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While the future for many
species is uncertain,
orangutans in the wild are
hanging on by a particularly
thin vine, which is why one
of my long-term projects is
focused on these vulnerable
animals. Their populations
have declined significantly
over the past 100 years, in
large measure due to habitat
destruction in their native
Sumatra and Borneo, where
forests give way to palm oil
plantations. It’s an incredibly
lucrative and easy-to-grow
crop that grows only in tropical environments. An owner
of the concession cuts down
a swath of the forest, sells
the wood, and uses that to
finance their palm oil plantation at the expense of the
indigenous wildlife.
Although palm oil is the
most efficient source of vegetable oil, its rapid expansion
threatens some of the planet’s most important and
sensitive habitats. That said,
it can be produced in a
responsible manner that
respects both the environment and the communities
where it is commonly grown.
It’s important also to recognize that the palm oil
market is economically vital
for the people of Borneo and
Sumatra. The best situation
is for palm oil production to
be done sustainably without
destroying forested areas; in
other words, the solution to
the palm oil issue must benefit both orangutans and
humans. Consumers can
look for the RSPO label to
ensure purchase of products

Should we
continue on
the same path,
orangutans will
become the
first great ape
species to
become extinct.
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made with certified sustainable palm oil—that which is
produced in a socially and
environmentally responsible
way—or the Green Palm
label, indicating products in
support of the transition to
certified palm oil.
Sustainability is a delicate
balance that must be
attained. Should things continue on the same path,
orangutans will become the
first great ape species to
become extinct. If we lose
the forest we lose the
orangutans. As scientist and
wildlife conservationist Dr.
Terry Maple has stated:
“Making an orangutan live on
the ground is the same as
making a St. Bernard live up
in a tree.”
As part of this project I
teamed up with the Borneo
Orangutan Survival
Foundation in Kalimantan (the
Indonesian side of Borneo) to
document the vital work they
are doing to reintroduce
injured, captured or orphaned
orangutans back into the
wild. An integral part of these
efforts is to protect the
orangutans’ native habitat.
The image shown here
depicts a BOS Foundation
surrogate mother/babysitter
bringing a wheelbarrow full
of orphans back to their
sleeping facilities after a day
at forest school. At the
“school” these young
orangutans learn the necessary skills to be either
returned or introduced into
the Bornean forest.
The bond between an

orangutan mother and her
baby is one of the strongest
relationships and longest
dependencies in the animal
world. An orangutan mother
would never voluntarily abandon her child. Each
orangutan baby in this photograph represents an
orangutan mother that has
been killed. These traumatized orphans were rescued
from palm oil plantations, forest fires or from homes
where they were illegally
kept as pets and confiscated
by the government.
New arrivals vary between
15-60 orphans per year.
Higher numbers can be a sign
of active law-enforcement
efforts or large numbers of
illegally smuggled orangutans
being brought back to Borneo
after being rescued from
countries such as Thailand,
where they are forced to perform in circuses and Thai
boxing shows.
These young orphaned
orangutans will need to
attend the forest school for
up to nine years before they
can be released, the same
amount of time an orangutan
mother and child would be
together. In addition to
breast-feeding for most or all
of that time, the mother
would teach their child crucial survival skills.
In the wild orangutans use
a variety of sophisticated
tools for insect extraction
from the hollows of trees
and seed-extraction tools for
harvesting seeds from hardhusked fruit. They also
construct elaborate sleeping
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BOS Foundation
surrogate
mothers teach
their pupils how
to build sleeping
nests, how to
climb, what to
eat and what
not to eat.

nests each night from
branches and foliage using
techniques passed down
through generations by
young orangutans observing
their mothers’ nest-building
behavior. First, a suitable tree
is located, one with branches
that they calculate can maintain their weight. Branches
are pulled together and
joined at a point. After a
foundation is built,

Surrogate Mother with Orphaned Orangutans. BOS
Foundation, Kalimantan, Borneo. Photograph by Mark
Edward Harris, 2019.

0

orangutans bend smaller,
leafy branches, braiding
branch tips onto the foundation to create in essence a
“mattress.”
BOS Foundation surrogate
mothers teach their pupils
how to build sleeping nests,
how to climb, what to eat
and what not to eat. They
will then be put on prerelease islands where they
are observed and fed only
once a day. If they prove to
be ready for the wild, they
will then be released into a
safe and protected forest
area of Borneo. There have
been at least 15 documented
orangutan babies born in the
wild by released mothers,
and most likely many more.
The BOS Foundation has
rescued more than 3,000
orangutans, released over
420 rehabilitated orangutans
back into the wild since
2012, and currently cares for
500 orangutans in its two
rescue and rehabilitation centers in Borneo.
I am interviewing primatologists for the text part of
this project, including Dr. Rob
Shumaker of the Simon
Skjodt International
Orangutan Center in
Indianapolis, who is conducting cognitive research studies
and observing an incredible
range of complex behaviors,
including gift-giving.
Orangutans use “calculated reciprocity.” This involves
weighing the costs and benefits of gift exchanges and
keeping track of these over
time. Orangutans are the first

non-humans species documented to do so.
Shumaker’s studies also
demonstrate that they have
photographic memories. He
says, “If you test an
orangutan on learning a
sequence on a screen that
appears very rapidly, they
absorb the visual information
much faster than humans do.
Maybe humans have that
same ability, but we just
don’t cultivate it properly or
we let other things drown it
out. Orangutans are taking in
visual information and acting
on it much better and with a
level of sophistication we
don’t see in humans.”
Long before genetic testing revealed a 96.4 DNA
overlap between orangutans
and humans, similarities
between them were noticed.
The Malay/Indonesian word
orangutan comes from
“orang” (person) and
“hutan” (forest). While the
expression “Eyes are the
windows to the soul” is usually associated with humans,
when I photograph these
“people of the forest” and
other great apes (humans
join orangutans, gorillas,
chimpanzees and bonobos in
this category), it’s clear that
there are sentient beings
behind the eyes looking back
at me through the lens.
(You can see more images
from this series at markedwardharris.com as well as
instagram:@markedwardharrisphoto.)

