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Dear Friends and Supporters,
 
The past month marked a continuation of working from home and the fasting month of
Ramadan for many of our staff members. This newsletter comes as our team in Indonesia take
a well-deserved break for the holiday of Idul Fitri, and we celebrate the accomplishments of
local students and volunteers.
 
In our first article, we hear from Muhammad Syainullah (Syai), who has worked as a field
laboratory assistant for GPOP since 2017. Last fall he presented some of our results on
orangutan fecal temperature (data he helped collect) at his first academic conference in
Jakarta. Now, he has been accepted as a West Bornean Orangutan Caring Scholarship
(WBOCS) recipient! Since 2012 we have partnered with the Orang Utan Republik Foundation
to provide scholarships for local students to attend Tanjungpura University in Pontianak, West
Borneo, Indonesia. Syai, along with five other scholarship winners, will begin studying at
Tajungpura University this fal. Congratulations to each of these hard working students! We wish
them success throughout this next chapter of their lives.
 
Our second article comes from Andre Ronaldo, our project botanist, who writes about his
experiences working for our recently-completed orangutan nest population survey. This project
began at the beginning of 2019 and the survey team has recently wrapped up their fieldwork.
Andre explains his time working in the villages of Sempurna and Matan Jaya, and hypothesizes
about why different areas surrounding Gunung Palung have differences in orangutan
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about why different areas surrounding Gunung Palung have differences in orangutan
populations.
 
Eid Mubarak to those that celebrate!

Sincerely,
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Off to University after Three Years as a Field Lab Assistant 
By Muhammad Syainullah, Field Laboratory Assistant
 
I first went to Cabang Panti Research Station in April 2017. I had been a conservation volunteer at
the Yayasan Palung (GPOCP) office through the youth group Relawan Konservasi Taruna Penjaga
Alam (RK-TAJAM) for almost three years. During this time I campaigned to save orangutans and the
forest, even though I didn’t really know what Gunung Palung and orangutans looked like! A staff
member at Yayasan Palung recommended that I write a proposal to volunteer at Cabang Panti for
one month in order to find out more about orangutans and their habitat.
 
When I first arrived I was very enthusiastic and excited. On my very first day I saw an orangutan and I
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When I first arrived I was very enthusiastic and excited. On my very first day I saw an orangutan and I
was so excited that I could not speak. Long story short, after being a volunteer for a month I was
promoted to a new position as the laboratory assistant for the GPOP research project. I have
continued in this role until now. 
 

Syai takes notes while processing samples in the lab at Cabang Panti Research Station.
 

My first three months were spent training, and it was difficult for me to adapt to everything at first. I
realized I was most interested in studying the foods of orangutans and other plants. I was not shy
about asking other people everything about plants. Eventually, I decided learning in the field
independently was not enough for me. I believe there is still a lot to learn and so I made a plan to
continue studying at university.
 
Luckily, two years ago, GPOP Research Director, Wahyu Susanto, and Project Director, Dr. Cheryl
Knott, offered to help me find an undergraduate scholarship if I could stay at Cabang Panti for two
years. I agreed! Now, I have been working here for more than three years. I have found a new family,
gained knowledge, and much more that I did not realize I would get out of being here. I began to be
motivated to become a botanist because of my love for studying plants. Last month I was thrilled to
find out that after a rigorous application and interview process, I was selected as a recipient of one of
GPOCP's West Bornean Orangutan Caring Scholarships (WBOCS) for 2020. Because of my interest
in botany I will be studying in the Forestry Department at Tanjungpura University. I hope that as I
continue my studies to a higher level, I can further explore my potential so that I can get to know who
I really am.
 



 
 

Syai prepares his sampling equipment while in the field during an orangutan follow.
 
I have a long-term plan, mission and vision that I designed a few years ago, which starts with building
my capacity and potential, so that in the future I can serve my community. My goal is to build a non-
profit institution and create programs that benefit the public, especially rural communities at the edge
of the forest. My program will break the chain of illegal hunting, illegal forest encroachment, and
more. My hope is to help the fight for the conservation of the forest and orangutans, and give back to
the community in which I have grown up.
 
 

Counting Orangutans: Completing our Nest and Phenology
Survey in Gunung Palung National Park
By Andre Ronaldo, GPOCP Botanist
 
For the past year we have been conducting a survey to estimate the population of wild orangutans in
Gunung Palung National Park. In order to estimate the orangutan population, we can count the
number of nests in trees along transects throughout the park. Because orangutans sleep in a nest
each night, and typically build a new nest at least once per day, counting the nests, as well as
recording data such as how old the nest is, the level of degradation, the type of tree in which it was
built, and the height of the nest, can help us to calculate the total number of orangutans within a given
area. In addition to these ground counts, we are  also developing and testing a drone survey method,
in which a drone is flown over the forest canopy using the coordinates that correspond to the
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in which a drone is flown over the forest canopy using the coordinates that correspond to the
transects walked on the ground. Photos are taken from the drone, which can then be analyzed and
also counted for nests. This is allowing us to develop a potentially quicker and less expensive method
of surveying orangutan population density.
 
After a year of fieldwork, our dedicated survey team completed their final expedition to the last two
study locations in February. Below, Andre Ronaldo, the project botanist, tells the story of this last
excursion and explains some of the predicted findings.
 

Flanged male orangutan "Jari Manis" gets ready to sleep in a nest that he has constructed in
Gunung Palung National Park. © Tim Laman 

  
I am a botanist that specializes in the study of trees in mixed Dipterocarp forests, like those found in
West Kalimantan, Borneo. I joined Yayasan Palung (GPOCP) in 2019 to work as a phenology expert
during the long-term nest survey that began last February. This survey was conducted, in
collaboration with the Gunung Palung National Park Office (BTNGP), in order to estimate the
population of wild orangutans. In total, this survey took place in 13 locations, over 50 transects
positioned within the forest. Our last survey stint took place from February 10th to March 1st of this
year. During our last expedition, we surveyed orangutan nests and the phenology of orangutan
feeding trees in the villages of Sempurna and Matan Jaya surrounding Gunung Palung National Park.
 
First, we conducted the survey in Sempurna Village for two weeks. We departed on a four-wheeled
truck and travelled through a muddy dirt road. The truck got stuck in the mud, so we had to try
pushing it all day long. Fortunately, there was a tractor nearby, and the owner helped to pull our truck.
Eventually, we were able to continue our journey and arrived at an area called Jihing where we slept
that night.
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The survey location in Sempurna Village is a secondary forest, with a freshwater swamp habitat type.
In this village there were two survey locations, each with four transects. Each transect was one
kilometer long, and separated by a distance of 200 meters. The distance from Jihing to the first
location within the forest was 5 km, and the second location was 8 km away. We travelled in a
longboat along a small river for about 1 km, then continued walking on foot through hilly roads and
flooded swamps. We were helped by porters who carried research and logistic equipment through the
extreme terrain.
 

Andre uses binoculars to identify the genus of an orangutan nest tree. 

Once we arrived at the Sempura site, we realized there was a lot of flooding due to heavy rain. We
did not build tents on the ground, but instead made a “flying camp” by hanging hammocks with a
waterproof flysheet over top. We slept in our elevated hammocks so we could stay dry in the flooded
conditions. We also stored all of our food, equipment and personal belongings on higher ground to
keep everything dry. Because this area is a freshwater swamp forest, it floods easily during the rainy
season. This can be a challenge when conducting a survey, but we were motivated to have our
survey run as smoothly as possible.
 
After we finished in Sempurna, we went straight to our next survey location in the Matan Jaya Village.
We departed from Jihing to Matan on a dirt work road. Luckily, there were no obstacles on our journey
there. After arriving in the village we travelled another 14 km by car to an old campsite where we
stayed. We stayed at this campsite because the forest was too flooded near the transects to put up



stayed. We stayed at this campsite because the forest was too flooded near the transects to put up
tents. We wanted to be safe during the floods, because there could be snakes and crocodiles in the
water. So, instead of staying close to our transects, we slept further away and hiked 1 km to the
survey site each morning.
 
Similar to the Sempurna location, the survey site in Matan was a secondary forest with a freshwater
swamp habitat type, which gets flooded during the rainy season. On our first day in Matan the water
reached our knees. Then, it got even higher due to heavy rainfall upriver, and at one point the water
reached all the way to our chests! Luckily, the flooding was only on the path, and once we got to the
survey site, the flooding was not very high, and the water was always below our knees. The Matan
location only had four transects, so we finished this survey location more quickly than the first.
 



The dedicated survey team hikes through flooded trails to reach the survey transects.

The two sites where we conducted the surveys were secondary forests that were previously logged.
To gather information, our colleagues from BTNGP routinely carry out illegal logging patrols in this
area. In general, it is very rare to find orangutan nests in these locations. During our survey we most
commonly found plants with an average diameter of 20 cm, but very rarely found large trees. Of the
13 locations we surveyed, Matan had the fewest number of nests. The nests we did find were mainly
class C and D, which means they were old nests built a long time ago.  Because of this, we suspect
that the orangutan population here is very small. Orangutans might have moved to other places that
are safer, with less human disturbance such as poaching and illegal logging. Also, the habitat here is
unfavorable for orangutans, since there are few large, fruiting trees where orangutans can eat, travel
and rest.
 
Estimating the population of orangutans and understanding why the population varies between
different areas has crucial conservation implications. Bornean orangutans are critically endangered,
and their population continues to decrease at an alarming rate. Around 75% of the remaining wild
population lives outside of protected areas like Gunung Palung National Park. Understanding what
drives orangutan movement between different areas can inform conservation planning and help us to
prioritize our conservation efforts.
 

 
"Our task must be to free ourselves by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all

living creatures and the whole of nature and its beauty."

- Albert Einstein
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Our Contact Information
Gunung Palung Orangutan Conservation Program
P.O. Box 15680
Boston, MA 02215
1-617-353-7723
https://www.savewildorangutans.org/
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