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A NEW WORLD FOR VIRGINIA ZOO ORANGUTANS! 
 

NORFOLK, Va. – The exhibit doors are open for Virginia Zoo orangutans Schnitz and Pepper, 

giving them access to a whole new world for the very first time. 

 

Zoo born and raised in the northern climate of Brookfield, Ill., a suburb of Chicago, Pepper, age 

32, and Schnitz, age 30, have never had access to an outdoor habitat. Although Pepper and 

Schnitz enjoy cuddling with blankets in their playroom, encouraging them to venture out into the 

great outdoors has become a key focus of Zoo staff. 

 

“Orangutans are shy and take a long time to adjust, so we’re taking steps to make the outside 

exhibit more comforting, exciting and fun,” said zookeeper Adrienne Esson. For several weeks, 

the orangutans were able to look outside through screen doors, and were given full access to 

the outdoor exhibit three weeks ago. Keepers place fun and familiar enrichment items and food 

outside to encourage exploration, but while Pepper has ventured outside on several occasions, 

so far Schnitz has only peaked out the door. Volunteers have been keeping daily logs of their 

activity, recording their body language and preferred doorways, food and enrichment items.  

 

The outdoor exhibit features many things new to the orangutan pair. Not only is the climbing 

structure more than 40 feet tall, there are also 16-foot tall sway poles, plenty of vine-like ropes, 

raised platforms and orangutan-friendly hammocks. They have also never experienced direct 

sunlight, walked on soft grass or felt the ocean breeze. Greg Bockheim, the Zoo’s executive 

director, said it is likely that the collection of these new experiences together is making the 

orangutans particularly cautious of the new outdoor environment. 

 

“This is an exciting time for both the orangutans and the Zoo staff,” Bockheim said. “They are 

adjusting slowly and will clearly take more time that we expected, but we want them to learn and 

explore in a way that keeps stress to a minimum. My dream is to see them perched upon the 

highest exhibit structure in the Zoo, using the sway poles to swing around the area – it’ll be a 

truly unforgettable sight for Zoo visitors.” 
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Virginia Zoo orangutans Schnitz (left) and Pepper (right) (Virginia Zoo photo). 

 

# # # 

 
As an accredited Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) facility, the Virginia Zoo exhibits more than 400 animals 
on 53 beautifully landscaped acres. For more than a century, the Virginia Zoo has demonstrated a commitment to 
education and conservation, and offered a fun-filled day for visitors of any age. Open daily from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. and 
located at 3500 Granby Street in Norfolk. Daily admission prices are $11.00 for adults, $10.00 for seniors (age 62 and 
over) and $9.00 for children ages 2-11. Visit www.virginiazoo.org or call (757) 441-2374 for more information. 


