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Eastern lowland gorillas (Gorilla beringei graueri), only live in the eastern Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) in 
central Africa.  They are closely related to humans and are the largest subspecies of gorilla, making them the 
largest primate in the world.  Males can weigh up to 500 pounds.  They are a close relative of the better-known 
mountain gorilla, but tend to live at lower elevations and incorporate more fruit into their diet.  But very little is 
known about Grauer’s gorilla ecology or behavior because they have not been well studied in the wild.  Grauer’s 
gorillas mainly live in the forests of the Albertine Rift, which is recognized as one of Africa’s most important areas 
for biodiversity conservation. 
 

Grauer’s Gorillas are Highly Endangered 
 

Grauer’s gorillas are highly endangered due to 
widespread poaching, habitat destruction, and 
threats associated with the rapidly growing 
human population.  Over the past decade, 
insecurity in eastern DRC has amplified these 
threats, making the situation even more dire. 
 
In the mid-1990s, the overall population of wild 
Grauer’s gorillas was estimated at around 17,000 
individuals.  Shortly thereafter, armed conflict 
broke out in the region, causing hundreds of 
thousands of human refugees to flee into DRC 
to escape genocide and civil war in neighboring 
Rwanda.  This chaos also destabilized the already 
fragile Congolese government, sparking a civil 
war in that country and a massive humanitarian 
crisis.   

 
Many refugees settled in prime gorilla habitat, including national parks and other protected areas.  This put 
enormous pressure on the forests through unchecked harvesting of fuelwood, clearing of forest for farmland, 
timber extraction, and mining.  The high price paid for coltan (columbium and tantalum used in electronics like 
cell phones) in 1998-2000 made matters worse.  Thousands invaded areas like Kahuzi-Biega National Park, a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site, to mine for valuable minerals, and professional hunters killed many gorillas to 
feed the miners and their families.  The highland sector of Kahuzi-Biega, once a popular tourist destination, was 
hit particularly hard.  About 50% of its gorilla population was wiped out, including nearly 90% of the gorillas 
habituated for tourism because they were easy targets. 
 
Unsurprisingly, Grauer’s gorillas have suffered greatly during this troubled time.  They have lost more than 50% 
of their habitat since the 1990s.  A report released in 2016 estimates that only 3,800 gorillas remain, representing a 
77% population decline over the past 20 years.  These last gorillas occur in small, fragmented populations, which 
further endangers them due to problems with low genetic diversity.  Some isolated populations have already gone 
extinct.  Three consecutive times, Grauer’s gorillas have been recognized as one of the 25 most endangered 
primates in the world by IUCN.   
 
  

	                                       Project Background 



	  

Gorilla Orphans Need Care 
 

A symptom of the worsening situation for Grauer’s gorillas is the growing 
number of orphaned gorillas that have been confiscated by authorities in DRC 
and Rwanda over the past decade (20 gorillas since 2003).  Adult gorillas are 
killed for meat, but the infants are often illegally sold and kept as pets.  Most die 
without the care of their mothers.  It is estimated that for every gorilla that 
survives to confiscation, three or four more have died under similar 
circumstances.  And for every gorilla that is captured alive, 2 or more of its 
family members are killed. Infant gorillas that are lucky enough to be rescued still 
face an uphill battle.  They cannot make it on their own in the wild and previous 
attempts to immediately introduce orphans into another wild gorilla group have 
been unsuccessful.  They often require specialized care in order to have a chance 
at survival. 
 
Reports of illegally held Grauer’s gorilla infants began increasing around 2008, 
but there was no long-term solution for these animals, once they were 
confiscated by wildlife officers.  Orphans were being cared for temporarily by 
various NGOs working in the region.  The Congolese Wildlife Authority (Institut 

Congolais pour la Conservation de la Nature, ICCN) urged the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund International, a gorilla 
research and conservation NGO working in DRC and Rwanda, to help find a solution to this problem. 
 
Thus was born the idea of the Gorilla Rehabilitation and Education Center (GRACE), a rescue and rehabilitation 
facility, built in a remote forested area in eastern DRC, where confiscated Grauer’s gorillas are not only cared for 
as youngsters but also learn skills for eventual reintroduction back into the wild.  Having a facility dedicated to 
orphaned gorillas bolsters the enforcement of animal trafficking laws because authorities now have a place to 
send confiscated gorillas.  
GRACE also strives to provide 
educational opportunities for 
local communities to promote 
the conservation of gorillas 
remaining in the wild. 
 
In 2010, the first gorillas arrived 
at GRACE from temporary 
facilities in Goma.  These four 
individuals were still very young 
at the time, and were then joined 
by four more infants who were 
confiscated soon after GRACE 
became operational.  Six older 
gorillas came to GRACE in 2011 
from a facility in Rwanda, where 
they had been living with 
mountain gorillas, a different 
subspecies.  There are now 14 
gorillas at GRACE that range in 
age from 3 to 13 years.  The 
gorillas live in a single mixed-sex 
social group, which functions as 
a surrogate family. 

                           Shamavu’s Story 
 

 
	  

Male Grauer’s gorilla Shamavu was 
kept in a small backpack for days 
while his captors searched for 
someone to buy him as a pet. His 
family had been killed by poachers. 
When wildlife officials confiscated 
Shamavu in 2011, he was 
estimated to be 1.5 years old, 
much too young to be without his 
mother. Shamavu was scared, 
dehydrated, and malnourished. 
Most infant gorillas die long before 
they can be sold or before 
authorities learn of their existence. 
Luckily, this was not the case for 
Shamavu.  He was rescued and 
brought to GRACE to receive the 
care and attention he needed. He is 
now thriving as one of the 
youngest members of the GRACE 
gorilla family. 
	  

Shamavu 2011 

Shamavu 2014 
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GRACE is a Collaborative Effort 
 

GRACE was initiated by the Fossey Fund in 2009 
with financial support from the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service and Disney, and technical assistance 
from Disney’s Animal Programs and Pan African 
Sanctuary Alliance (PASA).  GRACE is now led by a 
formal Board of Directors made up of 
representatives from GRACE’s major donors, 
including the Fossey Fund, Disney, and Houston, 
Dallas, Detroit, Nashville, and Utah’s Hogle Zoos.  
ICCN, Tayna Center for Conservation Biology, 
Gorilla Doctors, and Virunga National Park are key 
partners in DRC.  GRACE also works closely with 
teams of advisors that help with GRACE’s 
veterinary, scientific, husbandry, education, and 
facility programs. 
 

GRACE is located on 370 acres within a 1,235-acre forested area near the village of Kasugho and Tayna Nature 
Reserve in North Kivu province of eastern Democratic Republic of Congo. This reserve includes 220,000 acres of 
forest and is one of a dozen community-based reserves that form an important wildlife corridor between Maiko 
and Kahuzi-Biega National Parks, spanning nearly the entire range of the world’s remaining Grauer’s gorillas.  
These reserves, which have protected status that is legally equivalent to national parks, have been set aside by 
traditional leaders to safeguard their ancestral land. 
 
GRACE’s location was strategically chosen because it is natural habitat for Grauer’s gorillas, which facilitates 
reintroduction, and also because the unique conservation ethic of the local communities fosters a supportive 
environment for gorilla conservation.  These communities have embraced innovative conservation programs 
including a conservation-oriented radio station and hydroelectric project.  They also created the Tayna Center for 
Conservation Biology (TCCB), Africa’s first community-run college aimed at training Congolese conservationists.  
The idea of GRACE was enthusiastically welcomed by local people and TCCB even donated the land on which 
the facility was built.  GRACE works hand-in-hand with community groups to raise awareness about the plight of 
Grauer’s gorillas and build capacity for conservation. 
 

A Community in Need 

The situation for Grauer’s gorillas has worsened in recent decades and these years have brought hardship to the 
Congolese people as well.  Since war broke out in the late 1990s, more than 5 million people have lost their lives 
in the violence and resulting upheaval, making it the deadliest conflict since World War II.  Most of those who 
died were children, mainly due to malnutrition and disease.  Though the conflict officially ended in 2003, violence 
has persisted in the eastern provinces, where Grauer’s gorillas are found. 
 
Most communities are now living in poverty without access to basic needs like clean drinking water, latrines, and 
basic health care.  Katoyo and surrounding communities experienced some of the worst atrocities of the war, 
including sexual violence against women by members of the military.  As in many other areas of eastern DRC, the 
persistence of armed rebel groups nearby has ruined the local economy, since Katoyo residents were repeatedly 
forced to abandon their farms and businesses to flee violence. Once security improved and villagers 
returned, many residents no longer had the means to provide for their families.  Consequently, many turned to 
unsustainable and environmentally damaging practices such as shift-and-burn agriculture, cultivating steep 
hillsides, overharvesting firewood, polluting water sources, and hunting for bushmeat.  GRACE is committed to 
helping people improve their circumstances in ways that allows them to sustainably coexist with forests and 
wildlife. 



	  

 

	  
2003 First Grauer's gorilla confiscated and cared for by Gorilla Doctors & Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund International 

2008 ICCN pitches idea to Fossey Fund to build a facility for confiscated gorillas in DRC 

	   Fossey Fund’s Alecia Lilly approaches Disney about funding project; Disney approves staff involvement  

	   Kasugho chosen as location for GRACE; Pierre Kakule & Tayna Center for Conservation Biology (TCCB) 
donate land for GRACE 

	   Pre-construction site work and road construction begins 

2009 Construction of GRACE Center begins 

	   Disney ships a container of gorilla holding materials & medical supplies to GRACE 

	   Project leader Alecia Lilly unexpectedly passes away; Disney takes over leadership  

2010 Phase 1 of construction completed: Gorilla Night House, Outdoor Yard, Vet/Office Block 

	   First four gorillas arrive from Goma 

	   Rabbit husbandry project initiated with local women’s group 

2011 Four more gorillas arrive from different locations in DRC 

	   Gorilla health checks are performed and 6 gorillas arrive from Rwanda via UN helicopter 

	   First educational radio drama produced 

	   New major partners Dallas, Houston & Denver Zoos join  

2012 GRACE Oversight Committee formed 

	   GRACE incorporates in State of Georgia 

2013 First U.S.-based Executive Director hired 

	   Formal U.S. Board of Directors established 

	   GRACE website and social media are launched 

	   Two gorillas arrive from Virunga National Park 

	   New major partners Detroit, Nashville, Jacksonville & Utah’s Hogle Zoos join 

2014 GRACE gets 501(c)(3) non-profit status in U.S. 

 Gorilla arrives from Rwanda via UN helicopter 

 GRACE Animal Care & Welfare Advisory Group established 

	   Phase 2 of construction completed: GRACE House (on-site staff accommodations) 

2015 Phase 3 of construction completed: 24-acre gorilla forest enclosure  

	   GRACE joins the Conservation Action Plan for Grauer's Gorillas and Chimpanzees in Eastern DRC 

	   Gorilla behavioral monitoring program launched 

	   Gorilla arrives from Virunga National Park 

	   Formal launch of program for local visitors  

	   GRACE Veterinary Advisory Group established  

	   Veterinary experts conduct gorilla health exams 

2016 Phase 4 of construction completed: Gorilla Night House Expansion & Quarantine Facility  

	   GRACE promotional films produced 

	  

New veterinary partnership formed with Gorilla Doctors & Lwiro Sanctuary to train Congolese vets 
 

	        GRACE History & Key Accomplishments 
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GRACE Vision 
 
The ultimate goal of the Gorilla Rehabilitation and Conservation Education (GRACE) Center is a healthy, stable 
population of wild Grauer’s gorillas in the Democratic Republic of Congo that is no longer threatened and is a 
source of pride for the Congolese people. 
 
 

GRACE Mission 
 
GRACE’s mission is to care for rescued Grauer’s gorillas and to work alongside Congolese communities to 
promote the understanding, appreciation, and conservation of wild gorillas and their habitat. 
 
In pursuing this mission, GRACE aims to: 

• Maintain an excellent facility in the Democratic Republic of Congo for rescued Grauer’s gorillas 
• Manage the GRACE gorillas in ways that prioritize the welfare of every individual and maximize the 

possibility for gorilla reintroductions in the future 
• Develop and implement education programs that promote local understanding of and appreciation for 

gorillas, their habitat, and wildlife in general 
• Invest in capacity building to help Congolese staff and communities become leaders in gorilla 

rehabilitation and conservation 
• Assist local communities with developing sustainable ways to coexist with endangered wildlife while 

addressing their own development needs 
• Build effective partnerships with local, regional, national, and international partners to promote a 

coordinated and collaborative approach to solving conservation challenges in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo 

 
 

  

	                             Vision, Mission, & Values 



	  

GRACE Core Values 
 

• Welfare: We believe that the survival and welfare of individual gorillas and other primates–not just 
species–is paramount and should be prioritized.  

• Best Practices: We aim to operate in ways that are consistent with or exceed today’s best practice guidelines 
(e.g., PASA, AZA, IUCN) and adhere to sound conservation science to ensure the best possible care and 
welfare of animals at GRACE.  

• Teamwork: Today’s conservation challenges require input from many different approaches, and we believe 
that the best possible outcomes for conservation will be achieved only if individuals and organizations 
work together toward shared goals.  We are committed to collaborating with Congolese and international 
partners and other stakeholders that share our goals and standards.  

• Capacity Building: We believe that GRACE can only be successful if the project is embraced by the 
Congolese government, regional and local authorities, local communities, and other individuals and can 
only be sustained if it is eventually led by Congolese nationals.  Therefore, capacity building is a 
fundamental part of everything we do. 

• Integrity & Professionalism: We are committed to operating in a professional manner including being fair, 
honest, and transparent in all of our dealings and being held accountable for our actions.  GRACE staff 
members aim for excellence in job performance and, as ambassadors for GRACE and DRC conservation 
in general, are expected to conduct themselves in an appropriate and responsible manner to encourage 
and justify public confidence in our work and organization.  Members of the GRACE team are also 
expected to treat all animals and the environment with respect. 

• Compassion: GRACE works and interacts with people on a daily basis who have suffered and continue to 
suffer greatly from the consequences of war, insecurity, and poverty.  We are committed to treating all 
people with respect and compassion, regardless of gender, political, ethnic, tribal, or religious affiliation 
or other difference, and, whenever possible, helping to improve the quality of life in areas in which we 
operate.   
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Given that the GRACE facility in DRC is still being built and the GRACE organization is a new non-profit, the 
strategy timeframe adopted here is for three years (corresponding to the GRACE fiscal years, Oct 2014-Sep 2016) 
and reflects the start-up stage of our project.  As part of our three-year strategy, we will be making significant 
progress on our long-range planning in addition to our more immediate goals.   
 
GRACE’s overall strategy for the 2014-2016 period can be conceptualized as having four main target programs 
(Table 1). Our specific planned activities for each of the four programs are outlined in our annual work plans.  
 

   Table 1. GRACE programs and goals 
Program Goal 
Gorilla Sanctuary Provide excellent rehabilitative care for rescued Grauer’s 

gorillas to ensure their health and welfare 

Gorilla Reintroduction Contribute to the conservation and welfare of wild 
Grauer’s gorillas through a reintroduction program 

Education & Outreach Promote public appreciation and understanding of gorilla 
and environmental conservation 

Organizational Development Develop GRACE as an independent, efficient, and 
sustainable organization  

 
 

Program #1: Gorilla Sanctuary 
 
GRACE’s primary focus is to provide excellent 
care and welfare for the 14 Grauer’s gorilla orphans 
at GRACE and to manage them in ways that afford 
them the best possible chance of being returned to 
the wild.  Central to this approach is our practice of 
placing incoming gorillas with other gorillas as 
soon as possible.  We also adhere to a wild-like diet 
for the gorillas by provisioning them with wild 
gorilla foods for over 90% of their diet.  More than 
300 kg of vegetation from up to 45 different 
species is collected each day by GRACE staff from 
surrounding forests for this purpose.  Additionally, 
we strive to maintain a high-quality facility and 
employ highly trained staff to comply with or 
exceed best practices in standard operating 
procedures for captive care of great apes. 
 
At GRACE, construction has so far been completed on the gorilla indoor facility (‘Night House’) that holds up to 
15 gorillas, an outdoor gorilla yard, cages for GRACE’s monkeys (3 species), and a building that houses a vet 
block, staff office, staff locker room, kitchen, and a temporary quarantine room.  The original master plan also 
calls for a quarantine building, a large gorilla forest enclosure, an addition for the current night house to increase 
its capacity to 30 gorillas, and a small house (‘GRACE House’) for the GRACE DRC Director and visiting 
collaborators and volunteers.  Over the next three years, we aim to complete all of these construction projects.  
Additionally, we will revise and implement new standard operating procedures as we work toward achieving the 

	              Objectives 2014-2016 



	  

highest possible quality of care.  GRACE staff will also receive several key trainings in husbandry techniques, 
veterinary care, safety, and facility maintenance. 

 
 

Program #2: Gorilla Reintroduction 
 
Reintroduction of rescued great apes back into the wild is an 
important conservation role that GRACE can play. 
Reintroduction is a complex process–especially with great apes–
but it has been done successfully, including with western lowland 
gorillas (G. gorilla gorilla).  Grauer’s gorillas have not yet been 
reintroduced, but prospects for this strategy look promising.  
Surveys indicate, for example, that there is ample former gorilla 
habitat in eastern DRC to support reintroduced groups.  Further, 
given the discontinuous distribution of the remaining wild 
Grauer’s gorillas, reintroduction might indeed prove to be a 
critical tool for saving this species from extinction.  The 
Conservation Action Plan (CAP) that was developed in 2012 for 
Grauer’s gorillas and chimpanzees in eastern DRC in fact 
explicitly lists preparing GRACE gorillas for potential 
reintroduction as an objective to achieve by 2016.   
 
Over the next three years, GRACE will begin to prepare its 
gorillas for potential reintroduction by establishing a 
reintroduction plan and implementing the plan’s first phase, which 
includes completing a 24-acre forest enclosure, setting up a gorilla 
behavior monitoring program, and completing extensive gorilla 
health checks.   
 
The forest enclosure will give gorillas daily access to their natural 
habitat in order to promote competence with survival-critical behaviors. IUCN guidelines for great ape 
reintroduction recommends that pre-release training include “exposure to as many natural foods as possible, 
opportunities to locomote on natural vegetation, opportunities to build and sleep in nests, exposure to natural 
sounds and smells of the forest, controlled exposure to climatic extremes, controlled exposure to potential 
competitors and ectoparasites…” The forest enclosure is meant to facilitate a more wild-like experience for the 
GRACE gorillas and therefore significantly enhance their rehabilitation experience, setting them up for 
reintroduction success. 
 
Great apes must undergo rigorous health screenings and behavioral assessments to ensure they are prepared for 
reintroduction and to minimize risks to wild populations.  Under the supervision of GRACE Scientific Advisory 
Group, we will establish a behavioral monitoring program to evaluate each gorilla’s suitability for reintroduction 
and establish a baseline that can later be used to assess an individual’s rehabilitation progress and/or post-release 
adjustment.  Because previous research from wildlife reintroductions suggests that inappropriate responses to 
stress may underlie some reintroduction failures, we also plan to begin monitoring gorilla stress hormones, by 
examining glucocorticoid levels which can be measured from noninvasively collected fecal and hair samples.  All 
of the GRACE gorillas will also undergo comprehensive health exams (physical exams, virology, bacteriology, 
parasitology, etc.) before 2016 as part of the pre-release health screening process.  A health risk analysis will also 
be developed by GRACE’s Veterinary Advisory Group, as is recommended by the IUCN guidelines.  These 
projects will also provide GRACE staff members with additional training in veterinary and research skills. 
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Program #3: Education & Outreach 
 

Educational outreach by great ape sanctuaries has 
been shown to increase local awareness about 
endangered primates, wildlife laws, and the 
negative impact of human activities on the 
environment while also changing attitudes in 
favor of conservation.  Despite a supportive 
atmosphere for conservation in the Tayna area, 
the need for community sensitization remains. 
Illegal wildlife hunting and forest encroachment 
still occurs, and most people know little about 
gorillas and do not understand the complexity of 
a reintroduction program.  GRACE aims to work 
with local communities to raise awareness about 
gorilla conservation and promote sustainable 
practices, both to reduce pressure on the forest 
and its wildlife and to improve circumstances for 
area families.  The goal is to further motivate and 
empower local communities to sustainably manage their community reserve and to secure it as a place where 
orphaned gorillas could someday experience a second chance at being wild.  
 
Since 2009, GRACE has worked closely with the local community (Kasugho, population = 10,000) on a series of 
impactful education projects. Highlights include: 

• An initiative in 2010-2011 that helped a local women’s group plant trees and gardens and start businesses 
to raise rabbits and chickens as an alternative to bushmeat. Income generated also helped the women 
send their children to school. 

• A workshop held at TCCB in 2010 that trained 15 local educators in conservation education instruction 
and launched an awareness raising campaign about the laws against killing, selling or possessing 
chimpanzees and gorillas. 

• The production of a radio drama in 2011 that was broadcasted on the local station and taught the 
importance of personal hygiene for human and wildlife health. As part of this program, GRACE also 
partnered with the local community to build the area’s first public latrines for Kasugho’s busy market 
center. Since then, GRACE has continued to participate in regular radio broadcasts about local and 
international conservation issues. 

 
These projects have been successful in that they have generated significant community interest in and support for 
GRACE.  However, these efforts have lacked the needed reach and follow-up because GRACE has only one 
educator on staff.  A far-reaching educational campaign is central to GRACE’s mission and critical to a successful 
gorilla reintroduction as well.   
 
Increasing our educational impact is therefore a key goal for GRACE in 2014-2016.  We first need to better 
understand the conservation education needs in the Tayna region in order to tailor our education programs to 
address specific human-induced threats to gorillas and other local wildlife.  We thus plan to conduct a survey in 
10 area communities to assess local knowledge and attitudes toward gorilla conservation.  The data generated will 
also establish a baseline we can later use to quantify the program’s impact and further refine our approach.  We 
also want to use this survey to gather information to jumpstart a sustainable practices and livelihoods program. As 
part of this educational push, we need to hire a full-time education team and conduct staff trainings.  Additionally, 
we plan to establish a GRACE Education Center at TCCB, which will serve as the hub for all our educational 
activities and as a resource for the community.  Lastly, we plan to launch a formal visitor’s program at GRACE, 
including infrastructure and curriculum, so that local people can have the special and transformative experience of 
observing gorillas in person.  



	  

Program #4: Organizational Development 
 
GRACE was founded by the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund International and was initially a subsidiary of this 
organization.  GRACE is now its own independent organization and incorporated in the state of Georgia, USA in 
2012.  GRACE gained 501(c)(3) status in USA in August 2014 and is now applying for NGO status in DRC.  A 
key goal for 2014-2016 is to develop our DRC and U.S. operations by formalizing our organizational structure 
and procedures, including growing in the areas of marketing, fundraising, and board development. 
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GRACE works in collaboration with many partners in DRC and our work is made possible by the generosity of 
organizational and individual supporters around the world. 
 
 

Collaborations 
 

Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund International 
Gorilla Doctors 
Great Ape Survival Partnership 
Institut Congolais pour la Conservation de la Nature 
Jane Goodall Institute 
Pan African Sanctuary Alliance 
Tayna Center for Conservation Biology 
United Nations 
Virunga National Park 

 
Major Supporters 
 
Dallas Zoo 
Detroit Zoological Society 
Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund International 
Disney Conservation Fund 
Disney’s Animal Kingdom 
Holtzman Wildlife Foundation 
Houston Zoo 
Jacksonville Zoo & Gardens 
Los Angeles Zoo 
Nashville Zoo 
Utah’s Hogle Zoo 

 
Other Supporting Organizations 
 
Arcus Foundation 
Abaxis 
American Assoc. of Primatologists 
Banfield Pet Hospital 
Boomer Ball 
Blank Park Zoo 
Brevard Zoo 
Canon 
Cleveland Metroparks Zoo 
Columbus Zoo 
Denver Zoo 
Dutch Gorilla Foundation 
Ecocell 
Go Pro 

	              Collaborations & Supporters 

Humane Society International 
Impex Barneveld 
International Fund for Animal Welfare 
International Primatological Society 
Kavo Kerr Group 
Manymals 
Martin Microscope 
Margot Marsh Biodiversity Foundation 
Nature for Kids 
Phoenix Zoo 
Primate Society of Great Britain 
Sedgwick County Zoo 
Topeka Zoological Park 
Vet Rocket 

Ultra Solutions 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 
World Assoc. of Zoos & Aquariums 
White Rock Granola 
	  


