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Wild Discover Zone 

GORILLA WORLD 

 

Theme: Connection with wildlife can create conservation action and learning about the 

Cincinnati Zoo’s gorilla residents can help create that connection and respect.  

Summary: “Connection with wildlife can create conservation action, and learning about the Cincinnati 

Zoo’s gorillas can help create that connection and respect.” 

Objectives:  

At the end of the encounter, guests will: 

 Be able to identify the gorillas in the exhibit 

 Participate in discussion about the individuals that make up our collection 

 Understand how cell phone recycling is connected to gorillas 

 Be motivated to help gorillas through conservation actions such as cell phone recycling 

Location: Cart at Gorilla World 

Materials: Gorilla Field Guides, Gladys Gorilla Vest 

 

Contents: 
Part 1: Breaking the Ice 

Doing the Activity 
Part 2: Background Information: 

Western Lowland Gorillas  
Captive Gorilla Management  
The Cincinnati Zoo Gorillas 
Gladys: A Surrogate Story 

Part 3: Cell Phone Recycling 
 

This activity is designed to engage all ages of Zoo visitors. Your duty as an excellent educator 

and interpreter is to adjust your approach to fit each group you interact with. Be aware that all 

groups are on some kind of a time limit. There are no set time requirements for this interaction. 

Read their behavior and end the interaction when they seem ready to move on. 
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Part 1: Breaking the Ice: 

Volunteers should mingle with guests as they view the gorillas. Engage them with an icebreaker by 

answering their questions, adding something to their observations, or introducing yourself as a 

volunteer and striking up a conversation about their experience at the Cincinnati Zoo.   

Doing the Activity: As a Volunteer Educators your role at this Zone is to engage guests with in 

discussion about the individual gorillas that live at the Cincinnati Zoo.  Depending on how your 

initial conversation starts, there are a variety of ways to have an engaging discussion about our 

gorillas. Go with the flow of what the guests are interested in while still focusing on the theme. 

Use the field guides to help identify the gorillas as individuals and initiate a discussion of the animals 

as individuals 

When leading a discussion, you want to encourage the guests to critically think, make educated 

guesses, and discover information with your guidance. Ask them guiding questions or create a 

scenario for them to think about and discuss. The information and message will more likely stick if 

they participate in their learning experience, not just receive a brain dump of information. 

1. Ask guests if they have any questions about the gorillas they are seeing and encourage them 

to make observations about any behavior they are witnessing. Why do they think the gorillas 

are doing that?  

2. Encourage guests to get familiar with the individual gorillas either through the field guide 
or the signage around the exhibit. Can they identify which gorillas are which? Help them 
identify the gorillas they observed and share any personal information. Here is where an 
interesting discussion and critical thinking can unfold.  

 

 Example: What things do Zoo’s have to think about when managing social animals 
like gorillas?  

o Mating/Reproduction, territorial/aggressive behaviors, how to meet all individuals’ basic 
needs (sharing food, etc) 

 Example: Do they think personality has anything to do with managing captive 
animals in zoos? Why? 

o When Asha and Anju came to the Zoo, they were originally placed with Chewie but 
keepers found out the new girls did not get along with Chewie. Instead, they switched out 
Chewie for Mara which seems to be a better personality fit for their troop.  

 
3.  Many visitors will be interested in the Gladys story as well as other babies, Mondika and Elle. 

Make sure you are familiar with the details to answer any questions they have! Refer to the 

field guide for ID’s. 

 
 

4. Let the guests know that habitat conservation is crucial to the survival of this species, and if 

they’re interested, they can help gorillas very easily. Explain that the Cincinnati Zoo is 
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participating in a cell phone recycling program that allows guests to bring their old cell phones 

to be recycled. 

 There are more than 270 million cellular users in the US alone, and 4.1 billion 
worldwide. On average, a person in the US buys a new cell phone every 18 months. 
Less than 1% of the millions of cell phones purchased are actually recycled when a 
person is finished using it.  

 Cell phones contain lead, mercury, cadmium and arsenic which are all considered 
hazardous waste if sent to landfills. These chemicals can leach into the soil and 
groundwater! 

 Cell phones also contain an ore called Coltan which is mined in endangered gorilla 
habitat in Africa. Loss of habitat is a serious threat to the gorilla’s future. Reducing 
the demand for Coltan means less Coltan needed from gorilla habitat.  

 By bringing your old cell phones to the Zoo, they will be sent to a recycling facility 
by keeping useable and valuable materials out of landfills and incinerators. There are 
cell phone recycling bins all over the Zoo including right here at this exhibit and in 
the lobby of the education center.  

 

Part 2: Background Information: 

Western Lowland Gorillas  

Western lowland gorillas are endangered, but they remain far more common than their relatives, the 
mountain gorillas. They live in heavy rain forests and tend to be a bit smaller than their mountain 
cousins. They also have shorter hair and longer arms. 

Gorillas can climb trees, but are usually found on the ground in communities of up to 30 individuals. 
These troops are organized according to fascinating social structures. Troops are led by one 
dominant, older adult male, often called a silverback because of the swath of silver hair that adorns 
his otherwise dark fur. Troops also include several other young males, some females, and their 
offspring. 

The leader organizes troop activities like eating, nesting in leaves, and moving about the group’s 
three-quarter- to 16-square-mile home range. 

In the thick forests of Central and West Africa, troops find plentiful food for their vegetarian diet. 
They eat roots, shoots, fruit, wild celery, tree bark and tree pulp. 

In captivity, gorillas have displayed significant intelligence and have even learned simple human sign 
language. 

In the wild, these primates are under siege. Forest loss is a twofold threat; it destroys gorilla habitat 
and brings hungry people who hunt gorillas for bush meat. Farming, grazing, and expanding human 
settlements are also shrinking the lowland gorilla’s space. 
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Captive Gorilla Management 

Western Lowland gorillas are the only gorillas in captivity. The care of animals as complex as gorillas 
requires a sophisticated management strategy. With gorillas being among the most well-studied 
animals in the world, institutions with gorillas benefit from the behavioral research that is conducted 
on wild and captive gorillas. 

In 1988, the Gorilla Species Survival Plan (SSP) was created with five primary goals. 
      1. Ensuring the genetic and demographic health of the captive population 
      2. Advancing the care of captive gorillas 
      3. Engaging in research to help learn more about gorillas and their care 
      4. Educating the public about critical gorilla issues 
      5. Partnering with other organizations that seek to improve the lives of wild and captive gorillas 

The primary goal of an SSP is to treat the entire population of animals as a single unit and promote 
cooperation among holding institutions to ensure the long term survival of the species in captivity. 
A minority of SSP populations actually participates in reintroduction, but the majority of SSP 
programs, like the Gorilla SSP, exist solely to create a sustainable captive population. A holistic SSP 
program extends beyond just captive management and encompasses scientific research, 
conservation, and education programs that support both captive and wild populations.   

 
 

“Elle”  
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The Cincinnati Zoo Gorillas 

There are about 765 gorillas in zoos worldwide including approximately 360 in the AZA’s SSP.  The 
Cincinnati Zoo is currently home to eleven Western lowland gorillas. 

Name Birthday/Location Acquired Identifying 
Characteristics 

Interesting Facts 

Mara 8/1995 – Cincinnati 
Zoo 

NA Thick gray 
sideburns; 
smaller than 
other females; 
lanky, thin body 

Not the most dominant 
female but does not get 
pushed around and can 
hold her own. Sits in the 
tree a lot and likes to be 
alone. 

Mlinzi 12/1982 –
Cincinnati Zoo 

NA Low brow and 
large, harmless 
chin lump 

One of the more submissive 
gorillas. Will hold her ear if 
she gets nervous or 
apprehensive. Doesn’t like 
to be by herself. Frequently 
pulls up grass. Holds hand 
to head. 

Samantha 

 

1/1970 – Cincinnati 
Zoo 

NA Grayest hair of 
the group; pink 
spot on lower lip 
(looks like she is 
sticking her 
tongue out) 

Dominate gorilla but can’t 
physically back it up due to 
her age. She doesn’t get 
pushed around much. Will 
suck her thumb if she is 
anticipating something or 
gets nervous. Hangs out at 
the back of the exhibit or 
caves.  

Gladys* 

(For more 
information, 
see below) 

1/29/2013 – Gladys 
Porter Zoo 

2/22/2013 Young female Rejected by her mother, 
Gladys was transferred to 
the Cincinnati Zoo and 
raised by surrogate female 
and keeper staff. 

Jomo 7/1991 – Toronto 
Zoo 

7/2005 Silverback, large 
dome-like head 

Typical, dominant 
silverback personality. 
Favorite of the ladies. One 
of two males. Likes to sit in 
alcove by the waterfall and 
climbing trees. 

Chewie 9/1995 – Cincinnati 
Zoo 

NA Lots of 
rings/wrinkles 
around eyes & 
nose; lots of 
black in hair 

Most playful and social of 
all. Spends time trying to 
groom others. Loves to play 
in water when it is hot. 
Travels around the yard a 
lot and even climbs into the 
moat. 
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Asha 12/2002 – Gladys 
Porter Zoo 

10/2011 Mostly dark, 
black hair; larger 
than most 
females 

Self assured and tries to be 
the dominant female. 
Buddies with Anju. Very 
outgoing and moves around 
the entire exhibit. Mother 
of “Mondika”. 

Anju 4/2001 – Pittsburg 
Zoo 

03/2012 Large gorilla for 
a female; very 
gray, coarse hair; 
wrinkles on 
forehead 

Buddies with Asha. Gets 
upset if she cannot see all 
the other gorillas. She is shy 
and can be difficult to spot. 
Mother of “Elle”. 

Harambe 5/1999 – Gladys 
Porter Zoo 

9/2014. A large and 
impressive young 
silverback. 

During his primary 
interactions with the staff 
especially during training 
session he has shown 
himself to be very 
intelligent and quick to 
catch onto new trained 
behaviors. Harambe is the 
half brother of Asha and 
Gladys. 

 

Mondika 8/4/2014 – 
Cincinnati Zoo 

 

Born here  She is the 49th baby gorilla 
born at the Cincinnati Zoo. 
Her mother, Asha, is a first 
time mother. She was raised 
in a family group seeing 
younger siblings with their 
parents. Asha has been a 
great mother. 

Elle 8/25/2015 
Cincinnati Zoo 
 

Born here  She is the 50th gorilla born 
at the Cincinnati Zoo. Her 
mother, Anju, is a first time 
mother. She was raised in a 
family group seeing younger 
siblings with their parents. 
Anju has been a great 
mother. 
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Gladys: A Surrogate Story 

On January 29, 2013, the Gladys Porter Zoo (GPZ) in Brownsville, Texas, welcomed a 4.7 pound, 
female gorilla. After the birth, mother, 14 -year-old “Kiazi,” didn’t respond well and rejected the 
infant.  This behavior, which occasionally happens in first-time mothers, resulted in keepers from 
the Gladys Porter Zoo stepping in to hand-rear the infant until they had a plan in place. 
Unfortunately, all of the viable surrogates there already had young gorillas, so they began to look 
elsewhere.  After countless phone calls with the Gladys Porter Zoo, the Association of Zoos & 
Aquariums (AZA) Ape Taxon Advisory Group (TAG) Maternal Management Committee and the 
Western Lowland Gorilla Species Survival Plan (SSP) Committee, the Cincinnati Zoo was 
determined to be the best home for the baby. 

Being a surrogate to a baby gorilla was no easy task.  The surrogacy team was with the infant around 
the clock, working 8-hour shifts.  These shifts involved a lot more than just cuddling the adorable 
new addition.  Surrogacy involves understanding primate behavior, vocalizations and mothering 
instincts.  

“Whatever a gorilla mom would do with her baby is what we have to do with this baby,” said Ron 
Evans, Curator of Primates at the Cincinnati Zoo.  “The role of the human surrogate mother is 
critical for the development of this baby. Surrogates must do their very best to teach her the ways of 
the world, including what behavior is acceptable, what her routines will be when she is with her 
gorilla family, and what is safe.” 

All of this took place behind the scenes, in the “baby suite” at Gorilla World.  This suite was 
upgraded to feature 2-inch mesh that assisted keepers in bottle feeding and cameras for around-the-
clock monitoring.  In addition, the suite was outfitted with a mattress for Zoo staff to sit on during 
their long shifts, especially overnights. The baby suite was located directly across the hall from the 
rest of the Cincinnati Zoo’s gorillas – which gave both parties plenty of time to see, smell and hear 
each other before introductions began. 

Typically, when babies are brought into a surrogacy program the other gorillas show a great deal of 
interest in the baby. While most of the attention was on the baby, keepers in Gorilla World also 
worked diligently with the adult gorillas across the hall to ensure they were aware of the baby, 
accepting of its presence, and prepared to integrate it into their family.  Through conditioning and 
enrichment activities, potential surrogates were taught to not only care for their baby like their own 
but also to bring the baby over to staff when prompted for bottle feedings, medication and regular 
check-ups.   

Since June of 2013, Gladys has been slowly introduced to four adult female gorillas. The first, 
“M’Linzi”, quickly stepped up and became Gladys’ surrogate mom.  Since then, “Mara”, 
“Samantha”, and “Chewie”, have joined the growing group.   Eventually, staff plans to introduce a 
silverback gorilla to this group, but those changes take time and patience. 
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Part 3: Cell Phone Recycling 

By recycling cell phones, users are preventing a large number of hazardous substances from entering 
the environment.  Metals such as antimony, arsenic, beryllium, cadmium, copper and lead, which can 
linger in the environment for a long time and have adverse effects on human health can be recycled 
or disposed of properly.  In addition, by recycling coltan, a mineral mined in gorilla habitat, you are 
helping gorillas maintain a future in the wild.  The Cincinnati Zoo has recycled more cell phones 
than any zoo in the country through its partnership with Eco-Cell and the Gorilla Glue Company.  
The cell phone recycling program not only saves precious gorilla habitat, where Gladys’ wild cousins 
live, it also raises money for the Zoo’s Conservation Fund.   

Zone Set-up: Both volunteers will be using the entire exhibit space for this Zone. Make sure you 

count guest attendance during your shift. You will be using the gorilla field guides and one volunteer 
can display the gorilla surrogate vest. 

Ending the Activity: 

Find out if there is any more information they’d like to know about our exhibit and our gorillas. 

Many people are fascinated by the unique personalities of each gorilla! Make sure to remind guests 

about other cool places to visit or things to see while they are here. Find out what the guest is 

interested in and make an appropriate suggestion. Make sure to thank them for stopping by. 

Zone Clean-up: 

Put all materials inside the cart. Record your attendance on the attendance sheet and make a note if 

any materials are missing. Please report any cart issues on the clipboard in the volunteer room.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 


