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Last year I visited the Indonesian part 
of Borneo. One of the highlights was 
a visit to an orangutan shelter on an 

island covered by rainforest. There I learned 
that an orangutan builds a new nest every day, 
using leaves and branches in the trees. These 
great apes move around from tree to tree 
and hardly ever come down to the ground. 
When it rains, they make “umbrellas” from 
big leaves. Orangutans share more than 
96 of their genetic makeup with humans. 
In fact, the name orangutan means “person 
of the forest.” Many orangutans have lost 
their habitat because of deforestation. They 
have become homeless and dependent upon 
shelters to survive. 

It is widely recognized that humans are 
altering the natural world at an unprece-
dented rate. Among the greatest challenges 
facing us today are understanding how 
human social and economic systems drive 
these changes and implementing strategies 
for reconciling economic development with 
the protection and conservation of the very 
resources upon which it depends. Future 
generations will judge us by how we have 
changed our behavior to ensure that we can 
live within the limits imposed on us by cli-
mate, water and land. They will also evalu-
ate our efforts to ensure social justice and 
respect for dignity and life, while safeguard-
ing the beauty and diversity of nature. 

The State of the Apes series aims to iden-
tify and raise awareness of potential solutions 
for the conservation of biodiversity—and 
the environment more broadly—within the 
parameters of ongoing economic develop-
ment. The tropical forests of Asia and Africa 
are the natural home of great apes and gib-
bons. By focusing on apes as flagship species 
for the conservation of these valuable forests, 
State of the Apes seeks to stimulate dialogue 
and collaboration, while also informing 
policy and practice. 

Given that tropical forest loss is a sig-
nificant contributor to climate change, the 
conservation of these resources is critical to 
protecting not only the great ape and gibbon 
populations but also the global human popu-
lation. Even if tree crops replace the natural 
forest that has been removed, the impact on 
climate change will not be countered. And the 
loss of species diversity will be irreversible. 

This volume highlights the deleterious 
effects of industrial-scale agriculture on ape 
populations as well as other wildlife species, 
forests and people in South and Southeast 
Asia to date. It warns that the shift from small-
scale agriculture to industrial agriculture in 
Africa is likely to follow a similar path. 

It also presents detailed case studies that 
show how governments, the private sector, 
local communities and civil society can work 
together to reconcile some of the conflicting 
agendas. In Liberia, for example, a recent 
agreement with the Government of Norway 
for results-based development aid holds sig-
nificant promise for ensuring that decision-
making on agricultural expansion takes 
biodiversity and land use planning into 
consideration, thereby protecting ape hab-
itats, local communities and wildlife popu-
lations. And in Indonesia, major palm oil 
companies recently committed to establish-
ing deforestation-free value chains.

Our survival depends on finding solutions 
that will help to preserve biodiversity while 
simultaneously securing human development 
and wellbeing. State of the Apes demonstrates 
that the conservation of flagship species—
in this case, our closest relatives—can be 
achieved in conjunction with economic and 
social development, through integrated plan-
ning and sensitive policy and practice. 

Tine Sundtoft
Minister of Climate and Environment, 

Norway
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