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WHY DO ZOOS EXIST?
The conference held in London in 2003 and entitled 

“Zoos in the 21st Century: Catalysts for Conservation?” 

had one very simple aim; to affirm that the fundamental 

role and justification of zoos is to act as powerful 

centres for conservation. Zoos operate across a range  

of activities and skills and have a unique attraction  

and huge global audience and so their potential to 

complement other environmental and conservation 

organizations is immense. The question is how to realize 

this potential….. In addition, we need to check that all 

zoos are committed to the same cause and this issue is 

not mentioned to be divisive or judgmental rather to be 

clear that our local and global reputation and perceived 

value rests on an absolute integrity. We can all think of 

institutions and past circumstances where a semblance 

of zoo activity and claims of conservation value have 

been exaggerated and are simply part of a sort of cryptic 

strategy to secure commercial benefits. False and 

cynical claims and unacceptable standards of care are 

still a major threat to conservation zoo credibility.

DO ZOOS DO WHAT THEY CLAIM?
And are they all performing effectively and efficiently? 

There is a great need for evaluation and prioritization 

tools to demonstrate real impact. In other walks of  

life there are methods of evaluation and they may be 

somewhat imperfect but they allow for an objective 

review of how well a collective enterprise is doing 

against its stated targets. Zoos are no different and  

need to be able to satisfy themselves and external 

financial supporters that investment decisions are valid. 

Work done by the CBSG Field Projects Prioritization 

Group and the EAZA ‘satellite group’ in Copenhagen  

is beginning to provide a pilot tool for us to evaluate  

long term, often complex and multi-partner programs.
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Experiencing a python up close.
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HOW TO ENGAGE PUBLIC INTEREST…
Over some years the acceptance that there is a bio-

diversity crisis has been growing, perhaps at least from 

the inception of WWF and its panda logo by Peter Scott.

But nevertheless there is still a crisis of understanding 

and then commitment to conservation action amongst 

the wider public. This is about the interdependence of 

the environment, ecological health and biodiversity  

and the ultimate sustainability of human development 

in terms of quality of life overall and not just in bald 

economic and prosperity values. 

One of the Catalysts for Conservation themes was to do 

with Conservation Psychology which is the study of what, 

how and why people think and feel the way they do about 

conservation and what zoos can do to use this insight to 

modify individual and collective attitudes and behaviours. 

We talk about advocacy and inspiration but we need to do 

this with compelling arguments and a sense of cultural 

sensitivity and at an emotional as well as rational level.

…AND NOT TURN PEOPLE OFF
Of course one factor which obstructs any empathy and 

support of zoos is in the realm of the ethical and humane 

care of animals. Zoos will forfeit any claim to be ethical 

organizations trying to achieve conservation as a moral 

imperative if they demonstrate less than total integrity 

and the highest standards of animal care in all they do.

GLOBALLY THINGS ARE GETTING WORSE
Since the Catalysts conference in 2003 and the publica-

tion of the book in 2007, the previous horsemen of the 

apocalypse of habitat destruction, over exploitation  

of natural resources, invasive species, pollution and 

emergent diseases have been joined by a huge new one 

the impact of which threatens to dwarf all the others. 

This horseman is called “climate change” and so now  

a new challenge is for zoos to consider what and  

how they can help with species survival in the face of 

unprecedented rates of habitat impact in situations  

in which animals cannot migrate. The urgency of the 

situation seems at variance with the reluctance of all  

of us from citizens through to political leaders to make 

the hard decisions to avert the worst.

THE FUTURE OF ZOOS
Zoos are many things and have often been thought  

of as hybrids of business and mission/vocation led 

organizations. Now perhaps the imagery best used is 

that of field hospitals in a war zone, or refugee centres, 

trying to salvage species in the face of terrible threats 

and competing needs…. as with the Year of the Frog 

and the essential role of captive management.

We still must support the security and sustainability of 

as much wild as possible. After all the WZACS definition 

of conservation is all to with population and habitat in 

the wild.

But zoos can also be something else and must act as 

beacons of hope too in the midst of possible despon-

dency and defeatism. Zoos are community centres, 

windows onto vanishing worlds, places where city 

dwellers go to recharge their batteries and reconnect 

(even if only subconsciously) with nature. Zoos have 

teams of education and inspiration experts and can  

offer life-changing experiences to people of all ages.

Zoos and the people who run them have a choice in  

how the world turns out for our children and their 

children in turn. Do we reinforce and redouble our 

‘refugee’ support? Yes of course! Do we learn more 

about and redefine ourselves in terms of our education 

and inspiration impact? Yes of course! Do we believe  

in ourselves and so we care enough? Do we have the 

collective resolve across our many nationalities and 

cultures? 

Let us make sure we do…!  ‹›
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‘Changing Climate … Changing Zoos’. Adelaide, 2008.
There will be three key and exciting gatherings this year. The CBSG annual 

meeting from the 15th to 19th October will, as ever, entail facilitated discussions 

of cutting edge thinking and tools, drawing in ideas and knowledge from an 

eclectic mix of experts and passionate conservationists. CBSG will be followed  

by a parallel meeting from the 19th to 23rd October which combines the  

63rd annual conference of WAZA and the 19th Biennial IZE conference.  

WAZA has taken as its overall theme this year the topic of ‘Changing Climate …  

Changing Zoos’. There will be sessions on welfare and care issues and all three 

organizations will also be tracking ‘Year of the Frog’ activities. This will be a 

tremendous chance to meet, discuss and resolve on urgent action…quite apart 

from the beautiful setting and fascinating wildlife of South Australia.. and not 

mentioning the wine and food. So please join us!

Please look at one of the websites below and related links:

www.izea.net   >   www.ize2008.com.au   >   www.waza2008.com.au   > 

www.cbsg2008.com.au   >   www.zoossa.com.au    


