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Zoos have evolved over time from symbols of power and pres-
tige of the early rulers, to institutions for education and

research, to powerful businesses, and ultimately to a beacon of
hope in a world facing alarming rates of extinction. Yet to some,
zoos have always been and continue to be prisons where other-
wise healthy animals waste away inside depressing enclosures, fac-
ing a lifetime of neglect. These critics will need a lot of convinc-
ing to believe that zoos can be beneficial to animals. People can
learn more about the fears of critics and the future of zoos by trac-
ing their evolution over time.

History of Zoos
Wild animals have been displayed in captivity for thousands of
years. According to most sources the first known zoos were large
collections of animals assembled in Egypt around 2500 B.C. Exotic
wild animals were captured on expeditions, then displayed in cap-
tivity by early rulers as symbols of wealth and power. In 1500 B.C.
Queen Hatshepsut of Egypt built a zoo, and about five hundred
years later the Chinese emperor Wen Wang constructed the
Garden of Intelligence—an enormous zoo that sprawled over 1,500
acres (607ha). Later many smaller zoos were founded by rulers in
northern Africa, India, and China to show off the strength and
riches of the current regime.

Studies also show that the Romans kept wild animals in cap-
tivity and sent them into battle in bloody public spectacles. Lions,
bears, elephants, and other creatures were forced to fight to the
death in public arenas to the cheers and shouts of onlookers.

The birth of the modern zoo did not happen until 1828, when
the London Zoo dedicated itself to the study of captive wildlife
in London. The success of the London Zoo set off a wave of sim-
ilar establishments, including the first zoological garden in
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Melbourne, Australia, and the New York City Zoo. In 1889 the
U.S. Congress established the National Zoo for the purpose of
breeding native wildlife.

Zoos Today
Today there are more than four hundred professionally managed
zoos across the globe. In addition, there are thousands of roadside
menageries and petting zoos. Every year more than one hundred
million people visit a zoo in the United States, generating mil-
lions of dollars of revenue. Studies show that 98 percent of
Americans have visited a zoo at least once in their lifetime.

Most major zoos in the United States are accredited by the
Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA.) The AZA is the driv-
ing force of zoo advancement and requires that all members adhere
to strict animal care standards. In addition, all AZA-accredited
zoos must pursue the tenets of education, research, and conserva-
tion. While many zoos of the past merely strived to be entertain-
ing, today’s zoos have evolved into a greater role, educating the
public about different species of animals and enticing them to
take part in conservation efforts.

Today’s zoos certainly differ greatly in appearance from zoos of
the past. Visitors to zoos can recognize major changes in zoo
exhibits. For the most part, small concrete cages have evolved
into large habitat enclosures more reminiscent of each animal’s
natural environment. The San Diego Zoo, for example, is a pio-
neer in building “cageless” exhibits and features many different
animals and plants in the same exhibit that would be found side
by side in nature, such as the zoo’s simulated Asian rain forest,
Tiger River. On the other side of the country, the Bronx Zoo’s
Congo Gorilla Rainforest sprawls over 6.5 acres (2.6ha) and grows
thick with trees, bamboo, and other lush landscape. This exhib-
it is home to more than fifty-five wildlife species and twenty west-
ern lowland gorillas. 

Some zoos have even made changes to the types of animals they
will house in their exhibits. The Philadelphia Zoo, for example,
has decided to close its elephant exhibit, as elephants are not suit-
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ed for cooler climates, and the Bronx zoo is also phasing out its
elephant exhibit.

Animal welfare advocates, however, argue that zoos will never
be suitable homes for wild animals and keeping them in captivi-
ty is never in the animal’s best interest. They claim that most zoo

Introduction   9

Zoos help animals like the bald eagle get off the Endangered
Species List.
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animals still reside in outdated exhibits that are far smaller than
their natural habitats, resulting in repetitive, stereotypical behav-
iors called “zoochosis,” such as pacing, swinging, and rocking.
Animal welfare advocates argue that this repetitive, apparently
senseless behavior indicates neurosis or even insanity, and is caused
by loneliness, frustration, stress, and psychological and habitat dep-
rivation.

Zoos of Tomorrow
Most zoo experts contend that as plants and animals continue to
die off at alarming rates, zoos will grow in importance as centers
for conservation. Many zoo supporters argue that zoos are the only
beacon of hope in the race against extinction. According to reports
from the World Conservation Union, human activity threatens
99 percent of all species. Another study says that a quarter of the
world’s plant and vertebrate animal species will face extinction
by 2050.

The zoo community already celebrates several conservation
success stories, including the reemergence of the California con-
dor, black-footed ferret, American alligator, grizzly bear, and wild
bison. There are also success stories for the Guam rail, Przewalski’s
horse, scimitar-horned oryx, and Spix’s macaw. Zoo supporters
contend that many other species can be saved from extinction by
captive breeding inside zoos.

Many animal welfare advocates, however, argue that conserva-
tion is just a guise to hide the real nature of zoos as profit-driven
organizations. They note that animals bred in captivity are rarely
returned to the wild, and worse yet, some animals are the name-
less, faceless victims of the zoo “business” which often ends up
with more animals than it can care for. Some of the “surplus” ani-
mals are killed by zoo management in “cullings,” while others are
sold to animal dealers, research laboratories, poorly managed road-
side zoos, or canned hunting ranches.

Can animals live a happy and healthy life inside zoo walls, or
should they live in the wild? Will zoos be able to transform them-
selves to respond humanely to global extinctions, or are zoos sim-
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ply an idea whose time is gone? The potential consequences that
zoos hold for the welfare of animals is one of the topics explored
in this book. In the following excerpts from magazine articles, edi-
torials, books, and other sources, the authors debate the merit of
zoos and their evolving role in our world. This book also features
several resources to help readers understand the controversy sur-
rounding zoos and animal welfare, including organizations to con-
tact, a list of additional articles and books on the subject, and a
list of facts about the topic. The appendix “What You Should
Know About Zoos and Animal Welfare” offers advice to help read-
ers conduct their own research, form an opinion, and take action.
With all these features, Issues That Concern You: Zoos and Animal
Welfare is a great place to start researching this controversial and
fascinating topic.

Introduction   11
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Animals in zoos are forced to live in artificial, stressful, and
boring conditions, according to the Captive Animals’
Protection Society (CAPS), an organization that campaigns
against keeping wild animals in captivity. Zoo enclosures
rarely match each animal’s natural environment, forcing
species that would travel hundreds of miles a day in the wild
into small enclosures. Many zoo animals are so bored and
unhappy that they exhibit stereotypical behaviors includ-
ing needless pacing, swaying, rocking, and self-mutilation.
In addition, important social relationships between animals
are destroyed as zoos trade or sell animals. According to the
CAPS, wild animals need to live where they can exhibit
natural behaviors—in the wild.

Worldwide there are probably more than 10,000 zoos, with
hundreds of thousands of animals held captive.

Zoos are a relic of a bygone age—a Victorian concept which,
as our knowledge of the animal kingdom grows, becomes even less
palatable. 

An increasing number of people are concerned about keeping
wild animals captive. So zoos claim they are on a greater mission

12
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Animals Suffer in
Captivity

The Captive Animals’ Protection Society, “Sad Eyes and Empty Lives: The Reality of Zoos,”
www.captiveanimals.org, 2006. Reproduced by permission.

Zoos_ITCY_v5.qxd  11/5/07  5:31 PM  Page 12



than simple entertainment: for conservation, education and
research. Zoos now favour terms like ‘wildlife park’ or even ‘sanc-
tuary’.

The Captive Animals’ Protection Society [CAPS] is totally
opposed to the incarceration of animals and believes that zoos
misinform rather than educate, and further, divert funds from pos-
itive conservation. Animals remain threatened or are even driv-
en to extinction, whilst precious resources are drained away on
expensive, high-profile breeding projects with no serious hope of
success.

Sad Eyes and Empty Lives
In the wild, animals react to their surroundings, avoiding preda-
tors, seeking food and interacting with others of their species—
doing what they have evolved for. Consequently, even what might
seem ‘larger’ or ‘better’ enclosures may be completely impover-
ished in terms of the animals’ real needs.

Frustration and boredom are commonplace amongst animals
in zoos and can lead to obsessive and repetitive behaviours in the
form of pacing, swaying, and even self-mutilation. This is known
as stereotypic behaviour and such pointless, repetitive movements
have also been noted in people with mental illnesses. With noth-
ing to do, animals in zoos go out of their minds. Disturbed mater-
nal behaviour may involve over-grooming and the rejection or
killing of young.

Studies by Oxford University scientists found that lions in zoos
spend 48% of their time pacing and 40% of elephants performed
stereotypic behaviours.

Even diets are unnatural, with zebras in zoos becoming over-
weight as the grass they are given is higher in calories than the
grasses of the African savannah. The resulting obesity can affect
fertility.

CAPS have filmed adult gorillas in zoos repeatedly eating their
own vomit. A gorilla biologist, who studied wild gorillas in Rwanda
with the late Dian Fossey, told CAPS: “I have never seen wild
gorillas perform R&R (regurgitate and re-ingest, as it’s known in
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the zoo world, being such a well known by-product of captivity)
and I have never spoken to anyone who has. In fact, I have never
seen a wild gorilla vomit.”

Some animals suffer such serious behavioural problems in
zoos that they are given anti-depressants, tranquillisers and anti-
psychotic drugs to control their behaviours.

Zoos often refer to the animals they confine as being ‘ambas-
sadors’ of their species, but just what message does it give when
we see animals in such unnatural conditions, displaying disturbed
behaviours?

The Longest Life Sentence
Space in zoos rarely, if ever, matches the animals’ natural range.
Animals who would naturally roam for tens of miles a day tread
the same few paces daily. Some of the fastest animals on earth live
in pens so small that they could not gather pace to a trot, let alone
full speed.

A study published by CAPS revealed that enclosures in UK
[United Kingdom] zoos and safari parks are on average 100 times
smaller than the minimum home range in the wild for the ani-
mals they contain.

Another study of zoos worldwide found that lions and other big
cats have 18,000 times less space in zoos than in the wild, and that
figure rises to one million times less space for captive polar bears.

For fifteen hours a day, many animals may be shut away in their
night quarters with even less room to move.

Some zoo enclosures prevent the inmates from enjoying even
their most basic behavioural repertoire including exercise and
social interaction. Birds are virtually stripped of their most pre-
cious gift, flight, often able to do little more than flutter their
wings. Consequently, birds in zoos are prone to arthritis and osteo-
porosis.

However, it is not just a matter of space, but also the quality of
the environment.

Chimpanzees are our closest relatives in the animal kingdom,
their intelligence is universally accepted, but they exchange the

14 Zoos and Animal Welfare
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infinite possibilities of the forest for little more than playground
climbing frames which would not keep a human child occupied
for hours, let alone years.

Reptiles need complex thermal ranges, variation in humidity,
special phases of light and other factors that may seem difficult
for us to appreciate as humans.

Zoos rarely have the numbers to match the natural social inter-
action of herd animals. And when animals do find company, their
world may be torn apart when cage mates are sold or become excess
to requirements.

Animals Suffer in Captivity   15
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Solitary and shy animals are often in enclosures with viewing
from all sides, and even a window in the night quarters as well. A
study of gorillas in Belfast Zoo found that when there were more
visitors the gorillas displayed “more behaviours suggestive of agi-
tation, such as repetitive rocking, group-directed aggression and
self-grooming.”. . .

16 Zoos and Animal Welfare

Animals bonding with their handlers in zoos is seen by some
as a sign of the lack of activity animals experience in zoos.
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Zoos Today
Zoos claim that seeing a live wild animal gives an unparalleled
appreciation of the power and wonder of nature, but what are they
really showing us?

TV wildlife programmes have ensured that our understanding
of these animals extends beyond these pathetic exhibits. Indeed,
CAPS believes school trips to zoos leave children with a distort-
ed view of wildlife. A study of zoo visitor attitudes found that after
people saw animals in zoo enclosures that were highly artificial
they had “a significantly greater negativistic and dominionistic
attitude to animals.”

Signs on zoo enclosures can often give little information, or
even incorrect details. A CAPS study of public aquaria in the UK
found that 41% of the individual animals on display had no signs
identifying their species—the most basic of information.

Studies have shown that most visitors spend less than three
minutes looking at each exhibit, and sometimes as little as eight
seconds.

We don’t need to be wealthy to see animals in the wild. Wildlife
is all around us, whether we live in a city or the countryside. From
birds in the garden to badgers and deer in the woodland, we can
all explore wildlife in its natural habitat with as little—or as
much—effort as we want to put in.

Zoos claim that they afford people the opportunity to see some-
thing that many will never see in the wild. This is true; we will
have to make do with books, magazines and television. However,
can a few minutes of entertainment ever justify the tragedy of the
disturbed behaviours and suffering we have outlined?

Animals Suffer in Captivity   17
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Like most top zoos in the United States, the Philadelphia
Zoo features state-of-the-art animal exhibits and cutting-
edge health care. In addition to caring for the safety and
physical well-being of its animals, the zoo also facilitates
programs that nurture psychological health. According to
the zoo’s Web site, animals are placed in social environ-
ments that closely mimic their relationships in the wild,
and they have opportunities to engage in many natural
behaviors. The zoo also provides ample enrichment oppor-
tunities for exploration and novelty. The Philadelphia Zoo
is one of the world’s most renowned zoological societies and
gardens, drawing more than 1.1 million visitors a year.

18
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Animal siblings playing in a zoo environment can help ensure
their psychological as well as physical health.
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Elephants should not be kept in zoos, according to In
Defense of Animals (IDA), an international association
dedicated to ending the exploitation and abuse of animals.
In the wild, zoo elephants usually walk up to 30 miles
(48km) a day, but in zoos, they are forced into small exhibits
where they suffer from resulting painful joint disorders, foot
infections, and digestive problems. Zoos are also ill equipped
to regard elephants’ fragile social relationships, trading ele-
phants to other zoos on a whim, or tearing babies from their
mothers at a young age. In addition, many zoo handlers still
use sharp “bullhooks” to force elephants into submission.
According to IDA, due to stress and health problems ele-
phants suffer in zoos, most zoo elephants live only half as
long as those in the wild.

Zoo officials work hard to convince the public that the ele-
phants in their care are happy and healthy. On the contrary,

most zoo visitors would be shocked to learn that many of the ele-
phants on display survive on a daily diet of painkillers and anti-
inflammatory medications to mask captivity-related ailments—
the direct result of inactivity from confinement in artificial and
restrictive zoo enclosures.

24

In Defense of Animals
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Elephants Do Not
Belong in Zoos

In Defense of Animals, “Save Elephants in Zoos (Inside Zoos),” www.helpelephants.com, 2006.
Reproduced by permission.
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Restricted Movement Results in Health Problems
and Premature Death 
Zoos cannot provide the vast acreage necessary to accommodate
elephants’ need to walk. As the world’s largest land mammal, ele-
phants are designed for almost constant movement, and wild ele-
phant herds easily travel over thirty miles a day on soft soil and
varied terrains. Elephants in zoos, by contrast, spend their entire
lives inactive in tiny enclosures, standing on concrete or hard
compacted dirt. As a result, they suffer extremely painful arthrit-
ic and degenerative joint disorders and recurrent foot infections,
as well as digestive problems. With all the stress and illness ele-
phants suffer in zoos, it is no surprise that they live only about half
as long as wild elephants. Elephants in the wild can live to be sev-
enty years or older. According to the AZA [Association of Zoos
and Aquariums], elephants in U.S. zoos die on average at thirty-
four years old.

Elephants Do Not Belong in Zoos   25
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Psychological Deterioration
Neurotic behaviors are common consequences of severe confine-
ment. Neurotic reactions can take the form of rocking or sway-
ing, head nodding, and other repetitive motions. Sadly, many zoos
still use force and dominance to manage elephants. Historically
elephants have been managed through coercive force, such as
chaining for prolonged periods and use of “bullhooks” and elec-
trical hotshots. Chaining has a direct correlation to neurotic
behavior in elephants.

The bullhook, also called an ankus, is a tool used to punish
and control elephants. The handle is made of wood, metal, plas-
tic, or fiberglass, and there is a sharp steel hook at one end. Both
ends inflict damage. The trainer uses the hook to apply varying
degrees of pressure to sensitive spots on the elephant’s body, caus-
ing the elephant to move away from the source of discomfort.
The thickness of an elephant’s skin ranges from one inch across
the back and hindquarters to paper-thin around the mouth and
eyes, inside the ears, and at the anus. Their skin appears decep-
tively tough, but in reality it is so delicate that an elephant can
feel the pain of an insect bite. A bullhook can easily inflict pain
and injury on an elephant’s sensitive skin. Trainers often embed
the hook in the soft tissue behind the ears, inside the ear or
mouth, in and around the anus, and in tender spots under the
chin and around the feet.

Infant Mortality
Programs to breed elephants in captivity have largely failed, with
high infant mortality rates and the premature shut down of most
female elephants’ reproductive systems. Without the complex
social network that sustains elephants in the wild, new elephant
mothers in captivity are ill-equipped to nurture infants causing
many of them to die. Inexperienced mothers would normally learn
from other females in the family herd, who help ensure the infant’s
survival. Zoos cannot begin to accommodate these vital social
structures.

26 Zoos and Animal Welfare
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Incompatible Climates
Zoos in cold climates pose additional health threats to elephants,
who originate from the warm, temperate regions of Africa and Asia.
Cold winters force elephants indoors for months at a time, into
cramped enclosures that are even smaller than their inadequate
outdoor areas. Forced indoors, elephants stand on concrete surfaces
in their own urine and feces, which can lead to foot infection.

Broken Families
Zoos simply are not suited to meeting elephants’ social needs. In
the wild, elephants live in complex societies made up of extend-
ed family members led by a mature matriarch. Female elephants
stay with the herd their entire lives, and males do not leave the
family until around fourteen years of age, always maintaining rich
relationships with other bulls and females. In stark contrast, some
elephants in zoos actually live in solitary confinement. Those ele-
phants lucky enough to bond with another elephant in a zoo suf-
fer when that friendship is disregarded by common zoo animal-
swapping programs. Zoos shuffle elephants around like pieces of
furniture with little to no regard for their feelings.

Devastation, Not Conservation
Zoos falsely claim that exhibiting elephants is part of a conserva-
tion effort to ensure the species’ survival. In fact zoos actually con-
tribute to the problem elephants face by abducting young ele-
phants from their families in the wild to be put on display. True
conservation involves protection of the natural habitat of ele-
phants in Africa and Asia and strict anti-poaching efforts.

28 Zoos and Animal Welfare
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Today’s elephants are happy and healthy in zoos, according
to the Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA), a non-
profit organization dedicated to the advancement of zoos
and aquariums in the areas of conservation, education, sci-
ence, and research. According to the organization, elephants
in AZA-accredited zoos exemplify excellent overall health
and foot health. Many zoos have greatly expanded and
upgraded their elephant exhibits, while others plan to do
so in the near future. Furthermore, zoo elephants are in capa-
ble hands, as zoo elephant keepers average more than ten
years of experience and exhibit outstanding knowledge of
their charges. With more than two hundred accredited mem-
bers, the AZA is North America’s largest zoo organization.

Comments filed [in December 2006] by the Association of
Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) with the United States

Department of Agriculture (USDA) reveal new data that demon-
strates elephants in accredited zoos are in very good health.

“Anti-zoo extremists should call off their orchestrated attacks
against zoos. The facts are indisputable—elephants in accredited
zoos are thriving,” said AZA Executive Director Kristin Vehrs.
“AZA-accredited zoos care for more than 280 elephants across

29

Elephants Are Thriving
in Zoos
The Association of Zoos and Aquariums
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Association of Zoos and Aquariums, “Zoo Elephants Thriving,” www.aza.org, December 12, 2006.
Copyright © 2006 Association of Zoos and Aquariums. All rights reserved. Reproduced by permission.
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North America. We have compelling data to show that AZA’s
mandatory Standards for Elephant Care and Management are
working. The elephant population in AZA-accredited zoos is
healthy.”

Elephants in AZA-Accredited Zoos Are in Very
Good Health
The AZA elephant survey results show, without any doubt, that
the overall health and foot health of these elephants is excellent
and that the AZA Elephant Standards for Management and Care
are resulting in improvements to the care and condition of ele-
phants in AZA-accredited institutions. On a 10-point scale, with

30 Zoos and Animal Welfare
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10 indicating the highest level of overall health, the average score
for 284 elephants in AZA-accredited-institutions was 8.74.

Elephant Exhibits Are Improving
Over 40 AZA facilities have committed to expand and upgrade
their facilities over the next 5 to 10 years to hold larger social
groupings and focus on improved long-term reproductive success
in the elephant population. Twenty-one AZA accredited zoos
have significantly upgraded or completely rebuilt their elephant
facilities in the last 10 years and three of these zoos built new facil-
ities that brought elephants to their collections either for the first
time or for the first time in more than ten years. Five AZA ele-
phant holding institutions moved elephants out of their collec-
tions, primarily because they believed that they did not have the
resources to commit to effective long-term elephant management.

AZA-Accredited Zoos Have Significant Elephant
Expertise
The survey showed that the 78 AZA elephant holding facilities
(out of a possible 80) that responded to the survey employ an aver-
age of 4.89 full-time equivalents (FTE) in elephant care staff total-
ing 382 FTEs. Each FTE represents an average of 11.3 years of
experience working with elephants, which taken together repre-
sents over 3,880 years of current elephant expertise.

Public support for zoos is also strong. A recent Harris Interactive
poll revealed that 95 percent of Americans said that seeing ele-
phants in real life helps people appreciate elephants more and
encourages people to learn more about them. That same poll
showed that 85 percent thought zoo visits encourage people to
donate money or time to conservation programs that help pro-
tect animals.

Elephant Conservation
AZA-accredited zoos are meeting the conservation test. When
people visit an accredited zoo, they are supporting more than 85

Elephants Are Thriving in Zoos   31
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elephant conservation projects in Asia and Africa, including field-
based training, habitat restoration, reduction of human-elephant
conflict and community-based initiatives.

“Based on the health of the animals, based on major invest-
ments in new facilities, based on the collective expertise of more
than 1,000 dedicated professionals, and based on significant con-
tributions to elephant conservation, AZA-accredited zoos are pro-
viding outstanding care for elephants,” added Vehrs. “If extrem-
ist groups really care about elephants, they should join AZA in
supporting elephant conservation in the wild.”

Founded in 1924, the Association of Zoos and Aquariums
(AZA) is a nonprofit organization dedicated to the advancement
of zoos and aquariums in the areas of conservation, education, sci-
ence, and recreation. Look for the AZA logo whenever you visit
a zoo or aquarium as your assurance that you are supporting a facil-
ity dedicated to providing excellent care for animals, a great expe-
rience for you, and a better future for all living things. With its
more than 200 accredited members, the AZA is a leader in glob-
al wildlife conservation, and your link to helping animals in their
native habitats.
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Animal sanctuaries are far better suited for elephants than
zoos, according to the Elephant Sanctuary in Tennessee,
the nation’s largest natural-habitat refuge for endangered
elephants. Unlike zoos, elephant sanctuaries offer an abun-
dance of space for the optimal levels of elephant health and
activity. Sanctuaries also provide nurturing, permanent
homes for elephants, unlike zoos, which transfer elephants
to other locations, separating them from family members
and dismantling their complex social relationships.
Furthermore, standards for the Association of Zoos and
Aquariums (AZA) are no indication of health and well-
being, as they allow for elephants to be chained for up to
twelve hours at a time. The Elephant Sanctuary in
Tennessee utilizes more than 2,700 acres (1,093ha), where
elephants are not required to perform or entertain for the
public; instead, they are encouraged to live like elephants.

Elephants are physically vigorous, long-lived, intelligent mam-
mals. Female elephants maintain the most complex and exten-

sive social network of any mammal studied. The basic social unit
is the cow/calf herd of 9 to 11 members. Female elephants never
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leave their family herd. In the absence of human predation and
drought, wild elephants can expect to live to the age of 65 or so.

Most elephants in captivity, including AZA zoos, are held in
unnaturally small groups of unrelated adults.

Most AZA elephants do not breed successfully. Those calves
born in zoos face an uncertain future. Of 11 African elephant
calves born in AZA zoos since 1998, only 3 were alive as of June
2003. Of 5 Asian elephants born in the 12 months preceding June
2003, 3 are already dead.

Although zoo elephants are free from drought and human pre-
dation, elephants in AZA zoos are usually dead by age 38.

If present trends continue, AZA experts predicts only 5 Asian
zoo elephants will be alive in 2049.

Two elephants frolic in a nine-foot-deep pond at a sanctuary
in Tennessee. The chief difference between zoos and animal
sanctuaries is that in sanctuaries, the animals have more
space to wander.
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Space Matters
A female elephant herd’s home range covers huge spaces through
which it moves to forage and browse for food, minerals, and water
and to seek social contact with related herds. Wild elephants walk
for miles everyday yet require only about four hours of sleep a day.

AZA mandates 75 square meters of indoor space and 252 square
meters of outside space for two elephants. In the wild, home ranges
of female African elephant herds, for example, vary from 15 to 50
square kilometers.

Let’s do the math: in the wild, a modest elephant home range
is 15 square kilometers or 15,000,000 square meters (1 square kilo-
meter equals 1,000,000 square meters). In comparison, AZA’s
acceptable barn space for two elephants is about 200,000 times
smaller than the space elephants would chose for themselves.
AZA’s outside yard space is about 60,000 times smaller than the
smallest known elephant home range.

Not surprisingly, AZA elephants suffer from arthritis, foot rot,
and other orthopedic disabilities that often contribute to their
early deaths.

The Sanctuary is not another kind of zoo. We exist to provide
a nurturing, permanent home for elephants already caught up in
the web of captivity. Breeding our elephants to produce young
that will, in turn, face a lifetime in captivity with no hope of return
to the wild has no place in the Sanctuary.

AZA Accreditation Is No Guarantor of Elephant
Well-Being
AZA’s standards do not recognize or protect the lifelong bond
between elephant mothers and their female offspring, nor do they
acknowledge or protect relationships that AZA’s unrelated adult
female elephants have forged among themselves in their urgent
quest for satisfying social affiliation.

AZA’s standards permit elephants to be chained in their barns
for up to 12 hours every day, year round. The Sanctuary does not
permit chaining.

AZA’s standards allow keepers to hit elephants as “training.” The
Sanctuary believes that hitting an elephant is never justifiable.
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Elephants at the Sanctuary receive superior veterinary care from
professionals whose experience and credentials meet or exceed
AZA’s standards. The Sanctuary, like AZA zoos, has written emer-
gency protocols addressing safety and veterinary emergencies.

Safety for Animals and People
Since 1990, AZA has reported that elephants in their accredited
institutions have seriously injured 27 keepers, 5 of them fatally.
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The Sanctuary staff has never suffered a single serious injury or
fatality.

AZA standards discourage but do not prohibit elephant rides
and shows where the public comes into direct contact with the
animals. Sanctuary elephants never give rides, never put on shows,
and are never exposed to direct contact with visitors.

The Elephant Sanctuary supports research and conservation
efforts in Asia and permits noninvasive research at the Sanctuary.
The Elephant Sanctuary’s educational programs for children and
live online video are unparalleled.

Like many AZA zoos, the Sanctuary is a private not-for-profit
institution depending on charitable giving and grants for its pro-
gramming. . . .

The Sanctuary provides its elephants a permanent home in a
large, natural environment where they are free to build lives they
choose for themselves with the support of expert veterinarians,
experienced staff, and loyal Sanctuary members.
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Elephants do not necessarily enjoy a greater quality of life
in animal sanctuaries as opposed to zoos, argue Michael
Hutchins and William Conway, who work for the
Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) Department of
Conservation and Science. While zoos are governed by strict
AZA regulations, animal sanctuaries must only comply with
the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) stan-
dards, which are far less stringent. In addition, many sanc-
tuary elephants are not allowed to breed, which, according
to biologists, is important for social bonds. Finally, most ani-
mal sanctuaries have no long-term plans for income and
revenue, which jeopardizes their ability to provide a healthy
quality of life for their wards. Ultimately, despite the fact
that many animal sanctuaries provide more space, bigger
does not necessarily mean better.

AZA [Association of Zoos and Aquariums] institutions con-
stantly review the status of their animal collections and facil-

ities and it is every director’s prerogative to determine which ani-
mals are appropriate for their facility at any given time and which
are not. However, a common thread running through many of the
media reports and in quotes from animal activists is that elephants
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would be “better off” living in these sanctuaries than in any AZA
accredited zoo. This implies that the quality of animal care at
these sanctuaries is better than it is at accredited zoos. It also
implies that, within their respective categories, sanctuaries and
zoos are all of similar quality. But is this really true? Absolutely
not! . . .

Bigger, Not Better
[Many] elephant sanctuaries . . . offer hundreds of acres of space
through which elephants can roam. In contrast, elephants at some
urban zoos are maintained in considerably smaller areas (one acre
or less) and therefore have little opportunity for exercise or social
benefits that come from larger group sizes. However, this is chang-
ing. While many AZA facilities cannot offer the same amount of
space as the two sanctuaries in question [in Hohenwald, TN, and
San Andreas, CA], they are still quite large and complex. There
are also many zoos that have new elephant facilities in the works,
some of which are multi-acre.

While space may be important for elephants, there are no sci-
entific studies that can assist us in determining either the mini-
mum or optimum amount of outdoor space required for captive
elephants. It is important to note, however, that bigger does not
always imply better. There are many other factors that must be
considered, including enclosure complexity and environmental
enrichment, group size and composition, training, safety, veteri-
nary care, nutrition, and so forth, when evaluating the quality of
any elephant management program.

Lack of Breeding
Elephant sanctuaries typically do not breed animals or transfer
them to other facilities for the purposes of genetic management.
Most animals going to sanctuaries are on a one-way trip and will
remain there for the rest of their lives. This is consistent with a
sanctuary’s sole focus on individual animal welfare.

In contrast, the focus of AZA and its members is both on the
welfare of individuals and the population as a whole, both in zoos

40 Zoos and Animal Welfare

Zoos_ITCY_v5.qxd  11/5/07  5:31 PM  Page 40



and in nature. Participation in programs such as Species Survival
Programs (SSP) may involve moving animals from one facility to
another, either temporarily or permanently. In AZA zoos, ele-
phants are seen as animal ambassadors, which play an important
role in supporting conservation of their cousins in the wild. This
is accomplished through a wide variety of activities, including
public education, professional staff training, research, technolo-
gy development, field conservation and fundraising.

Cooperative programs also control breeding so that populations
do not overshoot their available space. Such programs are thus seen
as contributing to professional and humane animal management
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and care, not detracting from them. Indeed, some biologists have
argued that family life is critical to elephant social well-being. Births,
such as those that recently occurred at Disney’s Animal Kingdom
and the San Diego Wild Animal Park, are known to have a pro-
found effect on adult behavior, often further cementing female social
bonds. Sanctuary elephants that are not allowed to breed will never
have these opportunities, and this could be seen as diminishing
their “welfare.”

Standards of Accreditation
Although licensed by the United States Department of
Agriculture’s (USDA’s) Animal and Plant Inspection Service
(APHIS) and their state wildlife agencies, the elephant sanctu-
aries are not accredited by AZA. This means that they are not
required to meet AZA accreditation standards, which are consid-
erably more detailed and comprehensive than USDA standards.
In addition, AZA established detailed Standards for Elephant
Management and Care in 2001 and updated them in 2003. Non-
members are not required to meet these standards, nor are they
obligated to maintain them over time.

Of particular interest to AZA’s Accreditation Commission is
the long-term financial stability of a zoological institution. Without
a predictable and reliable source of income, it is difficult or impos-
sible for any organization to provide proper long-term care for ani-
mals or to ensure the safety of their staff. This is an especially
important consideration for long-lived and potentially dangerous
animals, such as elephants. Like sanctuaries, most AZA zoos are
non-profit entities, but still have solid business plans to ensure
that they are not solely dependent on unpredictable “soft money”
donations. It is my opinion that sanctuaries, which are nearly
totally dependent on soft money, should be required to submit pro
forma annual operating expenses and projected revenue for the
next 5–10 years before receiving any additional elephants.

The sanctuaries in question have their own accrediting body—
The Association of Sanctuaries (TAOS). However, a review of
the TAOS web site provided no information on the accreditation
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process or how long accreditation lasts. In addition, no informa-
tion was available on the specific standards to which each TAOS
member is to be measured against.

Do the sanctuaries in question meet AZA standards? The sim-
ple fact is that we do not know about the quality of animal care
at these facilities because they are not accredited. This brings up
a whole series of critical questions:

If additional elephants are added to the sanctuaries, will the
facilities have sufficient staff to manage all of the animals appro-
priately and safely?

Are the keepers well trained and knowledgeable about elephant
management? (AZA elephant program managers are required to

Percentage of Zoo Animals That Are
Removed from Their Homes Each Year
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complete a certified Elephant Management course such as the one
offered by the AZA Schools for Zoo and Aquarium Professionals).

Is the veterinary staff experienced with elephants, or with treat-
ments of specific maladies that affect elephants, such as TB?

Are the care programs science-based? (e.g., one sanctuary’s vet-
erinary team includes an individual who prescribes “flower
essences” and claims to communicate telepathically with animals).

What kinds of on-site veterinary facilities are in place?
Are there procedures to deal with emergencies or natural or

human-caused disasters?
Can the elephants perform essential behaviors necessary for

proper management?
Is the facility financially stable now and into the future?
These are all examined in great detail during the AZA accred-

itation process, as they should be at any prospective elephant hold-
ing facility. Why are answers to these questions important? There
have been numerous cases where USDA licensed facilities, includ-
ing so-called “sanctuaries”, have degraded over time, on some
occasions necessitating removal of animals and/or closure of the
facility. Many animals have suffered as a result. . . .

Lingering Questions
Sanctuaries, like zoos, maintain animals in captivity, experience
the same challenges of day-to-day animal management and care,
need to engage in intensive fund-raising, and may support educa-
tion and conservation.

Space seems to be the key difference between the sanctuaries
in question and AZA-accredited zoos. How much space do cap-
tive elephants need for proper management? Unfortunately, there
is little scientific evidence to help guide us in such decisions.
Furthermore, it seems as if the media and public have seized on
this single factor in their comparisons of sanctuaries and zoos.
Chalk that up to good PR.

Zoos may find it difficult to compete with the perception of
animals roaming “freely” through hundred-acre enclosures.
However, I hope I made it clear that space is not the sole factor
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when evaluating the quality of an elephant management program.
The difference between having four or one hundred acres may
not be as critical to elephants as having social companionship,
effective environmental enrichment and quality nutrition and
veterinary care.

Until sanctuaries open themselves up for detailed peer-
evaluation through periodic accreditation there will be no way
to verify that their animal care programs, long-term financial
stability, staff numbers and expertise, facilities, safety procedures
and so forth meet professional standards. Nor will there be any
way to ensure that such standards will be maintained over time.

It may be desirable for AZA members to cooperate with quali-
fied sanctuaries. AZA has one accredited member sanctuary now
and there could be more in the future. Although many AZA zoos
maintain large numbers of geriatric animals and continue to pro-
vide them with quality care, it may be advantageous to have a place
to send such individuals to live out the remainder of their lives.

The real question is: which elephant sanctuaries meet profes-
sional standards of animal management and care? The quality of
care in non-AZA accredited facilities varies, sometimes widely.
It is not enough for individual facilities to pass USDA inspections
or to be “accredited” by TAOS, an organization that may be well
intentioned, but currently has no detailed standards or method
of enforcing them.

If the sanctuaries in question want to prove the quality and sta-
bility of their animal care programs, then I would encourage them
to apply for AZA accreditation. Currently, there is no higher stan-
dard of professional animal care and these standards can be expect-
ed to continually evolve over time. Alternatively, USDA APHIS
could adopt AZA’s standards for elephant management and care
and apply them to all elephant holding facilities as a condition of
licensing.
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Most zoos have a dirty little secret called “surplus animals,”
according to People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals
(PETA). When zoo animals grow up and are no longer the
cute, crowd-pleasing attractions they once were, they
become a burden instead of a source of income for zoos. In
other words, they become surplus animals. Surplus animals
are frequently sold to canned hunting ranches, where
hunters pay for the privilege of killing them. Often they are
sold to other zoos of questionable quality, to live out the rest
of their lives in neglect. Other times, they are simply killed
by the zoo itself. According to PETA, surplus animals are a
huge problem for zoos, and the situation stands to get worse
before it can get better.

Despite their professed concern for animals, zoos can more
accurately be described as “collections” of interesting “spec-

imens” than actual havens or simulated habitats (real homes).
Zoos teach people that it is acceptable to interfere with animals
and keep them locked up in captivity where they are bored,
cramped, lonely, deprived of all control over their lives, and far
from their natural homes.
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Virginia McKenna, who starred in the classic movie Born Free
and received an Order of the British Empire in 2003 for her work
in behalf of captive animals, says that her participation in Born
Free made her realize that “wild animals belonged in the wild, not
imprisoned in zoos. . . . Freedom is a precious concept, and wild
animals suffer physically and mentally from the lack of freedom
captivity imposes.”

Cost-Cutting Hurts Animals
Zoos vary in size and quality—from drive-through parks to small
roadside menageries with concrete slabs and iron bars. Although
more than 135 million people visit zoos in the United States and
Canada every year, most zoos operate at a loss and must find ways
to cut costs or add gimmicks that will attract visitors. The Wall
Street Journal reported that “nearly half of the country’s zoos are
facing cutbacks this year . . . [a]ttendance, meanwhile, is down
about 3% nationwide.”

Ultimately, animals are the ones who pay the price. Precious
funds that should be used to provide more humane conditions for
animals are often squandered on cosmetic improvements, such as
landscaping or visitor centers, in order to draw visitors.

Animals suffer from more than neglect in some zoos. Rose-Tu,
an elephant at the Oregon Zoo, suffered “176 gashes and cuts”
inflicted by a zoo handler wielding a sharp metal rod. Another
elephant, Sissy, was beaten with an ax handle at the El Paso Zoo.

The animals on exhibit are not the only ones who suffer. Most
zoos have an area that the public never gets to see, where rabbits,
rats, mice, baby chicks, and other animals are raised and killed to
provide food for the animals on display. According to one zoo vol-
unteer, killing methods include neck-breaking and “bonking,” in
which zookeepers place “feed” animals in plastic bags and slam their
heads against a hard surface to induce fatal head injuries. . . .

Born Free, Sold Out
Zoos continue to capture animals from the wild to put them
on public display. In 2003, the San Diego Wild Animal Park
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and Lowry Park Zoo captured 11 African elephants, a species
designated as threatened, from their natural habitats in
Swaziland. Experts, scientists, and researchers who study ele-
phants in the wild strongly opposed the capture, stating,
“Taking elephants from the wild is not only traumatic for them,
it is also detrimental to their health. . . . [W]e believe the
time has come to consider them as sentient beings and not as
so much money on the hoof to be captured and sold and dis-
played for our own use.”

Zoos are also pressuring the federal government to weaken the
Endangered Species Act to make it easier for them to capture and
import animals who are on the brink of extinction.

When Cute Little Babies Grow Up
Zoo babies are crowd-pleasers, but when they get older and
attract fewer visitors, many are sold or killed by zoos. Deer, tigers,
lions, and other animals who breed frequently are sometimes
sold to “game” farms where hunters pay for the “privilege” of
killing them; others are killed for their meat and/or hides. Other
“surplus” animals may be sold to circuses or smaller, more poor-
ly run zoos.

A chimpanzee named Edith is one example of a discarded zoo
baby who fell into the wrong hands. Born in the 1960s at the Saint
Louis Zoo, baby Edith was surely an adorable sight for visitors. But
just after her third birthday, she was taken from her family and
passed around to at least five different facilities, finally landing at
a Texas roadside zoo called the Amarillo Wildlife Refuge (AWR).
During an undercover investigation of AWR, PETA found Edith
in a filthy, barren concrete pit. She was hairless and had been liv-
ing on rotten produce and dog food. . . .

Another example involves Twiggs and Jeffrey, two giraffes born
at the Cape May County Zoo. When they got older, they were
sold by the zoo to a broker who subsequently sold them to a trav-
eling circus. The director of the Cape May County Zoo actually
admitted to seeing the animals’ pitiful living conditions in the
circus but did not have a problem with the situation.
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Zoos across the country sold animals to the now-closed New
Braunfels Zoo and continued to do so even after one of its own-
ers “quit in disgust at the animal neglect.” The director of an
Arizona zoo sold several exotic goats to a dealer who was known
to supply animals to trophy-hunting ranches.

Beyond Zoos
Ultimately, we will only save endangered species by preserving
their habitats and combating the reasons why they are killed by
people. Instead of supporting zoos, we should support groups like
the International Primate Protection League, the Born Free
Foundation, the African Wildlife Foundation, and other groups
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that work to preserve habitats. We should help nonprofit sanctu-
aries that are accredited by The Association of Sanctuaries, such
as the Elephant Sanctuary and the Performing Animal Welfare
Society. These sanctuaries rescue and care for exotic animals with-
out selling or breeding them.

With all the informative television programming, our access to
the Internet, and the relative ease of international travel, learn-
ing about or viewing animals in their natural habitats can be as
simple as a flick of a switch or a hike up a mountain. The idea of
keeping animals confined behind cage bars is obsolete.
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Zoos understand that surplus animals are a problem, and they
are actively taking steps to reduce the number of animals
that are sold to private dealers and poorly run roadside zoos,
according to Jesse Donahue and Erik Trump in their book
The Politics of Zoos. According to the authors, the American
Association of Zoological Parks and Aquariums (AAZPA)
launched intensive investigations and generated a detailed
report that estimated the number of animals that end up as
“surplus.” Ultimately, the AAZPA established guidelines
designed to prohibit the sale of zoo animals to dealers who
sell to canned hunting ranches and roadside zoos and also
to ensure that other unwanted animals are euthanized in a
safe and humane manner. According to the authors, these
recommendations and guidelines ensure that individual ani-
mals are both cared for and respected. Jesse Donahue and
Erik Trump are both associate professors of political science
at Saginaw Valley State University.

The AZA [Association of Zoos and Aquariums] enjoyed legal
and legislative successes during the 1990s, but it waged a

much more difficult war internally and in the public relations
arena over the continuing problem of how zoos disposed of their
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“surplus” animals. Zoos could proudly publicize their high stan-
dards of animal care, their conservation activities, and even their
successful breeding of endangered species, but they preferred to
keep silent about the fact that some of their unwanted animals
ended up dead or in the hands of incompetent caretakers. Animal
protectionists took every opportunity, however, to continue pub-
licizing this kind of animal “abuse” by zoos. Worse, concerned zoo
employees were going public about this dark side of the zoo, and
the AZA membership itself was divided about how to deal with
the issue. Slowly, the AZA developed a surplus animal policy, and
by the end of the decade it had begun to build some public cred-
ibility by lending visible support to efforts to restrict the private
ownership—and, by extension, abuse—of exotic pets.

Criticism of Zoos
As the decade opened, zoos again faced external and internal pres-
sure to address the surplus animal issue. Animal rights groups
began staging protests in front of zoos and aquariums and passing
out leaflets to build public awareness about the surplus problem.
The Friends of Animals, for example, sent the Oklahoma City
Zoo a leaflet titled “Zeroing in on Zoos” that it distributed out-
side of the zoos it picketed. All of its arguments against zoos focused
on the disposal of unwanted animals. The leaflet stated dramati-
cally that “almost every major zoo in the country is either con-
tributing to the problem or turning its back on it,” and it alleged
that even the prestigious San Diego Zoological Society sent a
Dybowski’s sika deer to a hunting ranch. In addition to confronting
protesters at their gates, zoos also faced internal criticism from
credible sources. In 1991, Donald Lindburg, the editor-in-chief of
Zoo Biology, wrote an editorial critical of the zoo surplus animal
problem, which Wagner distributed to the AAZPA board of
directors. It became difficult for the AAZPA to ignore the fact
that breeding programs were producing more animals than zoos
could exhibit and that the surplus animals were sometimes being
euthanized or sold to exotic animal dealers, eventually ending
up in the hands of private owners, roadside zoos, or even hunt-

52 Zoos and Animal Welfare

Zoos_ITCY_v5.qxd  11/5/07  5:31 PM  Page 52



ing ranches. The AAZPA had tackled the surplus issue in the
1970s and again in the 1980s, but it appeared to be a problem
with no easy solution.

Addressing the Problem
To address this growing problem, the AAZPA formed a surplus
animal fact-finding committee in 1990. The committee’s result-
ing report focused on the place of euthanasia in the dealing with
unwanted animals. The report illustrated at least some of the
AAZPA’s understanding of when euthanasia should be employed,
the uncertainty zoo members themselves felt about the issue, what
they thought they should do about the problem, the trouble that
zoos members had sympathizing with animal protection groups
on the issue, and their strategy for managing the public relations
difficulties that accompanied killing zoo animals.

The report confirmed that zoo animals were in fact ending up
as pets or on hunting ranches. Using ISIS data (an animal reg-
istry system for zoos), the authors calculated the number of ani-
mals “removed” from zoos. Although their estimates were rough,
because not all AAZPA accredited institutions participated in the
ISIS system, they indicated that as many as 5 percent of all zoo
animals were removed from their homes each year. Most of these
animals went to other zoos, but the authors concluded that a sig-
nificant number of animals ended up in the hands of private deal-
ers and individuals. On the basis of their findings, they made sug-
gestions for surplus animal guidelines that included increased
education about the issue and an agreement between each zoo
and those who took their animals. This agreement would control
what happened to the animals in subsequent transactions by pro-
hibiting the new owner from selling them to an inhumane research
program, allowing them to be hunted, or selling them to people
who were suspected of animal abuse. The report also offered rec-
ommendations about how zoos could keep most animals out of the
hands of private citizens and hunting institutions: use birth con-
trol, separate the sexes, give the animals to another qualified zoo,
sell to an accredited dealer, or give them to regulatory agencies for
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reintroduction. Although zoos hoped to send some animals back
to the wild, the authors did not anticipate being able to do this
often for “the next century or two.” There were a few animals
that fell into a “gray area” between pets and wildlife that the
report indicated might be confidently sold back to the public
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A rare white tiger cub plays in a public display area. The
American Association of Zoological Parks and Aquariums is
working to ensure that surplus animals are not sold to canned
hunting ranches and roadside attractions.

Zoos_ITCY_v5.qxd  11/5/07  5:31 PM  Page 54



through reputable animal dealers. As a last resort the report rec-
ommended using euthanasia, the most controversial method of
animal disposal.

Euthanasia for Surplus Animals
The report suggested conditions under which euthanasia might
be employed. Notably absent was the condition of an aggressive
temperament as had been the case for one of the Detroit Zoo’s
Siberian tigers. Instead, the recommendations centered on poor
health and population management. For example, the report
approved of euthanasia in the cases where “animals receiving med-
ical attention do not respond to treatment,” “animals cannot carry
out minimal biological functions,” or “animals [have] no realistic
chance of survival.” At the same time, it reminded its readers that
a commitment to saving species required preserving the gene pools,
which had to be “managed” so that the surplus animals whose
genes were redundant did not “deprive” other animals of a place
on the “captive-ark.” At least some of these euthanized animals
might make appropriate food for other animals in the facility.

The internal political problem, the report acknowledged, was
that not everyone within a given zoo supported euthanasia. The
report noted that, because zoo keepers often developed an “emo-
tional rapport” with the individual animals for which they cared,
they were particularly reluctant to approve of euthanasia. The
report noted that keepers agreed with euthanasia in theory as a
means to “manage genetic diversity,” but they often objected to
it in practice. As a result, the report recommended educating both
keepers and volunteers whose “sentimental involvement may be
even more of a motivation” for their job. As the Detroit tiger case
showed, unhappy zoo employees were more than a hypothetical
possibility.

In addition to identifying problems with zoos’ own employees,
the report detailed the public’s substantial resistance to euthana-
sia. Zoos unintentionally heightened the public’s emotional feel-
ings about animals with their “adopt an animal” fund-raising pro-
grams in the 1980s that encouraged citizens to believe that they
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owned a particular animal. Thus, the report recommended doing
away with these programs, “de-emphasizing individual animals and
. . . addressing species as a whole.” Doing so would help the pub-
lic, which the report described as “lack[ing] information and under-
standing of animals,” accept euthanasia. Animal enthusiasts, the
report continued, had “limited intellectual and ecological under-
standing of animals, with a very high humanistic attitude.”

In addition to taking away animals’ names and separating donors
from animals, the report also recommended an elaborate plan to
manage the potential public relations disaster lurking in every
euthanasia decision. It advised careful documentation of why a
particular animal was “surplus” through reference to its genetic
redundancy. Following that, it suggested gathering keepers and
other zoo professionals together for a meeting and handing out the
AAZPA surplus guidelines and other reference materials on
euthanasia. To head off criticism from public authorities such as
city councils, which often had governing authority over the ani-
mals, the report recommended “stressing the risks of disposing . . .
surplus animals to unqualified recipients and the negative long-
range effects of excessive birth control upon the survival of endan-
gered species.” In short, the report recognized, as the judge in
Detroit’s tiger case had opined, that euthanasia decisions were ulti-
mately political.

Conflicting Viewpoints on Surplus Animals
As public institutions, zoos would have to generate public under-
standing of their policies, yet the issues related to surplus animals
remained contentious, even within the zoo community. These
divisions were clearly visible at a 1993 AAZPA forum on surplus
animals and hunting. On the one hand, some members resisted
any accommodation on the issue, defending zoos’ right to dispose
of animals in any manner they saw fit, including sales to hunting
ranches. One member noted that zoos were regulated by the
USDA and wondered, “why should zoo animals be legally con-
sidered different from any other form of livestock?” A more mod-
erate voice put the issue in the context of political attacks on zoos,
arguing that zoos should “seek a position that would provide for
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a management policy based upon conservation principles, rather
than . . . one which appears merely to serve the animal rights
agenda.” Speakers on this side expressed unease about maintain-
ing responsibility for animals once they left a zoo’s gates. On the
other hand, some members insisted that zoos should care about
the fate of all animals, not just those in their immediate care. The
antihunting faction within the AAZPA argued that the AAZPA’s
philosophical support for the sustainable harvesting of natural
resources did not include “taking a zoo-raised animal, putting it
in a crate and allowing someone to shoot it as it is released.” Others
reminded their fellow members that zoos gained little political
benefit from supporting game ranches: “why does the AAZPA
want to be associated with these people?”. . .

Protecting the Animals
The AAZPA board ultimately came down on the side of those
members who wanted to protect individual animals. In its policy
statement about the disposition of animals to hunting organiza-
tions, it reminded its members that zoo animals are “held in pub-
lic trust” by largely public, taxpayer-supported institutions and
that the public certainly did not imagine that its zoos were breed-
ing animals for big-game hunters. Though they noted that some
conservation policy involved culling, they stated that sending
wildlife to hunting ranches impugned the role of zoos “as sensi-
tive guardians and conservators.” Just as zoos’ public status guar-
anteed them some legal protections, it also obligated them to be
at least somewhat responsive to popular opinion.

Ultimately the AAZPA was able to resolve the surplus issue as
it related to hunting ranches and embarked on a campaign with
animal protection groups aimed at curtailing exotic pet ownership.
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Zoos play a key role in education, according to the Wildlife
Conservation Society, an organization that saves wildlife
worldwide. In conjunction with the Bronx Zoo, the Wildlife
Conservation Society implements education initiatives serv-
ing teachers, students, and the general public. With dis-
tance learning programs, science education activities, hands-
on learning opportunities, and outreach campaigns, the
organization strives to teach the importance of zoo life. The
Wildlife Conservation Society aims to save wildlife through
science, global conservation, education, and the manage-
ment of the world’s largest system of urban wildlife parks
led by the flagship Bronx Zoo.

Education has been a cardinal tenet of the WCS [Wildlife
Conservation Society] mission since its inception in 1895.

Today, the Education Division supports the science literacy of
teachers nationwide, bolstering the capacity of international envi-
ronmental educators on several continents, and enhancing the
eco-literacy of families and children in the boroughs of New York
City and the tri-state area. By raising conservation awareness and
providing tools for conservation action, the Education Division
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Wildlife Conservation Society, from Wildlife Conservation Society Annual Report. Bronx, NY: Wildlife
Conservation Society, 2006. Copyright © Wildlife Conservation Society, 2006.  All rights reserved.
Reproduced by permission.
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is preparing the next generation of conservation educators and
action-oriented citizens. . . .

Zoos Teach from a Distance
During the past five years, the WCS Education Division has cre-
ated a stellar interactive videoconference program for school class-
rooms. Developed with funding from the U.S. Department of
Education and Lucent Technologies Foundation, Distance Learning
Expeditions uses . . . the Internet to bring live broadcasts to stu-
dents from New York to California and from Mexico to Great
Britain. Many of these students have no access to a zoo locally.

The Distance Learning Expeditions feature 50-minute video-
conferences, as well as pre- and post-videoconference materials,
to teach students about wildlife conservation and ecology. A “One
WCS” exemplar, the program uses the organization’s world-
renowned scientific and environmental education resources. In
addition, viewers have access via remote-controlled cameras to
the Bronx Zoo’s unparalleled collections of live animals, as well
as its award-winning curricula and scientific field research.
According to an independent evaluation, “In all measures of use
and effectiveness, the Distance Learning Expeditions program is
positively rated.” During the past school year, the program pro-
vided videoconferences for nearly 8,000 students in 15 states, with
604 teachers participating.

Tori Howe, a student from Maine, said that she likes the fact that
she doesn’t have to leave the classroom to see the Zoo. Unlike a
TV show or a Web site, “You can ask questions,” she said. Jill Bell,
her teacher, said that her students, “are accessing a primary source,”
despite the fact that the school is miles from the nearest zoo. . . .

Zoos and Science Education
Programming for city and area schools continues to be vital to the
science education of thousands of elementary and high school stu-
dents. There is growing consensus that quality programming dur-
ing after-school hours prevents risky behavior and keeps kids safe.
This year, City cultural institutions linked with Department of
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Youth and Community Development out-of-school-time providers
to collaborate in Cultural After-School Adventures (CASA).
After school and on weekends, CASA programs offer City youth
enriching, educational, and diverse experiences. 

In the 2006 pilot CASA programs, education staff at Bronx
Zoo, Prospect Park Zoo, and New York Aquarium designed pro-
grams about ecology and the importance of wildlife conservation.
They trained staff at after-school centers to engage children in
multidisciplinary environmental learning activities. These pro-
grams included visits to the zoos or aquarium and family partici-
pation days.

School visits to zoos can be influential in the future of zoos
and the animals they help to protect.
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In the highly successful Distance Learning Adventures, Bronx
Zoo exhibits and animals are integrated into programming through
the use of remote-controlled cameras and videoconferencing tech-
nology. Very popular with teachers across the country, these cours-
es are constantly being revised and updated, and will soon feature
live video feeds from the Madagascar! exhibit. . . .

Zoo Education and Conservation
Throughout the New York metro area, our parks provide abun-
dant inspiration and staff expertise to communicate to the broad
public the issues surrounding the decline of the wild. In part, lack
of awareness of these issues stems from a problem only recently
named by social psychologists: nature deficit syndrome. The dis-
order results from the overwhelming impact of technology and
the imposition of the built environment, which push nature from
our collective psyches. From strategic locations in four New York
City boroughs, WCS education outreach overcomes the effects
of this disorder by introducing young and old to environmental
issues and inspiring action on behalf of threatened wildlife and
habitats.

At Prospect Park Zoo, nearly 10,000 children and adult urban
dwellers in Brooklyn were introduced to wildlife science in
preschools, libraries, hospitals, women’s shelters, after-school pro-
grams, and parks. Young audiences participated in an interactive
puppet show that utilized movement, song, and visual aids to rein-
force relevant developmental skills, such as shape recognition,
while fostering a connection to animals. Other audiences and
intergenerational groups used their observation and cooperation
skills to hypothesize about animal form and function, and chil-
dren with cognitive, physical, and visual disabilities took part in
engaging educational experiences through the use of multisenso-
ry instructional methods.

The Wildlife Theater, based at the Central Park Zoo, provides
outreach and conservation education for school-age children
throughout the greater New York metropolitan area. Innovative
programs added this year include Cool Rain Forest Connections,
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which highlights sustainable development. Audiences take away
a better understanding of this complex concept and a new aware-
ness about the direct relationship between small, personal acts of
conservation and the survival of the rain forest.

Zoo Education and Outreach
Bronx Zoo instructors, teacher trainers, and volunteers provide
enrichment programs to patients in hospitals and nursing homes,
including the Carl Sagan Discovery Program at the Children’s
Hospital at Montefiore. The Queens Zoo Education outreach pro-
gram engages in highly regarded experiences at community
libraries, YMCAs, Boys and Girls Clubs, and senior centers. Onsite
Discovery Centers at Queens and Prospect Park Zoos draw the
public in to learn what a zoo vet does, “go camping” under the
stars, get up-close to a tarantula, observe artifacts, and learn about
New York wildlife.

International education initiatives build capacity for environ-
mental education by providing professional training and curricu-
lum materials to conservation educators worldwide. In August
2005, international trainers, the WCS Shanghai Office, and two
former WCS/CV Starr Environmental Education Fellows provid-
ed workshops for 60 schoolteachers in Shanghai and Hunchun,
China. In northeast China’s Heilongjiang Province, Hunchun is
the gateway to one of China’s last remaining tiger habitats, so the
children growing up in the region will be critical to the tiger’s sur-
vival there. The Mandarin-language edition of WCS’s Teachers for
Tigers manual provides teachers and their students with activities
to promote attitudes and behaviors supporting tiger conservation.
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Zoos do not play a key role in education, according to Dale
Jamieson, an author and zoo expert. Numerous studies illus-
trate that zoos have little—if any—educational effect on
visitors, with zoo-goers displaying the same prejudices toward
animals as the general public. Even more disturbing, some
zoo patrons leave the zoo knowing less about animals than
they did before their visit. In addition, Jamieson argues that
zoos do little to facilitate useful and meaningful research.
Overall, the educational and research benefits of zoos do
not outweigh the negative repercussions of keeping animals
in captivity.
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School field trips to the zoo may not be as educational as
administrators would hope.
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Zoos play a major role in wildlife conservation, according
to the Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA), the
nation’s largest nonprofit association for the advancement
of zoos. AZA members have launched aggressive conserva-
tion efforts with much success—sometimes saving species
from the brink of extinction. According to the AZA, in
2006 conservation campaigns resulted in a promising future
for dozens of species. Elephants, swans, antelopes, mana-
tees, and turtles are just some of the types of animals enjoy-
ing a renewed chance for survival due to the efforts of AZA-
accredited zoos and organizations nationwide.

The Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) . . .
announced its top 10 wildlife conservation success stories for

2006. From elephants to amphibians, AZA-accredited zoos and
aquariums spearheaded new efforts to protect wild animals—in
some cases bringing them back from the brink of extinction.

“When people come to an accredited zoo or aquarium, they are
not only getting a safe, fun family experience, they are participat-
ing in a global effort to save wildlife. We are linking the animals
you see in AZA-accredited zoos and aquariums to significant wild
animal conservation programs,” said AZA President and CEO Jim

69

Captive Breeding
Programs Contribute to
Conservation
The Association of Zoos and Aquariums

ELEVEN

The Association of Zoos and Aquariums, “2006 Top Ten Wildlife Conservation Success Stories,”
2007. Copyright © 2007 Association of Zoos and Aquariums. All rights reserved. Reproduced by
permission.

Zoos_ITCY_v5.qxd  11/5/07  5:31 PM  Page 69



Maddy. “Zoos and aquariums are changing the way people think
about their role in conservation through an up-close connection
to the natural world.”

Elephant Vasectomies
While poaching and habitat loss are causing elephant populations
to decline worldwide, wildlife officials are culling elephants in con-
fined areas, such as South Africa’s Kruger National Park, where ele-
phants are dangerously overpopulated. Culling can distress the com-
munities of these highly social animals. Offering a safe and effective
solution, a team of experts from Disney’s Animal Kingdom and San
Diego Zoo’s Wild Animal Park developed a procedure for popula-
tion control—elephant vasectomies. The technical team trained
several African veterinarians how to do the procedure, and
researchers hope it will help advance techniques for surgery on other
large animals, including hippos and rhinoceros. . . .

Bringing Back the American Burying Beetle
The American burying beetle was listed as endangered by the US
Fish and Wildlife Service [USFWS] in 1989 and in 2006 became
the first insect ever to be managed by an AZA Species Survival Plan.
These beetles are important scavengers in their ecosystem, eating
decaying carcasses and burying them in order to lay their eggs. Thanks
to AZA-accredited institutions like Roger Williams Park Zoo and
Saint Louis Zoo working together with the USFWS, new popula-
tions are being reintroduced and established in multiple areas.

Bongos are Back
The bongo, a threatened forest antelope native to Africa, is return-
ing to its homeland thanks to a breeding program and public edu-
cation efforts managed by the AZA Bongo Species Survival Plan
and partner conservation organization, Mount Kenya Wildlife
Conservancy. AZA zoos worked to establish a stable population
of bongos in American zoos then released the animals back into
the wild.
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Sound the Trumpets
Two trumpeter swans bred and released into the wild by the
Lincoln Park Zoo in Chicago have made history by hatching two
healthy chicks. This is the first known wild trumpeter swan nest-
ing in the state of Illinois since 1847.

Manatees and Turtles Rescued
AZA-accredited institutions along the East Coast of the United
States are partnering to rescue and rehabilitate marine animals that
are injured, sick or stranded and release them back into the wild.
Threatened species, such as manatees, and endangered species,
including sea turtles, are rescued through these networks. SeaWorld
Orlando and Lowry Park Zoo in Tampa, Fla., have been instrumen-
tal in rehabilitating and releasing over 475 manatees—a significant
contribution to the 3,100 manatees that currently reside in Florida
waters. In addition, more than 20 AZA institutions, including South
Carolina Aquarium and Riverbanks Zoo and Garden, are involved
with sea turtle monitoring, rescue and rehabilitation.
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Evading Extinction
AZA’s Species Survival Plan (SSP) breeding programs were instru-
mental in saving the Guam rail, Attwater’s prairie chicken,
California condor and Micronesian kingfisher from extinction.
Each of these bird species were essentially extinct in the wild;
however, several AZA zoos took in pairs of the birds from the wild
and breeding them, establishing a stable population, and reintro-
ducing the birds back to the wild.

Breeding the Black-Footed Ferret
Twenty-five years ago, AZA-accredited zoos captured and bred
the last remaining black-footed ferrets in an attempt to prevent
their extinction. Today, the black-footed ferret population num-
bers approximately 1,000, of which more than half were reared in
AZA institutions. Working alongside other AZA institutions,
Cheyenne Mountain Zoo has led the charge in the Black-Footed
Ferret Species Survival Plan. In 2006, 24 kits were born at the
zoo, and seven have been sent to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service (USFWS) National Black-Footed Ferret Conservation
Center in preparation for their release into the wild.

Saving the Frogs
Hundreds of frog, toad, salamander and other amphibian species
are on the verge of extinction due to a devastating disease caused
by the chytrid fungus. Scientists from the Smithsonian National
Zoological Park played a large role in identifying the chytrid fun-
gus as the culprit. Although individual frogs can be treated for
chytrid, there is no way to remove it from the environment. To
save frogs, AZA zoos and aquariums are collecting healthy pairs
and bringing them into zoos to breed, creating a hedge against
extinction.

Reintroducing the White-Winged Guan
The white-winged guan is a critically endangered bird native to
the arid valleys of northwest Peru. Fewer than 200 individuals
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remain in the wild. The AZA Conservation Endowment Fund
supported a project to increase the population and enhance com-
munity outreach at the Chaparri Community Ecological Reserve
in Peru. Goals include establishing a population of 40 white-
winged guans in the reserve by 2007 and educating local residents
about the project.

Over the Rainbow, Palila Birds Fly
Seven palila, critically endangered honeycreepers native to Hawaii,
were released into the wild in February 2006. They were released
into the Puu Mali Forest Reserve on Mauna Kea. Twenty-two
palila have been released into the reserve since 2003. The Maui
Bird Conservation Center was established in 1996 as part of the
Hawaiian Endangered Bird Conservation Program (HEBCP),
which is part of the AZA-accredited San Diego Zoo’s department
of Conservation and Research for Endangered Species. The
HEBCP is working to recover 22 endangered bird species in
Hawaii. Other native Hawaiian species that are being propagat-
ed and managed at breeding centers, and which may soon become
part of the release efforts, are the Maui parrotbill, Hawaii ’akepa
and creeper, nene, and ’alala.
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Zoos do not contribute to conservation or species preserva-
tion with their captive breeding programs, according to
Animal Rights Malta, an organization that supports animal
rights and opposes zoos. According to Animal Rights Malta,
there are many problems associated with captive breeding,
such as the inbreeding that results when animals are bred
with too small a gene pool. In addition, the inhumane nature
of zoos does not contribute to natural animal behaviors such
as breeding and instead results in neurotic and compulsive
actions. Finally, few captive animals are ever successfully
reintroduced into the wild, due to the problem of habitat
restoration and the fact that few animals learn natural sur-
vival skills while held in captivity. Ultimately, the majori-
ty of animals in zoos are not endangered, nor do they stand
a chance of returning to their natural habitats, according
to the organization.

Zoos often claim that they are “arks”, which can preserve species
whose habitat has been destroyed, or which were wiped out in

the wild for other reasons (such as hunting). They suggest that they
can maintain the species in captivity until the cause of the crea-
ture's extirpation is remedied, and then successfully reintroduce the
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animals to the wild, resulting in a healthy, self-sustaining popula-
tion. Zoos often defend their existence against challenges from the
AR [Animal Rights] movement on these grounds.

Problems with Captive Breeding
There are several problems with this argument, however. First,
the number of animals required to maintain a viable gene pool

76 Zoos and Animal Welfare

A loggerhead turtle is released into the Gulf of Mexico.
Animals released back into their natural environment after
being in captivity for a time may not survive the transition
back to their natural habitat.
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can be quite high, and is never known for certain. If the cap-
tive gene pool is too small, then inbreeding can result in
increased susceptibility to disease, birth defects, and mutations;
the species can be so weakened that it would never be viable
in the wild.

Some species are extremely difficult to breed in captivity: marine
mammals, many bird species, and so on. Pandas, which have been
the sustained focus of captive breeding efforts for several decades
in zoos around the world, are notoriously difficult to breed in cap-
tivity. With such species, the zoos, by taking animals from the
wild to supply their breeding programs, constitute a net drain on
wild populations.

Trouble with Reintroduction to the Wild
The whole concept of habitat restoration is mired in serious dif-
ficulties. Animals threatened by poaching (elephants, rhinos,
pandas, bears and more) will never be safe in the wild as long as
firearms, material needs, and a willingness to consume animal
parts coincide. Species threatened by chemical contamination
(such as bird species vulnerable to pesticides and lead shot) will
not be candidates for release until we stop using the offending
substances, and enough time has passed for the toxins to be
processed out of the environment. Since heavy metals and some
pesticides are both persistent and bioaccumulative, this could
mean decades or centuries before it is safe to reintroduce the
animal.

Even if these problems can be overcome, there are still diffi-
culties with the process of reintroduction. Problems such as human
imprinting, the need to teach animals to fly, hunt, build dens, and
raise their young are serious obstacles, and must be solved indi-
vidually for each species.

There is a small limit to the number of species the global
network of zoos can preserve under even the most optimistic
assumptions. Profound constraints are imposed by the lack of
space in zoos, their limited financial resources, and the require-
ment that viable gene pools of each species be preserved. Few
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zoos, for instance, ever keep more than two individuals of large
mammal species. The need to preserve scores or hundreds of
a particular species would be beyond the resources of even the
largest zoos, and even the whole world zoo community would
be hard-pressed to preserve even a few dozen species in this
manner.

Contrast this with the efficiency of large habitat preserves, which
can maintain viable populations of whole complexes of species
with minimal human intervention. Large preserves maintain every
species in the ecosystem in a predominantly self-sufficient man-
ner, while keeping the creatures in the natural habitat unmolest-
ed. If the financial resources (both government and charitable),
and the biological expertise currently consumed by zoos, were redi-
rected to habitat preservation and management, we would have
far fewer worries about habitat restoration or preserving species
whose habitat is gone.

A Question of Ethics
Choosing zoos as a means for species preservation, in addition to
being expensive and of dubious effectiveness, has serious ethical
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problems. Keeping animals in zoos harms them, by denying them
freedom of movement and association, which is important to
social animals, and frustrates many of their natural behavioral
patterns, leaving them at best bored, and at worst seriously neu-
rotic. While humans may feel there is some justifying benefit to
their captivity (that the species is being preserved, and may some-
day be reintroduced into the wild), this is no compensating ben-
efit to the individual animals. Attempts to preserve species by
means of captivity have been described as sacrificing the indi-
vidual gorilla to the abstract Gorilla (i.e., to the abstract concep-
tion of the gorilla).
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Zoos have a bright future ahead of them if they take sever-
al important steps, according to Jeffery Bonner, president
and chief executive officer of the Saint Louis Zoo. In the
face of environmental challenges and the threat of massive
global extinctions, zoos must respond quickly and intelli-
gently as catalysts for conservation. Zoos must develop their
own conservation priorities, integrate them seamlessly with
reintroduction into the wild, and partner with other pow-
erful organizations and universities. Finally, zoos must push
for a massive shift in public and political opinion for con-
servation. Without these changes, zoos stand to lose much—
but with them, zoos hold profound promise for the survival
of thousands of species.
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Zoos are the center of conservation efforts with many species of
animals.
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Total Attendance for All AZA-Accredited
Zoos and Aquariums for 2005
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Zoos should be abolished according to Mercy for Animals
(MF), a nonprofit organization that believes nonhuman ani-
mals deserve the right to live free of unnecessary suffering.
Not only are zoo animals kept in grossly inadequate condi-
tions, they are the blameless victims of profit-maximizing
business practices that do not respect their physical, men-
tal, or physiological welfare. Zoo animals are exploited from
day one, prematurely taking them from their mothers, while
older, less attractive animals are euthanized or sold to exot-
ic animal dealers to make room for “cuter” babies. In addi-
tion, zoos fail in their endeavors to educate the public and
to reintroduce animals back into the wild. In short, zoos are
despicable organizations and the world would be better off
without them. MFA is dedicated to promoting nonviolence
toward all animals through public education campaigns,
demonstrations, and open rescues.

Despite their professed concern for animals, zoos remain more
“collections” of interesting “items” than actual havens or

simulated habitats. Zoos teach people that it is acceptable to keep
animals in captivity, bored, cramped, lonely, and far from their
natural homes.
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Mercy for Animals, “Zoos,” www.mercyforanimals.org, July 7, 2007. Reproduced by permission.
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Says Virginia McKenna, star of the classic movie Born Free and
now an active campaigner in behalf of captive animals: “It is the
sadness of zoos which haunts me. The purposeless existence of the
animals. For the four hours we spend in a zoo, the animals spend
four years, or fourteen, perhaps even longer—if not in the same
zoo then in others—day and night; summer and winter. . . . This
is not conservation and surely it is not education. No, it is ‘enter-
tainment.’ Not comedy, however, but tragedy.”

Bad Zoo Conditions
Zoos range in size and quality from cageless parks to small road-
side menageries with concrete slabs and iron bars. The larger the
zoo and the greater the number and variety of the animals it con-
tains, the more it costs to provide quality care for the animals.
Although more than 112 million people visit zoos in the United
States and Canada every year, most zoos operate at a loss and must
find ways to cut costs (which sometimes means selling animals)
or add gimmicks that will attract visitors. Zoo officials often con-
sider profits ahead of the animals’ well-being. A former director
of the Atlanta Zoo once remarked that he was “too far removed
from the animals; they’re the last thing I worry about with all the
other problems.”

Animals suffer from more than neglect in some zoos. When
Dunda, an African elephant, was transferred from the San Diego
Zoo to the San Diego Wild Animal Park, she was chained, pulled
to the ground, and beaten with ax handles for two days. One wit-
ness described the blows as “home run swings.” Such abuse may
be the norm. “You have to motivate them,” says San Francisco
zookeeper Paul Hunter of elephants, “and the way you do that is
by beating the hell out of them.”

Zoos Fail to Educate
Zoos claim to educate people and preserve species, but they fre-
quently fall short on both counts. Most zoo enclosures are quite
small, and labels provide little more information than the species’
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name, diet, and natural range. The animals’ normal behavior is
seldom discussed, much less observed, because their natural needs
are seldom met. Birds’ wings may be clipped so they cannot fly,
aquatic animals often have little water, and the many animals who
naturally live in large herds or family groups are often kept alone
or, at most, in pairs. Natural hunting and mating behaviors are
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A baby meerkat sticks close to his mother’s side at the San
Diego Zoo. Failure in zoo animals to thrive may point to a lack
of proper care and space.
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virtually eliminated by regulated feeding and breeding regimens.
The animals are closely confined, lack privacy, and have little
opportunity for mental stimulation or physical exercise, resulting
in abnormal and self-destructive behavior, called zoochosis.

Unhappy Animals
A worldwide study of zoos conducted by the Born Free Foundation
revealed that zoochosis is rampant in confined animals around
the globe. Another study found that elephants spend 22 percent
of their time engaging in abnormal behaviors, such as repeated
head bobbing or biting cage bars, and bears spend about 30 per-
cent of their time pacing, a sign of distress.

One sanctuary that is home to rescued zoo animals reports see-
ing frequent signs of zoochosis in animals brought to the sanctu-
ary from zoos. Of chimpanzees, who bite their own limbs from
captivity-induced stress, the manager says: “Their hands were
unrecognizable from all the scar tissue.”

More than half the world’s zoos “are still in bad conditions” and
treating chimpanzees poorly, according to renowned chimpanzee
expert Jane Goodall.

Number of Species in AZA-Accredited Zoos
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As for education, zoo visitors usually spend only a few minutes at
each display, seeking entertainment rather than enlightenment. A
study of the zoo in Buffalo, N.Y., found that most people passed cages
quickly, and described animals in such terms as “funny-looking,”
“dirty,” or “lazy.”

Failed Conservation Efforts
The purpose of most zoos’ research is to find ways to breed and
maintain more animals in captivity. If zoos ceased to exist, so
would the need for most of their research. Protecting species from
extinction sounds like a noble goal, but zoo officials usually favor
exotic or popular animals who draw crowds and publicity, and
neglect less popular species. Most animals housed in zoos are not
endangered, nor are they being prepared for release into natural
habitats. It is nearly impossible to release captive-bred animals
into the wild. A 1994 report by the World Society for the
Protection of Animals showed that only 1,200 zoos out of 10,000
worldwide are registered for captive breeding and wildlife con-
servation. Only two percent of the world’s threatened or endan-
gered species are registered in breeding programs. Those that are
endangered may have their plight made worse by zoos’ focus on
crowd appeal. In his book The Last Panda, George Schaller, the
scientific director of the Bronx Zoo, says zoos are actually con-
tributing to the near-extinction of giant pandas by constantly
shuttling the animals from one zoo to another for display. In-
breeding is also a problem among captive populations.

Zoo babies are great crowd-pleasers, but what happens when
babies grow up? Zoos often sell or kill animals who no longer
attract visitors. Deer, tigers, lions, and other animals who breed
often are sometimes sold to “game” farms where hunters pay for
the “privilege” of killing them; some are killed for their meat and/or
hides. Other “surplus” animals may be sold to smaller, more poor-
ly run zoos or to laboratories for experiments.
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What You Should
Know About Zoos and
Animal Welfare
Facts About Zoos
• There are about four hundred professionally managed zoos in the

United States.

• About 98 percent of Americans say they have visited a zoo once
in their lifetime.

• There are two hundred organizations in the United States that
are accredited by the American Association of Zoos and
Aquariums (AZA).

• In 2005 the total annual attendance for all AZA-accredited zoos
and aquariums was 143 million. 

• In the United States any public animal exhibit must be licensed
and inspected by the United States Department of Agriculture.
Zoos may also require special licenses to meet the requirements
of their particular locality.

• Throughout the world millions of animals are kept in more than
ten thousand zoos and hundreds of circuses.

Facts About Animal Welfare and Zoos
• The AZA estimates that there are approximately twenty-

four hundred animal exhibits operating under USDA
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license as of February 2007; fewer than 10 percent are
accredited.

• According to animal rights groups, more than 60 percent
of polar bears in British zoos are mentally deranged, and
cubs born in zoos are twice as likely to die as those in the
wild.

• In the wild, elephants roam up to 30 miles (48km) a day.

• Forty zoo elephants have died in the past thirty years because
of arthritis and foot problems, according to In Defense of
Animals.

• Sixty-two percent of animals in zoos suffer from foot disease,
including chronic abscesses, bone infection, toe fractures, and
more, according to In Defense of Animals.

Facts About Zoos and Conservation
• AZA members participate in over seven hundred cooperative

conservation and management programs.

• Collectively, zoos and aquariums spent more than $70 million on
conservation and research.

• In 2005, 166 AZA-accredited zoos and aquariums reported par-
ticipating in 1,719 conservation, research, and education proj-
ects in ninety-seven countries or regions.

• Almost fourteen thousand employees are engaged in conserva-
tion and science research in zoos and aquariums, supported by
thirty-four hundred volunteers.

• In 1993 the World Association of Zoos and Aquariums
(WAZA), formerly known as the International Union of the
Directors of Zoological Gardens, produced its first conserva-
tion strategy. In November 2004 WAZA adopted a new strat-
egy that sets out the aims and mission of zoological gardens of
the twenty-first century.
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• There are only about 188 pandas living in captivity worldwide.
Hosting giant pandas costs each zoo an average of 2.6 million
dollars a year, according to National Geographic.

• According to recent studies, 18 percent of the world’s remaining
mammals and 11 percent of the world’s remaining birds are threat-
ened with extinction.
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What You Should Do
About Zoos and
Animal Welfare

Whether or not animals should be kept in captivity is a
divisive subject, with strong opinions on both sides.

Many animal welfare and animal rights activists argue that wild
animals should not be kept in zoos, and suffer greatly from bore-
dom, stress, and neglect. They claim that the zoo “business”
does not really care about its animals and treats them like name-
less, faceless commodities. On the other side, zoo supporters
argue that most zoos have extraordinarily high standards of care,
and that zoos play an important role in education, conserva-
tion, and science.

How can you form an educated opinion on the issue of zoos
and animal welfare? And once you’ve decided which side to take,
what are the steps you can take to further your ideals?

Conduct Your Own Research
It is critical to find some facts on the topic of zoos and animal wel-
fare if you are to form a valid, educated opinion. There are many
books, magazine articles, Web sites, and studies devoted to the
subject of zoos, so it just takes a little bit of time and dedication
to find the information you need.

A great starting point is to look at the essays contained in this
book, Zoos and Animal Welfare. You can also visit your school or
local public library to find additional resources such as books, mag-
azine articles, and scientific journals.

Another great place to search is the Internet. Simply use a
search engine like Google to pull up Web sites and information.
Make a list of different search terms, such as “animal rights” and
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“conservation” and “captivity.” The more search terms you use,
the greater variety of information you will find, and the more you
will learn.

You can also visit the Web sites of different zoo organiza-
tions that are listed in Organizations to Contact. There you
will find many articles, links, studies, fact sheets, position
papers, and information pertaining to zoos and animal wel-
fare.

You should also visit your local zoo. Take note of all the exhibits
and the conditions that the animals are living in. Do the zoo ani-
mals seem active and engaged in their environment, or bored and
listless? (Keep in mind that different animals are active at differ-
ent times of the day, so just because an animal is sleeping or rest-
ing does not necessarily mean that it is unhappy.) Do any of the
zoo animals exhibit signs of zoochosis, such as rocking, swaying,
or pacing? Make notes about what you see as you walk through
the zoo.

You may also be able to conduct a first-person interview. See if
you can arrange to talk to a zoo keeper. Be sure to come prepared
with a list of questions so you can gather the best information pos-
sible.

Review the Information
Now that you have collected all the relevant information, it is
time to start identifying the main points of the debate. You may
choose to organize your information in several ways, such as divid-
ing up the “pro zoos” information and the “against zoos” research.
Or you may organize the opinions and information around sever-
al important topics, such as conservation, animal welfare, and
education.

Reviewing and organizing your information will enable you
to discern quickly the hot points of the debate. Make a list of
the most debated topics, as they will form the basis for your
opinion.
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Evaluate the Research
What are the different organizations and who are the individuals
that support zoos? Which ones are against zoos? You will quickly
find that most key organizations involving animals have strong
opinions on both sides. Which side uses more facts to support
their positions? Do you find their research credible? These are
important questions to ask yourself as you evaluate the merits of
your body of research.

It is important to look at the individuals authoring each opin-
ion, article, or book. Do they have a lot of experience on the
topic, or are they merely expressing an opinion? Take a look at
their previous work, as well as the different organizations they
are involved with. You will find some articles and books to be
much more believable than others based on the credibility of
their authors.

It is also wise to be aware of the biases that affect the opin-
ions of different authors. For example, one would expect an
executive of the Association of Zoos and Aquariums to present
information validating zoos and their standards. A member of
PETA, on the other hand, will be much more focused on the
health and well-being of the individual animal. Rather than
just accepting all of the information as fact, it is smart to read
as critically as possible.

Personal Experience
The debate over zoos and animal welfare is closely tied to your
moral values and how you feel about animals. Do you feel that
animals have a life of their own that is of importance aside
from their utility to us? If so, in what ways must this life be
respected?

Your own personal experience may affect how you feel about
the issue of zoos and animal welfare. Perhaps you have a fond
memory of going to the zoo and learning about the different
animals. Or perhaps you have had an experience with your own
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pet that has influenced how you feel about the issue of animal
welfare.

Examine Your Personal Values, Principles, and
Biases
How do you feel when you visit a zoo? What are your impressions
and feelings? Do you feel strongly one way or another that it is
right or wrong to keep wild animals in captivity? Examining your
personal values, principles, and morals will play a large role in
choosing your position on the subject.

Take Action
Once you have conducted your own research, reviewed the
information, evaluated the arguments, and examined your per-
sonal values, you will be able to form a position and take action.
Not only will you be able to defend your opinion accurately,
but you will be able to present compelling information either
for or against zoos. You may feel very strongly one way or anoth-
er, which is fine, as long as you have facts and timely, relevant
data to back up your case. You may also conclude that argu-
ments for both sides are very strong, and you are unable to take
a pro-con stance. Such a decision is fair and acceptable, but you
might also want to try to research a little more to see if you are
swayed one way or another. Just remember that there are no
wrong opinions or positions to take, as long as you back it up
with good evidence.

You may feel inclined to be vocal about the position you take
and promote it through various activities. Perhaps you will want
to volunteer as a docent at your local zoo, or participate in ani-
mal rights meetings and campaigns to change or alter zoo prac-
tices. You may even want to join and play an active role in an
organization. One of the easiest ways to be active is to share
your opinion with friends and family. You can do this on an
informal level, through casual discussions or e-mails, and even
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elicit opinions of others. You might also want to write to your
local council members or congressional representatives or sub-
mit an opinion letter to your local paper. All of these are accept-
able ways to take an active role. No matter what action you
take, after you have gone through the process of conducting
your own research, evaluating the information, examining your
morals and values, and choosing a position, you will be able to
discuss and defend your opinion intelligently.
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The editors have compiled the following list of organizations con-
cerned with the issues debated in this book. The descriptions are
derived from materials provided by the organizations. All have
publications or information available for interested readers. The
list was compiled on the date of publication of the present vol-
ume; the information provided here may change. Be aware that
many organizations take several weeks or longer to respond to
inquiries, so allow as much time as possible.

Animal Welfare Institute (AWI)
PO Box 3650, Washington, DC 20027
(703) 836-4300
e-mail: awi@awionline.org
Web site: www.awionline.org

The Animal Welfare Institute is a nonprofit charitable organiza-
tion founded in 1951 to reduce the sum total of pain and fear
inflicted on animals by humans. In the organization’s early years
the emphasis was on the desperate needs of animals used for exper-
imentation. In the decades that followed, the organization expand-
ed the scope to address many other areas of animal suffering.

Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA)
8403 Colesville Rd., Suite 710, Silver Spring, MD 20910-3314
(301) 562-0777; fax: (301) 562-0888
Web site: www.aza.org

Founded in 1924, the Association of Zoos and Aquariums is a
nonprofit organization dedicated to the advancement of zoos and
aquariums in the areas of conservation, education, science, and
recreation.
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Born Free Foundation
3 Grove House, Foundry Lane, Horsham, West Sussex, RH13
5PL, UK
01403 240 170
e-mail: info@bornfree.org.uk
Web site: www.bornfree.org.uk

The Born Free Foundation is a dynamic international wildlife
charity, devoted to compassionate conservation and animal wel-
fare. Born Free takes action worldwide to protect threatened
species and stop individual animal suffering. Born Free believes
wildlife belongs in the wild and works to phase out zoos.

The Captive Animals’ Protection Society (CAPS)
PO Box 4186, Manchester, M60 3ZA, UK
phone/fax 0845 330 3911
e-mail: info@captiveanimals.org
Web site: www.captiveanimals.org

The Captive Animals’ Protection Society was established in 1957.
Founder Irene Heaton was appalled by the suffering of animals
within the entertainment industry, and she campaigned tireless-
ly on their behalf throughout the rest of her life. It is through her
efforts and the influence and hard work of her successors that
CAPS can be recognized today as one of this country’s leading
campaigning organizations on behalf of animals in circuses, zoos,
and the entertainment industry.

The Humane Society of the United States (HSUS)
2100 L St. NW, Washington, DC 20037
(202) 452-1100
Web site: www.hsus.org

The Humane Society of the United States has worked since 1954
to promote the protection of all animals. With nearly 10 million
members and constituents, the HSUS is the nation’s largest and
most powerful animal protection organization, working in the
United States and abroad to defend the interests of animals. They
celebrate the human-animal bond, and fight animal cruelty and
abuse in all of its forms.
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In Defense of Animals (IDA)
3010 Kerner Blvd., San Rafael, CA 94901
(415) 388-9641; fax: 415-388-0388
e-mail: idainfo@idausa.org

In Defense of Animals is an international animal protection organ-
ization dedicated to ending the exploitation and abuse of animals
by raising the status of animals beyond that of mere property and
by defending their rights, welfare, and habitat. IDA’s efforts include
educational events, cruelty investigation, boycotts, grassroots
activism, and hands-on rescue through sanctuaries in Mississippi
and Cameroon, Africa.

Mercy for Animals
3712 N. Broadway, Suite 560, Chicago, IL 60613
(866) 632-6446
e-mail: info@mercyforanimals.org
Web site: www.mercyforanimals.org

Mercy for Animals is a nonprofit animal advocacy organization
that believes nonhuman animals are irreplaceable individuals with
morally significant interests and hence rights, including the right
to live free of unnecessary suffering. Founded in 1999, MFA is
dedicated to establishing and defending the rights of all animals.

People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA)
501 Front St., Norfolk, VA 23510
(757) 622-7382
e-mail: info@peta.org
Web site: www.peta.org

People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, with more than 1.6
million members and supporters, is the largest animal rights organ-
ization in the world. PETA focuses its attention on the four areas
in which the largest numbers of animals suffer the most intense-
ly for the longest periods of time: on factory farms, in laborato-
ries, in the clothing trade, and in the entertainment industry.
PETA works through public education, cruelty investigations,
research, animal rescue, legislation, special events, celebrity
involvement, and protest campaigns.
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Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS)
2300 Southern Blvd., Bronx, NY 10460
(718) 220-5100
e-mail: membership@wcs.org
Web site: www.wcs.org

The Wildlife Conservation Society saves wildlife and wild lands
through careful science, international conservation, education,
and the management of the world’s largest system of urban wildlife
parks. Together, these activities change individual attitudes toward
nature and help people imagine wildlife and humans living in sus-
tainable interaction on both a local and a global scale.

Zoocheck
2646 St. Clair Ave. E., Toronto, ON, M4B 3M1, Canada
(416) 285-1744; (416) 285-4670
e-mail: info@zoocheck.com
Web site: www.zoocheck.com

Zoocheck Canada is a national animal protection charity estab-
lished in 1984 to promote and protect the interests and well-being
of wild animals. For more than twenty years, Zoocheck has been
a leading voice for the protection of wild animals. Zoocheck is
the only Canadian organization with a specific focus on captive
wild animal issues and problems.
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Web Sites

The Good Zoo Guide Online (www.goodzoos.com). The only
Web site that aims to provide official descriptions of every good
zoo, wildlife park, and animal collection on the planet, as well
as reviews and comments from visitors.

Help Elephants in Zoos (www.helpelephants.com). This Web
site campaigns to remove animals from captivity and features
news articles, expert declarations, literature, and other resources.

Society and Animals Forum (www.psyeta.org). Contains links
about human-animal studies, animal education, animal wel-
fare, and other topics. 

106 Zoos and Animal Welfare

Zoos_ITCY_v5.qxd  11/5/07  5:32 PM  Page 106



Wildlife Pimps (www.wildlifepimps.com). This anti-zoo Web site
features fact sheets, pictures, research, and campaigns dedicat-
ed to keeping animals out of captivity. This site is run by PETA,
People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals.

Zoos Worldwide (www.zoos-worldwide.de). This Web site fea-
tures a comprehensive list of zoos and aquariums around the
world. It includes zoo cams and other links.
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