
As we reflect on our journey, it is remarkable to consider how

far the Center for Great Apes has come since its founding in

1993. What began as a mission to provide a home for just five

infants and juveniles held at a tourist attraction has grown

into a lifelong home for 90 great apes, including 30

orangutans and 60 chimpanzees. Today, we remain one of

the longest-established chimpanzee sanctuaries in North 
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America and still hold the distinction of being the only accredited sanctuary

for orangutans in the Americas. 
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FOUNDER’S NOTE

This past year has been a particularly active

chapter in our history as we once again

opened our doors to chimps in need. We

welcomed Joey, a 20-year-old former pet,

and three very young juveniles—Angada,

Tara, and Vanara—who were moved by the  

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service from a South

Carolina safari park. 

After successfully clearing quarantine,

Angada, Tara, and Vanara are beginning the

process of integrating with one of our

resident adult chimpanzee groups. 

As we move ahead with these introductions, we look forward to sharing more

updates and milestones on their progress and their new, peaceful lives at the

sanctuary.

Angada Tara Vanara



At the time of Sandra's birth, 

her mother, Sunda, was 

quite young to become a 

mother at age 10, and 

required assistance from 

zookeepers to help raise 

her infant. While Mr. Albat 

has since retired from his 

long zoo career, he shared 

the heartwarming news that 

Sunda is still alive and well in Germany today. In a

beautiful gesture of connection across decades and

continents, Mr. Albat kindly shared several precious 

photographs of Sandra as a baby. 

In addition to our recent

young chimpanzee

arrivals, longtime

favorites like Bubbles 

and the historic

orangutan Sandra also

drew plenty of admirers,

as well as elderly

favorites like Popi,

Radcliffe, Sinbad,

Butch, and Marco. The

huge and magnificent

orangutan Harry

impressed everyone with his incredible swinging 

and brachiating skills. Little Cahaya and her

family seemed equally fascinated by the guests, 

although her father, Archie, made sure to keep all

eyes on him, proving he’s still the center of

attention even with a baby around!

SANDRA, 40 YEARS OLD

The incredible life story of Sandra the orangutan

recently captured the world’s attention once again in a

news story, tracing her life from her birth at the Rostock

Zoo in Germany on Valentine’s Day 1986, to her time at

the Buenos Aires Zoo. Sandra made global history when

she became the first orangutan to be granted the legal

status of a "nonhuman person" by Judge Elena

Liberatori in an Argentinian court—a landmark ruling

that paved the way for her welfare and eventual

sanctuary life. Following the release of the news article,

we were surprised to receive an unexpected email from

Ulrich Albat, a retired zookeeper in Germany who was

the very first person to care for Sandra forty years ago.

This year, Sandra celebrated her 40  birthday.th

Infant Sandra Sunda and Sandra at 6 months

SPRING MEMBER DAY

Beyond the joy of visiting the apes, the event was

an important fundraiser for the ongoing care of 

our residents. It was truly a lovely day of

community and conservation.  If you missed the

springtime fun, be sure to mark your calendars

for our next event! We would love to see you at

our Holiday Open House this fall, scheduled for

December 5, 2026.

Members and their guests visit with staff to learn

more about the sanctuary residents.

Bornean orangutan Popi

recently celebrated her

55  birthday.th

Under clear skies and beautiful weather, our

annual Spring Member Day was a success,

bringing together over 900 members, guests,

volunteers, and staff. 



PUMPKIN’S SURGERY

EDUCATION CENTER PLANS

Those who have visited the sanctuary likely know our only indoor group gathering space as the "classroom."

While it has served us well, this small room—with a capacity of only 20 to 25 people—was originally a carport

attached to the property’s 50-year-old house, which 

we enclosed two decades ago. Recognizing the need 

for growth, we included a new Education Center in our 

Strategic Plan years ago. This vision features 

a facility large enough to host fundraising events,

Following the successful surgery,

Pumpkin spent six weeks in our

clinic’s indoor/outdoor recovery

area. She was an excellent patient

and was very happy to reunite with

her sister, Hanna, once her incision

had fully healed. We extend our

deepest gratitude to Dr. Hoffman, Dr.

Chern, Dr. Lynch, and the entire  

surgical team for donating their

extraordinary time and skills to help

Pumpkin.

With 70 great apes today calling our sanctuary home, specialized healthcare is at

the very heart of what we do. While we strive for normal wellness, unusual and

urgent situations can arise at any moment, requiring us to be prepared for the

unexpected. This past January, our team faced a major challenge when Pumpkin, a

22-year-old orangutan, suffered an emergency uterine prolapse. 

lectures, workshops, and dinners, as well as providing a

proper hub for school and university groups to engage

in meaningful study and learning.

After several years of building more ape habitats, we

are finally moving forward on our dream with the help

of an excellent partner, AOA, a renowned design team

based near Orlando. The staff at AOA are helping us to

plan a future education center. They are using their

expertise to create a green space that reflects our

mission and that meets our needs for years to come.

Stay tuned as we officially kick off this exciting project!

After consulting with Dr. Cathy Lynch, Associate VP of the College of Medicine

Obstetrics & Gynecology at USF, it was determined that Pumpkin required a full

hysterectomy. A remarkable medical team from Moffitt Cancer Center and Tampa

General Hospital, assembled on a Sunday morning at our on-site surgical facility.

The group included GYN surgeons Dr. Mitch Hoffman and Dr. Jeannie Chern, six

expert surgical assistants, our veterinarians Dr. David Murphy and Dr. Maria

Spriggs, and two CGA vet techs. For four intensive hours, this 12-person team

worked in synchronization to ensure Pumpkin received the highest level of

treatment and care.

Pumpkin in surgery with her 

surgical team.

Dr. Jeannie Chern and 

Dr. Mitch Hoffman

Pumpkin 

R.J. Immerman of AOA, shared the concept plans of the

new Education/Visitor Center at our Spring Member Day.



We were honored to host world-renowned violinist

Joshua Bell and his family for a truly unforgettable

visit. In a magical moment of cross-species

connection, Joshua and his wife, acclaimed soprano

Larisa Martinez, performed for our residents. 

Joshua and Larisa serenaded our chimpanzees and

orangutans with beautiful classical music. From a

Spanish love song dedicated to Sandra (our resident

from Argentina) to a stirring violin solo for chimpanzee

Bubbles, the music brought a sense of peace and

wonder to our 

chimpanzees, 

orangutans, and 

staff alike. It was 

pure magic, and 

a lovely reminder 

of the universal 

power of music.

Bell playing for orangutans Cahaya, Sunshine, and Keagan

VIOLINIST JOSHUA BELL VISITS MICHAEL JACKSON MOVIE

With the April release of the biopic Michael, a

new generation is being introduced to the life of

Michael Jackson—and with it, our sanctuary

chimpanzee resident, Bubbles. While Bubbles

was a significant part of the singer's life, and

Michael was a defining part of Bubbles’ past,

their story serves as a powerful reflection of how

much our collective awareness has evolved.

Today, we have a deeper understanding of the

exotic pet trade and the long-term effects on

animals raised in human environments.

Though Michael Jackson loved and cared for

Bubbles, the reality of a growing chimpanzee

meant that by age six or seven, Bubbles, still only

a juvenile, had become far too strong to live

safely in a home with children. He was moved to

the compound of a trainer in Los Angeles, where

he had the opportunity to live with another

chimpanzee. When that trainer stopped using

great apes in the entertainment industry in 2004,

he asked the Center for Great Apes to give a

permanent home to his 16 chimpanzees and 6

orangutans. For the past 21 years, Bubbles has

enjoyed a peaceful, dignified life in Florida,

surrounded by a spacious environment and the

companionship of his chimpanzee friends.

The new movie also highlights how far the

entertainment industry has come in its treatment

of animals. No live chimpanzees were used in the

filming of Michael. Instead, the role of Bubbles

was brought to life by CGI (computer-generated

imagery). As we celebrate Bubbles’ 43  birthday,  

we remain deeply grateful to the Estate of

Michael Jackson for their continued and

generous support of his annual care.

rd

Bubbles

INTRODUCING ROOTS & SHOOTS

AT THE CENTER FOR GREAT APES

There is something special about watching compassion

take root and grow—and we are excited to share that

the Center for Great Apes has launched our own Roots

& Shoots chapter, the global program

founded by Jane Goodall.

This program brings people

together to take meaningful

action that benefits people,

animals, and the environment.

It’s a chance to learn, connect,

and make a real difference

alongside others who care.

If you’ve been looking for a way to give back and

connect with a compassionate community, we invite

you to join us. To learn more or sign up, please email

rootsandshoots@centerforgreatapes.org



VOLUNTEER PROGRAM

Providing lifelong care truly means just that. With our youngest

resident only 4 years old, we are committed to meeting the

needs of our orangutans and chimpanzees for decades to come

—some for 50 years or more. Thoughtful legacy planning helps

ensure that this promise of care, stability, and dignity continues

well into the future.

Whether you are considering a bequest, a gift of stock, or

naming the Center as a beneficiary of a retirement plan or life

insurance policy, we would be honored to assist you in taking

the next step.

If you have already included the Center in your plans, we would

be grateful to know so we may thank you personally. Your

foresight and compassion will leave a lasting impact, providing

comfort, security, and lifelong care for years of apes to come.

For more information or a confidential conversation, contact the

Legacy Team at (863) 767-8903 or email

legacy@centerforgreatapes.org

Volunteers play an important role

in providing lifelong care to the

orangutans and chimpanzees who

call the sanctuary home. Whether

assisting behind the scenes or

welcoming guests during member

events, their time and energy help

ensure everything runs smoothly

and with care.

Chimpanzee Vanara - 4 years old

Volunteers Lori, Jill, and Cesnie enjoy brunch

Volunteer Appreciation Week Brunch with
Marie, Marjorie, Randy, Storme, and Debbie

Birthday Brigade - creating decorations for
the Apes’ birthday celebrations

There is always meaningful work to be done—and it begins with

people who care.

To learn more about upcoming training, please email

volunteer@centerforgreatapes.org or visit

www.centerforgreatapes.org/volunteer.

From helping care for the sanctuary grounds and preparing

nutritious meals, to assisting with enrichment, light maintenance,

office projects, and special events, every task contributes

directly to the well-being of the apes. Each hour given helps

stretch our resources and supports the daily care of the currnt 70

ape residents.

Cindy and Chuck make
enrichment for the apes

http://www.centerforgreatapes.org/volunteer
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