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Building Public Support  
for Bornean Sun  
Bear Conservation

The sun bear (Helarctos malayanus) is the 
smallest bear, but they’re as full of life as the 
tropical forests they inhabit, equally happy 
foraging on the ground or in trees for fruits 
and insects. This makes it all the more tragic 
when you see a sun bear in a wire snare with 
its gallbladder and paws removed, or an 
orphaned cub destined for the pet trade.

Both bear species in Southeast Asia 
are in trouble. Sun bear and Asiatic black 
bear (Ursus thibetanus) populations have 
decreased by between 30-50 percent over 
the past 30 years and are currently listed as 
Vulnerable by the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN). The causes 
for this dramatic decline are the coupled 
effects of habitat loss—especially to palm oil 
plantations in Borneo—and overexploitation 
from illegal poaching for trade in bear 
bile and bear parts. All of these threats are 
human-caused.

Humans are the most important 
and complex species we work with in 
conservation. Initiatives that address 
the human dimensions of conservation 
and seek to understand, measure and 
ultimately change people’s behaviors are 
a key aspect of sustainable conservation, 
especially when wildlife trade threatens 
a species. With support from the 
Association of Zoos and Aquariums 
(AZA) Conservation Grants Fund (CGF), 
and the San Diego Zoo Institute for 
Conservation Research (ICR), San Diego 
Zoo sun bear keepers recently collaborated 
with the Bornean Sun Bear Conservation 
Centre (BSBCC) in Sepilok, Malaysian 
Borneo, on preliminary research 
addressing this topic.

BSBCC is a forest sanctuary that currently 
provides a home and care for 36 rescued 
bears, with the ultimate goal of releasing 

suitable individuals. Another major aspect of 
their work is environmental education, which 
includes engaging the public and school 
groups that visit the sanctuary, as well as 
through in-class programs.

One objective of our project was 
to evaluate the sanctuary’s interpretive 
materials. As such, we developed a 
quantitative, pre/post-visit questionnaire 
that was administered to 500 visitors to 
the BSBCC sanctuary in the spring of 
2015. This survey measured the impacts 
that the signage, exhibits and the bears 
themselves had on people’s knowledge, 
attitudes and beliefs.

Following statistical analyses on the 
data, we found no significant differences 
between the pre/post results. This 
indicates that visiting and being exposed 
to the BSBCC sanctuary didn’t impact 
people’s knowledge and attitudes about 
bears and conservation. As this was a 
preliminary study, there could be several 
possible reasons to explain why no 
differences were found. Perhaps visitors 
to the sanctuary were already aware and 
informed about bear conservation prior to 
visiting the Centre. Or, perhaps the survey 
instrument itself asked questions that were 
too general to pick up what people learned 
during their visit. Another explanation 
is that visitors didn’t read signs or pay 
attention to the outreach at BSBCC, or 
that the educational messages failed to 
reach or resonate with them.

More research is needed to support 
BSBCC and to refine and develop more 
effective outreach. But generally speaking, 
these findings underscore the value of 
monitoring and evaluating outreach 
programs, conservation education 
messaging and exhibit design in zoo, 
aquarium and sanctuary settings, to ensure 
that the key conservation messages are 
being communicated effectively. Effective 
messaging and programs that change 
people’s attitudes and behaviors are a 
foundation for successful conservation, and 
in this case, for sustainable co-existence 
between people and sun bears in Borneo.
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