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Introduction  
The overall mission of the Congolese based charity Habitat Ecologique et Liberté 
des Primates (HELP) is to “protect primates, their habitat and everything that 
ensures the balance of their existence”. The re-introduction of central 
chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes troglodytes) is one activity that HELP executes to 
realise this mission. All species of chimpanzee are classified by IUCN (2008) as 
Endangered, listed on CITES App. I and Class A of the African Convention. 
Chimpanzees are also protected under Congolese law and classified as “espèces 
intégralement protégée”. Whilst the reasons for diminishing chimpanzee 
populations are largely understood (high levels of habitat destruction and 
degradation, poaching and disease transmission), they are not declining or easily 
reversible. The HELP re-introduction site is located within the Conkouati Douli 
National Park (CDNP), Republic of Congo, on the border with Gabon. The CDNP, 
an area of high biological importance, covers 500,000 ha and contains a large 
mosaic of vegetation types. Within the CDNP chimpanzees are released into the 
‘Triangle’, an area of 21 km² delineated by two rivers. Due to the presence of 
natural bridges chimpanzees 
can cross the rivers to use 
neighbouring areas of the 
larger CDNP.  
 
Goals  
x� Goal 1: To re-introduce a 

self-sustaining population 
of central chimpanzees 
and restore chimpanzee 
numbers and viability to 
the CDNP.  

x� Goal 2: To ensure 
effective long-term 
management of the 
release site within a legally 
protected area. Released chimpanzee with infant © HELP 
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x� Goal 3: To contribute to the protection and conservation management of the 
CDNP. 

x� Goal 4: To develop a model for re-introduction of chimpanzees by monitoring, 
evaluating and reporting on the release process and post-release adaptation 
of the chimpanzees.  

 
Success indicators 
x� Indicator 1: High post-release survival rate of released individuals.  
x� Indicator 2: Nutritional and behavioural independence of released individuals. 
x� Indicator 3: Display of behaviours (social, feeding, nest building etc.,) similar to 

those observed in wild chimpanzees. 
x� Indicator 4: Interaction and integration with wild con-specifics. 
x� Indicator 5: Reproduction (within released population and between released 

and wild populations). 
x� Indicator 6: Long-term persistence of released chimpanzees. 
x� Indicator 7: Improved legal status for the area. 
x� Indicator 8: Increased protection and biodiversity of other key species at the 

release site. 
x� Indicator 9: Increased knowledge of issues surrounding re-introduction and 

improved practice.  
 
Project summary  
Hunting of wild animals for food is common across West and Central Africa but 
has increased in recent years due to socio-economic pressures. When 
chimpanzees are hunted for meat, dependant young are sometimes captured 
alive, sold as pets or kept as ‘attractions’. Chimpanzees recovered by HELP are 
often only a few months old and frequently arrive in poor physical and 
psychological shape. Still mother-dependant, they are too young to be released 
into the wild immediately. Options for their long-term future must consider their 
welfare but also potential risks to wild populations, humans and the released 
individuals (see Tutin et al., 2001). Planning for the re-introduction took many 
years. Three forested islands on the Conkouati Lagoon (bordering the CDNP) 
were used as training grounds to facilitate development of crucial skills needed to 
survive in the wild. Human support was gradually reduced as the chimpanzees 
formed social groups. Supplementary food was provided as the islands were too 
small for nutritional independence. However, since 2005 chimpanzees are taken 
directly to the release zone to facilitate re-acclimatisation from the start1. The 
infants range as they please but are accompanied by human caretakers and 
provided with supplementary food as they are too young to survive without 
support. These chimpanzees are considered part of an ongoing rehabilitative 
phase and are not included in the post-release survivorship figures (Table 1). 
 

A preventive medical program was established to monitor 
the pre-release health of the chimpanzees to prevent the 
introduction of disease into the CDNP. Medical and 
behavioural profiling determined that the colony was free of 
all major pathogens and excluded a small number with 

1 - Prior to transfer 
chimpanzees undergo a 
period of quarantine in 

accordance with the Pan 
African Sanctuary Alliance 

(PASA) guidelines 
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physical incapacities or behavioural abnormalities from release. Existing alliances 
were analysed to guide composition of release groups. Genetic analysis revealed 
no relatives in the colony.  
 
The decision-making process that led to the choice of the release site involved 
many considerations (see Tutin et al., 2001). It was concluded that the release 
could contribute to broader conservation activities in the CDNP. Ground surveys 
identified the ‘Triangle’ as suitable habitat for the release zone. It had clear 
natural boundaries, few signs of human activity, a high diversity and density of 
known chimpanzee foods including key fallback foods, plus a low density wild 
population.  
 
Between 1996-2001, 37 (27:10) wild-born2 chimpanzees were released in stages, 
primarily in groups or pairs with known individuals. Smaller groups were led to join 
their group mates after release. No supplementary food was provided post-
release. Chimpanzees were located by radio telemetry on a daily 
basis. Behavioural data were systematically collected every ten 
minutes from nest to nest (approximately 06:00 hrs-18:00 hrs). 
Females ranging with wild chimpanzees were monitored less 
regularly to facilitate integration. Since 2008 the regularity of post
-release monitoring has gradually decreased. This reflects a 
change in focus to facilitate full reinsertion to the wild by gradually decreasing the 
presence of humans. Vulnerable chimpanzees, i.e., males and females with 
infants, continue to be followed on a regular basis. As of November 2009, 35% of 
released chimpanzees are nutritionally and behaviourally self-sufficient and living 
independently (Table 1). Some have been free-ranging for 13 years. Analyses 

Conkouati release site with released chimpanzee sitting on a  

fallen tree trunk © HELP 

Table 1: Status of released chimpanzees as of November 2009 

Status Overall Females Males 

Alive 35%  (13) 37%  (10) 30%  (3) 

Dead 24%  (9) 11%  (3) 60%  (6) 

Unknown 38%  (14) 52%  (14) - 

Relocated 3%  (1) - 10%  (1) 

Figure in brackets represents numbers  

2 - There is one 
exception; a female 

was released nursing 
a 2 month old infant 
born during the pre-

release phase 
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demonstrate activity budgets, 
dietary range, and social 
composition and organisation 
comparable to wild con-
specifics (Farmer et al., 2006; 
Le Hellaye et al., 2009).  
 
The status of 14 females is 
unknown although it is likely 
that they are consorting with 
wild chimpanzees. Females 
have disappeared for periods 
ranging from 8-21 months 
before reappearing in the 
release zone, and several are 
known to have regular contact 
with wild chimpanzees 
(Goossens et al., 2005). Wild 
females normally migrate into 

new communities around the time of sexual maturity. If we include these females 
with those that are confirmed alive the survival rate increases to 73%. Mortality 
rates are higher for released males. Over half of these deaths are attributable to 
attacks by wild con-specifics. This concurs with our understanding of wild 
chimpanzee behavioural ecology. One male was returned to a pre-release island 
as he was unable to sustain himself. He will be re-released in 2010. This 
intervention has been required on three previous occasions for males. Seventeen 
offspring (10:6; 1 unknown) were conceived and born in the wild to 12 of the 
released females. As of November 2009, 35% (n=6) of infants were alive. Male 
infants have a higher mortality rate than females. The same has been found in 
wild chimpanzees throughout their lifespan. Nearly half of all infant deaths are 
attributable to attacks by wild chimpanzees. Infanticide (inter- and intra-group) 
has been widely reported at many long-term wild chimpanzee study sites. 
 
Major difficulties faced 
x� Having to learn by trial and error as the very nature of the program was 

pioneering (1st project to re-introduce chimpanzees to natural habitat and 
systematically document the process and results). 

x� Negativity toward re-introduction of chimpanzees as a wildlife management 
tool. 

x� Securing the necessary funds for the re-introduction, and sustainable funding 
to provide long-term support for post-release monitoring. This is particularly 
important for species like apes that have slow reproduction rates and long life 
spans. 

x� Capturing the chimpanzees from pre-release islands and transporting them to 
the release site. 

x� Immediate flight response of some chimpanzees upon release. 
x� Challenges faced in locating chimpanzees without tracking devices. 

Use of radio telemetry and African elephant  

in the CDNP © HELP 
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x� Injuries and fatalities of released chimpanzees, particularly males, inflicted by 
wild con-specifics. 

x� Civil unrest. 
 
Major lessons learned 
x� The planning process for re-introduction can take many years but is crucial to 

program success. 
x� Chimpanzees need to be provided with pre-release surroundings that 

represent, as closely as possible, the natural physical and social environment. 
x� Whilst it is important to gradually decrease human contact and 

presence during the pre-release phase to help create a 
cohesive group, some ongoing contact is required to facilitate 
the release process and post-release monitoring and support. 

x� Combining training grounds with release site avoids the need 
for capture and transportation and may facilitate adaptation to 
the natural environment from the beginning3. 

x� Staff known to the chimpanzees should be present during the 
release, at least initially, to provide psychological support. 

x� Chimpanzees should be introduced to mock collars before release to facilitate 
their acceptance. 

x� All chimpanzees should be released carrying some form of telemetric device to 
facilitate post-release monitoring and support. 

x� Chimpanzees should be released in groups with known individuals to provide 
an environment of mutual post-release support4. 

x� A phased approach to re-introduction may facilitate survivorship 
by introducing newly released (naive) chimpanzees to more 
experienced released individuals. 

x� Chimpanzees are most vulnerable immediate post-release and 
the stress of transfer from a pre-release site may cause them to 
flee. 

x� Only small groups should be released to facilitate post-release 
monitoring and support. 

x� Sufficient numbers of experienced staff should be available to 
follow every individual released in case the group splits. 

x� Post-release monitoring and support is integral to successful 
adaptation and high survivorship. 

x� Experienced on-site veterinarian and veterinary intervention is crucial to 
increasing survivorship, particularly for males. 

x� Male chimpanzees should not be released into areas with wild con-specifics 
without considering the risk of high mortality rates. 

x� Distance between released chimpanzees and trackers should be strictly 
observed to facilitate adaptation and development of normal behaviours, 
prevent human-directed aggression, and facilitate 
interaction between released and wild chimpanzees5. 

x� Released chimpanzees interacting with wild con-specifics 
should not be followed if this may negatively impact the 
interaction and impinge possible integration. 

3 - It is too early to 
determine the 

survivorship of 
chimpanzees that 
have been directly 
transferred to the 

release site versus 
those that spent 

time on pre-release 
islands 

4 - Advances in 
radio collar 

development 
include Store-on-
Board and GPS/
Argos Systems. 

Implants are being 
pioneered with 
released orang-
utans and they 

may offer an 
alternative to radio 

collars 

5 - The IUCN Best Practice 
Guidelines for the Re-

introduction of Great Apes 
recommend a distance of 
10m between researcher 

and released ape 
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x� Systematic data collation is crucial to support the evaluation process. 
x� Pre-release baseline data should be collected on the presence and abundance 

of key plant and animal species and habitat quality so that the impact of re-
introduction can be properly assessed. 

 
Success of project 

Reason(s) for success/failure: 
x� High survival rates (confirmed 35%, assumed 73%) with long-term persistence 

(some released chimpanzees have been free-ranging for 13 years with an 
average duration of seven years). 

x� The chimpanzees are behaviourally and nutritionally independent with a diet 
and range of behaviours comparable to wild con-specifics. 

x� Several females have successfully interacted, travelled and integrated with 
wild chimpanzees. 

x� Several females have successfully reproduced and reared young. Confirmed 
paternity of a released male demonstrates that they too can successfully 
reproduce. 

x� The re-introduction has restored the density of chimpanzees in the release 
zone from a low 0.14-0.33 individuals/km² (Tutin et al., 2001) to a more normal 
range of 1.05-1.90 individuals/km². 

x� HELP in conjunction with other stakeholders were instrumental in highlighting 
the biodiversity of the area that lead to its classification as a nationally 
recognised protected area in 1999. 

x� The permanent presence of HELP has led to a significant reduction in 
poaching and deforestation in the release zone and adjacent areas, benefiting 

wild chimpanzee populations 
and other sympatric fauna. 
x� The viability of re-
introduction as a 
management tool for 
chimpanzees in African 
sanctuaries has been 
highlighted through the 
publication of HELPs data in 
peer reviewed journals. As a 
direct consequence, seven 
sanctuary members of the 
Pan African Sanctuary 
Alliance (PASA) are actively 
engaged in one or more 

Highly Successful  Successful Partially Successful  Failure 

 ¥   

Released chimpanzees grooming © HELP 
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elements of the re-introduction process and many others now have it as a long
-term goal. 
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