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The Volcanoes National Park, Rwanda
(Right). The two forest blocks (Bwindi
Impenetrable Forest and Virunga Forest,
comprised of the Volcanoes National Park
in Rwanda, Virunga National Park in the
D.R. Congo and Mgahinga Gorilla National
Park in Uganda) are home to the last
remaining Mountain Gorillas in the world.
The Bwindi Impenetrable National Park
covers 321 square kilometers (124 square
miles) and the Virunga Forest 444 square
kilometers (276 square miles) of forest. The
Virunga forest includes a chain of six dor-
mant volcanoes. (Nearby, the rest of the
Virunga National Park, covering 7,800
square kilometers 4847 square miles), con-
tains two active volcanoes.
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Goma, the largest urban center in DRC, is
located near the mountain gorilla habitat
and is built on the foothills of the active
Nyiragongo volcano (Right). The eruption
in 2002 wiped out more than 50 percent of
the town, leaving hundreds of thousands of
people homeless. Rebuilding those homes
has led to extensive deforestation, with
inevitable impact on the forested parks.
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Available resources are used for local needs, stripping the forest directly up to the park borders.
The rich volcanic soil of the Virunga Range is considered a valuable asset for crop produc-
tion. Therefore, there is usually no buffer zone remaining between the animals in the park

and human activity (Left: Bwindi Impenetrable Forest; Uganda; Right: Foothills bordering
the Volcanoes National Park; Rwanda).
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The technique used to clear virgin forest for agriculture is commonly referred to as “slash
and burn” agriculture. Over 95 percent of the crops grown in this region are subsistence
crops, grown for local consumption rather than for sale or commercial use.




Like a patchwork quilt, little squares of farmland cover the steep slopes of these hills providing a
living to thousands of local farmers (Rwanda).
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Agriculture plays a key role in rural areas. Crops such as bananas, beans, carrots and potatoes
provide food and a small amount of income for local people. The majority of these crops are used
for immediate consumption, the balance is transported to urban areas and sold in local markets.
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Mountain Gorillas rely completely on the forests, which in the past were converted or consumed for human
use. Gorillas roam throughout their forest habitat and sometimes cover large distances in a day. Although
gorillas are not strictly territorial, they do have home ranges which can be as large as 40 square kilometers
(15 square miles). A primary reason for such an extensive range is the need for large amounts of vegetation.
Gorillas move regularly in a constant search for food, thus allowing vegetation to regenerate in their absence.
Large uninterrupted areas of habitat are therefore required to support gorillas.
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Gorillas build their nests for sleeping at night. They use leaves and other plant material to make
these one-night resting spots. Researchers can estimate the size and age structure of a group by
how many nests are constructed and the size of the feces by the nest. As infants share a nest with
their mothers, these nests will have large and small feces next to them. However, such indirect
counting methods are not as accurate as visual observations of the group.
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A wall has been constructed along the bor-
der of the Virunga Volcanoes and Mgahinga
Gorilla National Parks, to prevent large
mammals such as elephant and buffalo
from coming out of the park and damaging
people’s crops. When animals wander out
of the park, they can totally destroy a local
Sfarmer’s crops in just a few hours.

Cape Buffalo (Below).
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Productive soils and adequate rainfall make the foothills adjacent to the parks ideal for the pro-
duction of bananas and other crops which are an important source of cash income.




The forest provides a number of resources for local communities. Trees from both inside and outside
the parks are used for lumber (above) and firewood (next page); vegetation is used for animal feed
and shelters (page 43). Maintaining a healthy forest is important to sustaining a productive water-
shed, which in turn provides important resources, such as medicinal plants, better soil fertility and
buffers for potential diseases to domestic animals and humans.
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A cow stands among a crop of banana
trees and children play in a banana grove.
With the increase in agriculture surround-
ing the gorilla habitat, the quiet and peace
of the Mountain Gorillas’ forest, is some-
times shattered by the noise of a cow or the
voices of children.
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Much of the produce raised in the area is sold at local markets to provide cash for every day liv-
ing needs.
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For produce not used in local markets, farmers prepare their crop to be transported to larger
urban areas. There are few economic alternatives to replace farming in this part of the world.
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Mountain Gorillas are protected in four national parks in three countries. The national park
authorities of Rwanda, Uganda and Democratic Republic of Congo, coordinate their activities and
monitor wildlife and illegal human activities throughout the gorillas’ habitat. (Above, park
employee of Democratic Republic of Congo).
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Loaded down with charcoal and a child, this woman uses any available resources she can acquire. Although
electricity is available in many urban centers, it is not distributed into rural areas, and many urban people
are too poor to own electrical appliances. As a consequence, more than ninety-four percent of the population
in this region is entirely dependent on fuel wood and charcoal for all their cooking and heating. This puts
enormous pressures on the forests and leads to extensive deforestation within the national parks.
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A young boy hauls bamboo and tree limbs from the forest.
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A silverback observes his kingdom of bamboo, a key resource which humans extract from
the forest (Opposite page).
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This region of Africa is exceptionally diverse
in wildlife, ecosystems and habitats. Other
wildlife found in the region besides the moun-
tain gorilla include a range of primates, such
as the olive baboon (Below) and the vervet
monkey (Right).







Chimpanzee (Right).

Black & White Colobus Monkey (Below).
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Elephant (Right) range both in the forest and
the drier savannas of this region, as do many
ungulates, such as Waterbuck (Below).







Gorillas often exhibit various poses that
appear comical and sometimes they seem to
mimic human behavior. They share many
characteristics with humans, including a high
degree of intelligence, complex social behav-
iour, strong emotional bonds and well-devel-
oped senses (sight, smell, taste and touch).
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An adult gorilla will consume up to 20 kgs (44
pounds) of vegetation in a day, although a sil-
verback may consume as much as 35 kg (77
pounds) per day. Therefore, enough space
and a healthy forest are critical for the goril-
las’ survival. Encroachment on the gorillas’
habitat will reduce the available food sources
and therefore increase the chance that this
species could be lost forever.
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Gorillas are the largest primates. An adult female gorilla will usually weigh between 70 and 120
kgs (154 and 265 pounds). An adult male will average about 160 kgs (353 pounds), although a
male can reach as high as 227 kgs (500 pounds).

65









The war and genocide in Rwanda involved the
systematic killing of almost one-million people.
The impact of this period in Rwanda’s history
will last for generations and has reverberated
across the continent. In order to face, learn from
and avoid a repeat of such horror, memorials
have been erected at several genocide sites.

At Murambi, (Right) bodies are preserved with
lime, the purpose is to remind the world of what
happened; and to never let it occur again.

A church in Ntarama (Below) shows the
remains of a few of the hundreds of massacred
bodies from the 1994 genocide in Rwanda.
Dancilla Nyirabazungu sits in the corner of
the church and recounts her story of how she
barely escaped with her life. As tragic as
these deaths, was the fact that no interven-
tion occurred as the world watched these
events unfold.
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The roof of this shelter is an old United
Nations tarp, evidence of a decade of dis-
placement and destruction (Right).

It is estimated that 600,000 refugees
returned to Rwanda between 1995 and
1996. Camps for returned refugees and
internally displaced people were estab-
lished in the Gishwati Forest Reserve,
resulting in the obliteration of this forest for
firewood and agricultural land. The forest
was completely depleted in only four years.
Today, many of the “temporary” settle-
ments have become permanent. The forest
that once provided wood for shelter and
cooking is now exposed and experiences
erosion and dramatic

mud slides in the rainy

season (Inset).







The United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees provided much needed support to
the refugees and other displaced people dur-
ing the conflict in the Great Lakes Region.
Populations that lost their homes, their
belongings and fled fighting or volcanic erup-
tions received food and shelter from the UN.
The large concentrations of homeless people
placed additional pressure on natural
resources, leading to increased loss of forest
cover and wildlife.
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Years of turmoil have stretched resources past their limits. Many people in the rural areas can-
not afford and do not have access to adequate medical care.
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Over 300,000 children lost one or both parents as a result of the war and genocide and ensuing
displacement of local populations.










The development of economic alternatives
for local people helps to reduce pressure on
the forest. Beekeeping is a compatible pro-
fession that meets this objective.
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Local talent comes in many forms. Here a
tourist views drawings created by a young
Rwandan.
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Wood carvings, baskets and other locally made
products are sold to tourists. This income can
help replace profits derived from the natural
resources found in the gorilla’s habitat
(Right).

Local culture is shared with tourists in the
evenings around a campfire. Employment
through lodging and support services is an
additional way that local people can benefit
Jfrom gorilla tourism (Below).
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Two juveniles wrestle (this page) while an adult stretches (opposite page). It has been documented
that gorillas use at least 25 recognized vocalizations including grunts, roars and growls.







A baby mountain gorilla is dependent upon its mother for about three years. At about two months
a baby gorilla can crawl and at about four months of age, it will begin to ride on its mother's back,
clinging to her fur.
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This baby Mountain Gorilla will nurse for about eighteen months to two and a half years. A new-
born gorilla weighs about 1.4 to 2 kgs (3 to 4 pounds); this is about half the weight of a human at
birth. Young gorillas are very vulnerable and will stay close to their mothers for protection.
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Gorillas, like all primates, prepare their food before eating it. The tough and sometimes bitter
bark or leaves are often stripped off the stems of plants, so that the tender core can be enjoyed.
Gorillas use their fingers and their teeth to delicately remove the parts of the plant they do not like
to eat, and only indulge in those parts that provide them with the most nutrients or water.
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Mountain Gorillas eat up to 70 kinds of plants
and as many as 200 different parts of various
vegetation. This includes wild celery, leaves,
herbs, thistles, nettles, shrubs, roots, bark,
Sflowers, fruit, fungi and bamboo. Sometimes
gorillas will eat ants and termites to supple-
ment their diet.







Gorillas eat the leaves of thistles, but also the thick base and the roots. Roots, like leaves and
stems, add a variety of minerals and nutrients to a gorillas’ diet.

92



Dead trees decay slowly in the forest, collecting humidity and many minerals. Gorillas will some-
times chew on and eat the decaying wood, as well as fungi that grow on the decaying trees. The
soft wood is a source of nutrients and water, particularly valuable in the dry season, when water
becomes scarce. The order in which gorillas are allowed to enjoy this wood is directly related to
their order in the hierarchy in the group, with dominant animals having first access.
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Males mature around the age of ten to twelve years, and about that time the hair on their backs
begins to turn silver. Therefore, the mature males are referred to as silverbacks. The silverbacks
are the leaders of the family group.
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The only gorillas that exist in zoos are west-
ern and eastern lowland gorillas. Attempts
were made to collect mountain gorillas for
zoos in the 1960’s and 70’s, but none sur-
vived. Since then, all zoos have agreed to
halt all further attempts to collect mountain
gorillas for captive populations, to avoid
making the wild population even more vul-
nerable to extinction.
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Captive lowland gorillas in zoos are
important ambassadors for the conserva-
tion of wild populations of gorillas, and
both lowland and mountain gorillas ben-
efit from the impact a gorilla has on the
people that see them in zoos. Although
mountain gorillas are slightly larger and
have longer fur than lowland gorillas, the
differences are relatively slight and most
people would have difficulty identifying
the difference between them.
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Generally, the gorillas are peaceful and non-
aggressive animals. However, the silverback
is famous for his ferocious nature when he is

threatened or when protecting his family
(Right).

In spite of his potential aggression, the silver-
back can be very tolerant and even playful
with youngsters (Below).
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Mountain Gorillas have been divided into three categories: “wild” gorillas, “research” gorillas and
“tourist” gorillas. Wild gorillas essentially have no human contact; research gorillas are
approached and observed strictly for research purposes; and tourist gorillas are habituated to tol-
erate short visits by people to generate income for conservation and community development.
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Gorillas' wounds can be inflicted by humans or by fights with other gorillas. Open wounds pose
threats of infection and even small cuts can turn into serious problems.




Young gorillas are playful and like to climb.
As they get older, they spend less time climb-
ing and more time eating. Gorillas spend
about 30 percent of their time eating, 40 per-
cent sleeping and 30 percent traveling.
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Adult gorillas have 32 teeth. They use their
large molar teeth to chew food and long

canine teeth to bite or break thick pieces of
vegetation.
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Gorillas' hands and feet are very similar to ours. They have five fingers and five toes, including a
"big" toe. Gorillas can grasp objects with both their hands and their feet.
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Each gorilla's nose is as unique as a human fingerprint. This is one way that researchers identify
individual gorillas (see pages 114 and 115).
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