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Great day nears for great apes  

Phase one of the $10 million primate research site is expected to open in June.  
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The first part of the secluded 200-acre Iowa Primate Learning 
Sanctuary on Des Moines' southeast side will open in June, 
which project leaders say will cast the city into the national 
spotlight for scientific research. 
 
"We know almost nothing about the mental abilities of great 
apes," said Rob Shumaker, who will work directly with the first 
two orangutans that arrive in Des Moines in about two months. 
"The science of this, to me, is still a wide-open area of study, 
and it's really exciting." 

The first phase of the $10 million project has been largely 
paid for by sanctuary founder Ted Townsend and a 
foundation he established. One of the goals of the project is 
to continue to expand so that within six years the sanctuary 
will contain all four types of great apes: orangutans, 
bonobos, gorillas and chimpanzees. 
 
The first part of the project will be a three-story building that will be heated in the winter and air-
conditioned in the summer. The apes adapt to various weather patterns and are expected to move 
freely inside and outside designated areas 
when the weather is 40 degrees or warmer. 

"They deserve a fabulous physical 
environment that's interesting and 
challenging," Shumaker said. 
 
Another part of the first phase, a 
development for the bonobos, will be 
completed this fall. Eight of the chimpanzee-
like primates will move from Georgia State 
University in Atlanta to the Des Moines 
facility. The bonobo facility will have two 
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Getting ready: Work is continuing on the 
Iowa Primate Learning Sanctuary in 
southeast Des Moines. Azy, the orangutan 
shown above, will be one of the first two 
residents. A development for bonobos will be 
completed this fall. Find out more 

ON THE WEB: For more information about the 
scientific research to be conducted at the sanctuary 
and its first residents, check out 
www.IowaGreatApes.org. 

In residence 
Primates to be studied at the Iowa Primate Learning Sanctuary:  
 
l Bonobos - native to Zaire, they are a type of chimpanzee. Bonobos 
spend much of their time walking upright like humans. 
 
l Chimpanzees - have thick black coats and arms that are longer than 
their legs. They have opposable thumbs and a big toe. 
 
l Gorillas - native to Central and West Africa. Their palms, chest, nose, 
ears, lips and soles are black and have no hair covering them. Gorillas 
have thicker bones, shorter legs and much longer arms than other apes.
 
l Orangutans - native to Southeast Asia, they live mostly in trees. 
Orangutans have large, bulky bodies, bowed legs and no tails. 



living towers with large windows and spaces for climbing, as well as outdoor areas that overlook 
a lake. 
 
Townsend, whose family owns an engineering firm, has long said that Iowa is a good setting for 
primate language research, education and preservation. Over the next decade, the project is 
expected to become the largest great ape sanctuary in North America. 

 

"There is a great deal of interest in this project throughout the country 
and internationally," said Al Setka, a spokesman for the project. 
 
Setka last week was unsure about the specifics of an operating budget 
but said the group expects donations and grants to pay for the ongoing 
research at the sanctuary. 
 
"I think we feel very confident that we'll see success," Setka said. 
 
The sanctuary is on land that was once a sand-and-gravel quarry that 
was polluted, neglected and abandoned, according to the group's Internet 
site. Project officials are restoring some of the area's wetlands and reintroduced plants native to 
the area. 

 

Des Moines owned about 137 acres of the land for the sanctuary, which 
is in the 4200 block of East Brooks Drive. Last year, the city donated the 
property for the project. In return for the gift from taxpayers, officials of 
the primate center promised to open portions of the facility for public or 
educational tours. 
 
Project officials have stressed that the sanctuary is not a zoo and not 
built specifically for the public. However, several key locations at the 
facility will be open at times to the public. The group will also maintain 
an Internet site as well as produce frequent documentaries and videos for 
the public. 

The public may be able to visit Azy and Indah - the first orangutans at 
the facility - by mid-July, Shumaker said. 
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Something to say: Panbanisha, a 
bonobo, communicates by 
pointing to a symbol in this 2002 
photo. 


