
  

 

Dear Friends and Supporters, 
  
Greetings from Boston as we are welcoming a long-awaited 
Spring. Eid Mubarak to all those who celebrate, including most 
of our dedicated staff in Indonesia. Our team is getting some well-
earned time off to visit with family and friends at this special time 
of year. 
  
In this issue of Code RED we hear from our Environmental 
Education Manager, Widiya, about some of the recent activities 
of the ‘Village Flower’ group – a women’s empowerment group 
in Rantau Panjang Village that provides support to women who 
had to end their formal education early due to social and/or 
economic circumstances. Women hold important roles in 
communities, and this group helps to ensure that women are 
equipped to help solve conservation related issues that impact 
themselves, their households, and their communities. 
  
You will also hear from Dr. Caitlin O'Connell, our Deputy Director, 
about this year’s congress of the American Association of 
Biological Anthropologists that took place in Baltimore, Maryland 
this month. We had a great presence at the conference, with 
Boston University undergraduates, graduate students, postdocs 
and alumni presenting a diverse body of work on orangutans in 
and around Gunung Palung. All of the presentations were well 
received and got great feedback. 
  
Wishing you all peace and a wonderful springtime! 
  
  
Sincerely, 
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WE STILL NEED YOUR HELP! 
With federal funding still frozen 
and the future of federal grants 
uncertain, any amount you can 
donate will help us to ensure... 

1. All our local staff can get paid. 

2. We can continue forest 
patrolling, preventing logging, 
hunting, and fires. 

3. We can secure legal protection 
of another 6,000 hectares of 
forest. 
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Cheryl Knott, PhD 
Executive Director 
Gunung Palung Orangutan Conservation Program (GPOCP) 
  
  

 

4. We can keep monitoring the 
health of the orangutan 
population. 

Donate 
at SaveWildOrangutans.org today! 

  
 

 

Empowering Women Through Ecoprint Training in Rantau 
Panjang Village 

By Widiya Octa Selfiany, Environmental Education Manager 
  
We continue to strengthen our mission through environmental education and community empowerment 
by supporting the "Kembang Desa" (Village Flower) group, a women’s organization in Rantau Panjang 
Village, one of the Village Forest areas that we support. In collaboration with the Gunung Palung 
National Park Office (TANAGUPA), we organized an Ecoprint Training Workshop. 
  
Ecoprinting is an eco-friendly art technique that uses natural plant materials to create unique, nature-
inspired prints on fabric. This training, held under the theme “Learning While Working” in honor of 
National Waste Awareness Day, aimed to foster creativity while promoting sustainability. 
  

  

 

The group of participants getting started on their ecoprints. 
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The workshop featured speakers from TANAGUPA, including Mrs. Fadlun Arrayyan Bonde, S.I.P, 
Mrs. Pujiastuti, and Mr. Yadi, along with Mrs. Widiya Octa Selfiany from Yayasan Palung. A total of 
18 enthusiastic participants from the Kembang Desa group joined the training, eager to learn this 
environmentally friendly technique. 

During the session, participants were guided through the step-by-step process of ecoprinting, from 
selecting natural materials and preparing fabrics to applying plant-based dyes and using steaming 
or pounding techniques to transfer leaf and flower patterns onto textiles. The result? Beautiful, one-
of-a-kind fabrics created using locally available materials from their own environment. 

 

Displaying the finished ecoprints. 
  

According to Widiya Octa Selfiany, our Environmental Education Manager, this initiative goes 
beyond skill-building—it aligns with the broader conservation effort. 

“By using natural materials, we not only promote creativity but also help reduce textile waste and 
encourage more sustainable production methods,” she explained. 

Beyond fostering artistic skills, this training also holds economic potential. With their newfound 
expertise, participants can create and sell ecoprint products, offering them a sustainable source of 
income while promoting environmentally friendly craftsmanship. 



 

The Kumbang Desa group listens intently. 

Understanding the Connection Between Forests and Water 

The commitment to environmental education didn’t stop there. On Sunday, March 9, 2025, the 
Kembang Desa group participated in another capacity-building program focused on environmental 
conservation. This event, held at the Rantau Panjang Village Office, was organized to commemorate 
International Forest Day (March 21) and World Water Day (March 22). 

During the "Forest and Water Education" session, Mrs. Sela Darmayati, our Environmental 
Education Assistant Field Officer, led an engaging discussion on the importance of forest 
conservation and its direct impact on water resources. Participants learned how forests regulate the 
water cycle, prevent floods and droughts, and sustain biodiversity—all essential for maintaining 
ecological balance and human well-being. 

Hands-On Training in Composting and Tree Planting 

The participants also took part in practical training on composting and planting media preparation, 
led by Mrs. Anggie, a member of the Kembang Desa group. They learned how to convert cow 
manure into high-quality organic fertilizer and create optimal planting media to support healthy plant 
growth. 

Following the training, the group put their knowledge into action by participating in a tree planting 
activity in front of the Rantau Panjang Village Office. Each participant planted a tree, reinforcing their 
commitment to environmental conservation. 



 

  
 



 

Top: Discussing how to create organic fertilizer. Bottom: Tree planting in Rantau Panjang. 

Promoting Local Products and Sustainable Business Opportunities 

The event concluded with an exhibition of local products made by members of the Kembang Desa 
group. Participants showcased coconut and anchovy shredded fish-based products (known in 
Indonesia as 'abon'), highlighting the potential of local resources in creating sustainable business 
opportunities. 

Through these initiatives, we hope to inspire greater environmental awareness, promote creative 
sustainability, and empower communities to develop eco-friendly economic opportunities. By 
combining education, conservation, and entrepreneurship, these programs are helping build a 
greener, more self-sufficient future for the people of Rantau Panjang Village. 



 

Kumbang Desa Group photo. 
  

 

Orangutans of GPOCP featured prominently at the 2025 
AABA meeting in Baltimore 

By Caitlin O'Connell, Deputy Director 

Every year, the American Association of Biological Anthropologists (AABA) convenes to bring 
together scholars of human biology, human evolution, skeletal anatomy, genetics, and 
primatology. It gives researchers of these diverse subfields a chance to hear from one another 
about their latest findings and come up with the research questions that will drive the scientific 
work of tomorrow.  Colleagues from all over the world get a chance to reconnect and build new 
partnerships. This March, the Gunung Palung Orangutan Conservation Program (GPOCP) was 
honored to participate in the annual meeting hosted in Baltimore, Maryland. Our team, including 
staff members as well as Boston University undergraduate and graduate students, 
contributed nine insightful presentations, showcasing cutting-edge research on Bornean 
orangutans (Pongo pygmaeus wurmbii) from Gunung Palung National Park and surrounding 
areas. 



 

 

Reconnecting with colleagues at AABA. Top: Boston University Anthropology faculty, students, 
and alumni gather for dinner. Bottom: Cheryl with her old friends from graduate school, Drs. Rick 
Bribiescas and Grazyna Jasienska. 

Each of the Gunung Palung-related studies shed light on different aspects of orangutan behavior, 
ecology, conservation, and the innovative research methods being used to protect these critically 
endangered primates. We share with you a summary of our team's contributions: 

Understanding Orangutan Behavior and Physiology 

Habituation and Energetic Costs 
Laura Brubaker-Wittman, PhD student at Boston University, explored how wild orangutans 
respond to human observers during habituation. Her research found that flanged males are more 
likely to vocalize/give threat alarms while females are more likely to hide.  When food is more 
readily available unhabituated orangutans in general are more likely to flee than hide. These 
findings highlight the complex social and energetic factors influencing orangutan behavior. 



 

Laura Brubaker-Wittman 

Muscle Mass and Male Morphs 
Dr. Faye Harwell, a former PhD student at Boston University, examined differences in lean body 
mass between wild and captive orangutans, revealing that flanged males have significantly more 
muscle than unflanged males. This difference reflects their unique reproductive strategies, with 
flanged males investing more in muscle growth. Interestingly, this pattern was not observed in 
captivity or in previous studies, emphasizing the role of ecological conditions in shaping orangutan 
physiology. 

 

Dr. Faye Harwell 

Maternal Loss and Adoption 
Madison Hurysz, a recent undergraduate student at Boston University, presented a rare case 
of orangutan adoption following maternal loss. A young female, Ronnie, was cared for by her 
older sister after their mother disappeared. While Ronnie developed independence earlier than 



typical, the adoption helped mitigate the negative impacts of maternal loss, showing the resilience 
and adaptability of orangutan social bonds. 

Social Networks in Orangutans 
Samantha Vee, PhD student at Boston University, used social network analysis to investigate 
orangutan social relationships. She found that females, especially adolescents and adults, are 
more socially connected than flanged males. This reflects differences in reproductive strategies, 
with females remaining in their natal areas while males disperse. 



 

  
 



 

Top: Madison Hurysz with her poster. Bottom: Samantha Vee explains her findings. 

Conservation and Habitat Protection 

Orangutan Density in Village Forests 
Dr. Caitlin O'Connell examined orangutan populations in community-managed Village 
Forests, showing that areas bordering Gunung Palung National Park support higher densities 
than those near logging concessions. Recent deforestation has also been associated with an 
increase in orangutan density and a surge in human-orangutan interactions in the area. This 
research underscores the importance of community-led conservation initiatives in maintaining 
orangutan populations and the impact of deforestation on orangutans. 

The Power of Environmental Education 
Natalie Robinson, former BU undergraduate and GPOCP Project Coordinator, assessed the 
impact of our environmental education programs on students in West Kalimantan. Data from 
nearly 4,300 students revealed significant increases in knowledge and positive attitudes toward 
orangutan conservation. However, many students remained uncertain about their ability to create 
change, highlighting the need for programs that foster empowerment. 



 

  
 



 

Top: Dr. Caitlin O'Connell; Bottom: Natalie Robinson 

Innovative Research Methods 

Historic Urine Samples and Genetics 
Dr. Amy Scott, post-doc and former PhD student at Boston University, demonstrated that historic 
orangutan urine samples collected over 20 years ago can still yield usable DNA! This opens 
exciting new possibilities for tracking individual orangutans over time, even when long gaps exist 
in field data. 

Acoustic Monitoring for Conservation 
Francis Short, PhD Student at Boston University, applied passive acoustic monitoring (PAM) 
and machine learning to detect three endangered primates in Gunung Palung. His results 
confirmed that orangutans prefer peat swamp forests, while other species respond to changes in 
vegetation and elevation. This research highlights the potential of AI-powered monitoring for 
conservation. 

AI and Orangutan Locomotion 
Ritika Sibal, current Master's student at Boston University, used computer vision to compare the 
way orangutans and chimpanzees walk on the ground. Her AI model accurately tracked joint 
movements, revealing key differences in knee extension between the two species. This research 
contributes to our understanding of ape locomotion and the evolution of bipedalism. 



 

  
 

 

  
 



 

Top: Dr. Amy Scott; Center: Dr. Erin Vogel and Dr. Cheryl Knott pose with Frank Short's poster 
(Frank is currently in the field in Indonesia!) Bottom: Ritika Sibal 

Looking Ahead 

The AABA conference was an incredible opportunity to share our work, engage with the scientific 
community, reconnect with colleagues, and gain valuable insights into new research. The diversity 
of studies presented underscores the complexity of orangutan ecology and the importance of 
multi-faceted conservation strategies. We are eager to see all of these presenters continue their 
work and offer fresh perspectives that we all can learn from. 

We are grateful to our dedicated research team, student members of the Knott lab at BU, expert 
conservation staff, community partners, and supporters who make this work possible. Together, 
we continue our mission to protect the orangutans of Gunung Palung National Park and inspire 
future generations to join the fight for scientific research and conservation. 

The funders of this diverse body of work include US Fish & Wildlife Service, National Science 
Foundation, Arcus Foundation, Conservation, Food & Health, Woodland Park Zoo, Ocean Park 
Conservation Fund, Environmental Investigation Agency, National Geographic, Disney 
Conservation Fund, Leakey Foundation, Fulbright, Wenner-Gren, Nacey-Maggioncalda, Boston 
University UROP, Binnacle Fund of the Tides Foundation. 

  

  
 

------------- 
  

Management of Cabang Panti Research Station is conducted by the Gunung Palung National Park 
Office (BTN-GP) in collaboration with GPOCP/YP. Scientific research is carried out in conjunction with 

the Faculty of Biology at Universitas Nasional (UNAS) and Boston University. 
  

 

 

  
“He who plants a tree, plants a hope.” 

- Lucy Larcom 
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Our Contact Information 

Gunung Palung Orangutan Conservation Program 

P.O. Box G 
1661 Massachusetts Ave 
Lexington, MA 02420 

1-617-353-7723 

https://www.savegporangutans.org/ 
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Yayasan Palung 
Jl. Kol. Sugiono, no. 28, RT 013/RW 05 Sampit, 
Kec. Delta Pawan, Kabupaten Ketapang, 
Kalimantan Barat 78811, Indonesia 
www.yayasanpalung.com 
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