
WHITE-HANDED GIBBON 
BIRTH PLAN 

 
This birth plan is written as a guide, any or all parts may be modified as necessary 
throughout the birth event. 
 
Date: 10September 2013 
Animal:  White-handed gibbon (Hylobates lar) 
Breed Date:  undetermined, but keepers have strong reason to believe that 0.1 female 
Phoenice may be pregnant.  The last observed breeding was 4 August 2013, but gibbons 
can and do mate during pregnancy, so that date can’t actually tell us anything.  Mercury 
and Phoenice (aka “Fozzie”) have been living together since 25 June 2010. Offspring 1.0 
Leo was born on 7 Apr 2011 and has been raised by his dam, thus suppressing estrus 
while he was nursing. Weaning seems to have started around the time Leo was 18 months 
old (early October 2012) so breeding likely started after that. During physical 
examination on 14 May 2013, ultrasound revealed the uterus was ‘active’ but that she 
was not pregnant. Weight on 10 September was 8.8Kg, an increase of 0.6 kg since 31 
May 2013. 
Expected Birth Date:  undetermined. Inter-birth interval for Hylobates lar is 30 months, 
which puts the next likely birth date in October 2013. 

I. Overview  
Sire Information  Mercury:  103721 (AZA Regional Studbook #911) 
 Age ~ Mercury is 21 years old; he was born on 13 April 1990. 
 Personal History ~ Mercury was donated to the Philadelphia Zoo on 28 April 

1999.  He came from Dickerson Park Zoo (Springfield, MO) where he was born.  His 
social group at Dickerson Park only included himself and his parents.  No siblings were 
born while he was there.  He was parent-reared.  

  Reproductive History ~ Leo is Mercury’s first offspring. He has proved to be a 
patient, attentive and protective dad.   

Dam Information Phoenice: 104744 (AZA Regional Studbook #885) 
 Age ~  Phoenice is 22 years old; she was born on 1 January 1989. 
 Personal History ~ Phoenice was donated to the Philadelphia Zoo on 16 March 

2010.  She came from Hattiesburg Zoo (Hattiesburg, MS).  She was born at Alexandria 
Zoological Park.  She was parent-reared. Previous institutions and the studbook keeper 
know her as “Fozzie.” 

Sibling Information Leo: 104829 
 Age ~  2 years old in April 2013, born at PZG and mother reared. 
 Reproductive History ~ She has had 1 offspring her at PZG. She proved a good 

mother, successfully raising Leo.   
Natural History of the Species 
 Gestation/Incubation Period ~ 7 months, on average (200 to 210 days) 
 Litter/clutch size ~ typically, gibbons give birth to one young every two years, 

although twins are a possibility.   

 



 Miscellaneous Notes ~ Gibbons breed year round, so there is no standard time of 
year for females to give birth.  Young gibbons are weaned by the time they are two years 
old.  Reproductive maturity in the wild is reached at around 8 years of age, but gibbons in 
captivity have been observed breeding as young as 5.  Gibbons generally stay with their 
family until maturity.  The bulk of care for the young is taken on by the female, but sires 
(and older siblings, if present) also help out. 

Newborn gibbons weigh about 300 grams (10 oz.). 
Other  
 This pair is recommended to breed by the 2010 Gibbon SSP Breeding and 

Transfer Plan. 
 

II. Resource Information  
Zoos 

Philadelphia Zoo History ~ Philadelphia Zoo has exhibited white-handed gibbons 
since 1901.  Over the course of our history, 16 gibbons have been born here.  The first 
gibbon birth was 15 August 1940, and the last was 12 March 1992 (Octavian, who died in 
the WOP Fire.)  Maria Schwalbe, the keeper for the gibbons, was here at that time, so she 
has previous experience with newborn gibbons. 

Population Management 
SSP Vet Advisor P. K. Robbins, San Diego Zoo (probbins@sandiegozoo.org) 

619-231-1515 x4128 
Husbandry Advisor  Alan Mootnick, Gibbon Conservation Center 

(hoolock@earthlink.net) 661-296-2737 
Nutrition Advisor:  Barbara Henry, Cincinnati Zoo 

(Barbara.henry@cincinnatizoo.org)  513-487-3323 
AZA Animal Care Manuals 
Handrearing/Surrogate Contacts: Dusty Lombardi, Columbus Zoo 

(dusty.lombardi@columbuszoo.org) has successfully hand-reared gibbons in the past, and 
CZ’s hand-rearing team is available for consultation if need be.  Other contacts include 
Joseph Christman, Disney Animal Kingdom (joseph.christman@disney.com) Steve 
Wing, Louisville Zoo (steve.wing@louisvilleky.gov) and Kelley Greene, Los Angeles 
Zoo (Kelley.greene@lacity.org) have experience hand-rearing gibbons.  On one instance, 
Kelley was able to return the infant to its mother after a few days of supportive care. 

SSP Chair:   Jay Petersen, Brookfield Zoo (jay.petersen@czs.org) 708-688-8416  
SSP Vice Chair:  Jennie McNary, LA Zoo (jennie.becker@lacity.org) 323-644-4207  
Studbook Keeper: Adrienne Whiteley, Rosamond Gifford Zoo at Burnet Park 

(adriennewhiteley@ongov.net) 315-435-8512  
Other 

Human Partner Contacts: per Philadelphia Zoo veterinary discretion  
 

 

III. Current Status of 0.1/Social Groups/Pair 
Sire 
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 Separation ~ Although the dam shoulders most of the infant-care burden, the sire 
will sometimes help (note: male-infant care is not expected, and unlike siamang males, 
gibbon males are not known to care for their offspring in the wild).  Mercury will remain 
with dam and baby unless we see inappropriate behavior, aggression, etc.  Keepers, 
Curator, and Veterinary staff will together decide if separation is necessary.  If it is, he 
will be kept in a neighboring holding space, so the three members of the family can 
remain in visual/auditory/olfactory contact, and he will be reintroduced to the family 
when keepers, curators, and vets feel it is safe to do so.  However, due to the social nature 
of white-handed gibbons (monogamous species that live in small family groups 
throughout the year), we hope this would be a relatively unlikely event. 

Dam 
Off or On exhibit for birth/hatchings? The gibbons are currently either on or off-

exhibit, housed either alone or with male Sumatran Orangutan Sugi during the day.  As 
likely parturition approaches, they will be kept separate from the orangutan. When 
parturition seems imminent, they will be kept off exhibit. 

Extra housing/visual barriers/hide spots?  When gibbons are in holding, no extra 
hiding areas are needed. While in dayroom, there is no way to add hiding areas but they 
are not likely needed if it is only the family in there. 

Extra enrichment?  It is important to keep the female occupied and happy while 
she has an infant; some gibbons occasionally abandon their young for unknown reasons. 
Some institutions offer extra meals (at least ten meals a day) and a greater variety of food 
sources. 

Public access to exhibit/building ~ No change, but gibbon group may be kept in 
off exhibit holding as deemed necessary by keepers, curators, and vets. 

Social Groups 
 Other individuals sharing exhibit/holding space ~ Gibbons ordinarily have visual 

contact with 0.2 orangutans, and occasional full contact with 1.0 orangutan.  When the 
birth of a gibbon seems imminent, the orangutans will remain separated from the gibbons 
– orangutans staying in either in the dayroom or in north side of holding, while the 
gibbons stay in the south side of holding, potentially with access to the back hall tunnels 
(HCF, HCT1) during the day for variety.  The gibbons will be able to see and hear the 
orangutans, but that is normal and unavoidable long term. If there are occasions when the 
gibbons seem to need more ‘space’, the orangs can be kept upstairs in the dayroom for a 
day or two. If  introductions between the two species start up again (male orang only) 
will depend on the development of the baby and disposition of the parents. 

  

IV. Veterinary Considerations 
History of Expectant Mother ~ Phoenice has successfully reproduced once so far.  

She was be a good mother.   Keepers, curators, and vets will remain vigilant to any 
difficulties that may arise unexpectedly. 

Past/present experiences ~  Many zoos have had to hand-rear young gibbons due 
to maternal neglect or abandonment.  There is a always a chance she will be unable to 
rear the child herself.   

Objectives and goals ~ To maintain as much of a regular routine as possible in 
order to minimize stress on both the mother and newborn and to maximize species 

 



normative behavior, and to actively monitor dam and baby closely for any health issues 
while providing a safe and healthy environment. The sire will remain in the group as long 
as he does not interfere in Phoenice’s care of the infant.  

Dam Monitoring 
 Urine Collection ~  N/A unless requested by veterinarian or if a keeper observes 

abnormal urine. 
 “Practice babies”, false eggs, etc ~ N/A 
Emergency Intervention Plan 
 Risk factors ~ Although Phoenice has been a successful mother, there are always 

unknowns with this situation.  She may reject the baby.  She may care for the baby, but 
be unable to produce milk.  She may be physically fit, but simply ignorant of what she is 
supposed to do with the baby.  In other institutions, the dams do great until around day 5; 
at that point, she suddenly gives substandard care (not letting the baby nurse, being 
aggressive towards the baby, abandoning the baby, etc.)  If maternal care remains 
excellent after two weeks, the risk of abandonment decreases. 

 Signs of complications ~ Keepers will look for signs that the baby is hungry: 
unusually vocal and/or cranky, not settling down, not holding on to the dam, appearing 
weak or sick.   

 Inappropriate maternal/paternal care ~ The biggest concern for gibbons is the 
potential for the dam to ignore/reject the baby.  If the baby displays any of the above 
signs, or if the baby is spending an inordinate amount of time away from the dam, further 
husbandry measures will be discussed. 

 Decision tree to remove infant(s) ~ Keepers, curators, and veterinary staff will be 
in close consultation as soon as the baby is born.  Keepers will monitor the behavior of 
the family group closely.  The decision to pull the infant will be reached by consensus if 
the infant is not thriving or the parents are behaving inappropriately.  All efforts will be 
made to return the infant to the family.  If all attempts to reunite the family fails, then the 
infant will be hand-reared. 

If the dam rejects the infant within 72 hours of birth, hand-rearing may be necessary, 
but immediate reintroduction can still be considered.  If, however, the dam initially 
behaved appropriately and only later demonstrated abusive or neglectful behaviors, hand-
rearing may not be immediately necessary.  As long as the infant is uninjured, able to 
cling, and not in immediate risk, alternative strategies can be employed to distract the 
dam.  These strategies include providing additional enrichment, offering access to 
holding, increasing the number of feedings per day, and drug therapy.  If these strategies 
are not effective and the infant is not nursing adequately, appears weak, or has sustained 
an injury that requires significant medical attention, then hand-rearing is warranted.   

Other ways to put off pulling the infant include the following: 
• Sedate the dam, place the infant on ventrum, allow the baby to nurse while the 

dam slowly wakes up.  This tactic can be used if the dam is simply not 
allowing the baby to nurse. 

• Metacopramide can stimulate the maintenance of lactation if the infant needs 
to be pulled, but there is a good chance it can be returned to the dam 

• Design a “space bottle” for long-distance feeding 
Again, the decision to pull the infant will only be made by the consensus of 

veterinary, curatorial, and keeper staff. 

 



Pre and Post partum care 
 Protocols for parturition ~ calculate birth date based on gestation period (not 

possible in this case due to the secretive nature of their breeding occurrences). Speak with 
Nutritionist regarding any diet changes (increase) and supplementation. Monitor female 
closely. No separation of male necessary unless keeper/curator deems necessary. Keepers 
should regularly check temperatures and report to curator if temperatures are too low.  

 Hand rearing protocol ~  
If the baby gibbon needs to be pulled for hand-rearing, the best thing that can be done 

for the young gibbon’s social development is to acquire a young (not sexually mature) 
gibbon as a companion before the hand-reared gibbon reaches 2 years of age.  Such a 
companion will counteract any social/sexual inadequacies that a hand-raised gibbon 
would otherwise have.  6 months to 2 years of age is the time span when social 
development is the most important.   

If conspecific rearing/companionship is not possible, it is important that multiple 
people (more than 2) engage in the hand-rearing of the infant so that it does not become 
attached to one person (or to an inanimate surrogate, which may be used in the event that 
the newborn is kept initially in an incubator).  Note that the Columbus Zoo has a hand-
rearing team made up of multiple keepers who understand primate behavior and are able 
to mimic maternal care.  Keepers care for the infant 24/7, with each shift lasting 8 hours, 
and keep the infant close to conspecifics whenever possible.  They do not use an 
incubator, and they have had no issues with thermoregulation.  If need be, they are 
available for more detailed consultation.    

 Schedule/Frequency of: 
• Weighing Keepers have been unable to reliably get a weight on 

Phoenice, so it is unlikely they would be able to get a combined weight 
(Phoenice plus infant), although they are currently in the process of 
scale training her. Ideally, weights are taken every day or two after 
birth for one week, then every week for first 2 months or so, and then 
as frequently as possible after that.  Realistically, keepers will weigh 
the baby any chance they can get, which may be infrequently. 

• Physical exam checks: Examined opportunistically and as quickly as 
possible when deemed necessary by keepers/curator.  

• Vaccines: Follow veterinary schedule for vaccines 
• Addition of identifiers: Invite Zoo Photographer to get clear photos of 

baby shortly after birth. Insert microchip opportunistically if/when 
the baby has had its first full physical.  

• Blood work: When veterinary staff deems appropriate 
Resources 

Other AZA Vet resources ~ see veterinary staff for resources beyond the SSP Vet 
Advisor (listed in Section II.) 

Emergency call lists ~   
Philadelphia Zoo Staff: 

Maria Schwalbe: 215-681-3260 (cell) 
Desiree Brown: 267-386-6209 (cell) 
Sam Nestor: 215-350-3702 (cell) 
Chris Oberlin: 610-420-3486 (cell)/610-449-3939 (home) 

 



Melissa Giordano: 610-310-6897 (cell) 
Meredith Bastian: 703-909-0028 (cell)/215-243-5383 
Kevin Murphy: 716-908-3628 (cell)/215-243-5679 
Keith Hinshaw: 215-901-2590 (cell)/215-443-8529 
Donna Ialeggio: 302-563-8458 (cell)/215-2430-5304 
Tim Georoff: 201-970-9669 (cell)/215-243-5302   

V. Nutritional Considerations 
Pre/post partum diet changes ~ From Dusty Lombardi, the schedule of adding solid food 
to the diet  4 weeks: banana, monkey chow 

 5-6 weeks: cooked carrot, sweet potato 
 12 weeks: grapes (one grape twice a day) 
 24 weeks: primate diet 

Offer 1 new food at 3 day intervals.  Start with 1 to 2 grams of the new food and increase 
in 5 gram increments.  May need to soak chow or cook veggies.   

Formula plans ~ At Los Angeles Zoo; Nursery staff used Prosobee, a soy-based 
formula made for human infants, and Similac.  The starting point for our formula, if we 
need to use it, is 87.83 mL distilled water (88%) and 12.17 g Similac Advance Powder 
(12%).  This formula is based off a Great Ape Formula Survey done in 2007.  It is, of 
course, a starting point only and should not be considered set in stone.  If hand-rearing is 
necessary, the veterinary staff and the nutritionist will work together to design an 
appropriate formula based on the infant’s age, size, and health. 

Supply availability ~ Veterinary staff and Nutritionist work on preparing supplies 
as parturition grows closer 

Special equipment needed ~ All blenders, mixers, formulas, bottles etc. will be 
on hand via Veterinary and/or Nutrition departments. 

VI. Proactive Operant Conditioning 
What we have 
 Phoenice is not an enthusiastic trainee.  She is pretty consistent with coming over 

to the mesh when called for hand-feeding. She will rarely sit on a scale to get weighed. 
She does not like to be touched or interact with keepers and gives up quickly if asked to 
do something she doesn’t like, regardless of the reward offered. 

What we want 
 Keepers are working with Phoenice to get her to voluntarily step onto a scale to 

get routine weights; she has not yet mastered this skill.   

VII. Signs of Parturition list 
   Up to 1 week prior to birth, the dam could start producing milk (but this event 
might not happen prior to birth.)  At about the same time, the dam may stop and posture 
several times throughout the day.  The perianal area may become wet 4 or 5 days before 
birth.  The day of or the day before parturition, the genital region will become distended, 
the vulva will be red, swollen, and slightly parted, and the water will break. 
 Although birth can happen at any time of the day, it typically will take place 
overnight (as with other primate species.)   

 



 It would be good if she eats the placenta after the birth, but it isn’t the end of the 
world if she refuses it.  It could take her a day or so to cut the umbilical cord. 

VIII. Physical Facility Review 
Camera equipment/review ~  N/A 
Exhibit/holding modifications ~ none needed. 
Extra visual barriers, nest boxes, nesting materials, bedding, and substrates 

needed ~ Extra bedding (pine shavings) could be added to the enclosure the gibbons sleep 
in, in the event of a night-time birth. 

Change in lighting/temperatures/water quality/draining of pools/streams ~ the 
holding area could perhaps be a little warmer; this is still under discussion.   

Supplemental perching/housing ~ none needed. 
Incubator testing ~ N/A 
Notes on space availability ~ there are six holding enclosures the gibbons could 

have access to (or could rotate through).  During the day, the gibbons have access to a lot 
of space; a night, they are restricted to one or more holding cages.  There are squeeze 
cages available, as well as smaller spaces to give staff opportunity to get closer to the 
animals, those these are not part of the animals’ regular exhibit and are they are highly 
skeptical of them. 

IX. Staff Assignments (keepers, curators, vet staff) 
“Watch” shifts ~ we will most likely plan to do frequent checks every 30-60 

minutes.  Due to the potential for abandonment, frequent checks would need to continue 
for longer than most other species.  The protocol will be adjusted as needed. 

Notifications (Call Tree) ~ Keeper calls the curator, then the lead and vets (unless 
there is immediate need for veterinary intervention, in which case the keeper who finds 
the baby should notify the vet staff immediately), and then Maria (in the event that she is 
not working on the day the baby is born). 
 
X. Visitor/Docent/Staff Communications and Educational Messaging 

Announcement Timing 
When to announce to staff/volunteers ~ Will announce through email notifications 

to Education, Docent groups, etc. as determined in discussions with General Curator 
PR involvement ~ General Curator will determine 
Website updates ~ General Curator will determine 

Postpartum Activity 
When other departments are allowed to visit dam & baby(s) ~ only critical staff 

allowed in exhibit with gibbon family. Viewing will be from public space only, if 
appropriate.   

Educational messaging/signage ~ Discuss with General Curator and Education 
staff, then turn in request for signage with Graphics. 

Premier of the baby(s) ~ since this is the first baby for both gibbons and since 
there is much we do not know about how Mercury and Phoenice will respond to the baby, 
there is currently no time-frame for the premier of the baby.  This decision will be made 
as we go through the process.  Relevant parties will be notified as soon as decisions are 

 



made.    
  

XI. Birth Plan Distribution List 
Full Birth Plan   Note the date sent to each individual or group 

o Curator  
o Area keepers 
o Vets/Nutritionist 
o General Curator 
o Chief Operating Officer 
o Zoo Director 

Edited Birth Plan: Sections I and III 
o Public Relations 
o Marketing 
o Development 
o Education 
o Public Programs 

 
Note: if an animal turns out not to be pregnant, anyone who has received a birth 
plan should be notified.  
 
 
 
 
 
Template last updated 
4 October 2010 
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