
Cleveland Metroparks Zoo:
Empowering the next generation 

of gorilla conservation leaders

Cleveland Metroparks Zoo’s 
Future for Wildlife Gorilla Program
Strengthening conservation leaders and 
developing early career scientists



..

Future for Wildlife
program

• Established in 1995

• > $10 million to 
field conservation

• > $700k/yr for 3 
of the past 4 yrs

• AZA members 
contribute $217 
million each year to 
conservation

• A BILLION dollars 
every 5 years
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● Protecting gorillas and their habitats

● Conducting the critical science needed for 
effective conservation strategies 

● Empowering future conservation leaders
● Supporting and empowering communities

through livelihood, food security, and 
education programs

Four pillars
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gorilla conservation 
partner since 2014



Why gorillas?

Why capacity 
building?



Gorillas are guardians of their forests, which are some of our last biodiversity-rich places 
on earth and our best natural defenses against climate change.



Their forests are critical “lungs” for our planet –
they absorb more carbon than anywhere else in the tropics, thus reducing Co2 

buildup in the atmosphere and slowing global warming. 

Preserving these forests is vital not just for the future of gorilla ecosystems and 
the human communities that live around them, but for the world.



In Rwanda

• Continuing need to strengthen educational capacity and mentorship in 
conservation science after 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi.

• 2012 government initiative to promote professional internships to 
strengthen youth employment.

• Need to expand opportunities for advanced graduate study.
• Growing focus on diversity and gender equity in science. The Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund

This will require investments in strengthening scientific capacity, 
to center African biodiversity research in Africa.



STUDENTS PROFESSIONAL 
INTERNS

STAFF

The Memoirs 
Program

2014-present

CMZ 
Interns

2016-present

Leading with Strengths
2015, 2022-present

Women in Conservation
2021-present

Strengthening conservation leaders and 
developing early career scientists



• Intensive senior year research experience

• Training in research project development and 
execution

• Technical skills and “soft” skills

• Subset of projects are selected for further 
development

STUDENTS: 
The Memoirs Program 

University of Rwanda undergraduates 
complete their Memoirs Program training with 

Cleveland Metroparks Zoo staff scientists

More than 85% of Memoirs Program 
graduates have pursued careers or 
advanced degrees in conservation, 

science, or education



Since 2003, a total of 155 biology students have carried out their Bachelor’s 
degree research project with the Fossey Fund.  

“This memoir program gave me a strong foundation on 
how to carry out scientific research and incited me to 

go far in the research and conservation career.” 
T.M. (2013)

“This is an amazing program because it facilitates, 
supports the young conservationist from University 

of Rwanda to complete their research.” 
E.M. (2014)



Thank you!

Since 2014, Cleveland Metroparks Zoo staff scientists have trained 
81 Rwandan undergraduates via the Memoirs Program.



• Post-graduate professional internships 

• Interns gain important skills, knowledge, 
and experience in a professional setting

• Interns rotate across all Fossey Fund 
programs: 

• Gorillas
• Biodiversity
• Community 
• Conservation gallery

PROFESSIONAL INTERNS: 
Cleveland Metroparks Zoo Interns

21 CMZ Interns to date



• Top 5 Strengths

• My CliftonStrengths coaching sessions revolve around three goals: 
• LEARN: Understanding and identifying natural talent themes
• LOVE: Gaining awareness of and appreciation for one’s strengths
• LIVE: Investing in and applying strengths

• Common language and increased self -awareness

STAFF:
Leading with Strengths

People who focus on their strengths are:
• 3 X more likely to report having an excellent quality of life
• 6 X more likely to be engaged at their work

• CliftonStrengths ® assessment measures 
natural patterns of thinking, feeling and 
behaving



54 DFGF - Rwanda team members
10 DFGF – Atlanta team members 

have completed Strengths assessments

38 - 1 coaching session
16 - 2 coaching sessions



STAFF
Supporting and Empowering Women in Conservation

Women in Science and Education Fundestablished to promote 
professional development opportunities, advance gender equity 
initiatives, and support scholarships for graduate study.



STAFF
Supporting and Empowering Women in Conservation

Mentoring the Trifecta



STAFF
Supporting and Empowering Women in Conservation

Women’s Empowerment Meetings

5th meeting February 20231st meeting August 2022



WHAT’S NEXT?

ABSTRACT:

It's the “Helping People” 
part for me: Strengthening 
individual and team 
capacity at the Dian 
Fossey Gorilla Fund to 
maximize conservation 
impact.

Lukas, Kristen
Cleveland Metroparks Zoo

23-27 July 2023





Murakoze cyane!
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