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A Chronology of Key Events
in the Scientific Use of Chimpanzees in the U.S.*

1900 � 1 to 5 million chimpanzees inhabit the rain forests of West and Central Africa. 

1923 � Psychobiologist Robert Yerkes purchases two young chimpanzees, Chim and Panzee. Both die
within the year. Following their deaths, he purchases young Bill and Dwina. In 1925 he obtains
two more young chimpanzees from a sailor in Boston, and names them Pan and Wendy. These
four chimpanzees begin his laboratory in Florida – the first of thousands to be used by U.S. vivi-
sectors.

1930 � Yerkes establishes the first chimpanzee laboratory at the Yale Laboratories for Primate Biology
in Florida.

1950s � The U.S. Air Force acquires 65 young, wild-caught chimpanzees and establishes an aeronauti-
cal research facility at Holloman Air Force Base in New Mexico.

1960 � U.S. Congress enacts the National Institutes of Health's (NIH) Regional Primate Research
Centers, establishing eight NIH-funded facilities throughout the U.S. 

1960s � The U.S. Air Force ends its use of chimpanzees in space research. Many “Air Force Chimps”
are leased to medical schools and other laboratories for use in painful and lethal experiments.

1966 � Raised as if she were a human child, Washoe becomes the first of more than 10 chimpanzees
to be part of cross-fostering experiments to teach them American Sign Language.

� The Animal Welfare Act (AWA) is enacted to provide some protection for animals in research.

1969 � The journal Science publishes “Teaching sign language to a chimpanzee.” Evidence that chim-
panzees can learn a human language and communicate their emotions and awareness establish-
es profound ethical arguments against their use in harmful research.

1973 � The Endangered Species Act is passed. The Convention on International Trade in Endangered
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) is signed by 167 countries.

1975 � Listed as an endangered species, chimpanzees can no longer be freely removed from Africa.
Chimpanzees in captivity in the U.S. are down listed as “threatened” allowing for their contin-
ued use in research. 

1980 � Dr. Christiaan Barnard, the world’s first heart transplant surgeon, recounts: “I had … two male
chimps … they lived next door to each other in separate cages … before I used one as a [heart]
donor. When we put him to sleep in his cage in preparation for the operation, he chattered and
cried incessantly … when we removed the body to the operating room, the other chimp wept bit-
terly and was inconsolable for days. The incident made a deep impression on me. I vowed never
again to experiment with such sensitive creatures.”

* With references to relevant international events
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1981 � Frederick Coulston, a toxicologist, establishes the White Sands Research Center, a biomedical research lab-
oratory in New Mexico. For nearly 20 years, Coulston conducts invasive experiments on chimpanzees.
Coulston is cited for multiple violations of the Animal Welfare Act after many chimpanzees and other primates
die due to substandard care and neglect. Coulston eventually houses 650 chimpanzees, the world’s largest
holding.

1985 � The U.S. amends the Animal Welfare Act (AWA) to include requirements for “psychological enrichment”
for nonhuman primates. It mandates minimal cage size (for chimpanzees  5’ x 5’ x 7’) and requires other
enrichments. In reality the AWA has only  minimum effect on the safety and well-being of animals in research.
However, the 1985 Amendment sets a precedent that psychological experiences of nonhuman species merit
consideration, even though the Amendment is substandard and has been ineffectively implemented and
enforced.

1986 � Dr. Jane Goodall, a British primatologist, publishes The Chimpanzees of Gombe, detailing her field observa-
tions of free-living chimpanzees at Gombe National Park in Tanzania. Dr. Goodall’s work, begun in 1960,
observed chimpanzees in their natural environment, documenting their intricate relationships and tool-mak-
ing skills. Her work earns her an honorary doctorate from Cambridge University and sets the stage for a new
understanding of humans and our great ape relatives.

� NIH establishes The Chimpanzee Breeding and Research Program designed to produce greater numbers of
chimpanzees to be used in HIV/AIDS research.

1995 � The Air Force decides to permanently divest itself of its 141 chimpanzees. Congress stipulates that the chim-
panzees may go to qualified bidders for research or retirement. Though  primate sanctuaries submit bids, the
majority of the chimpanzees are awarded to Coulston where they will be used in experiments and for breed-
ing.  Only 30 of the “Air Force Chimps” are released to sanctuary.

� ABC News program 20/20 airs a program about the morality of research on chimpanzees, featuring Booee,
a former language studies chimpanzee who was transferred to a medical research laboratory in 1982.The pro-
gram broadcasts an actual reunion after a 13 year separation between Booee and Dr. Roger Fouts of the
Chimpanzee and Human Communication Institute. Millions of viewers across North America watch, over-
whelmed, as Booee remembers and ecstatically embraces Dr. Fouts. The program results in massive public out-
cry such that five months later Booee and eight other laboratory chimpanzees are released to a sanctuary in
California.

1996 � Jerom, a chimpanzee infected with HIV at the Yerkes National Primate Research Center, is the first and only
chimpanzee to die of an AIDS-related syndrome. After his death, Jerom’s blood is injected into other chim-
panzees with no resulting disease. The failure to generate AIDS in chimpanzees after more than a decade of
research leads to a sharp decline in HIV studies on chimpanzees.

1997 � The Laboratory for Experimental Medicine and Surgery in Primates (LEMSIP) under New York University
closes. NYU decides to give 225 chimpanzees and other primates to Coulston. Efforts by LEMSIP’s Director, 
Dr. James Mahoney (DVM, PhD), rescues 109 chimpanzees and more than 100 monkeys from going to
Coulston.

� The Fauna Foundation in Montreal becomes the first sanctuary in North America to receive HIV-infected
chimpanzees when 15 are rescued following the closure of LEMSIP. Over time it is revealed that HIV is no
longer detectable in their blood indicating that despite previous infection, the chimpanzees’ body does not act
as a long-term reservoir for HIV. 
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1997 � NIH acknowledges a “surplus” of chimpanzees for research. A panel is assembled to assess the problem.

� The National Research Council a issues a report: Chimpanzees in Research: Strategies for Their Ethical 
Care, Management and Use. The report acknowledges that a higher ethical standard should be applied
to chimpanzees and imposes a breeding moratorium.

� The British government declares that it will no longer issue licenses for procedures using great apes in bio-
medical research.

1999 � The Coulston Foundation comes under increasing scrutiny for multiple violations of the AWA and
Standards for Good Laboratory Practice. Financial problems escalate as contractors withdraw.   

� After a protracted lawsuit with the U.S. government,  21 former Air Force chimpanzees are awarded sanc-
tuary at the Center for Captive Chimpanzee Care (now called Save the Chimps).

2000 � The New Zealand Animal Welfare Act becomes law. Great apes are banned from use in research, testing, or
teaching. 

� The U.S. passes the Chimpanzee Health Improvement, Maintenance, and Protection (CHIMP) Act. The
CHIMP Act provides for the retirement and lifetime care of chimpanzees not in active protocols, prohibits
euthanasia and breeding, but allows for them to be recalled back into research.

� Only an estimated 150,000 chimpanzees remain living in the rain forests of Africa.

2001 � The Netherlands begins to phase out and ban harmful research on chimpanzees.

� NIH awards 287 of the Coulston Foundation’s chimpanzees to the Charles River Corporation, the nation’s
largest breeder, importer and supplier of primates and other animals for laboratories.

2002 � Sweden bans the use of great apes in biomedical research including a ban on the “lesser apes,” gibbons and
siamangs.

� The Coulston Foundation collapses. The remaining 266 chimpanzees formerly owned by Coulston are res-
cued and come under the care of anthropologist, Dr Carole Noon, founder of Save the Chimps. This is the
largest rescue on behalf of captive chimpanzees in history. 

2003 � John Strandberg, Director of Comparative Medicine at NIH, acknowledges in a public forum that a U.S. ban
on chimpanzee research would come as no surprise to him due to changing public attitudes.

2004 � An estimated 1,300 chimpanzees remain at six federally funded research facilities. Many are not being used
in active protocols but remain “warehoused” in laboratory confinement.

� The New Mexico District Attorney files charges against NIH-owned Alamogordo Primate Facility and its
contractor, Charles River Laboratories, for alleged neglect and abandonment that resulted in the deaths of two
chimpanzees. The charges were dismissed on a legal technicality, not on the case's merit. The D.A. appealed

            to the NM Court of Appeals, where the case is being adjudicated.

       � The Austrian Federal Minister for Education, Science and Culture submits a draft amendment to the ani-
           mal research law that would prohibit animal experimentation on great apes, making Austria the fifth nation
            to pursue such a ban. 
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