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Problem Statement 
There are currently eight orangutans at the Sumatran Orangutan Conservation 
Programme (SOCP) Batu Mbelin Orangutan Quarantine Station in North Sumatra, 
who are permanently incapacitated by conditions including hepatitis, paralysis 
and blindness, which for the most part are the direct result of human impacts on 
their lives. These orangutans can never be released, either for their own safety or 
to prevent the spread of disease amongst wild primate populations. They therefore 
face the prospect of spending the rest of their lives in individual cages (potentially 
as long as 50 years or more), unless a more acceptable solution can be found. 
Despite every effort to provide the best of care and behavioural enrichment, the 
inherent limitations of a caged existence means that the quality of life of each of 
these individual's is always going to be compromised and suboptimal. 
 
The Solution 
Mission & Vision 
Our mission is to provide each these orangutans with a more positive and 
meaningful future and in doing so communicate the plight of their Critically 
Endangered wild Sumatran orangutan cousins and the realities of the situations 
they face to a wide audience. In giving these orangutans a life with all the support 
they need, but in the freedom and openness of a far more spacious and naturalistic 
setting, this offers the unique opportunity act as ambassadors for wild populations 
and become an education resource. All this can be achieved as part of the concept 
being outlined here. 
 
The solution involves the construction of a number of man-made moated islands. 
These would be equipped with abundant climbing structures and covered in 
natural vegetation, as opposed to the cold metal bars of the orangutan's present 

accommodation. These islands would 
give the orangutans the perception of 
being in a much more pleasant and 
naturalistic environment, with running 
water, fresh grass to lie on, and timber 
and ropes to climb on. All this, whilst at 
the same time being contained in a 
manageable setting in which all of their 
daily needs can still be catered for. 
 
These 'model' islands will not only 
provide a sanctuary and improve the 

welfare of un-releasable animals, but also fulfil a vital role as a unique educational 
resource. It is envisioned that the new facility would be located in an area within 
easy reach of Indonesia’s 4th largest city of Medan (metropolitan area of over 4 
million people), where many of those that decide what happens to Sumatra's 
forests, or influence such decisions, reside. It is therefore planned to allow 
managed access to the site for the public, such that both today's decision makers, 
and those of tomorrow, will be able to far better understand why orangutans end 
up in human hands, what the consequences of this are for orangutans and humans 
alike, and what is involved in conserving the species and its habitat in the present 
day. This innovative 'model' project will offer a long-term viable solution for a few 
unfortunate orangutans that cannot be returned to the wild, and serve as an 
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example that could be easily replicated in other regions, where there are 
orangutans or other species in similar situations. 
 
Not only will the individual orangutans themselves be far better off than they are 
now, but as a result of a better informed public at large, due to the new centre, it is 
hoped that those in the wild will be better off in the future too as a result of the 
project. Through unique experiences, visitors, both local and international, will 
gain a better understanding of orangutans, their individuality, intelligence and 
complexity. They will gain a much better appreciation of the threats facing 
orangutans in the wild and the ways in which human populations can co-exist with 
them. 
 
Primary Objectives 
1. Provide greatly improved living conditions for disabled or otherwise un-
releasable orangutans in need of lifelong support; 
2. Foster greater support for orangutan and wildlife conservation, through 
managing environmental education and awareness activities at the Haven. 
 
 
Progress through September 2016 
Land purchase 
We have already purchased the 48-hectare site, largely comprised of mixed 

agroforestry land and rolling hills of 
sloping forests, with an inset pond and 
at least one reliable spring on site. The 
real attraction of this site is its size and 
ideal location.  The Haven land is 
accessed directly from the main road 
linking Medan to the popular tourist 
destination of Berastagi, including both 
national and international visitors. It is 
approximately a 30-minute drive from 
the city and in an area already 
frequented by large numbers of 
people.  

 
We have contracted a technical team 
from the University of North Sumatra, 
who have created a topographic map of 
the Haven, and we ourselves have 
generated very high resolution maps of 
the entire region through the use of 
fixed-wing unmanned aerial vehicles.   
 
All land titles have been secured, and 
before the end of 2016 we will have 
applied for official status as a ‘Lembaga 
Konservasi’, or Conservation Body, 
from the Ministry of Forestry and the 
Environment, which allows for the site to house protected species such as 
orangutans.  We have also socialized the programme to nearby communities, and 
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met with sub district heads to explain the project and its goals.  With these seminal 
‘first steps’ completed, by far the most expensive and time-consuming aspect of 
establishing the Haven, we are now free to proceed and begin building up the site. 
 
Construction office/sleeping quarters 
The first development that took place 
was a small office and sleeping 
quarters at the entrance to the site, near 
a large signboard announcing the 
Orangutan Haven as a project in 
development.  This allows for staff and 
management to remain based on-site 
as necessary, and provides the 
additional benefits of site security and 
also project socialization, through the 
public being able to stop in and inquire 
about the Haven, as it sits just along the 
main road to Berastagi.   This post will 
eventually also serve as a sales point for mixed organic produce grown on the 
Haven site. 
 
Agroforestry development 
Two permanent demonstration plots, covering a total area of 2ha, are now under 
full organic mixed agroforestry systems, with in addition to these permanent 
fixtures, other existing crops also continuing to be harvested from the rest of the 
site. We have had the land and produce certified by LeSOS as fully organic, since 
October 2015.  Crops include species such as snake fruit, durian, lychee, mango, 
pandan, and many others.  A total of 13 full-time staff and several additional part-

timers, all local people from adjacent 
communities, have been trained and 
are employed in the management of 
these areas. Already the Haven	  is 
supplying around 60% of the orangutan 
food needs of the ~50 orangutans 
housed at the our nearby quarantine 
station, in addition to providing a 
selection of fruit and vegetables to the 
restaurant at our Ecolodge in Bukit 
Lawang – introduced below.   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Road construction 
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A 2,000-meter long and 3m wide arterial 
access road has been cut through the 
site.  This runs from the parking area in 
the front through to the orangutan island 
area, and onwards to the back of the site.  
This important development allows for 
much improved access throughout the 
Haven, from which smaller paths and 
developments can now take place on a 
more rapid and cost-effective basis.  At 
present the road consists of cleared and 
flattened earth, but is expected to be 
covered with gravel by December 2016. 

 
 
Bamboo bridge  
A river also runs 
along a portion of the 
land, which 
necessitates 
construction of a 
small bridge for 
visitors and vehicles 
to traverse it.  We 
have designed and 
secured funding to 
build this with 
treated bamboo, in a 
fashion similar to our 
new Ecolodge 
restaurant, ‘Kapal 
Bambu’ (Bamboo Ship) – pictured here), in the popular tourism site of Bukit 
Lawang, North Sumatra, located approximately 4 hours from the Haven site.  A 
depiction of the final placement, along with an inset showing the design, is shown 
below.  Construction is set to begin in December 2016. 
 

Bamboo production facility 
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Towards building the bamboo bridge and other facilities throughout the Haven, it 
is necessary to have an ample supply of borax-treated bamboo that is suitable for 
construction.  Therefore, we have already built an on-site open air production 
facility, complete with a 15m x 2m x 1m treatment pool and protective roofing in 
which to store the bamboo, which is sourced locally from nearby groves. 
 
Micro hydropower 
As of September 2016 we are about to begin construction of an open-flow 
hydroelectric micro hydropower station at the river.  This will be capable of 
generating approximately 5,000 watts, 
so that much of the Haven’s power 
needs can be met with its own clean, 
renewable energy.  It is also possible 
that the river water could also be 
utilized in the future, in addition to the 
spring water, if suitable filtration and 
treatment (e.g. bio filtration) could be 
developed. Construction is set to begin 
in late 2016. 
 
Education Centre  
We have secured funding for and are in the planning phase for building an 
education centre. Paying visitors will receive information through visual displays, 
talks and guided nature education tours with trained outreach officers. The bio and 
medical history of each sanctuary orangutan will be highlighted to get a strong 
message across. For example, x-rays of now blind sub adult male orangutan 
'Leuser' and the 62 pellets embedded throughout his body, infographics 
explaining how diseases (such as tuberculosis and hepatitis) can be transmitted 
between humans and wildlife. Trained education officers and guides will explain 
the problems of habitat loss and human orangutan conflict. A strong, clear message 
on the impacts of the illegal pet trade will also be a focus. 
 
Further, our quarantine station is closed to the public. It houses orangutans 
confiscated from the illegal pet trade, and serves as a treatment centre and holding 
area until such time that they can be reintroduced to the wild. The education centre 
will also then serve as the first and only location where the general public can learn 
what goes on within the quarantine station, with the following facilities: 

a. a complete, regularly updated list of all orangutans so far received by the 
SOCP and details of their origin, including the illegal previous owner’s title 
and occupation where known. At present this is over 340 individual 
orangutans, of which around 50 are currently housed at quarantine; 

b. Details of the activities of the quarantine provided on information boards; 
c. At least 2 screens running films linked to orangutan conservation. One will 

focus on the activities of quarantine. The other on orangutan and habitat 
conservation more generally. The possibility of a live video link to the 
station will also be explored; 

d. The new centre will provide details of all other aspects of SOCP's work, 
including the orangutan reintroduction process, field research, surveys, 
habitat protection and education and awareness raising. 
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The ultimate aim is to have visitors understand the inter-connectedness of the 
decisions they make in their daily lives, the impacts these have on the orangutans 
and the rainforests, and the human community that depends environmentally, 
culturally and economically on the many ecosystems across these forest 
landscapes. Construction is set to begin in 2017. 
 
Current proposed developments for support 
Orangutan islands 

We intend to excavate and construct 
layered moats around 4 of the planned 
8 ‘Orangutan islands’, to provide a far 
more acceptable and naturalistic 
environment for our permanent 
resident individuals, as compared to the 
cages they currently occupy at 
quarantine.   
 
 
 
 
 

The islands will be situated at the 
bottom of a beautiful valley at the heart 
of the Haven, a former rice paddy and 
fish pond area that provides a continual 
source of fresh clean water.  The water 
moats will separate visitors and island 
resident orangutans, thus providing a 
unique and unobstructed perspective. 
Each island will be landscaped and set 
with trees and enrichment, and 
outfitted with electric safety fencing 
around the perimeter, as is used in zoos 
throughout the world, as an additional 
measure of protection for orangutans and visitors alike. 
 
Activities and Other Planned Uses for the Haven Site 
All developments within the Haven will occur only if they are conducive to the 
goals of the facility, namely animal welfare, conservation and environmental 
education. This will guarantee that not only the recreation function, but also that 
the conservation function of the land is optimized. 
 
Visitors will include both individuals and families calling in ad-hoc and pre-booked 
visits with specific aims and itineraries. Full-time staff will be on site at all times to 
receive and assist visitors. Organized groups and school groups will be pre-
arranged, to be accompanied by a designated project guide/education officer. 
 

1. Nature Walk (day and dusk)  
Guided walks will be designed to educate visitors about the concept of ecology 
and sustainable use of resources. Nature walks would mostly be guided walks and 
an appropriate entrance fee or guiding fee charged to cover expenses. Guided 
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walks will be designed to use the land to its full effect, making optimal use of the 
flora and animal species present. 
 
The walks will also make use of these facilities: 

a. Artificial tracks and signs placed at strategic places within the forest for 
visitors to seek out and find. Examples include tiger pugmarks, bear 
claw marks, orangutan nests, bee nests, eagle nests etc; 

b. Limited captive wildlife collection – orangutans and other species (on 
occasion the Government Conservation Authority places animals with us 
(eg. slow loris, silver langur), which are not always able to be released); 

c. Walks at dusk will provide a special experience to those not experienced 
in the forest, exposing them to the sights and sounds of what a forest can 
be during the night. With the added attraction of a few selected captive 
animals on site, this could indeed become a memorable experience for 
many, and one in which their capacity to learn, understand and 
appreciate nature is considerably enhanced. 

 
2. Limited wild animal exhibits (key species) for purely education purposes  

A limited number of selected species may be housed on site in naturalistic 
enclosures, allowing the public to learn about their role in nature and their plight.  

a. Possible species include confiscated small mammals such as mouse 
deer, squirrels, slow loris and bats. Medan residents have typically 
never seen any of these species in a natural setting and only know from 
illegal sales in animal markets or at the roadside.  

b. Some bird, reptile and amphibian species will also be considered 
according to the research or conservation need, or the education value 
of keeping and displaying them.  

c. Some wild species present in the local area, such as the flying frog 
(Racophorous sp), etc., could be of interest to local university students 
studying amphibian behaviour, ecology or reproduction if a small 
captive population were maintained, even if just temporarily.  Such 
research able to play an important role in local conservation efforts.  
Other species would also be potential candidates to fulfill this role.  

d. Any wild animal species kept will help also educate local people 
regarding the importance of conserving wild species and the importance 
of high standards of animal husbandry.  

 
Example of a Species’ Potential Educational Role and Function  

The maintenance and display of fruit bats (Pteropus vampyrus) in a natural setting 
would show local people, in particular Medan residents, what these animals really 
look like in the wild, living in trees. Most local residents have never seen where 
these animals come from and have little understanding of the critical role they play 
in the environment. They only know fruit bats from roadside cages, from which 
they are frequently sold for consumption, supposedly for medicinal purposes.  
 
It is envisioned that by keeping a few fruit bats and exhibiting them in an 
educational and informative way the project will gradually be able to help combat 
the illicit trade in wild animal species along the Medan / Berastagi road, such that 
over coming years this trade will gradually decrease.  The potential value of 
exhibiting a limited number of small and easy to keep species is considerable, but 
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will only be achieved if extremely well managed and controlled, and with the 
correct goals and vision from the outset. 

 
Fruit bat traders along the road to the Haven. A few of these bats kept and exhibited in an appropriate 
setting will be an invaluable educational tool and show people just how intelligent and spectacular 
these creatures actually are (see photo on right). It is hoped this will eventually help to reduce the 
demand for the species as traditional medicine, and hence the numbers being traded locally 
 

3. Additional species conservation potential  
There is increasingly a need in the region for controlled captive wild animal 
conservation work. A number of institutions, including several overseas zoos, are 
becoming interested to look into the possible role of captive breeding and 
reintroduction programmes for some endangered species in the region, including 
species such as the Critically Endangered Batagur turtles, white winged wood 
duck and white crowned laughing thrush.  
 
Given the large area of the land already secured for the Haven, opportunities to 
develop such high impact but relatively low cost projects within the site will be 
considered over the coming years. 
 
 


