities each major organisation engages in, and how organisations’ approaches
re�ect their underlying ethics.
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Because this project explores the ethical and philosophical dimensions of humans’ relationships
with other great apes, it will contribute to the emerging anthropological �elds of multispecies
ethnography and ethnoprimatology, and to anthropological research on morality and ethics. It
will also contribute to research on the operation of transnational ngo networks, with a focus on
how ngos di�er to one another and work together as a sector.

Participation

You have been identi�ed as a potential participant based on your involvement in, or knowledge
of, orangutan conservation. Participation in this research may involve some combination of the
activities described below. It is at your discretion which activities you choose to participate in.

Interviews

I will be conducting semi-structured interviews with a range of people involved in orangutan
conservation. Should you agree to an interview, it will take place in an appropriate location, and
will be recorded with your consent.

Participant-observation

I am also interested in observing, and potentially participating in, daily activities of conservation
organisations, relevant meetings, and activities at rehabilitation and release sites in Borneo and
Sumatra. Which activities I may observe or participate in are at the discretion of the participating
organisation. I will write �eld notes following participant-observation, which may be used in
publications.

Documents, publications, and online media

I am also interested in viewing documents, publications, and online media relating to particip-
ating organisations. Alongside documents in the public domain – such as public social media
pages and websites – I am interested in using, with permission, internal documents relating to
funding, project management, rehabilitation and release protocols, and board discussions to better
understand organisations’ approaches.

Con�dentiality and review

If you are a prominent public �gure, such as the Director of a conservation organisation, it will not
be possible to guarantee anonymity in publications; if you are not a public �gure, you may request
to have your name changed or to have material pertaining to you represented anonymously.

All participants may request to have sensitive material or comments anonymised or excluded
from resulting publications. You will be noti�ed by email when I am in the process of �nalising
the text for my doctoral thesis, at which point you will be given a period of three weeks to seek
clari�cation on how material pertaining to you will be used, and to request that speci�c, sensitive
material be anonymised or excluded.
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Security and storage

I will securely hold all recordings, interview transcripts, and �eld notes inde�nitely. These will
be stored in electronic form (as audio �les and word processor documents/pdfs) on password-
protected private computers and/or password-protected online servers; data will not be placed
on any shared computers or on networks which individuals other than the researchers might
access. I will retain consent forms and other hard copy materials relating to the research (such as
handwritten �eldnotes) in safe storage.

Project outcomes

The results of this study will be presented in a University College London doctoral thesis and
in other academic publications such as journals, monographs, and conferences. Participating
individuals will be provided with copies of these documents upon request.

Researcher contact

[. . . ]

Consent

Please �ll in the information below if you have read and understood the information in this
document and wish to participate in this research.

Name:

Email:

Phone:

Date:

Signature:
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B

Interview questions

General questions

Interview questions were tailored to the participant’s expertise; for example, researchers were
asked questions relating to their area of study. However, I tended to ask all participants some
variant of the following:

• Can you please tell me a bit about your background, and how and why you became in-
volved in orangutan conservation? I’m particularly interested in your philosophical/ethical
motivations for becoming involved. For example, are you primarily interested in individual
orangutans’ welfare or rights, the conservation of ecosystems, assisting local people in
Indonesia, etc.? Were you particularly attracted to orangutans as a species, and if so, why?

• Do you believe that orangutan rehabilitation is worth doing? For example, do you believe
that it is important for conservation, animal welfare, orangutans’ rights/freedom, signalling
to government/local people how to treat wildlife, etc.? On the other hand, some have
criticised rehabilitation because: it would be more cost-e�ective to put the money towards
stopping the �ow of orangutans into rehabilitation centres (e.g., forest protection); R&R
might be wrongly perceived as a solution/quick �x to orangutan endangerment; R&R is
stressful for the animals, post-release survival may be poor, and therefore it may not improve
individuals’ welfare. Do you think there are any viable alternatives to orangutan rehabilita-
tion (e.g., lifelong captivity in a sanctuary, sending orangutans overseas to zoos/sanctuaries,
euthanasia)?

• In addition to rehabilitation, some have criticised translocation of orangutans, e.g. because
it can make things easier for companies or government by clearing away displaced animals,
translocated orangutans may negatively a�ect wild populations, or individuals may not
do so well in their new environments. What is your perspective on whether, and how,
translocation should be done?

• I’ve heard a number of criticisms of the way that rehabilitation is represented in the media,
and would like to hear your perspective. The concerns seem to be that media representations,
which largely focus on cute orangutan babies and dramatic rescues/releases, gloss over
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the tragic backstory, and may give a false impression of rehabilitation as easy, a solution,
or the most prominent activity in orangutan conservation. Others have argued that such
representations do no harm and are a good way of securing funding from the general
public, and that they may legitimately inspire interest through emphasising orangutans’
evolutionary proximity to humans.

• On the subject of funding, I have heard a range of perspectives on the circumstances under
which organisations might accept funding from companies in some way connected to forest
destruction. What is your personal view on this matter?

• I’m aware that there are disagreements between rehabilitation centres in terms of meth-
ods, e.g., levels of contact between caregivers and infants, deciding which orangutans are
equipped for release, breeding, presence of visitors. In your experience, what would you
say are the most important methods in the process of rehabilitation, and why would you
say this?

• I am aware that there has been con�ict within the orangutan conservation sector, particularly
in the past. How would you characterise the level of collaboration within the sector?

• When, and in what contexts, do you feel it is appropriate, to criticise another group working
towards orangutan conservation, e.g. if you disagree with their methods or approaches?

R&R practitioners

I also asked R&R practitioners about their speci�c protocols, challenges, and relationships:

Centre management and protocols

• How many orangutans do you hold currently? How has this changed over time?

• How many orangutans come through the centre for translocations?

• Overall, what proportion of orangutans coming through the centre come from captive
compared with wild environments? Has there been a change over time?

• Roughly how much does it cost to rehabilitate an orangutan, and what are your primary
sources of funding?

• What are your rehabilitation protocols, and why were these protocols chosen? I am par-
ticularly interested in methods that have been subject to debate, such as approaches to
tourism, contact between caregivers and orangutans, breeding in captivity, and assessment
of individuals’ suitability for release.

• And your release protocols? Again, I am particularly interested in matters that have
been subject to debate, such as post-release provisioning, release site suitability (including
presence of existing populations), post-release monitoring and medical intervention, and
genetic testing.
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• How many orangutans have you released, and into which areas?

• Do you know what proportion have survived after release?

• How many orangutans can your current release sites accommodate?

• What are your policies around translocation of individuals or entire populations? For
example, are there any circumstances when you would refuse to translocate an animal? Do
you try to negotiate alternatives to translocation with government/companies?

• Under what circumstances would you request to have an orangutan euthanised? Have you
ever been granted permission to euthanise?

Management challenges

• Are there circumstances under which you’re unable to stick exactly to your protocols?
When does this tend to occur?

• If the centre lacks funding, how do you respond (e.g., which activities might be cut)? Has
this ever happened?

• If the centre is overcrowded, do you continue to take in new individuals, and under what
circumstances? For example, do you have a “waiting list” of animals you intend to rescue
once space is available?

• I’m aware that release sites are di�cult to come by, especially in Kalimantan. How did you
go about securing your current release site, and are you searching for additional areas?

• I’m aware that many orangutans cannot be released, which can strain centres’ resources
and mean that individuals live their lives in con�ned conditions. What would you like to
see happen with unreleasables?

Relationships

• Can you please tell me about how you work with local communities (e.g., employment,
outreach), why you have selected this approach, and any positive outcomes (e.g., greater
awareness) and challenges (e.g., negative perceptions of orangutans, conservation, or
non-local people; human-wildlife con�ict; requests for compensation for pets or damaged
property)?

• And your approach to working with local companies? Again, I am interested in the reasoning
behind this approach, positive outcomes, and challenges (e.g., human-wildlife con�ict,
requesting that you cover translocation costs, illegal deforestation).

• And what about your relationship with local (and national) government? As above, I am
interested in the reasoning behind this approach, positive outcomes (e.g., policy change),
and challenges (e.g., whether to criticise publicly or negotiate quietly, bearing the costs
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of conservation, maintaining permission to work). Related to your relationship with the
government, what is your perspective on the previous Action Plan which stated that centres
must be phased out by 2015? Did you have any say on this document?

• How would you describe your relationship with other ngos (other rehabilitation centres,
conservation organisations, and those working with other species or issues)?

• Finally, can you please tell me about your relationships with head o�ces and donors? To
what extent do these groups in�uence the management of the centre, and what have been
the most positive and challenging aspects of these relationships?

Donors

Donors were also asked speci�c questions about which projects they fund, and why, such as:

• Which organisations/projects do you fund, or have previously funded, that are involved in
orangutan conservation?

• Roughly how much does your organisation contribute to orangutan conservation, and what
is the split between R&R compared with other conservation activities?

• What does your organisation look for in projects to consider funding? For example, is there
a particular approach or activity that you feel is most valuable, or do you aim to support
a range of activities? Also, what kinds of practices do you look for (e.g., following iucn
guidelines for R&R)?

• How do you ensure that the organisations you fund are upholding the agreements and
standards that you expect as a donor? How much capacity do you have to help organisations
make changes?

• How would you describe your relationships (personal and organisational) with funded
orangutan conservation organisations?
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C

Organisations involved in orangutan conservation

name & website people est. loc. activities

r&r operators

Borneo Orangutan
Survival
Foundation (bosf),
orangutan.or.id

Founder: Willie
Smits; Founder
NM: Lone
Drøscher Nielsen;
ceo: Jamartin
Sihite

1994 Indonesia
(HQ Java;
projects
CK, EK)

Orangutan rescue, R&R,
translocation, sun bear rescue:
Nyaru Menteng, CK, 1999;
Samboja Lestari, EK, 2006
(Wanariset 1991–2006). Habitat
protection, education: Mawas
peatlands, CK. Habitat
restoration: Kehje Sewen, EK.

Centre for
Orangutan
Protection (cop),
orangutanprotec-
tion.com

Founder: Hardi
Baktiantoro; R&R
manager:
Paulinus
Kristianto

2007 Indonesia
(HQ Java,
R&R EK)

Orangutan R&R: EK, 2015.
Rescue, translocation,
deforestation investigations &
campaigns: Kalimantan.
Education projects: Yogyakarta,
e.g. cop school.

Yayasan Jejak
Pulang (yjp)/Four
Paws International
fpi, vier-pfoten.org

yjp founder:
Signe Preuschoft

1988/
2014

Austria
(fpi),
Indonesia
(yjp, EK)

2007–2016 fpi supported bosf SL.
Since 2017 yjp has run R&R at
former bosf Wanariset.
Cooperative project initiated by
Indonesian govt.

Frankfurt
Zoological Society
(fzs), fzs.org

Director Bukit
Tigapuluh: Peter
Pratje

1858/
2001

Germany/
Indonesia
(Jambi)

Orangutan R&R, conservation
(e.g., patrols, human-elephant
con�ict mitigation): Bukit
Tigapuluh.
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http://orangutanprotection.com/
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International
Animal Rescue
(iar)/Yayasan iar
Indonesia (yiari),
internationalanim-
alrescue.org

ceo iar: Alan
Knight; yiari
director: Karmele
Sanchez

1989/
2008

UK (iar),
Indonesia
(yiari, WK,
Java)

iar umbrella animal welfare
group; yiari �eld project, 2008.
Orangutan R&R, translocation,
rescue, conservation, education:
Ketapang, WK; slow
loris/macaque rescue: Java.

Orangutan
Foundation
International (ofi),
orangutan.org

Founder: Birutė
Galdikas

1986 US (HQ),
Indonesia
(CK)

Orangutan rescue, translocation,
R&R, feeding stations, patrols:
Tanjung Puting, CK. Galdikas’s
R&R began 1971.

Orangutan
Foundation UK
(of-uk),
orangutan.org.uk

Founder: Ashley
Leiman

1990 UK (HQ),
Indonesia
(CK)

Orangutan rescue, translocation,
R&R, conservation, research:
Lamandau Reserve, CK.

Protect Our
Borneo (pob)

Founder: Eman
Supriyadi

2016 Indonesia
(CK)

Small wildlife rescue, R&R centre
near bosf Nyaru Menteng, CK.

Sabah Wildlife
Department (swd),
wild-
life.sabah.gov.my

Head of Sepilok:
Sylvia Alsisto

1988/
1964

Malaysia
(Sabah)

Sepilok R&R centre est. 1964 by
Barbara Harrisson.

Sarawak Forestry
Corporation (sfc),
sarawak-
forestry.com

1995/
1975

Malaysia
(Sarawak)

Orangutan R&R: Matang (and
other wildlife, est. 1997),
formerly Semenggoh, est. 1975.

Sintang Orangutan
Centre (soc),
soc.or.id

Founder: Willie
Smits

2010 Indonesia
(WK)

Orangutan rescue, R&R, WK;
original funders Orangutan
Outreach, Smits’s Gibbon &
Masarang Foundations. In 2011,
orangutans moved to yiari.

Sumatran
Orangutan
Conservation
Programme (socp),
sumatranoran-
gutan.org

socp Director: Ian
Singleton

1999 Indonesia
(Sumatra)

Project of Yayasan Ekosistem
Lestari (yel) (HQ Medan),
donor-ngo PanEco. Orangutan
R&R, conservation, research NS
& Aceh, e.g. Jantho
reintroduction, research stations
(Batang Toru, Suaq, Sikundur).
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https://www.internationalanimalrescue.org/
https://www.internationalanimalrescue.org/
https://orangutan.org/
http://www.orangutan.org.uk/
http://www.wildlife.sabah.gov.my/
http://www.wildlife.sabah.gov.my/
http://www.sarawakforestry.com/
http://www.sarawakforestry.com/
http://www.soc.or.id/
http://www.sumatranorangutan.org
http://www.sumatranorangutan.org


R&R support

Orangutan Appeal
UK (oauk),
orangutan-
appeal.org.uk

Founder: Sue
Sheward

2000 UK Volunteering/fundraising at
Sepilok; funds Tabin release site.

Orangutan
Veterinary Aid
(ovaid), ovaid.org

Nigel Hicks, Sara
Fell Hicks

2014 UK Vet supplies & assistance at yiari,
cop, socp, previously Sepilok.

Orangutan Project,
projectoran-
gutan.com

Founder: Leo
Biddle

2006 Malaysia
(Sarawak)

Assistance & volunteering at
Matang.

Rescues

Animal Sanctuary
Trust Indonesia
(asti), animalsanc-
tuarytrustindone-
sia.org

Annette E. Pipe,
Andy S.
Kindangen

2008 Indonesia
(Java)

Release of Javanese animals;
rescued orangutans sent to ofi,
socp.

Friends of the
National Parks
Foundation (fnpf),
fnpf.org

I Gede Nyoman
Bayu Wirayudha

1997 Indonesia 1997–2002 assisted with ofi’s
R&R; since 2002
rescues/translocations into tpnp,
Lamandau, CK; community
development, reforestation in
national parks.

Jakarta Animal Aid
Network (jaan),
jakartaanim-
alaid.com

Femke den Haas,
Karin Franken,
Natalie Stewart

2008 Indonesia
(Java)

Con�scations (incl. orangutans),
wildlife trade investigations,
Jakarta; assisted at soc, 2010,
including moving orangs to
yiari.

Orangutan
Information Centre
(oic), orangutan-
centre.org

Founder: Panut
Hadisiswoyo; vet:
Ricko Jaya

2004 Indonesia
(NS, Aceh)

Human-orangutan con�ict
response, con�scations (taken to
socp), translocations, community
development, reforestation. Main
funder sos.
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https://www.orangutan-appeal.org.uk/
https://www.orangutan-appeal.org.uk/
http://www.ovaid.org/
http://projectorangutan.com/
http://projectorangutan.com/
www.animalsanctuarytrustindonesia.org
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http://www.fnpf.org/
http://www.jakartaanimalaid.com/
http://www.jakartaanimalaid.com/
http://orangutancentre.org/
http://orangutancentre.org/


Sumatran
Rainforest Institute
(sri), sumatranrain-
forest.org

Founder: Rasyid
Assaf Dongoran

2000 Indonesia
(NS)

Wildlife rescues, translocations:
Tapanuli, NS. Rescue centre for
gibbons; intend to release.

Wildlife Rescue
Unit (wru),
facebook.com/Sabah-
WildlifeRescueUnit

Sen Nathan 2010 Malaysia
(Sabah)

Rescues, translocates wildlife.
Created by swd sta�, but
independently funded by
Malaysian Palm Oil Council &
Shangri-La’s Rasa Ria Resort.

bingos

Conservation
International (CI),
conservation.org

Peter A.
Seligmann

1987 Global Indonesia: community
development/conservation, EK;
“Sustainable Landscape
Partnership”, NS; debt-for-nature
swap, Sumatra (US govt foregoes
debt to fund conservation ngos).

The Nature
Conservancy (tnc),
nature.org

Mark Tercek 1951 Global redd+, EK; funded survey of
orang hunting, Kalimantan
(Meijaard et al., 2011); main
contractor of usaid’s ocsp
(2007–2010).

Wildlife
Conservation
Society (wcs),
wcs.org

Cristián Samper 1895 Global Design/implementation of orang
strategic plan, national park
assessments: Sarawak.
Human-tiger con�ict mitigation,
habitat management/protection:
Gunung Leuser, Sumatra.

World Wildlife
Fund (wwf),
wwf.org.uk

Marco Lambertini
(ceo), Chairul
Saleh (orangutan
sp. coordinator,
Indonesia)

1961 Global “Heart of Borneo” joint
declaration on habitat protection
by Bornean govts, 2007.
Orangutan surveys, Sabangau,
CK; forest corridors/bu�ers CK &
WK; encourages sustainable
logging; Danau Sentarum
management, WK; erc purchase,
Bukit Tigapuluh, with fzs, top.
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http://sumatranrainforest.org/
http://sumatranrainforest.org/
https://en-gb.facebook.com/SabahWildlifeRescueUnit/
https://en-gb.facebook.com/SabahWildlifeRescueUnit/
http://www.conservation.org/
http://www.nature.org/
http://www.wcs.org/
https://www.wwf.org.uk/


conservation/research

Borneo Nature
Foundation (bnf),
borneonature-
foundation.org

Helen Murrogh
Bernard, Simon
Husson, Susan
Cheyne

1999 Indonesia
(CK)

Formerly Orangutan Tropical
Peatland Project (OuTrop).
Conservation/research (orangs,
other sp.) Sabangau, CK. Partner:
cimtrop, University of
Palangkaraya.

Cardi� University,
cardi�.ac.uk

Benoît Goossens 2008 UK Along with the swd, manages the
Danau Girang Field Centre.

Conservation
Drones, conserva-
tiondrones.org

Lian Pin Ko,
Serge Wich

2013 US Develops conservation drone
technology, incl. in Indonesia.
Fiscal sponsor Mongabay.

Centre for
International
Forestry Research
(cifor), cifor.org

Peter Holmgren 1993 Indonesia
(Java)

Forestry research/policy advice;
conservation projects e.g.,
ecosystem restoration, Katingan,
CK.

Fauna and Flora
International (ffi),
fauna-�ora.org

Tony Whitten
(regional director)

1903 Global With orangs, pop. surveys,
monitoring illegal activities,
spatial planning: Ketapang, WK.

Forest Nature and
Environment
Aceh/Hutan Alam
dan Lingkungan
Aceh (HakA),
haka.or.id

Rudi Putra Indonesia
(Aceh)

Conservation in Aceh, e.g.,
reforestation, anti-poaching
patrols, successful lawsuit against
PT Kallista Alam for
deforestation in Tripa peat
swamps.

Gunung Palung
Orangutan
Project/Yayasan
Palung (gpop),
savegporan-
gutans.org

Cheryl Knott 2000 US,
Indonesia
(WK)

Orangutan research,
conservation (e.g., environmental
education, alternative
livelihoods), Gunung Palung
National Park, WK.

Heart of Borneo
Foundation

Tim van Berkel,
Martin Holland

2010 UK Research/conservation, e.g.
community education, orangutan
release site assessment for bosf.
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http://www.borneonaturefoundation.org/en/
http://www.borneonaturefoundation.org/en/
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/danau-girang-field-centre
https://conservationdrones.org
https://conservationdrones.org
http://www.cifor.org/
http://www.fauna-flora.org/species/bornean-orang-utan/
http://www.haka.or.id/
http://savegporangutans.org/
http://savegporangutans.org/


hutan
Kinabatangan
Orang-utan
Conservation
Programme
(hutan-kocp),
hutan.org.my

Marc Ancrenaz,
Isabelle Lackman

1996 France
(hutan),
Malaysia
(Sabah)

Orangutan research/conservation
along the Kinabatangan River, e.g.
community education,
ecotourism.

Integrated
Conservation
(icon), integrated-
conservation.org

Brent Loken,
Sheryl Gruber

2009 Indonesia
(EK)

Conservation, education,
sustainable development, Wahea
Forest, EK.

Land
Empowerment
Animals People
(leap),
leapspiral.org

Cynthia Ong 2006 Malaysia
(Sabah)

Conservation, community
development.

Leuser
International
Foundation (yli),
leuserfounda-
tion.org

Jamal M. Gawi 1994 Indonesia
(Sumatra)

Conservation in the Leuser
Ecosystem.

Orangutan Health
Project/umi-
Saving of Pongidae
Foundation
(ohp/umi),
orangutan-
health.org

Ivona Foitova 1994 Indonesia
(NS), Czech
Republic
(umi)

umi donor; ohp: research on wild
orangutan health and
self-medication.

Rutgers University,
peat-
land.rutgers.edu

Erin Vogel 2005 US,
Indonesia
(CK)

Co-manages Tuanan research site
(founded by bosf); usaid-funded
community education.

The Rangers of
Tangkahan,
theranger-
softangkahan.com

Amy Robbins,
Cassandra Rowe,
Jess McKelson

2016 Indonesia
(NS)

Ecotourism, community forest
patrols around Tangkahan (town
bordering Gunung Leusuer,
ceased illegal logging in 2001).
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Universitas
Nasional (unas),
prohab-
itat.unas.ac.id

Jito Sugardjito,
Sri Suci
Utami Atmoko

2003 Indonesia
(Java)

Research/co-management at
Tuanan, CK, since 2003; some
usaid funding.

University of
Zurich (UoZ),
aim.uzh.ch/de/re-
search/orangutan-
network

Carel van Schaik,
Maria
van Noordwijk

2003 Switzerland Research/co-management at
Tuanan, CK, since 2003; other
Indonesia sites.

Yayasan
Orangutan
Indonesia
(yayorin)

Togu Simorangkir 1991 Indonesia
(CK)

Research, education, community
development, conservation:
Pangkalan Bun, CK. Works with
of-uk.

community ngos

Borneo Longhouse
Founda-
tion/Yayasan
Betang Borneo
(ybb), betang-
borneo.wordpress.com

1998 Indonesia
(CK)

Encourages natural resource
management, peat swamp
protection: Kalawa community,
CK.

Bruno Manser
Fund, bmf.ch

Dominik Bucheli 1991 Switzerland,
Malaysia
(Sarawak)

Manser was a Swiss
environmentalist, lived with the
Penan (1984–1990) & publicised
their anti-logging campaign. He
disappeared in 2000, declared
dead in 2005; fund he established
supports local ngos in Sarawak,
esp. indigenous land rights.

Forest Peoples
Programme,
forestpeoples.org

Louise Henson 1990 Netherlands,
UK

Supports indigenous forest
peoples’ defence of lands and
livelihoods.

Health in
Harmony/Alam
Sehat Lestari
(hih-asri), health-
inharmony.org

Kinari Webb,
Hotlin
Ompusunggu,
Antonia Gorog

2005 US (hih) /
Indonesia
(asri)

hih US donor. asri: alternative
livelihoods, runs health clinic
which can be paid in “green
credits” (earned e.g. by avoiding
illegal logging), WK.
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http://prohabitat.unas.ac.id
http://prohabitat.unas.ac.id
http://www.aim.uzh.ch/de/research/orangutannetwork
http://www.aim.uzh.ch/de/research/orangutannetwork
http://www.aim.uzh.ch/de/research/orangutannetwork
https://betangborneo.wordpress.com/
https://betangborneo.wordpress.com/
http://www.bmf.ch
http://www.forestpeoples.org
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http://www.healthinharmony.org/


Indonesian Forum
for the Environ-
ment/Wahana
Lingkungan Hidup
Indonesia (walhi),
foei.org/member-
groups/asia-
paci�c/indonesia

Abetnego Tarigan 1980 Indonesia
(Java)

Member of Friends of the Earth.
Advocates for environmental
issues a�ecting local people (e.g.,
land rights, deforestation). With
orangutans, 2015 �re response,
HakA lawsuit against PT Kallista
Alam.

Kobus Foundation Father Jacques
Maessen

2006 Indonesia
(WK)

Community development,
management at soc.

Konsorsium
Pendukung Sistem
Hutan Kerakyatan
(KpSHK),
kpshk.org

1997 Indonesia
(Java)

Campaigns, policy
recommendations to support
Indonesian indigenous rights,
resource management.

Lembaga Alam
Tropika Indonesia
(latin), latin.or.id

1989 Indonesia
(Java)

Community forestry projects
across Indonesia.

Masarang
Foundation,
masarang.nl

Willie Smits 2001 Indonesia,
Austria,
Hong Kong

Conservation/development, e.g.
sugar palm, runs Tasikoki rescue
centre, Sulawesi; funded soc.

People Resources
and Conservation
Foundation (prcf),
prcfoundation.org

L Fernando Potess 1995 Global Operates across SE Asia,
Indonesia since 1996. Sustainable
livelihood with Dayak groups,
WK.

Sahabat Alam
Malaysia (sam),
foe-malaysia.org

1977 Malaysia Member of Friends of the Earth.
Campaigns for environmental
justice for indigenous groups.

Samdhana
Institute,
samdhana.org

Antoinette G.
Royo

2003 Indonesia
(Java)

Funds sustainable livelihoods,
natural resource access for local
groups.

The Tangkahan
E�ect, thetangka-
hane�ect.com

Natalie Townsend 2013 Australia,
Indonesia
(NS)

Community development in
Tangkahan, bordering Gunung
Leuser.
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Titian Foundation,
titianfounda-
tion.org

M. Syukur
Wahyu Putra

2006 Indonesia
(WK)

Community development; usaid
ocsp (2007-2010) funding for
arresting wildlife tra�ckers.

Forever Sabah,
foreversabah.org

Cynthia Ong,
John Payne, Anne
Lasimbang

2012 Malaysia
(Sabah)

Habitat protection/restoration,
community development (e.g.,
ecotourism).

donor-ngos

Ape Conservation
E�ort, apeconser-
vatione�ort.org

Donna Mayer
Todd

US Raises awareness and funding for
ape projects.

bos Australia,
orangutans.com.au

Tony Gilding 2001 Australia Fundraises for bosf.

bos Canada,
orangutan.ca

Anne Russon Canada . . .

bos Germany,
orangutan.de

Daniel Merdes Germany . . .

bos Japan,
bos-japan.jp

Rinji Miyazaki 2003 Japan . . .

bos Switzerland,
bos-schweiz.ch

Thomas Kamm 2004 Switzerland . . .

Gibbon Founda-
tion/Yayasan
Gibbon Indonesia
(ygi), gibbon-
indonesia.org

Willie Smits 2005 Funded construction of wildlife
rescue centre network, incl. soc;
several closed after GF reportedly
went bankrupt in 2006 (den Haas,
2011).

Indonesian
Biodiversity
Foundation /
Yayasan kehati,
kehati.or.id

Suzanty Sitorus 1994 Indonesia Fundraising for Indonesian
conservation/sustainable
development, e.g., US
debt-for-nature swaps in
Sumatra, Kalimantan.

International
Primate Protection
League (ippl),
ippl.org

Shirley McGreal 1973 US US gibbon sanctuary; investigates
illegal primate trade; funds
in-situ conservation, incl.
orangutans, e.g. Wanariset.
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Orangutan Aid,
orangutanaid.com

Mara McCa�ery 2009 Hong Kong Fundraises for orangutan
projects, primarily ofi.

Orangutan
Conservancy (OC),
orangutan.com

Norm Rosen 1999 US Formerly bos us. Fundraising,
e.g.: research, Kutai (EK); socp;
oic; gpop. Co-organises ovag.

Orangutan Crisis
Foundation, oran-
gutancrisisfounda-
tion.zibbet.com

2013 Australia Fundraises for cop; previously
socp, HAkA, bosf.

ofi Australia,
orangutanfounda-
tion.org.au

Kobe Steele Australia Fundraises for ofi.

ofi Canada, oran-
gutancanada.ca

Jennifer Donay 2011 Canada . . .

Orangutan Land
Trust (olt),
forests4orangutans.org

Michelle Desilets 2009 UK Fundraises for �eld projects, esp.
bosf; policy and advocacy, e.g.,
sustainable palm oil.

Orangutan
Outreach,
redapes.org

Richard
Zimmerman

2007 US Fundraises, e.g., yiari, bosf, cop,
socp; Orangutan Caring
Scholarships (with others). In US,
e.g. “Apps for Apes” (zoos).

Orangutan
Protection
Foundation (opf),
opf.org

Grainne McEntee UK Formerly bos UK; fundraises for
bosf.

Orangutan Rescue,
orangutanres-
cue.nl

Henk Kaskens,
Corné Seijner,
Hugo Wortel

2014 Netherlands Fundraises for soc.

Orangutans in
Peril/Orang-Utans
in Not e.V., orang-
utans-in-not.org

Julia Cissewski 2007 Germany Fundraises for socp Jantho, ofi’s
quarantine centre, of-uk’s
reforestation in Lamandau.

PanEco, paneco.ch Regina Frey 1996 Switzerland Main socp donor; projects in
Switzerland.
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Rainforest Rescue
Coalition (rrc),
rainforestrescueco-
alition.org

US Helped ofi purchase Rawa Kuno
Legacy Forest near tpnp, CK.

Rainforest Trust,
rainforesttrust.org

Paul Salaman,
Robert S. Ridgely

1988 US Funds land purchase for local
protection, e.g. “Orangutan
Corridor” with leap, Sabah;
reserve in Sarawak; land adjacent
to Gunung Leuser, NS.

Save the
Orangutan (sto),
savetheoran-
gutan.org

Claus Staunstrup
Nilsson, Lone
Drøscher Nielsen
(senior advisor)

2009 Denmark,
Sweden,
UK

Fundraises for bosf.

Sumatran
Orangutan Society
(sos), orangutans-
sos.org

Helen Buckland 1997 UK Fundraises primarily for oic;
awareness/lobbying, e.g., for
palm oil labelling in UK.

Sumatran Wildlife
Sanctuary (sws),
sumatranwildlifes-
anctuary.org

Amanda-Marie
Quintino

2015 With oic & Photographers
Without Borders, funds land
purchase by Gunung Leuser.

The Orangutan
Project (top),
orangutan.org.au

Leif Cocks 1999 Australia,
UK

Fundraises, esp. fzs, Bukit
Tigapuluh. Based in Australia,
now also registered in the UK.

The Thin Green
Line Foundation,
thingreen-
line.org.au

Sean Willmore Australia Funds park rangers, e.g. with top
provides equipment for rangers
in Bukit Tigapuluh.

tri Handkerchiefs
(tri), trihandker-
chiefs.com

Campaigns for reducing use of
paper; fundraises for Borneo
conservation, e.g. bnf.

Wildlife Asia,
wildlifeasia.org.au

Claire Campbell Australia Umbrella for top; awareness
campaigns; funds HAkA.

With Compassion
and Soul, withcom-
passion.com.au

Bev Lu� 2003 Australia Fundraises for animal welfare,
esp. cop Borneo centre.
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World Land Trust
(wlt),
worldlandtrust.org

Debbie Pain 1989 UK Funds purchase/protection of
land, e.g. wildlife corridor in
Kinabatangan, Sabah.

donors

Arcus Foundation,
arcusfounda-
tion.org

Annette Lanjouw
(co-exec director),
Adam Phillipson,
Linda May

2000 US, UK Signi�cant funder of ape
conservation/welfare, incl. many
orangutan projects.

Disney Worldwide
Conservation Fund,
thewaltdisney-
company.com

1995 US Has funded gpop, hih/asri
among others.

Mohamed bin
Zayed Species
Conservation Fund,
speciesconserva-
tion.org

2008 Global Has funded bnf, oic;
reintroductions by socp, bosf.

National
Geographic,
nationalgeo-
graphic.org

1890 US Funds research, conservation,
exploration. With orangutans, a
major funder of Birutė Galdikas’s
early research.

Earth Foundation,
sharedearth.org

US Funds small conservation/animal
welfare groups e.g. ourf.

usaid, usaid.gov 1961 usa Govt agency: funded Orangutan
Conservation Services Program
(ocsp); research & conservation
by unas, Rutgers: Tuanan, CK.

US Fish and
Wildlife Service
(usfws),
fws.gov/international/wildlife-
without-
borders/great-ape-
conservation-
fund.html

2000 usa Grants for orangutan, other great
ape conservation via Great Ape
Conservation Fund.
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advocacy groups

Borneo Futures,
borneofutures.org

Erik Meijaard,
Marc Ancrenaz

2013 Indonesia,
Malaysia
(Borneo)

Shares scienti�c information,
raises awareness about Borneo
nature & conservation.

Deforestaction,
dfa.tigweb.org

Willie Smits,
Cathy Henkel
(�lmmaker), Sean
Tierney, Michael
Furdyk

Engages school students in
conservation via webinars,
“Earthwatchers” (monitor forest
online), visits to soc for Rise of
the Eco-warriors �lm.

Earth Island
Institute, (eii),
earthisland.org

Dave Phillips 1982 usa Funds environmental
projects/campaigns, incl. on
Borneo.

Environmental
Investigation
Agency/Telapak
(eia), eia-
international.org,
telapak.org

1984 UK (eia)/
Indonesia
(Telapak)

Environmental research,
monitoring, campaigning.

Environmental
Protection Society
Malaysia (epsm),
epsm.org.my

1974 Malaysia Environmental research,
education, awareness.

Forest Watch
Indonesia, fwi.or.id

Christian Purba
(ceo), Angela
Pora, Markus
Ratriyono

1996 Indonesia
(Java)

Encourages public participation
in forest management & politics;
disseminates research; policy
recommendations.

Friends of the
Orangutans,
friendsoftheoran-
gutans.com

2013 Indonesia
(Kali-
mantan)

Forest reforestation,
campaigning, esp. Gunung
Palung, WK; o�ers tours of
Borneo.

Friends of the
Orangutans
Malaysia (fotom),
fotomalaysia.org

Upreshpal Singh 2012 Malaysia
(Kuala
Lumpur)

Campaigns against deforestation,
poor captivity in Malaysia, e.g.,
against orang “rehabilitation” at
Shangri-La’s Rasa Ria Resort.

Green Indonesia
Foundation

Co-founder:
Regina Frey

1978 Indonesia
(Java)

One of the �rst conservation
ngos in Indonesia.
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Greenpeace, green-
peace.org/seasia/id/

1971 Global Global campaigns, e.g.
investigates supply chains to
expose deforestation.

Malaysian Nature
Society (mns),
mns.my

1940 Malaysia
(Kuala
Lumpur)

Campaigns, research,
conservation projects.

Mongabay,
mongabay.com

Rhett Butler 1999 usa Wildlife news group.

Nature Alert,
natureal-
ert.blogspot.co.uk

Sean Whyte UK Books on orang conservation
(e.g., about cop, yiari); some
campaigns criticised
(section 8.2.1).

Orang Utan
Republik
Foundation (ourf),
orangutanrepub-
lik.org

Gary Shapiro 2004 US,
Indonesia

Advocacy in the US; Indonesian
branch (ourei Indonesia):
education projects, e.g.
Orangutan Caring Club, NS;
Orangutan Caring Scholarships.

Palm Oil
Investigations
(poi), palmoilin-
vestigations.org

Lorinda Jane 2013 Australia Helps companies check origin of
their oil, campaigns against
unsustainable palm oil.

Protection of
Forest and Fauna
(profauna),
profauna.net

Rosek Nursahid,
Bayu Sand

1994 Indonesia
(Java)

Wildlife, forest
campaigns/investigations.

Rainforest Action
Network (ran),
ran.org

James D. Gollin 1985 usa Campaigns on various
environmental issues.

Rainforest Alliance,
rainforest-
alliance.org

Nigel Sizer 1986 usa Sustainability across supply
chains, e.g. co-founded two
certi�cation standards (san, fsc).

Rainforest
Rescue/Rettet den
Regenwald e. V.,
rainforest-
rescue.org

1986 Germany Environmental protests, lobbying,
support for local activists, e.g.
Save Our Borneo, walhi.
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Robin Wood,
robinwood.de

Alexander
Valerius

1982 Germany Conservation campaigns, e.g.,
palm oil.

Sabah
Environmental
Protection
Association (sepa),
sepa.my

Lanash Thanda 1983 Malaysia
(Sabah)

Environmental protests,
lobbying.

Save Our Borneo,
saveourborneo.org

2005 Indonesia
(CK)

Kalimantan network for sharing
info about environmental issues.

Sawit Watch,
sawitwatch.or.id

Carlo Nainggolan 1998 Indonesia
(Java)

Monitors oil palm development.

Scorpion
Foundation, scorpi-
onmonitor.org

Gunung Gea 2015 Indonesia Wildlife trade
investigations/campaigns, e.g.
protests against Shangri-La’s
R&R, repatriation of orangs from
Thailand, 2015.

traffic, tra�c.org Steven Broad,
Marcus Phipps

1976 Global Joint project of wwf & iucn,
monitors wildlife trade.

Tropenbos
International

Ren’e G. A. Boot,
Edi Purwanto
(Indonesia
Director)

1986 Netherlands In Indonesia since 1987; gives
conservation info/plans to govt.
With Netherlands Institute for
Forestry and Nature Research,
co-funded orang research, R&R at
Wanariset in 1990s (Rijksen &
Meijaard, 1999).

alliances/accreditation

Ape Alliance,
4apes.com

Ian Redmond 1996 UK Holds meetings of UK-based ape
conservation/welfare groups.

Asian Species
Action Partnership
(asap!), specieson-
thebrink.org

Madhu Rao
(development
coordinator)

2008 Thailand iucn-based coalition focused on
non-marine invertebrate
conservation in SE Asia.
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Association of
Southeast Asian
Nations’ Wildlife
Enforcement
Network
(asean-wen),
asean-wen.org

2004 Global Intergovernmental
law-enforcement network
focused on illegal wildlife trade
in SE Asia.

Forum Orangutan
Indonesia (forina),
forina.or.id

Herry Susilo 2009 Indonesia
(Java)

Orangutan conservation
coalition, est. by usaid’s ocsp,
2009, now funded by Arcus.
Meetings, research, guidelines,
e.g. phva workshops.

Global Federation
of Animal
Sanctuaries (gfas),
sanctuaryfedera-
tion.org

Kellie Heckman 2007 US Accreditation for US and
international animal sanctuaries.

Great Apes
Survival
Partnership
(grasp),
un-grasp.org

Douglas Cress 2001 Kenya UN initiative; partners incl. govts,
conservation ngos, research
groups, companies.

International
Union for
Conservation of
Nature (iucn),
primate-sg.org

1977 Global iucn Species Survival
Commission (ssc): scienti�c
network with specialist groups
(e.g., Primate Specialist Group),
Red List Authorities. psg creates
guidelines, e.g. on R&R.

Malaysian
Environmental
ngos (mengo),
mengo.org

Yasmin Rasyid 2001 Malaysia
(Kuala
Lumpur)

Formed under project of Danish
aid agency (danida). Coalition to
build alliances btwn ngos, and
with govt.

Orangutan Species
Survival Plan (ssp),
orangutanssp.org

Lori Perkins 1988 usa Supported by Association of Zoos
and Aquariums (aza). Maintains
genetic sustainability of captive
orangutans, e.g. via studbook.
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Orangutan
Veterinary
Advisory Group
(ovag),
orangutan.com/projects/oc-
veterinary-
workshop/

Steve Unwin,
Ra�aella
Commitante

2009 Indonesia,
Malaysia

Annual meetings for orangutan
R&R vets & managers; organised
by Orangutan Conservancy,
Chester Zoo.

Palm Oil and ngo
Alliance (pongo
Alliance), face-
book.com/PONGOAlliance/

Michelle Desilets 2015 Coalition of companies,
conservation ngos (e.g., olt,
wwf, ffi), scientists, to protect
orangutans in oil-palm areas.

Roundtable on
Sustainable Palm
Oil (rspo), rspo.org

Datuk Darrel
Webber

2001 Malaysia
(Kuala
Lumpur)

Sustainable palm oil certi�cation,
founded by wwf & companies.
ngo members incl. hutan-kocp,
olt, ourf, sos, zsl, wwf.

Species Survival
Network (ssn),
ssn.org

Will Travers 1992 usa Coalition promoting enforcement
of Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species of
Wild Fauna and Flora (cites).

Wild Animal
Rescue Network
(warn) Asia,
warnasia.org

2013 Netherlands,
Thailand

ngo holding meetings for SE
Asian animal rescue centre
practitioners.

others

Born Free
Foundation, born-
free.org.uk/animals/
orangutans

Will Travers 1984 UK Animal rights/welfare group.
With orangutans, supports
yiari’s R&R, campaigns to close
Indonesian animal parks.

Bukit Merah Orang
Utan Island
Foundation,
orangutan-
island.org.my

Sabapathy
Dharmalingam

2000 Malaysia
(Perak)

Tourism with orphaned
ex-captive orangutans. Claims to
practice R&R, but really a
marketing tactic (Russon &
Susilo, 2014, pp. 79-80).

Chester Zoo Steve Unwin (vet,
organises ovag)

1931 UK Zoo which provides support for
hutan-kocp, organises/funds
ovag.
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dai, dai.com James Boomgard 1970 US, UK Development agency: lead
contractor for ocsp 2007–2010.

Great Projects,
thegreatpro-
jects.com

UK,
Australia

Animal-based voluntourism, incl.
at Matang, bosf Samboja Lestari,
yiari.

In�nite Earth,
in�nite-earth.com

Todd Lemons, Jim
Procanik, Je�
Reece

2007 Hong Kong Company, which est. the Rimba
Raya Biodiversity Reserve, a
redd+ scheme in CK with ofi.

International Fund
for Animal Welfare
(ifaw), ifaw.org

Azzedine Downes 1969 Global Animal rights/welfare group.
Informally involved in Indonesia
orangutan con�scations (Gardner,
2014); helped est. bosf Wanariset
(Rijksen & Meijaard, 1999, p. 149).

Orangutan
Odysseys,
orangutanodys-
seys.com

Garry Sundin 2011 Australia Borneo/Sumatra tours; proceeds
go in part to top & other
conservation groups.

PT Orang Utan
Lestari / Orang
Utan Regenwald
GmbH, orang-utan-
lestari.com,
orangutan.co�ee

Indonesia,
Switzer-
land

Orang Utan Lestari (reg.
Indonesia) & Orang Utan
Regenwald GmbH produce
Orang Utan Co�ee: sustainable
co�ee, with proceeds going to in
part to socp.

raw Wildlife
Encounters (rwe) /
PT Rimba Lestari,
rawildlife.com.au

Jessica McKelson 2009 Australia Wildlife tours, incl. in Indonesia.
Est. by Jessica McKelson of socp.
PT Rimba Lestari: local partner.

Shangri-La Hotels
and Resorts,
shangri-
la.com/kotakinabalu/
rasariaresort

Beau Kuok 1971 Global Hotel group. In 2016 closed
orangutan rehabilitation
programme after crticism.

Steppes Travel Nicholas A. G.
Laing

1989 Tour company o�ering tours of
tpnp & Lamandau with Ashley
Leiman of of-uk.

258

http://dai.com/
http://www.thegreatprojects.com/
http://www.thegreatprojects.com/
http://infinite-earth.com/
http://www.ifaw.org
http://www.orangutanodysseys.com/
http://www.orangutanodysseys.com/
http://www.orang-utan-lestari.com/home.php
http://www.orang-utan-lestari.com/home.php
https://orangutan.coffee/en/
http://www.rawildlife.com.au/
http://www.shangri-la.com/kotakinabalu/rasariaresort/
http://www.shangri-la.com/kotakinabalu/rasariaresort/
http://www.shangri-la.com/kotakinabalu/rasariaresort/


Zoological Society
of London (zsl),
zsl.org/conservation/
regions/asia/sustainable-
oil-palm-in-
indonesia

1826 Conservation institute assoc.
with London Zoo. Advocates for
sustainable palm oil, e.g.
developing tools for industry
members.
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Galdikas, Birutė Marija Filomena. (1998). Galdikas responds to “A typhoon in rain-forest Eden”

by Joshua Hammer, published 1st June. Newsweek, 29th June. Retrieved February 17, 2016,
from https://www.highbeam.com/doc/1G1-20835610.html. (Cit. on p. 222)
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