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Most critically endangered Grauer’s gorillas, found only in DR Congo, live outside
of national parks. We’ve been working with traditional community landowners to help them
create ofﬁcially recognized management programs for protecting these crucial forests.

By Tara Stoinski, Ph.D.
President and CEO/Chief Scientiﬁc Ofﬁcer
Persistence, determination, innovation
— these qualities can work wonders for
conservation, as they have for the Dian
Fossey Gorilla Fund throughout our 53-year
history.
Mountain gorillas were nearing extinction when Dian Fossey started her unique
study and protection efforts. Now their
numbers are steadily rising, as is our lifelong dream of building a permanent home

for the future of our crucial conservation
work (see Ellen Campus update on pages 4–5).
In 2001, we expanded our reach, to help
the rapidly dwindling Grauer’s gorillas deep
in unprotected forests in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo. It was a daunting goal
but we persisted, working with traditional
community landowners, training local people
to become gorilla trackers, and creating innovative programs for protecting this region
and helping the communities thrive (see story
on next page).
See Congo forests, page 8
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The Grauer’s
gorillas we
protect in DR
Congo are not
habituated to
the presence
of human
observers, so
we follow their
tracks and stay
out of sight.
This photo
was taken by
remote camera.

Good news
for Grauer’s
gorillas
Congo community
forests receive
official recognition
Just in time for Earth Day in April, the Fossey
Fund was proud to announce that the government of the Democratic Republic of the Congo
had taken a historic step to strengthen protections for the critically endangered Grauer’s
gorillas found only in this region — officially
recognizing three new community-managed
forests in the area where we began working
20 years ago.
In 2001, the Fossey Fund expanded into
Congo, because the population of Grauer’s
gorillas was declining rapidly, with most
of them living outside of protected areas
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such as national parks.
These gorillas had no formal protection and
were at risk from various threats, including
logging, mining and other human activities.
Their population had declined by about 80%
and was continuing to drop.
After some years of on-the-ground research,
we created a base in the remote area of Nkuba,
situated between the only two national parks
that contain Grauer’s gorillas — Kahuzi-Biega
and Maiko.
We believed this unprotected area to be
important for maintaining forest connectivity, and began forming partnerships with the
local communities to build a gorilla protection
program and to establish much-needed educational and livelihood initiatives.
In 2018, we also started assisting with the
formal recognition process for community
management of the forests in the region, now
called the Nkuba Conservation Area (NCA).
Our efforts in this area are especially
important for protecting not just the gorillas
but the Congo Basin itself, which is the second-largest tropical rainforest in the world
and home to numerous endangered plant and
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animal species found nowhere else
on earth.
These forests also serve as an
important area for carbon sequestration, absorbing carbon dioxide from the
air to cool the planet. Unfortunately,
deforestation in the Congo Basin has
accelerated over the past two decades,
and local people have faced extreme
poverty and civil unrest for decades.

Helping communities
manage their forests
Recognizing the importance of protecting these vital forests, the Congolese
government formalized the legal framework for creating local community
forestry concessions (CFCLs) in 2016,
allowing landowners to apply for official recognition of
their custodial rights and responsibilities to forests.
Since then, the Fossey Fund has supported landowners through the lengthy application process, and
we have signed a 25-year agreement to help them
develop and implement sustainable plans for the forest
home of the critically endangered Grauer’s gorillas. We
currently work with 12 traditional landowners protecting 1,300 square kilometers of forest — with approximately 80% now recognized under the new CFCLs.
The recognition of the NCA, which is located in the
23,000-square-kilometer Walikale territory, increases
the area of community-owned forests in the territory
by 70%.
Improving the local economy
The project also provides critical employment for local
people. We now have 70 staff members on the ground

Grauer’s gorillas live in very remote forests, so our
trackers camp for weeks at a time in the forest, after hiking
for several days to the location of the previous team.

in Nkuba, hired from the local community to protect
gorillas, study biodiversity, support education, and
manage livelihood and food security initiatives that
improve the lives of community members living near
the gorilla habitat.
So the Earth Day announcement this April was
a proud and historic moment, promising an even
stronger future for the critically endangered Grauer’s
gorillas, their crucial forest home and the people who
live there.
“Getting these land titles represents so much work,”
says local landowner Masalabo Kanyama Augustin. “It
has been difficult, but the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund
has accompanied us all the way.” ■

‘This is a big moment for the
Congolese, who have shown that we
can lead the world in conservation.
And it’s important for the Grauer’s
gorillas that the Fossey Fund is
working so hard to protect.’
— Urbain Ngobobo
the Fossey Fund’s
DRC country director
at forest recognition ceremony
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Ellen DeGeneres Campus Update

Excitement builds as Ellen Campus grows

At our Ellen DeGeneres Campus
in Rwanda, we’re excited to see
buildings rising quickly from the
ground, and expect the site will
be ready for us to move into later
this year, with our official opening
ceremonies planned for 2022.
Fossey Fund President/CEO Dr.
Tara Stoinski just visited the Ellen
Campus construction site, and our
Rwanda Programs Director Felix
Ndagijimana proudly led a tour of
the latest progress. Gorilla Program
Senior Advisor Veronica Vecellio has
also played a key role in the Campus
development, especially with the
creation of the Cindy Broder Conservation Gallery.
Here are some of their thoughts
as we watch the future of gorilla
conservation taking shape.

Dr. Tara Stoinski,
President and CEO/
Chief Scientiﬁc Ofﬁcer
What were you most excited
to see on your latest visit?
The three main sectors of the
Ellen Campus that are now turning into real buildings! Because
this is an area of volcanic rock, the
preparatory groundwork stages
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took quite a long time. Now that we
have ﬁnished the groundwork and
the building structures are underway, I can really see the three main
facilities coming to life.
What was it like to help conceive
and design the Ellen Campus?
One of the best parts about the
process was our partnership with
our architects, the MASS Design
ﬁrm. We partnered with them
initially just for the design work but
their philosophy was so much like
ours (especially in terms of capacity
building, mission focus and impact)
that we wanted to work with them
for the whole process. We agreed
that the ﬁnal facility would be
impactful but we all also wanted
the whole building process to have
impact while it was happening, to
“live” our motto throughout the
construction period.
What were the major challenges
in creating the Ellen Campus?
The COVID-19 pandemic introduced a host of challenges, including a shutdown, new safety protocols and international supply chain
interruptions.
But our construction also

provided critical jobs to the local
communities during a time when
many other sources of local employment had halted because of the
pandemic, such as those related to
tourism. Our local workers have
seen their daily lives improve, from
learning new skills to being able to
invest in their communities.
What do you look forward to
most when everything is ready?
I can’t wait to see the scientists
in the new labs, children on the biodiversity trails, people in the conservation gallery, tourists coming
by before or after their gorilla treks.
The Campus itself is also going
to be beautiful — with more than
250,000 native plants that we’ve
added, and the view of six volcanoes in the background.
What are the Ellen Campus goals?
The mission is to use gorillas
as an entry point for a lifetime of
conservation activism. We want
people who visit us here to not just
learn but to be inspired to engage
in conservation. And ﬁnally, for the
ﬁrst time, we’ll have really well-designed, purpose-built spaces for our
cutting-edge scientiﬁc research.

gorillafund.org | THE DIAN FOSSE Y GORILL A FUND INTERNATIONAL

Ellen DeGeneres Campus Update
ite will be the section that we call
“Dian’s World,” the ﬁrst area of the
gallery that visitors see.
It’s a space where we put together
a lot of information, original images
and artifacts from Dian Fossey’s
life, to show the history of the pioneering work she did, as well as her
unique challenges, struggles and
successes.

Felix Ndagijimana,
Director of the Fossey Fund’s
Rwanda Programs and
Karisoke Research Center
What have you enjoyed most
about the building process?
Being involved in the design of
a major project like this was an
incredible learning experience for
all of us, and to see the commitment and expertise of the MASS
Design team we worked with was
impressive. Then, as time passed,
to see the buildings start to come
out of the ground, the day-to-day
progress, was just amazing.
What will these new facilities
mean to the country of Rwanda?
I think that everyone who looks
at the Ellen Campus will be proud
of it being located in Rwanda. I
have no doubt that it will help us
all — staff, students, scientists,
partners, government agencies — to
improve our conservation work and
the future of the gorillas.
And I’m sure there will be people
coming to Rwanda just to visit the
Ellen Campus, to see the Cindy
Broder Conservation Gallery, to
meet us, to learn more about the
gorillas.
Most of our trackers come from
this sector and I think they will be
especially proud that this worldclass center will be in their community, close to the gorillas they
protect every day.
What will the Ellen Campus
do for local communities and
other local people?
We will have so many spaces and
programs to help further engage
community members. For example,
with the new Rob and Melani Walton Education Center, we can double
the number of students who can
participate in our many training and
capacity-building programs, which

are a major part of our mission. We’ll
even have housing for the Rwandan
college students who spend months
with us doing research.
Can you compare the old space
to the new Ellen Campus?
Our old building was not purpose-built and we’ve also outgrown
it in so many ways. It was never
designed for all the things we do
there. We literally have meetings in
hallways because of lack of space!
Our new home will have all the
proper space for our programs.
Compared to the old facility, it will
give us triple the classroom space,
ﬁve times more lab space in the
Sandy and Harold Price Research
Center, plus student accommodations, and biodiversity right on the
grounds, for learning on site.

Veronica Vecellio,
Gorilla Program Senior Advisor
and Regional PR Director
in Rwanda
What is going to be your favorite
part of the Cindy Broder Conservation Gallery?
After working on content for the
public exhibits, I think my favor-

THE DIAN FOSSE Y GORILL A FUND INTERNATIONAL | gorillafund.org

What will the public really love
when they visit this gallery?
I’m sure that visitors will love
the immersive experience of the
360-degree movie that will play in
the gallery’s theater. I also think
visitors will enjoy trying to imitate
gorilla vocalizations in our “gorilla
chat” interactive experience. And
everyone will be inspired seeing the
re-creation of Dian’s cabin — it’s
very realistic and gives a great feel
for her surroundings.
There’s also a section where
visitors can pretend to be scientists, work at the “science table”
and examine interactive tools that
really help show how scientists
function.
What are you looking forward
to most when the Ellen Campus
opens?
I’m looking forward to all the
spaces where people can interact,
from places for gatherings in all
the main buildings, to the cafe, to
outside trails.
I’m also looking forward to
taking walks in the beautiful landscape and absorbing the beauty of
nature and the view of the volcanoes — any time of the day!
The Ellen Campus gives us such
a unique opportunity. It enables the
Fossey Fund to create a harmonic
and exciting working environment,
not only for staff but for visitors,
scientists, students, communities
and partners — where we can all
learn and be inspired. ■
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Scientiﬁc Research

We’re beating our chests, too
Latest studies show the importance of Fossey Fund scientiﬁc work
What does it mean when silverback
gorillas beat their chests?
That’s just one of the scientiﬁc questions we’ve studied and
published recently. In fact, this past
year was one of our most productive ever in terms of scientiﬁc papers published, so
we’re proudly beating our
chests too — as a signal of
our strength and success.

of those iconic sounds from the
animal kingdom, so it is great
that we have been able to show
that body size is encoded in these
spectacular displays,” says lead
author Edward Wright, Ph.D., of

Eric Ndayishimiye, one of the
study’s co-authors, explains that
data collection for this study was
no easy feat.
“Conducting this study was
challenging because the chest beats
are relatively short in duration and we needed to be in
the right place at the right
time to obtain the sound
recordings,” he says. And
of course, that also meant
“staying clear of these large,
powerful animals,” he adds.

Chest beating is
communicating
Most people know that
gorillas — especially large
Motherless gorillas can
adult males (silverbacks)
do well with group help
— will beat their chests
Our 53-year database also
when displaying. But
proved itself in another
until now, there was little
recent study, just published
Chest beating is truly a form of communication, our
evidence-based scientiﬁc
in
the journal eLife.
research shows, with the ability to advertise a silverback’s
study of the true meaning size and competitive abilities!
Young gorillas are very
of chest beating.
dependent on their mothers
Recently, several Fossey
for the ﬁrst several years of
Fund staff and affiliated scitheir lives, and our study
entists published a study in
found that those whose
the journal Scientiﬁc Reports
mothers died or left their
that used audio equipment,
groups after the youngsters
high-tech photography, our
were weaned did not suffer
long-term gorilla database
shorter lifespans or declines
and 3,000 hours of ﬁeld
in reproductive success,
observations to determine
as has been seen in other
whether chest beating comhighly social and intelligent
municates actual informaspecies, such as chimpantion, such as the size and
zees and elephants.
strength of the silverback.
And it turns out that
Silverbacks step in
Silverback Kubaha, surrouded by youngsters, is just
larger males have lower-fre- one of several group leaders who have helped raise
The study documented
youngsters without mothers.
quency chest beats. Previthat other members of
ous research by this team
gorilla groups, including
had already shown that larger males the Max Planck Institute for Evoluthe silverbacks, can and do successwere more socially dominant and
tionary Anthropology. Dr. Wright
fully step in to provide the needed
more successful in terms of reprosupport, guidance and protection
has been conducting research on
duction than smaller males. Thus
mountain gorillas for more than 10 that these youngsters depend on in
chest beats provide honest informa- years, including his post-doctoral
order to survive and thrive. They
tion about male quality to potential research at our Karisoke Research
do this even when the infants are
mates as well as to rivals.
unrelated to them.
Center.
See Research, page 8
“The gorilla chest beat is one
Fossey Fund research assistant
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Ways To Help
Silverback
Agahebuzo
with young
group mate
Inararibonye.

Visit our new
online store
The Fossey Fund e-store
is here for you!
Grab our latest gorilla
gear, support a great
cause and look good
doing it!
Check out our latest
items, including our
T-shirts and hats.

New gorilla
‘adoptions’
available
For those who want to have a personal connection
with the gorillas while also supporting our daily
protection efforts, the Fossey Fund’s symbolic gorilla
adoption program is a perfect option.
We have recently added a new selection of gorillas to
the program, from infants to silverbacks to mother-infant
pairs. These are gorillas we monitor every day in Rwanda.
For those who are partial to silverbacks, the current
adoptee is the unique Agahebuzo, who is known for his
kindness and good relationships, rather than the usual
struggle for dominance and power. This special silverback
shows us that gorillas have a wide range of personalities,
just like humans.
Another option is father-infant pair Ishavu and
Karame. At 20 years old, dominant silverback Ishavu is at
the peak of his strength. Three-year-old Karame was the
ﬁrst infant born in this group and will be fun to observe
as he grows up under Ishavu’s protection.

When you purchase
from the Fossey Fund
store, 100% of net proﬁts
support our ongoing
protection efforts!

Other gorillas now available include: mother and
infant pair Akaramata and Akazeneza; and infants Bisoke,
Kira and Igitego.
Adopt to adopt a gorilla today! Visit gorillafund.org/adopt/
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Visit our store at
store.gorillafund.org/
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Research
Continued from page 6
A classic case is that of silverback Kubaha, who stepped in
to help raise four young gorillas whose mothers had left the
group and where the dominant
silverback — who had been ailing
— subsequently died. “Kubaha let
them sleep in his nest and climb
all over him like a jungle gym,”
says Fossey Fund CEO and chief
scientist, Dr. Tara Stoinski.

structured. We hope it serves as
a model for training programs in
other countries or organizations.

Young Rwandans have
pathway to conservation
Our program is now a proven
pipeline for young Rwandans to
become the conservation leaders
of the future, with most participants working in conservation or
on post graduate degrees, teaching in Rwandan universities, or
working in the Rwandan government. Overall, 83% are currently
engaged in various aspects of
conservation.
“This program is more than
wonderful, useful and helpful;

We even study
our own efforts
Since 2003, the Fossey Fund has
offered educational opportunities for college
students at the
University of
Rwanda to study
and conduct
research at
our Karisoke
Research Center,
working with our
staff and scientists, as well as
scientists from
Cleveland Metroparks Zoo and
other academic
partners. This
Eric Ndayishimiye helped record 3,000 hours of
has evolved into gorilla sounds for the silverback chest-beating study.
an important
long-term training program, with it created in me a conservation
senior-year students conducting
spirit, and increased my desire to
research projects of their own.
protect the ecosystem,” said one
The program also prepares
participant.
these students for careers in sci“The program gave me a
ence, education and related ﬁelds. strong foundation in scientiﬁc
Recently we published a paper in
research and incited me to go far
the American Journal of Primatolin the research and conservation
ogy outlining how the program is
career,” added another. ■

Congo forests
Continued from page 1
This year on Earth Day, we
proudly announced the latest
achievement there: Official recognition by the Democratic Republic of the Congo for three new
communities in the area to manage
their own forests.

Helping to get land rights
In recent years, we’ve been assisting
these communities in securing land
rights, and this moment is the latest
step toward a long-term solution for
protecting this area, which is located
between Kahuzi-Biega and Maiko
national parks.

. . . wild spaces can be
directly protected by local
communities, while also
enhancing and improving the
lives of the people.
— Tara Stoinski, Ph.D.
President and CEO/
Chief Scientiﬁc Ofﬁcer,
Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund
Like Dian Fossey, the people we
work with in Congo have shown us
what is possible, in this case that
important wild spaces can be directly
protected by local communities,
while also enhancing and improving
the lives of the people.
I believe that this community-based model is truly signiﬁcant.
For some areas it may even prove
to be a more practical and cost-effective way to preserve forests than
traditional national parks. And it is
wonderful that our organization has
once again played a key role in making conservation history. ■

Thank you to our Platinum Corporate Sponsors for their extraordinary support in 2021
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