LIVING CO

SCIENTIFIC MEETING

SAVING GORILLAS:
UNDERSTANDING THE THREATS AND FINDING THE SOLUTIONS
TO CONSERVING ONE OF OUR CLOSEST RELATIVES

Tuesday, 13 November 2007
The Meeting Rooms, The Zoological Society of London, Regent’s Park, London NW1 4RY

Chair: lan Redmond OBE
Chief Consultant, GRASP - UNEP/UNESCO Great Ape Survival Project

Introducing the gorilla

lan Redmond OBE, Chief Consultant, GRASP - UNEP/UNESCO Great Ape Survival
Project

The gorilla was first described by science 160 years ago, just in time to enliven the 19th
century debate over Darwin’s heretical ideas on evolution. Controversy has surrounded
the species ever since. Is it our closest living relative or not? How many species and sub-
species are there? Are gorillas ferocious monsters or gentle giants? Is eco-tourism the
answer to gorilla survival or a death warrant?

As the list of threats grows — bushmeat trade, disease, habitat loss, war and climate
change, we ask, what are the prospects for gorillas in the 21st century?

Cross River gorillaresearch and conservation in Cameroon and Nigeria, and an
update on the Virunga mountain gorillas

Dr Liz Williamson, University of Stirling, Coordinator of the Section on Great Apes of the
IUCN/SSC Primate Specialist Group

Gorilla gorilla diehli is the least known of the gorilla subspecies, only recently revived as a
distinct subspecies (Sarmiento & Oates, 2000). During the last decade, Cross River
gorillas have been the focus of research and conservation efforts in Cameroon and
Nigeria, and three international workshops have been held to develop appropriate and
effective conservation strategies (Oates et al. 2007). | will give an overview of what is
known about their ecology and conservation status, and make some comparisons with the
best known of all gorillas, Gorilla beringei beringei — the mountain gorilla. | will also provide
an update on the situation facing mountain gorillas in eastern Congo and what is being
done to address the current conservation crisis.
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Tourism as atool for gorilla conservation: Silver bullet or red herring?
Dr Chris Sandbrook, Roehampton University/ZSL

With every gorilla subspecies in danger of extinction, there is a clear need to identify tools
to raise funding and support for gorilla conservation. Gorillas are highly charismatic and
can, in some circumstances, be well habituated to human presence. As a result, gorillas
have become popular tourist attractions, and tourism has been widely cited as a potential
‘silver bullet’ for saving gorillas. It is argued that tourism can raise funds for conservation
activities and that benefits for local people from tourism might reduce threats from hunting
or habitat conversion.

In reality, things are not so simple. Gorilla-based tourism can bring substantial costs as
well as benefits, and is unlikely to be feasible across all gorilla habitats. Of particular
concern is the risk that tourists or associated staff might transmit a disease to wild gorillas,
with potentially devastating consequences. It is also unclear whether benefits from tourism
can reach people living close to gorillas in an appropriate form to compensate for the costs
of conservation. If this is not achieved, tourism may have a limited role to play as a tool for
reducing threats.

In this talk | will consider how some of these potential costs and benefits play out in
practice, using Bwindi Impenetrable National Park in Uganda as a case study. This
example will be used to highlight some potential strengths and weaknesses of tourism as a
tool for gorilla conservation, and to develop some general recommendations to improve
performance in the future.
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Ebola, poaching and the decline of western gorillas
Dr Peter D. Walsh, Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology, Leipzig, Germany

Until very recently abundant and widely distributed, the western gorilla is in the midst of a
precipitous decline. Habitat loss, perhaps the greatest threat to other ape species, is not
the culprit. Rather, commercialized bushmeat hunting and outbreaks of the deadly Ebola
virus are the major causes of western gorilla decline. In this talk | will outline how
development policies have caused landscape scale changes in human settlement patterns
and fostered both the commercialization of hunting and the emergence of Ebola. These
two threats have caused gorilla populations to decline by more than 60% in the last two
decades, with Ebola killing about one third of the world population of gorillas living in Parks
and other protected areas. Both of these threats could be overcome — poaching through
renewed emphasis on law enforcement and Ebola through the adaptation of one of the
many experimental vaccines that are now available. Unfortunately, the conservation
community has chosen to invest instead in strategies that are more politically correct but
less effective. | will close with some comments on what audience members can do to help
prevent the extinction of these close relatives.
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