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Can originally-created films' play a key role in
engaging local audiences—students, teachers, and
adults—to build awareness, understanding, and
empathy to create a more positive co-existence with
great apes and their habitats? With the current state
of threats to primate survival, specifically the great
apes living within the Western African country
of Cameroon, primate conservation is of the
utmost importance. Innovative, collaborative, and
community engaging primate conservation efforts
are needed. What must that look like? We, GLOBIO,
believe film can play a defining role in this effort.
We set out to determine the role films could play
and establish factors determining their successful
creation, development, and distribution.

The perceived power of wildlife films to change
attitudes and behaviors is largely based on anecdotal
evidence (Wright 2010; Blewitt 2011a). There is on-
going discussion regarding the value of such films
to create pro-conservation impacts and behaviors.
The Great Ape Conservation Film Project (GACFP)
was created to move this discussion from anecdotal
to data-based evidence. The GACFP is a multi-year,
multi-phase, film-driven conservation education
project with two intended goals: to create actual on-
the-ground attitude change in those living within
the targeted primate(s) range and to establish a data-
driven confirmation of film’s value in conservation.
It is a partnership between GLOBIO, a US-based
media conservation nonprofit, and Ape Action Africa
(AAA), a local NGO near Yaoundé, Cameroon, to
address the ever-increasing threats to great apes and
their habitats in that country. Long-term, the project
intends to determine if films can be used as a key

conservation tool to inspire cultural change toward
valuing wild great apes and their habitats by those
communities directly impacted.

How can film play a central role in primate
conservation? Over the past decade, this question
has increasingly been asked by both academics and
practitioners on the ground searching for primate
conservation answers. Limited data show that
films should be incorporated as a part of an overall
conservation education program. If produced in
concert with trained local conservation educators,
these films may have a significant impact. However,
it has been assumed that the program must
incorporate other educational materials and group
discussion so that the desired conservation message
can be clearly defined and reinforced.

Additionally, current and historic local cultural
norms should be considered for appropriate
audience reaction to - and engagement with — the
films. This is where questionnaires provide valuable
information as they communicate perceptions,
beliefs, knowledge, and attitudes of the individuals
who will be not only watching the films, but will be
part of the creation of the films as well. The AAA
Education team was critical in communicating
cultural issues and raising awareness, too. Equally
important, considerable referencing and evaluation
was conducted to ensure the hiring ofa Cameroonian
translator/interpreter to accompany and support the
team throughout the project.

To answer the question about film’s role in
primate conservation, the GACFP has been
designed in three-phases to be implemented over
five years. Understanding and embracing flexibility

! For this article, “film” also means video. As most earlier research and cited sources use the term film, we have maintained its use for

clarity.
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Figure 1. A simple yet often overlooked step in questionnaire completion is the training of facilitators to ensure that
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teachers know how to complete questionnaires. The project's locally trained questionnaire facilitator, Mbezele Albertine
Francesca (L) was instrumental in carrying out the instruction portion of the process. Photograph by Gerry Ellis/ GLOBIO.

org.

of approach and timeline were critical to our
thinking from the start. As a direct result of the
data collected and observations on the ground, the
second phase has been modified to include the four-
part lesson plans (described below). Thus, our initial
timeline is extended one additional year for further
implementation and evaluation.

During phase one in 2023, GLOBIO and AAA’s
Education Team researched and identified a target
audience of teachers and students within the direct
geographic influence of Ape Action Africa and
developed an assessment to identify their knowledge
and perceptions of, as well as attitudes towards, great
apes. The development of an assessment in the form
of a questionnaire was a complicated endeavor that
involved educational, social, and cultural awareness
and knowledge; several individuals with expertise
in evaluation and questionnaires assisted in this
process. For example, with crucial input from AAA,
the word questionnaire was used instead of the word
survey. This intentional switch in word choice is a
direct result of the strong British influence within
the Cameroonian education system where there is
heightened emphasis on right and wrong. Because
the word “survey” is often associated with the word
“test,” this association, in the students’ minds, might
cause undue pressure and skew any data collected.
In conjunction with the creation of questionnaires,

a four-day questionnaire facilitator training was
developed after the hiring of local community
members, promoting capacity building and local
community engagement (Figure 1).

In February of 2024, the GLOBIO team traveled
to AAA’s primate sanctuary in Cameroon. For two
weeks, the GLOBIO team worked and collaborated
with the AAA Education team and conducted
a four-day questionnaire facilitator training
workshop for five local community members,
two women and three men. The workshop, with
the use of a local French interpreter, consisted of
familiarization of the questions as well as how to
conduct teacher questionnaires in local schools
which included questionnaire delivery and role-
playing scenarios. Furthermore, the questionnaire
facilitators were trained in the use of tablets to
conduct the questionnaires. On two of the four days,
the GLOBIO team and the questionnaire facilitators
traveled to different schools around Mefou Park
conducting teacher questionnaires (Figure 2). The
GLOBIO team gathered supplemental information
and data that provided insight into educational and
cultural beliefs and values.

In Cameroon, the GLOBIO team observed
multiple occurrences of primate lessons in local
schools presented by an AAA Education Officer.
Three previously unknown elements immediately



were apparent. First, a four-part lesson plan had
been developed by AAA based on the illustrated
booklet, Mama P, produced and distributed by
PASA (Pan African Sanctuary Alliance) to member
sanctuaries. The booklet advances the story of an
orphaned young chimpanzee, who was rescued
from poachers, to adoption and care at a great ape
sanctuary. The four-part lesson plan steps through
four key areas of awareness and understanding:
physical similarities between great apes and humans,
threats to great apes and how they can be protected,
shared emotions between great apes and humans,
and conservation jobs and opportunities to help
great apes. Second, the conservation information
delivered in the four-part lesson plan was limited to
the students; repeatedly, our team watched classes
turned over to the AAA Education Officer followed
by teachers exiting the classroom, in many cases
physically leaving school grounds. Consequently,
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none of the primate conservation content being
delivered was experienced and, therefore, embraced
by teachers nor was information extended into other
curriculum teachings. Equally important, through
informal questioning, we discovered that the content
from the conservation lessons were not migrating
into the students' home environment. This discovery
was pivotal as it provided us with an opportunity to
not only expand the reach of the primate lessons,
but to add yet another layer to the project as well.
Third, the established lesson plan and Mama P
booklet presented the perfect opportunity to assess
and evaluate the potential impact of film. By pairing
short 5-7 minute films to each of the four-parts, we
could evaluate several assumptions made by our
team. Those assumptions are as follows:

e Films must be shown as part of a conservation
education program that incorporates other
education materials and group discussion so that the

Figure 2. GLOBIO trained facilitators were critical to conducting teacher questionnaires in local schools in Cameroon.
Questionnaire facilitator, Bessa Joseph Stephane (R) and local partner Ape Action Africa Education Officer, Charles
Amougou (L) speak with local Cameroonian headmaster while students observe the process. Photograph by Gerry Ellis/
GLOBIO.org.
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desired conservation message can be clearly defined
and reinforced.

e The novelty of showing a film will motivate
teachers to stay in the classroom, at least during
the period of time the film is shown; therefore, the
teachers would be exposed to the primary focus of
that lesson.

e Films can be used as a “refresher” of previously
delivered conservation information.

o The four films created could be edited into a
single 20-25 minute film and presented in students’
home villages or by invitation to the school as a
“Movie Night,” thereby engaging parents and adults
in what their children are learning in school

The use of film in conservation education
has multiple advantages. Film draws on human’s
fundamental attraction to visuals; it is, also, novel
in most non-Western settings, is cross-cultural,
and can eliminate gender and age barriers (Blewitt
2011b). Additionally, film supports visual learners
and reduces language barriers presented by new
conservation content and text. The Great Ape
Film Conservation Project strives to move the
conversation from anecdotal to data-driven as well
as more accurately measure and evaluate film’s
conservation impact. Because data supporting this
assumption are not conclusive, can films stand
alone? And, if supplementary resources are needed,
what must they be?

As we reflect on what we have observed, learned,
and experienced during phase one, it is evident
that on-the-ground observations are absolutely
necessary. These observations included deliberate
listening, watching, collaborative discussions,
and flexibility. Our project evolved as the data
and on-the-ground observations determined and
modified the next steps. As we saw the need for
films to supplement the current four-part lesson
developed by AAA. We observed a disconnect
between teachers, students, and adults; to bridge this
disconnect, the films will be created to engage all
audiences, overflow into current school curriculum,
and promote continuing conversations outside

the school setting. We will involve and engage
local students, teachers and adults in all phases of
film creation: scripting, filming, narrating, and
post-production. Our project will further evolve
as we continue collaboration with AAA and other
primate conservation organizations. The Great
Ape Conservation Film Project is prepared for the
long-term commitment to testing and evaluation,
editing and re-editing of film content, and continued
collaboration.
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