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AFTER years of warnings that our closest cousins, the great apes, are on the brink of extinction, there is finally a collective will to do something to halt their decline.

For the first time, representatives from the governments of 23 countries in Africa and south-east Asia that the six species of great ape call home have met to discuss the creatures' fate. 

The meeting held this week in Kinshasa, capital of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), brought together government officials and wildlife experts to consider a raft of rescue proposals.

The call to action may have come too late, however. Last week, conservationists launched a major report in which they warn that great apes could disappear within a single generation. Pressure from disease, war, deforestation and the bush-meat trade will push all six species – highland and lowland gorillas, chimpanzees, bonobos (pygmy chimps), and Sumatran and Bornean orang-utans – to the verge of extinction by 2055, according to the first World Atlas of Great Apes and their Conservation , published last week by the United Nations Environment Programme. For example, hunting and encroachment have reduced the global population of highland gorillas in the wild to only 700 in Rwanda, Uganda and the DRC.

Even if new proposals are agreed by the time the Kinshasa meeting ends on 9 September, they may not be enough. The organisers of the meeting, the UN-backed Great Apes Survival Project, warn that while there are now 24 protected areas in the world in which great apes live, their populations continue to decline in all but one of them.
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