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By Tara Stoinski, Ph.D.
President and CEO/Chief Scientific Officer 

It was a day I’ll never 
forget. The cere-
monial ground-
breaking for the 
new home of our 
Karisoke Research 
Center and all of 
our gorilla conser-
vation work — was 
held on Feb. 12, and 
it was a day filled 
with emotion, joy, 
gratitude, determi-
nation, even a sense 
of disbelief. 

Finally, after 
more than 50 years 
of working in makeshift facilities, we were 
actually standing where our gorilla protec-
tion and science activities will soon have 
their permanent home.

Nestled next to Volcanoes National Park, 
more than 200 guests joined us for this his-

toric occasion, including Rwandan govern-
ment officials, Fossey Fund staff and board 
members, community leaders, local organi-

zations and other 
partners. 

And, as our long 
legacy in Rwanda 
took a giant leap 
into the future, 
construction of the 
Ellen DeGeneres 
Campus of the 
Dian Fossey Gorilla 
Fund — named in 
honor of the lead 
gift by Ellen DeGe-
neres and her wife 
Portia de Rossi — 
was now formally 
underway. 

I was delighted to welcome Portia back to 
Rwanda for this event, after she and Ellen 
visited the site — and the gorillas — last year, 
when their gift was announced in celebra-
tion of Ellen’s 60th birthday.

Breaking ground on the site of our new campus, as 200 
guests watched! From left: Board member Sandy Price; 
northern province governor Jean Marie Vianney; Dr. Tara 
Stoinski, and The Ellen Fund’s Portia de Rossi .

The Ellen campus of the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund is underway

See New campus, page 2

Groundbreaking the future
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In her address to the ground-
breaking attendees, Portia reminded 
us all that Dian Fossey was Ellen’s 
hero growing up. “I love the idea of 
these two powerful women work-
ing together toward the same goal 
— protection of one of our closest rel-
atives, the mountain gorillas,” Portia 
said. “The Ellen Fund is so honored 
to support the Dian Fossey Gorilla 

Fund in their dream of building a 
permanent home in Rwanda.”

After starting with just two tents 
in the forest set up by Dian Fossey 
in 1967 and spending the years since 
in impermanent and inadequate 
spaces, including our current rented 
office building about 30 kilometers 
away from the forest, I think we all 
feel that we are coming back home.

Felix Ndagijimana, director 
of all our programs in Rwanda, 
said it is a dream come true and I 
believe it is. I am so grateful to the 
Rwandan government and all the 
partners who have worked to pro-
tect the gorillas and this important 
forest in Volcanoes National Park, 
which have helped make this new 

campus a reality.
As Portia said at the event, 

building a permanent home is a 
big deal, a commitment to support 
conservation, education and sci-
ence in Rwanda. It means that you 
are here to stay, she told the crowd 
at the event. 

I can’t wait to start seeing every 
aspect of the facility begin to take 
shape, from a dynamic public 
exhibit to state-of-the-art laborato-
ries, to beautiful interpretive trails, 

classrooms and meeting spaces, 
all created by the unique nonprofit 
architectural firm of MASS Design 
Group. 

Together we have crafted a very 
special mission for our campus: 

making gorillas an entry point for 
a lifetime of conservation activism. 
The campus will also demonstrate 
the Fossey Fund’s ongoing invest-
ment in advancing the conservation 
and science goals of Rwanda, while 
making a significant investment in 
local communities, and providing 
a bigger, stronger and permanent 
home for gorilla conservation in 
the region, a place that will inspire 
everyone who comes.

So for us, this campus is so 

much more than a new 
facility for our work. It’s 
our way of addressing the 
larger and long-term needs 
of conservation and all of 
its stakeholders in Rwanda, 

to keep building a core of conserva-
tion scientists and activists in the 
region, and to make sure that local 
communities, students, visitors and 
all who want to make an impact 
have a place to join the mission. n
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Above: An aerial rendering 
of the new campus — eco-
friendly and nestled into the 
landscape next to the park, 
as created by MASS Design 
Group. 

Left: Governor Vianney, Portia 
de Rossi, Dr. Tara Stoinski, 
and Casey Rogers of The Ellen 
Fund study a model of the 
new campus at the ceremony.

New campus
Continued from page 1

This is a dream come true, says 
Felix Ndagijimana, the Fossey Fund’s 
Rwanda program director.
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Mountain gorilla status 
upgraded from critical
In November, the official endanger-
ment status of the mountain gorilla 
was officially improved from “criti-
cally endangered” to “endangered,” 
one step further from extinction. 

This is a testament to the daily 
protection they receive, as initi-
ated by Dian Fossey more than five 

decades ago and carried out by the 
Fossey Fund and Rwandan park 
authorities today. 

The latest assessment was pub-
lished by the International Union 
for Conservation of Nature, which 
tracks the conservation status of 
animal and plant species around 
the world, based on scientific input. 

Fossey Fund President & CEO/
Chief Scientific Officer Dr. Tara 
Stoinski, who was on the scientific 
team that wrote the re-assess-
ment report, says that despite this 
positive signal, significant threats 
to the mountain gorillas remain, 
including limited habitat, disease, 
human pressures, climate change, 
and their overall small number. 
Unfortunately, the status of all 

other gorillas remains at critically 
endangered levels, after years of 
declines.

Teacher and headmaster 
trainings expanded
Our teacher-training program 
for schools in Rwanda was in full 
swing at the end of 2018, including 
our first-ever headmasters work-

shop at Karisoke. Teachers learned 
about gorillas, golden monkeys and 
the park ecosystem, as well as how 
to use scientific inquiry methods to 
teach their students about conser-
vation. They even visited the golden 
monkeys that live in gorilla habitat 
and recorded their behaviors.

“I learned how to properly 
conduct research and how to help 
students do research on particular 
issues,” says Theoneste Ndegeye,  
a teacher at Buringo primary 
school. “Now I have the knowledge 
I need to teach environmental top-
ics in schools and will use examples 
of the different wild animals living 
in our own Volcanoes National 
Park to connect students with the 
environment,” he says.

Individual golden monkeys  
identified and named
In the realm of scientific activities, 
our biodiversity research continues 
to blossom, including our study of 
the golden monkeys, the only other 
primate that shares the forest with 
the gorillas. 

This work was initiated by our 
biodiversity research program 

manager Deogratias Tuyisingize 
in 2004. He recently organized the 
first-ever regional golden monkey 
conservation action plan work-
shop and is currently conducting 
research for his Ph.D. on the mon-
keys. 

Now Deo and other staff are 
also working to identify individual 
monkeys within their large groups, 
so they can track their daily behav-
iors, as we do with all the moun-
tain gorillas we monitor. They are 
up to 100 monkeys and adding 
more all the time. Golden monkeys 
don’t have unique noseprints like 
the mountain gorillas do, so we use 
other features on the ears, nose, 
mouth and even body colors to 
identify them. n
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Program news and highlights

Rwandan primary school teachers, above, joined our staff in the forest to study golden monkeys and field research methods. 
Golden monkey “Ruth,” right, is among the 100 monkeys we have individually identified in our daily studies of them.
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Editor’s note: This is the third in a series 
of articles chronicling the lives of the goril-
las in a legendary mountain gorilla group 
named after former silverback Pablo, in 
honor of the group’s 25th anniversary. 

Pablo formed the group in 1993, but 
was its leader for only one year, before 
yielding dominance to the legendary 
silverback Cantsbee, who would reign 
for the next 20+ years. Today, the group 
is led by Cantsbee’s son, Gicurasi.

Although mountain gorillas live in 
groups that are led by a dominant 
silverback (adult male), who leads 
the group’s daily travels and activi-
ties, the adult females in a group are 
also critically important to keeping 
the group cohesive and successful. 

Female gorillas generally have a 
much more peaceful demeanor, so 
their rankings are not as obvious 
at first glance, but our trackers and 
researchers are adept at decoding 
the female hierarchy, since they 
observe the groups every day.

Pablo group is large, with 22 
members currently, and the rela-
tionships among the females and 
between the females and males are 
a core aspect of keeping the group 
together and thriving. 

As with most species, female 
gorillas have one very strong, top 
priority — to protect their infants. 
Since gorillas are so similar to 
humans, we are able to interpret 
their behaviors quite well as they 
endeavor to care for their infants. 
Like humans, gorilla mothers invest 
a huge amount of energy and time 
in raising their youngsters. They 
also count on the protection of the 
strongest male in the group — the 
dominant silverback — and create 

an alliance with him so as to rein-
force their protective role.

Do females have their  
own levels of order?
Yes, they do, and there are several 
ways that we can see this. 

Proximity. First, since females 

rely on the dominant silverback for 
protection — for themselves and any 
infants they may have — noticing 
how close they are to the domi-
nant male is one way we can detect 
high rank in females. This is called 
“proximity” and it literally means 
how close the two gorillas are in 

Life with Pablo Gorillas: Episode Three

Keeping groups cohesive and growing 

It’s all about the females:  
Life with Pablo gorillas, part three

Top: Females Gutangara and Mukecuru joined Pablo group in 1995 and are 
central to the group. Bottom: Mother Ishema has three offspring in the group, 
including son Kundurwanda shown here. 
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terms of physical distance from 
each other.

Displacements. Another 
method of showing rank is the 
use of “displacements.” Males do 
this, too, and it happens when one 
gorilla displaces another from a 
feeding spot or a prime resting 
spot. The one who takes over the 
coveted spot is dominant over the 
displaced individual. 

Inheritance. Interestingly, we 
have seen that females sometimes 
seem to inherit a tendency toward 
dominance from their own mothers. 

An example is the matrilineal 
line of the historic female Effie, the 
matriarch of one of Dian Fossey’s 
study groups, which she called 
“Group 5.” This is the group Pablo 
came from as well. Effie’s descen-
dants have been well represented in 

Pablo’s group throughout its history 
and her daughters showed the same 
dominant tendencies that she had. 
They easily acquired high ranks in 
all of the groups they moved into. 

Pablo’s females  
readjusting now
The group has eight adult or sub-
adult females now, but two import-

ant females left the group in 2018, 
so the remaining females are now 
readjusting to this big change. 

The eldest are Gutangara and 
Mukecuru and they wield a lot of 
power in the group, in addition to 
having several family members and 
friends in the group.

Gutangara and Mukecuru both 
joined Pablo’s group on the same day 
in 1995, in the same year that silver-
back Cantsbee took on leadership 
of the group. They both came from 
the same original group (Susa group) 
as well, and have enjoyed a peaceful 
and central relationship in the group 
for more than two decades. 

Each is a good candidate to be 
the dominant female of the group, 
but their long, calm association 
with one another has not pushed 
them to compete for this status.

Gutangara, age 38, has been a 
very successful mother over the 
years, including raising three sons, 
two of whom departed to become 
solitary but are now actively trying 
to form their own groups. 

Mukecuru, age 35, had mostly 
female offspring, none of whom are 
still in the group, but she does have 
grandchildren in the group! 

Another female in the group, 
18-year-old Ishema, has three 
offspring in the group and exhibits 
a personality that seems to indi-
cate she’d like to be dominant at 
some point. She joined the group 
in 2007 and since then has been a 
loyal member, building friendships 
and alliances, and forming a good 
relationship with the dominant 
silverback Gicurasi. 

One of Ishema’s offspring is 
10-year-old male Imfura, who is 
probably the most active male in 
the group!

Some younger females in the 
group are between ages 8–10 and 
are just about ready to become 
mothers themselves, though they 
haven’t yet. Their names are Shishi-
kara, Teta, Umwari, and Isangano, 
and all were born in this group. 

That means it’s quite possible 
they may decide to emigrate  
to another group or join a soli-
tary male. 

We won’t be surprised if that 
happens since this maximizes 
their reproductive success and 
minimizes inbreeding. 

But in the meantime, the 
males in the group love spend-
ing time with these young 
females, by flirting and mak-
ing clumsy attempts to mate. 
The young females seem to 
enjoy the attention, and often 
gather around the lower-rank-
ing silverbacks, Ubwuzu and 
Dushishoze.

What will  
happen next?
For now, this historic group is sta-
ble but it is clear that changes are 
on the horizon, so stay tuned for 
the next episode of “Life with Pablo 
Gorillas” in the next edition of the 
Gorilla Journal. 

In the meantime, if something 
important happens, we’ll post the 
breaking news on our website, at 
gorillafund.org/Pablo. n

Life with Pablo Gorillas: Episode Three

Tebuka is one of many youngsters in Pablo’s group.
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Daily Protection in Congo

The Fossey Fund protects about 
1,300 square kilometers of forest 
in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, in the core of Grauer’s 
gorilla range, where they have 
faced decades of declines due to 
many threats.

Unlike our work with moun-
tain gorillas in Rwanda, these 
Grauer’s gorillas are not habitu-
ated to the presence of humans. 
This is primarily for their 
long-term safety, since there are 
still other areas in the forest 
where miners, hunters and other 
human activities exist. 

By working with traditional 
landowners and by training local 
community members as track-
ers, we provide critical protec-
tion for several large groups of 
Grauer’s gorillas in these forests. 

Our trackers follow Grau-
er’s groups by keeping one day 
behind, using evidence of each 
group’s movements to track 
them. This includes finding 
night nests, dung and hair sam-
ples, and vegetation they have 
trampled or eaten.

By following the gorillas out 
of sight in this way, it takes us more time to learn 
about the details of each group and the individuals  
in it, but now, after about five years of tracking, we  
are learning more and can describe more about some 
of the group’s composition, behaviors and activities. 
At this time, we follow six Grauer’s groups, three at 
one time.

An unexpected encounter
Due to the very remote locations of these gorillas, it 
takes our Congo trackers several days of walking in the 
forest just to reach the gorillas. Therefore, they actu-
ally camp in the forest for two-week shifts, after they 
reach the group they are assigned to follow. 

Since 2013, we have been following a large group in 

the Basamba area, about 22 kilo-
meters from our base in Nkuba. 
This group has between 13 and 17 
members in it, and although our 
trackers follow it at a day’s dis-
tance and try to avoid direct con-
tact, a couple of times our team 
has accidentally seen — or heard 
— the gorillas from a distance. 

Recently, this happened when 
the team saw one of the silver-
backs and also spied a gorilla 
in a tree. This is good news 
because when we first started 
tracking these gorillas, they were 
extremely frightened by hearing 
people nearby, says Fossey Fund 
Congo director Urbain Ngobobo. 

“We believe the groups we 
track now know that there are 
harmless people like us circulat-
ing in the forest and with whom 
they share the area. In addition, 
more gorilla groups and other 
large mammals are now moving 
into this protected area and the 
plants are regenerating as well,” 
he adds.

Community names group  
for ancestral family 
The local community where our 
trackers live have now named 
this gorilla group the “Kahuba” 
family, in memory of the ancestor 
of the Bakukpe clan that has tra-
ditional ownership of this forest. 

Naming the group in memory 
of their ancestor has helped motivate 
the community and our trackers  
to protect the group even more, 
according to Jadot and Pharaoh, 
members and leaders of the Bakukpe 
clan, because they feel as if they are 
protecting their ancestor and his 
habitat. 

One of our trackers here, 60-year-
old former poacher Lumum ba 
Kasilembo, says it is his great joy 
to see gorillas, chimpanzees, buffa-
loes, bongo, wild boars, antelopes, 
monkeys and other species being  

Learning more about remote gorillas

Congo community names 
first Grauer’s group

The Kahuba group was recently seen from a 
distance, as our trackers patrolled the area.

See Grauer’s, page 8

Lumum ba 
Kasilembo, 
60-year-old former 
poacher and now 
Fossey tracker, 
loves the many 
species restored  
in the forest.
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Scientific Research in Congo

Editor’s note: The Grauer’s gorillas we 
protect in eastern Democratic Republic 
of Congo live deep in primary forest, 
where our trackers hike for days to 
reach them, then follow their trails 
through slopes and ridges, 
across rivers and streams, 
searching for their nests 
made the night before. Dr. 
Yntze van der Hoek, who 
joined our staff in 2018 as 
biodiversity researcher, 
describes his first journey 
with our Congo trackers.

By Yntze van der Hoek, Ph.D.
Biodiversity Researcher

We follow the vague trail of slightly 
brushed leaves and nibbled-on 
twigs up on a ridge. We are in a 
primary forest in eastern Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo, and have 
followed the sometimes hardly 
visible track of a group of critically 
endangered Grauer’s gorillas. 

We’ve been up and down slopes 
for several hours, and although the 
only goal is to find last night’s nest 
site, there is no sign we are nearly 
done for the day yet. My boots are 
getting uncomfortable, and I am 
sweating everywhere. 

After nearly seven hours, as we 
make another descent towards 
one of hundreds of little rivers 
crossing this vast forest, I get a tap 
on the shoulder. Looking up, I see 
the smaller arboreal nests that are 
usually made by infant and female 
gorillas, hovering above the forest 
floor. We made it. 

For me, one day like this is 
already tough on a body that has 
lingered in an office far too long 
these past weeks. But for our field 

staff in Nkuba, Congo, this is a daily routine. Thanks 
to our very skilled field staff, we get to track these 
gorillas and gather the data we need to understand 
their behavior and ecology, and to efficiently protect 
them. 

I had a sliver of hope those data would include a 
brief direct observation, an internal motivator when 

the going was tough. But today’s 
bounty is restricted to records of food 
items, movement patterns, and nest 
locations, as well as some very fresh 
silverback gorilla poop, which is just 
as interesting for science. But perhaps 
a slightly less emblematic experience 
than my secretly envisioned direct 
encounter with unhabituated gorillas.

Back in camp, I reflect on the forest 
I have seen around me. This home to 
the Grauer’s gorilla is also host to other 

near-mythical mammals, including 
chimpanzees, giant pangolins and a 
variety of antelope. It harbors exciting 
bird species, such as the Bates’ paradise 
flycatcher and white-crested hornbill. It 
contains giant trees and is full of mar-
velously adapted insects. 

But more than a gathering of 
organisms this forest showcases what a 
tropical rainforest is all about: being a 
complex web of interactions. 

Every resource counts, sunlight is an 
especially valued currency, and adapta-
tions for survival can be seen all around 

Gorilla forest is complex web

Grauer’s live in 
‘enchanted’ land

Top: Grauer’s gorilla tree nest. Above: A giant, towering tree showing supportive 
roots for growth in shallow soil. Right: A Bates’ paradise flycatcher.

The praying mantis is a small but key 
predator in this enchanted forest. See Enchanted, page 8
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way to support the work of 
the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund 
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beyond. 

When you inform us of 
your planned giving inten-
tions, you become a mem-
ber of our Legacy Society, 
allowing us to recognize you 
appropriately for your gen-
erosity and dedication to 
wild gorilla conservation in 
Rwanda and the Democratic 
Republic of Congo.

There are many vehicles 
that allow you to provide for 
your loved ones and make a 
planned gift to the Dian Fos-
sey Gorilla Fund, including:  

n wills and living trusts, 
n life insurance policies, 
n retirement plan required 

distributions, 
n bank and investment 

accounts, 
n gifts of stock or securities, 

and 
n donor-advised funds.

To learn more, please  
contact Margaret Adams at  
madams@gorillafund.org; 
404.624.5693.  
Or visit gorillafund.org/giving.

restored in this forest through 
the Fossey Fund’s patrols and 
gorilla tracking.

But tracking and protecting 
Grauer’s gorillas in these lowland 
forests, especially in Basamba, 
is not an easy job, says Ngo-
bobo. “You need heart, love and 
long-term vision to do it, but it is 
extremely important because the 
Grauer’s gorillas here were more 
threatened than anywhere else in 
their range, after years of hunt-
ing, fishing, trade in bushmeat 
and other challenges. 

“Fortunately, since the begin-
ning of conservation activities 
in these areas, no cases of gorilla 
killing, meat sales or infant 
gorilla trafficking have been 

reported in the area. And com-
munities are feeling hopeful 
again that the forests, and their 
communities can thrive, this 
time through converting to con-
servation activities and sustain-
able livelihoods.” n

Only a few Grauer’s gorillas  
are habituated to human presence, 
located in Kahuzi-Biega Park.

Anonymous
Foundation

 Grauer’s
Continued from page 6

Join the Crew!
The Conservation Crew is our community of monthly donors 

whose steady, ongoing support helps people and saves gorillas in 
Rwanda and Congo every single day of the year . . . no matter what. 

Join or renew your commitment to the Conservation Crew because 
we truly cannot do this work without you! gorillafund.org/crew

— cooperation, predation, com-
petition, defense. Camouflage is a 
chart-stopping adaptation, as are 
spines, rapid growth, and extreme 
specialization. And efficiency is a 

trait shared by all, exemplified by 
the fungi, who return resources to 
the forest system. 

This forest is among very 
few like it left in the world — an 
enchanting and complete world, a 
world our Congo program is work-
ing their boots off to protect.” n

 Enchanted
Continued from page 7


