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Introduction
________

I have always admired ants; they appear tiny and insignificant, but these robust social insects hatch with such a powerful sense of purpose that almost nothing can sway them from their mission. I have always respected wolves; a powerful apex predator that helps to manage the landscape, but is also capable of sharing intimate social relationships within its pack, caring for the old and the injured while teaching and playing with the young. I have always treasured the daisy; simplicity defined, with a rosette of bright white petals centred around a luminous yellow carpel, yet capable of supporting an entire complex ecosystem of pollinators with only its nectar. When you give yourself a moment to soak in the diversity of life around you, it’s impossible to ignore how special it truly is. The Earth is 4.5 billion years old and many species have come and gone in that time, some leaving footprints and others fragments of fossilised bone, giving clues to what came before. There have been meteorites, ice ages, volcanic eruptions and other life-shattering events in the lead-up to today’s world – so how lucky are we that we get to exist in the company of ants, wolves and daisies alike?

It feels particularly incredible given that 98 per cent of all species that have ever existed on our precious planet are now extinct. It’s a harsh word, isn’t it? Extinction. It’s final and, often when spoken out loud, filled with dread. But in reality, and at its original rate, extinction is just as natural and important as life itself. However, with the influence of humanity, it has come to represent more than just the gradual loss of another innocent species – with every new fast-tracked elimination comes another mark against us; another heavy weight to bear on our shoulders. It’s commonly reported that species are currently going extinct somewhere between 1,000 and 10,000 times faster than the natural baseline extinction rate. Due to anthropogenic activity, we are losing species every single day, including many that we are yet to even discover and appreciate. In October 2022, the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) released their Living Planet Report, which is the most comprehensive study of global biodiversity trends to date. Analysing nearly 32,000 populations of 5,230 species, it detailed how the abundance of wildlife around the world has declined by 69 per cent since the 1970s, South America and the Caribbean being the most severely affected regions with a shocking 94 per cent loss of abundance. And according to the UN Convention on Biological Diversity, an estimated three species vanish every hour, which equals 150 every single day. Each year there could be as many as 55,000 animals and plants that are pushed into extinction. Human activity has led to Earth’s sixth mass extinction event, named the anthropocene extinction. We have destroyed, fragmented and polluted habitats. We have burned fossil fuels and pumped unprecedented levels of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. We have sprayed toxic chemicals on our fields and poisoned rivers. We have first invented plastic and then spat it out into the sea. And we have directly persecuted the species we claim to love.

I realise that I have not started this book with the happiest of thoughts, but don’t worry: this is not a book about the end of the world, this is a book about inspiring people doing inspiring things trying to save some incredible and unique species from the brink. It’s not an impossible task. Spix’s macaw was declared extinct in the wild in 2000 which caused global upset, but today, thanks to a reintroduction project, they represent a huge conservation success and can now be seen flying over the forests of Brazil once more. Przewalski’s horse was declared extinct in the wild in 1960, but there is now a self-sustaining population galloping the steppes of Mongolia. And the Antarctic blue whales who were industrially hunted for their oil, causing population collapse, have now made a dramatic recovery. These are all examples of what is possible when we choose to collaborate, raise awareness and, more importantly, act on the science.

But have you ever wondered what it takes to pull a species back from the brink? How would you decide what species or threat to focus on? What methods would you use? How would you determine if your efforts were working? Or perhaps more importantly, where would you even begin? These are all questions that I have asked myself hundreds of times, so I thought it was about time that I found out the answers and wrote them down on behalf of all other curious minds out there.

Throughout the twenty chapters in this book, I’ll take you around the world so we can get to know nineteen remarkable species on the knife-edge of extinction… and one animal that’s, well, a little closer to home. From the functionally extinct northern white rhinos and the famous Sumatran orangutans to the lesser-known icons – the sunflower sea stars and the lady slipper orchids – this is an anthology of stories about their fight for survival. It was so challenging choosing only twenty when so many species deserve the spotlight, but I felt that those I selected each had their own important, distinct tale to tell.

Over the past two years, I’ve reached out to scientists and rangers across the globe who have dedicated their lives to the protection of wildlife. Nobody knows more about these species than the people who live or work alongside them, so I decided to go right to the source. I wanted to know their successes and their struggles, and why they are motivated to do what they do on the frontline of conservation. I conducted all the interviews over Zoom, limiting my carbon footprint, and it’s fair to say that I learned a lot. From community conservation to full blown Jurassic Park-esque science, I was astounded by the lengths these remarkable humans are going to in their efforts to safeguard the health of the planet. I think diversity of opinion and voice is of the utmost importance since to tackle the challenges of extinction we must collectively put our minds and skillsets together. With that in mind, I have tried my best to speak to as many people as possible on the ground and to recognise their efforts within these pages. However, I have to admit that between language barriers, challenging internet connections and the many biases and privileges that exist within the scientific world, it was not possible for me to find an indigenous voice for every one of these species. I wish I had; it wasn’t down to lack of effort as I am aware that indigenous voices are some of the most important in the conversation when it comes to tackling the climate and biodiversity crisis. It’s important to remain aware throughout that the landscape and solutions can look very different for the people living within than from the outside.

If we want to make a difference to our world, we need to make conservation as accessible as possible to a wide range of people. I was diagnosed with dyslexia at the age of seven, and at the time I found science, maths and reading three of the scariest things in the world. But as soon as I found ways to learn these subjects on my own terms, I realised that zoology was not only my passion, but somewhere I could make a difference! It took a lot to realise that it wasn’t that I couldn’t understand science or that I was bad at English, I just needed to learn how I learn best. I didn’t fit in with the conventional style of teaching, and that’s okay. I am now a science communicator and I always try to discuss complicated topics in a way that I would have understood when I was younger (although if you’d told me then that I would be authoring a book on biology and conservation just twenty years later, I’m not sure whether I would have laughed, or cried and run away…). And so this book has been published with dyslexic readers in mind, both in terms of the communication style and the fonts, layouts and designs used, which have been proven to be helpful for dyslexic thinkers, like me.

Biodiversity is beautiful. It encompasses the diversity of life but also the fascinating interactions between organisms within and between environments – from the soil to the sea, and the air to the forests. It’s everything from the genes that code us to the species classifications that define us and the ecosystems that support us. But as we teeter on the brink of climate catastrophe, we are living in a very bizarre moment in time, where we must choose. As it stands, there are too many scientists being ignored, too many species being forgotten and too many people giving up because of the lack of environmental action. There are some days where I feel frustrated and overwhelmed too, but then I remember the species in this book and the exceptional people who are fighting to keep them here. We have the solutions. It is possible to turn this urgently around. And from my perspective, as long as these species walk, fly, slither, hop or swim on the planet, then we still have a lot left worth fighting for.
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Northern Hemisphere
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Orangutans
________

Try for a minute to put yourself in the skin of a female orangutan.

She looks down at her chest to see two glistening eyes staring back. He is the most precious thing in the world and she will do anything to protect him. Offspring were not always in her future; you see, she has had a difficult past.

For years, she was kept in a cage by a weird-looking bald ape that she could never really understand. Initially, when she was just a baby herself, she was allowed to play in their house. She swung from the curtains, trying to reach the heights she once lived at in the forest, but they weren’t so keen on that. They didn’t understand that she just wanted to be free. As she quickly grew bigger and stronger, they locked her up and threw away the key.

When all hope was lost, more people showed up. They broke open her cage and started to repair her wounds and heart. She grew in confidence and one day… she was released back to the forests she once called home. Her own mother was long gone but it was where she belonged.

Today she holds her baby in her arms, trying to teach him to stay away from those other apes that did her wrong. But quite frankly there is almost nowhere left to turn.

The ending of this story is not yet written… and how it plays out is ultimately up to all of us.

[image: image]
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As humans we have the ability to recognise and analyse our emotions in such detail that our understanding of our own feelings can be one of the most beautiful things about being alive – although also one of the worst at times. Compassion, love, empathy, humility, anger, frustration, devastation… It’s definitely a rollercoaster but it is what makes us who we are as sentient beings.

Sentience is the capacity for any living creature to feel emotions. It involves having awareness and the basic cognitive ability to evaluate the actions of others in relation to yourself, and potentially other parties, as well as assessing the consequences and benefits of a behaviour you may exhibit. For anyone who has ever had an interaction with a non-human animal, it’s clear that sentience is widespread. My dogs, Sid and Nancy, can communicate with me with just a look. They feel grumpy when they don’t go out for their daily walk on time, sad when I leave them and proud when they think they’ve got away with digging a massive hole in the back garden. I mean, they never really get away with it – the mud that cakes their noses gives the game away – but it makes me smile to see them trotting around, tails wagging and clearly feeling pretty smug about having ‘got away’ with their blatant naughtiness. Maybe that says more about me than them! But regardless, it only takes a few seconds in the company of a species separate to our own before you realise that they are capable of feeling and expressing a wide range of comparable emotions.

Categorising sentience is subjective and therefore hard to define. Although after thousands of years of domestication, we know for sure that our canine companions are able to interpret our facial expressions and also manipulate our emotions by adapting theirs. Believe it or not, puppy-dog eyes are a real thing, with dogs purposely exaggerating their eyes when they want something from a person. But what about other species? Well, we are learning more about their levels of emotion every day, so much so that in 2021 in the UK vertebrate animals became formally recognised as sentient beings by law. A bit late to the party if you ask me, but it’s a step in the right direction, respecting that domestic and wild animals are more than just ‘things’ we share our Earth with. I think there’s something to be said for looking into the eyes of an animal because, without anthropomorphising, you can sense that there is a lot more going on inside their minds than is usually credited.

Perhaps the most obvious and undeniable example of sentience as we understand it is in the species that are most closely related to ourselves: the great apes. Having walked alongside wild chimpanzees in Uganda, I can say from personal experience that it’s a spellbinding encounter that somehow feels both familiar and uncomfortable at the same time as the boundaries of interspecies communication fall away. They are relatable in the way they move; they are simultaneously like us yet unlike us, which is why I think most people either adore great apes or feel unsettled around them. They’re almost too similar to us; but that’s precisely what makes them fascinating. They are our closest living relatives, sharing 97 per cent of our DNA; but what’s so remarkable is the difference that 3 per cent can make.

I studied at Liverpool University in the UK and we had an annual visit to Chester Zoo, which is famed for its work in captive breeding and conservation. It’s home to a record 35,000 individual animals, and 500 of the world’s most endangered species. At the top of that list is a group of critically endangered orangutans.

The zoo houses both Sumatran and Bornean orangutans, two species that diverged from one another approximately 40,000 years ago when the Indonesian islands separated, causing the two to evolve independently. Upon entering the zoo each year, I would make a beeline to go and see them. I knew of a window where they preferred to sit; them watching us, us watching them. Occasionally the dominant male would approach the glass pane and give me the chance to gaze directly into his big chestnut eyes. I remember thinking, ‘I need to remember every detail of his face,’ because with so much uncertainty about their future in the wild, who knows how long they will be able to exist in their native luscious forests.

Orangutans – meaning ‘persons’ (orang) of the ‘forest’ (utan) – are a ghostly presence these days. There are three species in total: the Sumatran, Bornean and the relatively newly described Tapanuli orangutan. In November 2017, it was announced that the Tapanuli would furthermore be classified as a different species, and, with fewer than 800 individuals left in the wild in North Sumatra, it became the most endangered of all the great apes. Initially they were believed to be the same as Sumatran orangutans, but evidence of distinct differences in their genetics and behaviour suggested the two diverged approximately 10,000–20,000 years ago. I find it astonishing that we are still learning such fundamental information about these megafauna groups, which are comparatively so well studied. Sadly, Tapanuli orangutans are confined to an area of just 1,100 square kilometres in the Batang Toru region, which is currently under threat due to plans to build a hydroelectric dam. There are an estimated 104,700 Bornean orangutans left in the wild but scientists are predicting that this figure will drop to a devastating 47,000 by 2025. As for Sumatran orangutans, only 14,000 remain. They are restricted to living mainly in the Leuser Ecosystem, which consists of 2.6 million hectares – only about 1.3 times the size of Wales. It’s terrifying to think that collectively orangutans only inhabit 5 per cent of their former ranges. Despite being globally iconic and having approximately £60 million spent on their conservation annually, numbers are still dwindling. So, what is happening to these intelligent giants of the trees?

Ultimately, orangutans are the innocent victims of years of environmental destruction and illegal human activity. Their similarity to us has encouraged a deep fascination with the species, so many of us find them cute or interesting, and this led to (and it sadly continues today) the desire to keep them as ‘pets’ or for use in the entertainment industry. Despite orangutans being protected by legislation in Indonesia since 1931, the demand for the illegal pet trade is high. A report from the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) suggests that up to 6,000 great apes are either captured or killed annually in the wild for this reason and it’s believed that up to 70 per cent of those 6,000 apes are orangutans – including both individuals intended for capture and those fatally injured during the hunting process. Illegal hunters shoot a mother high up in the trees and wait for her and her baby to come crashing to the ground. They then prise the youngster from the mother’s warm, bloody fingers to be shipped across the world so it can spend the remainder of its life (some forty years if it’s lucky, or unlucky depending on how you look at it) confined to a cage in somebody’s garage or garden. This is the bleak reality for many orangutans. It’s a grave issue, and is contributing to the demise of the species.

Although the illegal wildlife trade is detrimental, the larger threat to their survival is habitat destruction, in the form of deforestation for the expansion of palm oil plantations, mining, forest and peat fires, and an increase in infrastructure. Palm oil is a type of vegetable oil produced from the kernels of oil palm trees. It’s a highly productive crop with a low production cost, and, according to the World Wildlife Fund, it’s in nearly 50 per cent of all items sold in supermarkets. It’s shocking how much is in the products we buy every day; it’s in our food, toiletries and cosmetics, and even clothing. But even for the most eco-conscious of consumers, manufacturers don’t make it easy to spot because they label it under many different complex scientific names: elaeis guineensis, glyceryl, octyl palmitate, hydrogenated palm glycerides, palmate, steareth-20, OPKO, stearic acid… the list could go on. It is everywhere, especially in processed products: from soap, lipstick and face wash to bread, pizza, biodiesel, ice cream, and so much more. To feed this insatiable palm oil beast that we’ve created, by the end of 2020 Indonesia was producing 48.3 million metric tonnes of the oil from plantations covering over 14.6 million hectares of the region. Unsurprisingly, it’s the world’s largest palm oil producer, and much of that land would have once been home to a biodiverse, low-lying tropical rainforest, filled with orange apes swinging from ancient treetops.

The rainforests in Indonesia are home to between 10 and 15 per cent of all documented species of plants, mammals and birds on Earth. In addition, the habitat stores nearly 300 billion tonnes of carbon – forty times the yearly greenhouse gas emission emitted by fossil fuels. These environments help regulate the climate not only of Indonesia but of the entire globe. We need them to be functional. When the land is deforested to make way for plantations, the carbon-rich peatland soil is drained and becomes highly susceptible to fire. Once on fire, the blaze is hard to control, and it releases so much carbon into our already warming atmosphere that Indonesia now ranks alongside the USA and China as one of the leading emitters of global greenhouse gases; this is all due to deforestation. Researchers at Harvard and Columbia universities detail how the famous giant fires in 2015 that destroyed two million hectares of rainforest may have contributed to 100,000 premature human deaths due to direct and indirect exposure to smoke, not to mention the impacts on wildlife. Despite these devastating impacts, huge areas of prime rainforest are still being both legally and illegally cleared. Estimates vary, but most conservative studies suggest that at least 2.4 million acres are lost every single year. Orangutans are literally clinging to the areas that remain and now experts say that they could be extinct within the next twenty years.

Over 25 million people in Indonesia live below the poverty line. Living alongside orangutans can be difficult if you have limited crops that you and your family rely on, but which these great apes also desire. Orangutans can be persecuted for roaming into the wrong areas looking for food that is no longer in wide supply in the forests. To understand more about this conflict and what it’s really like trying to protect these magnificent animals on the ground, I asked veterinarian and former coordinator for Human Orangutan Conflict Response Unit, Ricko Jaya, whether he would be willing to jump on Zoom for a chat. He’s currently studying a PhD at the University of Birmingham and he very kindly made some time for me. His stories were both heartbreaking and hopeful at the same time. Ricko became devoted to the conservation of orangutans when volunteering at a rehabilitation centre in North Sumatra. The centre focused on helping seriously injured orangutans, often orphans, to find their confidence before one day being released back into the wild.

‘The Human Orangutan Conflict Response Unit was founded by the Orangutan Information Centre and I joined in 2012. We did many confiscation rescues followed by the translocation of orangutans to safe areas and I oversaw 150-something individuals back into the wild,’ Ricko explains. ‘Focusing on one specific species, I can fill that niche between the conservation needed in Indonesia and medicine. It’s outside with people, and it’s an ideal job for me!’

I am in awe of anyone in the veterinary world – from the general practice to the more exotic wildlife care. But I have to say – studying orangutans out in the wilderness sounds pretty enticing, doesn’t it? Who wants a comfortable office chair anyway when you could be a real-life Tarzan? Of course, it’s not quite as easy as that. Rehabilitation is a long, challenging process that requires medical, dietary and emotional support.

Ricko continues, ‘The first problem is getting the confiscated orangutan through the trauma to a point where they can be released back into the wild – it takes a lot of time and resources – and the second issue is where they go as the habitat has to be healthy; we can’t just release them anywhere. At the moment the numbers aren’t going down in our centres. By law, no one is allowed to keep orangutans, so when they are pushed out of the forest – because of deforestation – they come into contact with people that don’t know what else to do except capture them and call the rehabilitation centre. In the Sumatra centre, there are about sixty cases and in Borneo maybe around a thousand. Half will never be able to go back to the wild and the rest are waiting until suitable habitat is available. Covid-19 has also made things tricky because we are unable to move around as much.’

Conflict between wildlife and people has always been – and will always be – a huge problem, but it’s our perceptions of these species and how we manage that encroachment that is really interesting. Indonesia is home to a wide range of wild animals, so local people are subject to conflict with various species. Elephants, for example, are huge creatures that can weigh over 3,000 kilograms and move in large herds; they can devastate crop fields in just one sitting. This can decimate a family’s livelihood. In addition, tigers are apex predators that humans have feared throughout history; they have been known to attack both livestock and humans, which perpetuates the distrust many communities feel towards them. But how do local communities feel about orangutans?

In the UK and much of the western world, orangutans are perceived as gentle giants. I asked Ricko – who usefully for me completed a dissertation on the subject – about this, and he informed me that many of the people who live near them are very fearful of them. They’re hairy, 60-kg creatures looming down from the trees; in some villages it’s even believed that they can snatch people, lifting them high up into the trees, where they’re left to hang. (I’d be fascinated to know the origin of that story…) In a nutshell, they’re seen as intimidating, not just because of old stories but also because of the financial destruction that could be caused if they fancy picking your crops.

Every so often, heartbreaking images hit the headlines of orangutans in dire conditions. But being there on the ground facing it head-on must be even more emotionally daunting. Ricko describes a harrowing experience that he and his team witnessed while out on a rescue: ‘I remember that back in 2016, there was one orangutan that had been kept as a pet in a cage for more or less twenty years. According to the “owner”, they’d kept him since 1998. So roughly the age of the orangutan would have been twenty-two to twenty-four years. Orangutans rarely stand upright on their legs in the wild but even so, the cage he was living in was smaller than his height so he was forced to spend years sitting in the same position. When we confiscated him with the help of the government, we took the orangutan to the rehabilitation centre and he could barely stand up. He couldn’t even straighten his legs, you know. And typically orangutans are dependent upon their mothers until they are seven years old, and during that time they learn how to survive, eat and make nests. This guy didn’t have that chance. Imagine a 25-year-old man behaving like a four-year-old child – it was very similar. We gave him the best veterinary care and the time to rebuild his strength but whenever he climbs, he doesn’t go very far and it’s almost like he is afraid of heights. There’s no guarantee with rehabilitation that it’ll work. Each orangutan is an individual with their own big characters. Some have the drive to make it back and for others, it’s just too much. But it’s important we can give them that second chance.’

At the Indonesian rehabilitation centre, the orangutans are housed with others of a similar age and skill level. Each individual has a different background and history, so by adopting this method the orangutans are able to pick up skills much faster than if they were learning from a surrogate human ‘mum’. ‘The best teacher for an orangutan is the orangutan itself,’ says Ricko. ‘As their caretakers we can provide them with enrichment and the tools they need, but they need to process information and improve skills themselves. They help one another learn the good things and the bad. The earlier they get to us, the more time they have for learning and younger ones can often be released at seven years of age, but when older orangutans come in that have been kept for a long time in bad conditions then it can be more difficult to teach them, so they go through a very soft release. Young orangutans take part in forest schools during the day where they habituate to the surrounding environment. They spend the night in enclosures with all the materials needed so they can build upon their nesting skills. Hard releases are for individuals that have come to the centre directly from the wild and can be returned quickly. They’ll be given any veterinary care needed and then released as soon as possible with monitoring in place.’

If all goes well and an individual is released, the team do all they can to support and watch from afar in the early stages, but monitoring post-rehabilitation has its challenges. Firstly, it’s difficult to follow them on foot in the dense rainforest and – unlike a tiger or elephant that could be easily radio-collared – this is not possible for orangutans that are moving from branch to branch, tree to tree; the collars break easily and it’s a waste. There is the option of surgically implanting a transmitter inside their bodies, which helps track their precise movements for the first three to six months after release, but it’s expensive and there isn’t enough funding or resource to do it with every individual. That’s why rehabilitation is so crucial, because getting it right the first time is critical for the survival of these orangutans.

Thinking back to the orangutans housed in Chester Zoo, I knew that they were also a heavily studied group. I would love nothing more than for those animals to be where they belong in the wild, but it is reassuring to know that they are still playing a meaningful role as ambassadors for their species and are supporting critical research that helps their cousins in Indonesia.

Lelia Bridgeland-Stephens is a scientist working with Ricko at the University of Birmingham, and she’s developing some remarkable techniques to aid in the rehabilitation process on the ground. Having witnessed the impacts of illegal hunting and the pet trade of primates in Bolivia, Lelia really wanted to go into research that would make a difference in that area. ‘I remember meeting a howler monkey called Baloo who was taken in a similar way to orangutan babies: his mother was shot when he was tiny so that he could be sold as a pet. The poachers broke every single one of his fingers to prise him off his dead mother as he refused to let go. It was the saddest thing I have ever heard and it just shows the lengths people will go to,’ she says as she explains why she’s so passionate about what she does.

To aid her research into which skills orangutans need to master during rehabilitation, Lelia and her team use a software called the Enclosure Design Tool, which essentially allows them to input data based on simple observations of behaviour. (Sounds sexy, doesn’t it? I love a good data spreadsheet!) This can then be compared to wild orangutan populations, highlighting the differences or similarities in locomotion, food processing and social interactions. This helps zoos to encourage more naturally occurring behaviours, as staff can modify enclosures and enrichments based on the results.

‘When the orangutans are taken from the wild, they often will have experienced some quite traumatic things,’ Lelia explains. ‘They can sustain quite severe physical and mental harm, which then has an impact on psychological functioning. And we know that, in humans and other animals, this kind of unavoidable long-term trauma can lead to a phenomenon termed learned helplessness, where you feel that you have no control over that trauma, your own environment and that everything is happening to you and that you don’t have any agency to make things better for yourself. It’s a really important area to understand because if we can help combat it, it could help give orangutans the flexibility and resilience when they’re released back to the wild to face challenges they haven’t encountered before. The aim is they will not only bounce back from those challenges, but also learn from them so that they can thrive in the forest rather than just survive.’

Another area of Lelia’s study is something called ‘cautious exploration’. In the wild orangutans are wary of people and any novel items or experiences that may pose them harm – they’d much rather keep away – but over time living in a rehabilitation centre the fear of engaging with new things can disappear. The orangutans come to trust the centre and their human caretakers – which is a good thing in the short term but not necessarily long-term. Lelia notes, ‘Captive orangutans tend to be very curious about new things and although that curiosity is really good for when they’re released so that they can try different foods and explore their environment, on the other side there’s a worry that they’re going to be too comfortable, especially around human settlements, which could lead to dangerous conflicts. One of the things we’re trying to do is maintain that balance. When they are young it is very important that there is a human there to look after them – it would be unnatural if not and could cause attachment issues – but as they get older, it’s also important that they break away from people. A lot of our research is on social learning, so that’s why we put orangutans together so that they learn from one another. It’s tricky and we don’t have the answers yet, but we are working on it!’

I wish I could say there was someone out there who had the answers, but unfortunately the situation is much too complicated. What we do know is that in order to save orangutans we need to halt destructive deforestation and restore their habitat – saving individuals is only part of the equation. So I have a request for you: go into your food, cleaning and cosmetic cupboards and note down everything that has palm oil in it. It might take you a little while but it’ll be worth it as an eye-opening exercise. We are all responsible for the decline of this species and there is a high chance that we could lose them from the wild if we don’t move away from these products. Yes – I’m sorry – that does include Nutella, Domino’s Pizza and Pepsi #nameandshame. But if we truly care, it’s a very small price to pay, and you as an individual do make a difference!

On a larger scale, there is hope to be had too. In recent years there has been a slight decline in recorded deforestation in Indonesia as new initiatives have been put in place to help protect the forest that remains. In 2014 the Indonesian government adopted a community forest management approach that aimed to allocate 12.7 million hectares of primary rainforest to marginalised communities. The hope was to prevent more habitat destruction and reduce wildlife conflict by giving forest ownership back to indigenous people. It has proven to be successful in some regions, and slow in others, but it’s an important step forward! Stronger border control and import regulations have also proven successful. Since 2016, Indonesia has only exported verified timber and timber products to the EU. That’s not to say some illegal timber doesn’t slip through the net, but again we have to celebrate each movement in the right direction. There’s a long way to go; the work has only just begun.

But as with all of the species in the book, why should we care about orangutans specifically?

I think Ricko sums it up perfectly:

‘Orangutans are a symbol of conservation. By saving the orangutan, we can save the forest and then we can save ourselves. So this is not just about saving one species; they represent the overall effort to save that habitat. It’s a habitat that regulates water, pollution and natural disasters. It’s those forests that house hundreds of unique, endemic species. There is more than one excuse to save the Indonesian rainforest. People see this effort to save the orangutan like an effort to save our own species. That’s how I see it.’

Sentience is a beautiful thing. The vast majority of people really feel the losses when it comes to species decline and extinction. Do you remember the famous footage that went viral in 2018 of an orangutan holding on to a decimated tree trunk as a bulldozer approached? It rightly sparked an outcry. While that sadness can be overwhelming at times, we have to put our faith in the people working tirelessly trying to make a difference. From the orangutan caregivers, rescue teams, vets, scientists and local communities to the people like us in the supermarkets, choosing wisely what goes into our baskets.

Together, we get to decide how the story ends.
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