
The Arcus Foundation works around the globe in two areas—human rights and conservation. Within  
those areas, we focus our work on LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender) rights and  
preservation of the world’s great apes and their habitat. By focusing our efforts in this way, we can  
use our resources to achieve an impact in each of two critically important yet under-funded areas.

This issue of Ascent focuses on the people whose work we invest in to bring our mission to 
fruition. The best-designed and well-intentioned projects and organizations remain ineffective 
unless dedicated, talented people are driving them. In this newsletter, we introduce you to three 
extraordinary leaders:
n Toni Broaddus, Executive Director of Equality Federation, who speaks eloquently about  
the hundreds of individual grassroots leaders fighting for LGBT equality throughout the U.S.
n Cynthia Ong, of the conservation group LEAP (Land Empowerment Animals People), who 
describes founding one of the most effective conservation organizations in Malaysia, and  
how she bridges the efforts of NGOs, governments and conservationists to preserve natural 
resources in a very vulnerable region of the world.
n Our own Annette Lanjouw, the director of the Arcus Great Apes Program, who provides a firsthand  
account of her visit to Southeast Asia and her encounter with the extremely rare Cao Vit gibbon.

LeArn MOre
For information on  
Arcus Foundation  
programs, grant  
guidelines and a  
complete list of grants 
awarded, please visit  
our website at www.
arcusfoundation.org.

To subscribe or 
unsubscribe to Arcus 
Foundation publications 
and email updates,  
please send an  
email to: contact@ 
arcusfoundation.org.

The mission of the Arcus Foundation is to achieve social justice 
that is inclusive of sexual orientation, gender identity and race, 
and to ensure conservation and respect of the great apes. 
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Changemakers
The People Behind the Projects

Fall
Cynthia Ong (left) and LeAP colleagues survey habitat  

restoration efforts at the site of a community-owned  
rainforest ecological camp in Sabah, Malaysia



E
Every day across the United States,  
dedicated advocates are organizing,  
educating, agitating and lobbying for 
change. They are the unsung heroes of 
the movement for equality for lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, and transgender people. 
They give their hearts and souls to ending  
discrimination based on sexual orientation  
and gender identity. They believe— 
passionately—in liberty and justice. 

The work of these activists is critical  
to achieving equality, because the 
overwhelming majority of protections 
for LGBT people in the United States 
exists not at the federal level, but at the 
state level. Over half of lesbian, gay, 
and bisexual Americans and one-third 
of transgender Americans are protected 
from employment discrimination thanks 
to laws in 20 states and the District of 
Columbia. Relationship recognition, hate 
crime laws, and safe school laws have  
so far been enacted only in the states.

Unfortunately, the greatest challenge 
to our work in the states is a lack of 
resources providing basic infrastructure  

to support our leaders. Passion, dedica-
tion and commitment are not enough 
to change history or policy. We must be 
able to pay a living wage, invest in train-
ing to build skills and expertise, provide 
technology to educate voters and lobby 
legislators, and support basic needs like 
computers and office space that make 
the work of our leaders not only possible 
but actually effective.

equality Federation supports state 
leaders and their community-based 
organizations. By leveraging the collective  
economic power of state groups, we can 
provide technology and other resources 
that would otherwise be unaffordable to 
individuals or small groups. By advocating  
for the needs of state organizing work, 
we help funders and supporters invest 
strategically in efforts to win equality. 
Most important, we connect state leaders 
to each other and provide them with the 
opportunity to solve problems and seek 
solutions together.

Over the past decade, LGBT state 
leaders—executive directors, staff and 

board members of state-based equality 
organizations—have come together in 
their Annual Summer Meeting to share 
their vision, expertise and challenges 
with one another. In the process, they 
have created a strong and vibrant com-
munity of professional leaders. Through 
their alliance, the Equality Federation, 
these leaders are building a movement 
of connected activists in every corner  
of the U.S. 

Change happens from the ground up, 
not the top down. Federation members 
lead that groundbreaking change. Every 
day, state leaders organize rallies and town  
hall meetings, meet with policymakers, 
teach community workshops, urge people 
to vote, keep grassroots activists and 
equality supporters informed, speak  
to the media and train others to speak  
to the media, work in coalition with  
allies, and manage organizations, staff 
and coalitions. 

This is the work that brings change—
in a community, in a city, in a state. This 
is the work that leads to marriage equality  
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Equality Federation: 
% 50
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0

Decade founded as a 501(c)(3) nonprofit

1980s 1990s 2000s

49%

34%

17%

Full-Time Part-Time

Total Staff Volunteers

46189

6,509235

Total number of full- and part-time staff 
members and volunteers in 2007
(All organizations combined)

The data provided here on statewide
LGBT advocacy organizations is from
the 2007 State of the States Report, a survey 
assessing the capacity of state-based LGBT 
advocacy organizations, co-authored by the 
Equality Federation Institute and the Movement 
Advancement Project. The 2007 edition of the 
report analyzes data on 46 state-based groups  
in 39 states. Access the full report and find 
updates on statewide news by visiting www.
equalityfederation.org. The 2008 State of the 
States Report will be available in December.



high equality medium equality low equality

Based on the presence or absence of pro-LGBT policies  
and laws regarding hate crimes, nondiscrimination and 
relationship recognition  

LGBT Legal equality in the US
Provided by the Movement Advancement Project

equality, to developing community  
board leadership.

Leaders also participated in strategy 
sessions to set the direction for their  
collective work as the Federation. 
Together they are creating an Equality 
Agenda that will be a national map for 
achieving equality state by state. They 
will continue to speak nationally in sup-
port of transgender community members 
who continue to face disproportionately 
high unemployment rates and hate crimes. 

Justice demands an end to discrimina- 
tion, intolerance, and inequality. Achieving  
justice for LGBT Americans requires strong  
leaders on the ground in every state. Every  
time we change policy in one state, we 
make an impact on another state. Every 
time we help one leader reach her or  
his potential, we have strengthened our  
national movement. As state and Fed-
eration leaders, we are united not only 
in our vision for equality but also by 
our support for each other’s efforts to 
achieve that vision.

and family protections, ensures that 
LGBT people have equal access to jobs 
and housing, makes anti-gay hate crimes 
unacceptable, and demands schools that 
are safe for all students. This is the work 
that changes policies, laws and history.

This work is happening in every  
American neighborhood. From marriage 
equality in Massachusetts and California 
(where we won the right to marry, then lost  
it, and now must win it back) where Mass 
Equality and Equality California have led 
years of organizing and education efforts, to 
transgender education in Tennessee, where 
Tennessee Transgender PAC organizes  
unceasingly. From Alabama, where Equality  
Alabama used public marriage and hate 
crimes debates to increase voter turnout, 
to Ohio, where Equality Ohio leads the 
community effort to end discrimination  
against LGBT workers. From Texas, where  
Equality Texas is organizing school district  
by school district for policies that protect 
LGBT youth, to Oregon, where Basic Rights  
Oregon successfully defeated attempts to 
overturn employment and family protections  
for LGBT citizens.

equality Federation forges connections  
between state leaders doing this important  
work, facilitating a peer-based network 
for leadership development that is the 
heart of the Federation model. Leaders  
use the network every day: actively 
seeking and sharing advice, materials, 
and strategies; participating in briefing 
calls with other LGBT leaders; requesting 
referrals to similarly situated organizations  
for problem-solving support. And they 
continue to meet annually to share, in 
person, the knowledge and expertise  
they have gained.

The Federation’s Summer Meeting is 
hosted by a different state group every 
year, and in the past decade has met in 
cities as diverse as New Orleans, Salt 
Lake City, Austin, Boston, Louisville and 
Albuquerque. In 2008, Equality Ohio 
hosted Federation members for a four-day  
meeting in Columbus. State leaders and 
allies presented workshops on topics 
ranging from messages that move the 
public, to the use of technology in orga-
nizing work, to supporting transgender 
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Making Change From The Ground Up
By Toni Broaddus, Executive Director, Equality Federation

Priority issues over the next five years
number of organizations (out of 39) that reported 
the following issues

Schools/Youth

Transgender Equality

Nondiscrimination/Civil Rights

Marriage

Hate Crimes

HIV/AIDS

Civil Unions/Domestic Partnerships

Adoption/Foster Care

21

17

15

21

20

1515

15

14

Median and average budgets

2004 2005 2006 2007

Median
Average

$ Thousands
$570

$200

$560

$260
$200

$300

$160

$390

Photographs courtesy  
equality Federation  

Annual Summer Meeting

Toni Broaddus



CynthiaOng Bridging the Gap
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languages and environments. After 
her early education in Sabah, Cynthia 
furthered her studies in Europe where 
she trained in hotel and catering manage-
ment. Armed with a “do whatever needs 
to be done” attitude, she learned to excel 
at everything from peeling potatoes and 
scrubbing floors, to the financial manage-
ment of large-scale enterprises. A return 
to the place where she grew up saw her 
pioneer and run three successful busi-
nesses, all while continuing to engage 
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By Martin Aveling

MALAYSIA Borneo

Sabah

A
As someone who spent her childhood 
surrounded by “winged, four-legged and 
finned creatures” while playing with her 
three brothers in the forests of Malaysian 
Borneo, it is perhaps no surprise that 
Cynthia Ong has dedicated much of her 
adult life to safeguarding the future of the 
animals and people who live and depend 
on this important region of the world.

She was born in Sabah, Malaysia, 
into a Chinese and Filipino family that 
naturally embraced different cultures, 

Cynthia Ong in the field
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deeply with community, social justice 
and environmental issues. 

Cynthia soon realized that her future 
was not in the commercial sector but 
in the nonprofit world. Further training 
abroad in facilitation and mediation led 
to three intense years working within the 
criminal justice system in the U.S. This 
experience led to her working for a more 
just and balanced world through change 
and transformation.

In 2005 Cynthia set up LEAP (Land 
Empowerment Animals People) to facili-
tate partnerships, projects and exchanges 
that provoke sustainable ecological 
co-existence. LEAP’s focus is on estab-
lishing shared visions and goals, building 
mutually transformative processes, and 
encouraging a spirit of shared responsi-
bility and accountability.

The Arcus Great Apes Program has 
supported LEAP since 2006 on various  
orangutan conservation projects in 
Malaysia, including habitat restoration, 
the facilitation of sustainable ecological 
development and the MESCOT commu-
nity-owned ecological camp. Arcus friend 
Martin Aveling had a chance to speak 
with Cynthia—who also served on the 
Arcus Great Apes Theory of Change Advi-
sory Committee—to learn more about the 
origins of LEAP and the important work  
it has undertaken. 

In a nutshell, what does LeAP  
aim to achieve?
LEAP aims to build partnerships between 
the global north and south, with a partic-
ular focus on linking the area of Borneo 
in Southeast Asia with the U.S. and, 
increasingly, Europe. LEAP was formed  
in response to requests for help from 
Sabah in late 2004 to bridge partnerships  
with the U.S. The interest and passion 
which this generated shaped the forma-
tion of LEAP, which was incorporated in 
the state of California in 2005 and later 
registered as a public charity. Since then 
it has grown from a one-woman entity 
to a board of four, an advisory group of 
twelve, and a team of nine. LEAP has 
helped give rise to 14 projects with  
about 30 partners, and raised around  
$3 million in funds.

What is LeAP trying to accomplish 
regarding the great apes?
LEAP’s goal is to widen and deepen the 
work of great ape protection by connect-
ing it to the larger conversations and 
efforts of land protection, conservation 
and community-based sustainability 
initiatives. We see these issues as deeply 
interrelated and believe that solutions 
have to be holistic. Currently we’re 
keenly interested in exploring the field of 
Payment for Ecosystem Services, to see 
how this can help us protect ecosystem 
integrity by restoring degraded areas and 
protecting forested areas within the great 
ape habitats.

Are there any partnerships you are 
particularly proud of?
I’ll always have a soft spot for MESCOT 
(Model Ecologically Sustainable Commu-
nity Conservation & Tourism), which was 
the first project we worked on. I visited 
the villages and was deeply moved by 
the commitment and dedication of the 
people. Listening to their voices was 
what caused me to ask myself if I could 
at least try to help such projects—which 
eventually led to the founding of LEAP. 
Their hard work and resilience year in/
year out still humbles and inspires me. 

What are the major challenges you 
encounter in doing what you do?
Conventional ways of thinking in conser-
vation are very restrictive. I believe that 
for real, significant change to happen, 

we have to move beyond putting out fires 
and into the creation of new, alternative  
systems that transform the way we work 
and interact. Old systems of donor and 
recipient dynamics need to evolve into 
true, equitable partnerships where a 
deeper exchange occurs. We need to 
reach beyond our own circles and com-
fort zones—to engage with everyone in 
all sectors—on the fundamental premise 
that every one of the 6.8 billion people 
on the planet has a stake in its sustain-
ability, and that all lives—even those that 
are different from ours—are precious.  
I believe that we can stay grounded in 
our core message and engage deeply 
with the forces that be to influence 
events and direction for us all.

So what does the future hold for you 
and for LeAP?
LEAP sees itself as a facilitator that helps 
create an open space for partnerships to 
crystallize when needs, visions, hopes 
and purpose converge. Our vision and 
purpose has been to bridge the gap, work 
from within the divide, and make con-
nections. Responding to need within the 
environment was how LEAP came into 
being, and I hope that we can continue 
to step up to this, whatever the need 
may be.

Read more about LEAP’s projects and 
philosophy at www.leapspiral.org.

Martin Aveling is a UK-based writer, conserva-
tionist and artist who has lived and worked in 
the Democratic republic of Congo and Kenya.

Site of the MeSCOT ecological camp  
in Sabah, Malaysia that will create a  

permanent economic development mechanism  
for orangutan habitat restoration
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Vietnam

When most people think of apes, they 
think of the great apes: gorillas, chim-
panzees, bonobos and orangutans. But 
gibbons are also apes, and they are 
threatened throughout their range in 
Southeast Asia. While apes can be found 
across the equatorial belt of Africa and 
in forested areas of Southeast Asia, the 
threats facing them are similar no matter 
where they are: deforestation, hunting 
and disease. To really address these 
threats, a multitude of strategies and 
approaches are required, from an inter-
national policy level down to the level of 
communities who live near the apes. 

It is one of the pleasures of my work 
as Director of the Arcus Great Apes  
Program that I need to travel  
to these different sites— 
to learn about what is  
being done to abate  
the threats, and to  
understand the  

area’s leadership and its capacity for conser- 
vation and managing natural resources. 

In April 2008 I traveled to Southeast 
Asia to visit projects in Vietnam, Malaysia,  
Indonesia and Myanmar. Despite the 
many similarities between countries, 
there are also enormous differences—
which is why a simple, global approach 
to conservation of apes or their habitat is 
unlikely to have any impact. It is essential  
to complement global approaches with 
field-based ones that focus on the specific  
issues at each site and the needs of 
people on the ground. 

My trip to see the Cao Vit gibbon in 
northern Vietnam was my first visit to 
this country. A 10-hour journey by car to 
this border region (with China) along the 
Quay Son River took us to the edge of the 
Cao Vit National Park. This is one of the 
poorest regions of Vietnam, where the 
primarily agricultural people cultivate crops  
within the generous valleys formed by the 
Quay Son River as it flows between the 
oddly formed limestone karst mountains. 
With thousands of people depending on 
its predictable flow, water is a critical 
and limited resource that is managed 
extremely carefully. 

It is an incredibly beautiful landscape,  
      peculiar in its sudden mountains  
                       jutting steeply out of the  
                           valleys and plummeting,  
                                     just as suddenly,  
                                   back into the  
                                    valley. There is 

no gradual increase in altitude and gradi-
ent—the hills go straight up and straight 
down. Our trek upward to find the Cao 
Vit gibbon was just as straight up and 
straight down. It also, unfortunately, 
came after a generous meal of pork stew 
and rice wine with rangers from a nearby 
village. The afternoon heat, combined 
with the alcohol and food, made the  
hills more challenging than perhaps  
they should have been. 

I trotted gamely behind the rangers as 
we made our way over the rocky slopes 
and into the increasingly dense forest, 
towards a ranger post in the center of 
the park. I was accompanied by Paul 
Insua-Cao and Nguyen The Cuong, both 
working for Fauna & Flora International 
(FFI), an international NGO that has 
worked with the Vietnamese Forest 
Protection Council and Forest Protection 
Department for many years. The rangers 
were all from the local villages around 
the park and had worked for several 
years to protect the park from deforesta-
tion, grazing by goats, and hunting of  
all species, including gibbons. 

As we moved deeper into the forest, 
our brief encounters with wildlife grew 
more frequent. A lovely little snake, of no 
variety I could identify, slithered across 
the stones in front of us. Numerous birds  
                          flitted through the  
                              forest, also unidenti- 
                                fied, since my  
                                   luggage—with 

Last spring, Annette Lanjouw, Director of the Arcus Great Apes Program, visited  
Southeast Asia to learn more about the people and programs protecting indigenous  
great apes and their habitat. Following is an account of her firsthand experience  
sighting the extraordinarily rare Cao Vit gibbon, of Vietnam.

Report from the Field: 

By Annette Lanjouw

Vietnam’s karst mountains
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its useful guidebooks—hadn’t made it to  
Hanoi. Late in the evening we approached  
the ranger post, a solidly built hut with a 
dirt floor, a few shelves, some mosquito 
netting and a large platform that could 
sleep at least 10 people neatly lined up 
in a row. A separate smaller platform, 
for a solitary sleeper, was off to one side. 
That, I was informed, would be my bed. 

The night was loud—both inside and 
outside the hut—a harmony of wildlife 
and snoring. Luckily, at 5 a.m. I noticed 
some movement from the collective 
platform, and Paul, Cuong, one of the 
rangers and I slipped out of our sleeping 
bags to go on the lookout for gibbons. 
We washed with bowls of rainwater and 
dressed as quickly and quietly as possible,  
then climbed through the pre-dawn  
darkness up the mountain behind the  
hut (straight up).

Once we reached the very top of the 
exposed limestone, we found an incred-
ible view of the entire park—and all the 
other steep, odd little mountains poking 
out of the mist. In all directions the for-
ested mountains spread. This is all that 
is left of the Cao Vit gibbons’ habitat. 
One of a subspecies of Eastern Black 
Crested gibbons (Nomascus nasutus 
nasutus), only an estimated 40 Cao Vit 
gibbons remain. FFI and the Vietnamese 
forest authorities are currently doing more 
extensive gibbon surveys to get a better 
idea of their distribution and population. 

Perched on top of the rocks, at the top  
of the world, we waited. Gibbons sing at  
sunrise. The males are highly territorial  
and their calls mark their territory. They  
sing in duets with females in their terri-
tory and notify other males,  

in other areas, of their presence. It is  
an indescribable song. Although there is 
enormous variation between species— 
and each can be identified by its song— 
it is also similar in that it is high-pitched 
and often ends in various trills that linger 
in the air as it fades. 

I knew the female Cao Vit was bright 
orange, with a white rim around her 
black face, and the male was completely 
black, but I had never seen or heard wild 
gibbons before. My ears were straining to 
pick up the slightest hint of a song, from 
however many valleys and mountains  
away. Nothing could prepare me for when  
a female suddenly started to sing from 
the valley right at our feet. 

And then we saw them—a small group  
(probably not more than five) swinging  
through the trees in typical gibbon 
fashion, with wild brachiation and leap-
ing from branch to branch at incredible 
speed. As the female sang her trilling, 
high notes, a male responded  
from a valley further away.  
All the hairs stood up on  
my neck. This is what  
makes a primatologist  
like myself utterly and  
completely delighted.  
Whether we were  
there or not, I thought,  
these beautiful,  
wild animals  
were living their  
natural lives in  

freedom and relative calm. A half hour 
later, without noticing us, they were gone. 

The threats to these animals are local 
and are tied inextricably to the human 
need to survive. People are dependent 
on the land for survival—they have no 
extras. The regular flooding of the river, 
the fertilization of fields by their domestic 
animals, the firewood for cooking and 
construction…these are absolute basic 
needs. Yet the forests are limited, fragile, 
and are becoming increasingly eroded 
through unwise use. 

The work that needs to be done is 
simple: develop thoughtful and culturally 
appropriate means to use resources sus-
tainably, helping people meet their needs 
without destroying the resource base on 
which they depend. We also need  
to build on the incredible capacity  
and knowledge—as well as the  
deep commitment to conservation— 
that already exists in the country.

Cao Vit gibbon

Vietnam
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Please welcome the following new staff 
members to the Arcus team:
n Catherine Gamba-Trimiño, Program Assistant 
Originally from Colombia, Catherine has worked 
on developing approaches to enable people to 
link conservation and economic development by 
exploring sustainable use of forest palms. Catherine 
assists the Great Apes Program from the UK office.
n Lucia Leandro Gimeno, Program Assistant 
Arcus’ newest team member, Lucia Leandro brings 
to the Foundation seven years of service to the 
LGBT community, including positions at the  
Audre Lorde Project, GLSEN and FIERCE!, where 
he served as a founding board member and  
co-chair of the Board of Directors.
n Jody West, Executive Assistant Jody comes to 
the Arcus Foundation from five years at Stonewall, 
an LGBT rights organization in London, where he 
served as Trusts and Foundations Manager. Previ-
ously, Jody volunteered and interned in the press 
offices at the United Nations Information Centre 
and Liberty, both in London. 

Grant Award Totals 
January 1, 2000 – September 30, 2008

Visit our website to  
see a recently updated 
summary of program 
areas and new  
program guidelines.

Grand Total Awarded

Geri, an orangutan at Center for Great Apes

Arcus Great Apes Program

Arcus LGBT Program

Special Opportunities

Total awarded to organizations 
in the State of Michigan

$40,685,536

$50,062,019

$36,514,886

$25,356,734

$127,262,441
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