
SCIENCE  sciencemag.org

Halloran says, are evolving from rescue or-
ganizations into more sophisticated opera-
tions that realize that an “evidence-based 
way of doing things is critical to providing 
good care.”

Experienced biomedical facilities, mean-
while, would likely have no use for Ross’s 
tool, says Steven Schapiro, who oversees 
primate welfare at the MD Anderson Cancer 
Center. He says operations like his, which 
cared for hundreds of chimps for decades, 
already have the knowledge they need.

Still, Schapiro says he thinks Ross’s tool 
could help sanctuaries, which he believes 
“are 100% committed to the welfare of their 
chimpanzees.” The problem, he says, is that 
they lack access to the same knowledge and 
funding as the biomedical community.

There’s no easy fix for those deficien-
cies, Buckmaster argues. If Ross recom-
mends sanctuaries hire more experienced 
staff, for example, she says, “I don’t know 
where they’re going to find them.” That’s 
why she and others in the biomedical 
community have argued that ex–research 
chimps should “retire in place” at research 
labs. That debate continues to play out as 
the National Institutes of Health considers 
which of its remaining 135 or so chimpan-
zees will move to sanctuaries as planned. 
Last year, the agency announced that nearly 
four dozen chimps would stay at the Al-
amogordo Primate Facility in New Mexico 

because they were too old or sick for trans-
port. It reiterated that position last month 
despite congressional pressure.

Ross’s approach also raises an existential 
issue for sanctuaries: Is it even possible to 
give chimpanzees what they need in captiv-
ity? That’s the concern of primatologist John 
Mitani, professor emeritus at the Univer-
sity of Michigan, Ann Arbor, who has stud-
ied chimpanzees in the wild for more than 
30 years. He notes that chimp groups in 
Africa regularly split apart and come back 
together, which they can’t do in captivity—
and that even a large habitat like the one at 
Project Chimps can’t match the more than 
30-square-kilometer range of wild chimps. 
“Chimps like to come and go, just like peo-
ple,” Mitani says. Without that, he says, they 
can become anxious and violent—something 
even the best sanctuaries can’t prevent.

AT THE END OF THE DAY, Ross returns to Proj-
ect Chimps’s main office to talk about next 
steps with Crumpacker. Photos of more 
than 200 chimpanzees hang on the wall, 
with black-and-white pictures denoting 
animals still at New Iberia. The research 
center still plans to transfer most of its 
123 remaining apes here. “They have been 
quite diligent in their approach to the care of 
the chimps,” says Director Francois Villinger.

Ross’s review, announced earlier this 
week, turns out to be mostly good news for 

Project Chimps. The sanctuary earns a to-
tal score of 81 out of 100, with high marks 
for its large group sizes and exceptional 
outdoor space. But the report also dings 
the sanctuary for the apes’ limited access 
to that space and for its relatively inexperi-
enced veterinary and care staff.

“Based on the allegations, I went in pretty 
skeptical,” Ross says. “But overall I think the 
chimps are well cared for.”

Crumpacker says Project Chimps will 
“try and make strides” toward addressing 
the recommendations—although she isn’t 
conceding every point. Ross recommends 
more scattering of food to better replicate 
natural foraging, for example, but she says 
hand feeding ensures that chimps get the 
right portions.

For his part, Ross says he will continue to 
refine his tool as he visits more North Ameri-
can chimpanzee sanctuaries, all of which 
have signed on. He hopes to expand the ap-
proach to other types of chimp facilities, and 
to eventually help create similar tools for 
monkeys, horses, and other animals.

Although Mitani doesn’t think it’s pos-
sible to give chimpanzees an ideal life in 
captivity, he welcomes Ross’s attempt to im-
prove conditions. “He’s trying to make the 
best of a bad situation, so more power to 
him,” he says. “Even if this tool just makes 
things a bit better, we owe these animals 
more than they have right now.” jP

H
O

T
O

: 
S

T
E

V
E

 M
A

N
G

O

Project Chimps’s large, lush outdoor habitat has been one of its main selling points—and one of its biggest sources of controversy.
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