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Bornean orangutan
Pongo pygmaeus 
Conservation status: Endangered

Sumatran orangutan
Pongo abelii
Conservation status: Critically endangered

The name of these red-haired great apes means 
person of the forest in the Malay language. Two 
subspecies (divisions of species) of orangutans 
live in tropical rain forests on the islands of 
Borneo and Sumatra in Southeast Asia. Before 
deforestation destroyed much of their habitat 
(living area), orangutans were found through-
out southern China and Southeast Asia.

Appearance. The largest male orangutans 
stand about 4.5 feet (1.4 meters) tall and weigh 
about 180 pounds (82 kilograms). Females  
are much smaller. Mature males typically have 
wide cheek pads, called flanges, that stick out 
from the sides of the face. 

Habitat and diet. Orangutans are the larg-
est mammals that live mostly in trees. They 
spend more time in trees than any other ape, 
eating and sleeping high in the treetops and 
rarely coming to the ground. Their main food 
is fruit, especially figs. They also eat leaves, 
bark, insects, and sometimes animal meat.

Reproduction. Compared to chimpanzees 
and gorillas, orangutans are asocial. That is, 
they tend to live alone and avoid one anoth-
er. Males and females come together only to 
mate. Females produce one infant every seven 
to nine years, on average.

Threats. The two main threats to orangutans 
are habitat loss and hunting. Much of the 
rain forest on Borneo and Sumatra has been 
converted to plantations for oil palms, as well 
as acacia, cocoa, rice, and other commercial 
crops. The oil from oil palms is used for cook-
ing, cosmetics, and industrial applications. 
Logging activities are another cause of defor-
estation on these islands. Droughts and fires 
have further reduced the rain forest habitat.  

Unlike most apes, the Bornean (below) and 
Sumatran orangutan actively avoid other 
members of their kind.

Sumatran (above) and Bornean orangutans are 
the largest mammals that live mostly in trees. 
 
As their habitat is cut down, burned, and bro-
ken up, orangutan populations become isolated 
into smaller and smaller groupings. This may 
result in inbreeding (mating of closely related 
individuals) and a greater risk for disease, in-
creasing the chances for extinction.

Some local people hunt orangutans for their 
meat, which is sold on the “bushmeat” market, 
or for other body parts, which are used in  
traditional medicines. The apes are sometimes 
killed just to get them out of the way so that 
people can more easily collect other forest 
products, such as aloe wood. In addition,  
females are often killed to collect their infants 
for sale as pets. 

Conservation. Laws designed to protect 
orangutans from hunting and to preserve their 
habitat are often ignored. Authorities have 
rescued many infant orangutans from poachers 
(illegal hunters), raised them in orangutan  
orphanages, and returned them to the wild.
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Panthera tigris 
Conservation status: Endangered

The tiger is the largest member of the cat  
family. Males are about 9 feet (2.7 meters) long, 
including a 3-foot (0.9-meter) tail, and weigh 
about 420 pounds (190 kilograms). Females are 
shorter and less heavy. Tigers are famous for 
their bold black stripes on a coat that ranges in 
color from brownish-yellow to orange-red. The 
stripe pattern of each tiger is as unique as a 
person’s fingerprint.

Habitat and diet. Most tigers live in parts of 
southern Asia, especially in India and Thailand. 
A few live in eastern Siberia. Tigers once had a 
much wider range throughout southern Asia. (A 
range is the area in which a species lives nat-
urally.) In the 1800’s, however, people started 
killing tigers in large numbers and clearing the 
forests in which they lived. 

Scientists identify eight subspecies (divisions 
of species) of tigers: the Bali, Bengal, Caspi-
an, Javan, Northern Indochinese, Siberian 
(or Amur), South China, and Sumatran tigers. 
The Bali, Caspian, and Javan subspecies are 
thought to be extinct. All remaining subspecies 
are endangered. The most endangered are 
believed to be the Siberian, South China, and 
Sumatran tigers.

Tigers prey on the largest animals found in 
their territories, including antelope, deer, wild 
cattle, wild pigs—and even young rhinoceroses 
and elephants. They also catch such smaller 
animals as monkeys, peafowl, and frogs. 

Threats. The main reasons that tigers are  
endangered are hunting, loss of habitat  
(living area), and loss of prey. Killing of tigers 
for trophies was very common in the 1800’s and 
early 1900’s. South China tigers were frequently 
killed as pests in China until the late 1970’s, 
when the government made it illegal to kill 
them. It is illegal to kill any wild tigers today. 
However, the cats are still killed by livestock 
owners, who view them as threats to their  

animals, and by poachers (illegal hunters), who 
kill them for their bones and other body parts. 
The body parts are sold on the black, or un-
lawful, market for use in traditional Chinese 
remedies. 

The loss of the tiger’s habitat is the result of 
Asia’s exploding human population, which has 
expanded into formerly natural areas. In addi-
tion, the tiger’s natural prey has been reduced 
by human hunters, causing tigers in some areas 
to kill domestic cattle and water buffalo. This 
leads, in turn, to more killing of tigers as pests.

Conservation. Tigers are protected inside  
nature reserves and national parks in some 
countries, including India and Nepal. There  
are also many tigers in zoos, especially Bengal 
and Siberian tigers. Unlike some endangered  
animals, tigers breed well in captivity.
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Economic development and population density 
on the island of Sumatra have eroded the rain 
forest habitat of the Sumatran tiger. The sub-
species on nearby Java is thought to be extinct. 
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