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The Great Ape Trust (GAT) is a private facility for 
studying the behavior and intelligence of great apes, 
providing outstanding care, leading conservation efforts, 
and enabling educational experiences. The GAT was 
founded and funded by Ted Townsend and is situated on 
the SE side of Des Moines surrounded by forested land 
and the Des Moines River, off route 65/5 at exit 73, at 
4200 SE 44th Ave (N41o 32.598 W93o 31.914). Their 
scientific mission is to understand the origins and future 
of culture, language, tools and intelligence of great apes. 
Dr Rob Shumaker is the director of the orangutan research 
and Dr Sue Savage-Rumbaugh is the director of bonobo 
research. Rob had been the orangutan language project 
coordinator at the National Zoo before moving to GAT in 
2003. Currently there are three orangutans and eight bonobos (three males/five females) 
in residence.  
 
The 230 acres, surrounded by a security fence, contains the orangutan and bonobo 
habitats both with indoor and outdoor areas. The apes may chose whether they want to be 
inside or outside at any time of the day or night. There are multitudes of locally donated 
fire hoses strung around the habitats to enable them to move and climb. Lofts and 
hammocks and other objects provide a variety of enrichment activities. Azy, a 29 year old 
male came from the National Zoo in 2004, Knobi a 26 year old female came from the 
Omaha Zoo (2005) and Ali an 11 year old female came from the Denver Zoo (2005). 
They are all housed together and have a good rapport with each other. Knobi had been on 
medicine for type II diabetes but since coming to GAT where she has much more activity 
and a change in diet is now off all medicines.  While at the Denver Zoo, Ali suffered 
from a severe neurological event that has never been diagnosed. She lost all use of motor 
functions. After coming to GAT she is exposed to social interactions with other 
orangutans, given more physical therapy, and encouraged to climb and move around the 
habitat. She now has 100% use of her arms, use of her hands and fingers, but still therapy 
is required for her legs and feet. Not having four viable limbs, she is unbelievable in 
climbing in that she grabs onto the fire hose with her teeth and pulls herself up with arms 
and teeth to the upper loft or upper level of the habitat.  
 

Azy is much more agile at walking, climbing and 
brachiating around the multilevel habitat than he was 
at the National Zoo.  Consequently, he has lost 20 
pounds of flab and is now at 250. We were thrilled to 
be taken inside the hallways of the habitat and were 
able to interact (not touch) with Azy, Knobi and Ali. 
I’m not sure that Azy really recognized me after two 
years, but he came over to the enclosure and 
presented his lips to me.   
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The orangutan habitat has three levels inside and outside. The areas can be closed off 
with doors and at least two more female orangutans can be housed here. The lofts, 
hammocks, fire-hoses, and ladders all provide the orangutans with multiple ways of 
moving around. Andy, the keeper, also provides a number of daily enrichment activities 
for each of the orangutans.  Cassie Pitman, a former National Zoo volunteer, is an 
employee at the GAT and working on her masters degree in anthropology and will 
continue on to get her PhD.  Cassie does research on the orangutans’ use of the vertical 
space in the habitats.   
 
The bonobo habitat is quite large with two wings of a central foyer, a greenhouse area, 
and a number of rooms for the bonobos. The habitat was designed to hold many more 
than eight.  The bonobo groups are constantly switched with males and females 
interacting with each other in small groups. Apparently several of the bonobos are walked 
with a collar and leash in the area where they can see the orangutans. Kanzi is the famous 
bonobo who Dr Sue has worked with for many years and we certainly were pleased to 
have met both of them up close and personal!  The bonobos had just been given popsicles 
for a treat and they were enjoying them. A number of computer terminals, keyboards, and 
picture language panels were in the bonobo habitat which enabled communication 
between humans and bonobos. Of course English is understood by all the apes. One 
unusual thing we noticed was the high frequency squeal used by the bonobos to 
communicate.  

 
The facility is very impressive for the design of the habitats 
and the security for both humans and apes. More habitat 
complexes with interconnections are in the planning stage as 
they enlarge their capability to house more apes.  Bordered by 
the Des Moines River to the north, and the design of the lakes 
and ponds on the property, the habitat complex will almost be 
surrounded by water, thus adding another security level.  A 
life-size stone statue of Azy is being carved and will be placed 
at the center of the grounds between the orangutan and bonobo 
habitats. During our visit concrete pads were being laid for the 
statue and other objects prior to the landscaping of this central 
area. At this time they have just begun two public tours a week 

which enables the GAT to educate the community about conservation and research and of 
course solicit donations.  An obvious conclusion of being at the GAT and with Rob for 
the afternoon, is that his work here at the GAT is making this facility an outstanding 
research and housing home for great apes. This was a very fortunate move for Rob for he 
is leaving his imprint on the world with his work in orangutan conservation.  
 
We also met Al Setka who is the Director of Communications and manages the 
www.greatapetrust.org website. We complimented him on the high quality of the site and 
chatted about the audience, purpose, and future direction of the site. The diversity of the 
site eventually will address the needs of the public, scientists, and staff.  
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