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Zoos can be a powerful medicine in 

alleviating children and adults – living in an increasingly urbanised 

society – from the nature deficit disorder. At a time of great 

environmental, economic, and cultural transformation in our 

relationship with nature, there is a pressing need to research, 

understand and distinctly define the role of zoos in this context.

Conservation psychology, one of the latest directions in psychology, 

introduces new ways of thinking and facilitating people’s experience 

of and relationship with nature. It also harbours important tools for 

zoos, crucial for the promotion of a sustainable relationship between 

humans and nature.

 

Will zoos in the near future become increasingly significant sites for 

ecological conversion? Some zoos are already paving the way in this 

area and serving as inspirational role models to the community – as 

the many outstanding articles in this issue attest. Moreover, zoos are 

also forwarding conservation education in situ. 

 

Concurrently, there’s an increasing focus on accountability amongst 

the media, funders and the general public. Hence evaluation of impact 

on the visiting public is also moving to the forefront of zoo operation 

– and rightly so. We must walk our talk and prove our effectiveness.

 

So, zoos may become increasingly outstanding sites for bringing 

people in touch with (local, regional or ‘exotic’) nature. Nevertheless, 

the question arises: do zoos need to not only draw in the already 

biosensitive or biophilic visitor, but especially focus their attention 

on reaching people who are most in need of transformation? 

An increasing alienation from nature could entail an increase in 

biophobism… Whichever way, we have our work cut out for us!
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It’s one of those years where you sometimes he-

sitate before switching on the TV for fear of being 

thoroughly depressed by all that is going on in the world. Somehow everyone, 

governments included, seemed to forget that economies go through cycles and 

that we would arrive eventually at another recession. What’s interesting I think is 

how people’s behaviour changes during times of economic stress. 

The phenomenon of ‘staycationing’ (not yet in the Oxford English Dictionary 

thankfully) is where people, to save money, instead of going away for a holiday, 

stay at home and do day trips with the family. Holidaying at home in other words. 

I believe the word passed into popular usage in the USA in May of 2008 when 

rising fuel prices discouraged people from travelling.

Staycationing is certainly beneficial to the environment and the local economy 

if people, instead of jetting off to some long-haul destination, stay in their own 

area. There’s evidence too that self-sufficiency is making a comeback with 

families growing more of their own food, baking their own bread etc. There’s 

a ten year waiting list for allotments (patches of land you rent from the local 

authority to grow fruit and vegetables on) in some parts of London. Many people 

I know have become much more conscious of their energy consumption too 

with domestic energy monitors being the latest ‘must have’ gadget here.

All of this is good, not just because we should probably be doing all of those 

things anyway, but because it creates an atmosphere in which people are 

ready-primed for receiving messages on conservation and sustainability. 

There’s little doubt that zoos in many areas are benefiting from the recession 

with staycationers (I promise that’s the last time I’ll use that word) looking for 

a good value day out. So we will all, hopefully, have good numbers of visitors in 

a receptive mode for our messages!

Many of these messages are good ones too. In this Year of the Gorilla with a 

census conducted in January showing that the population of mountain gorillas 

has risen by 12.5% but of course that situation could change very easily unless 

protective measures are kept in place.

And well done to the Government of South Africa who as I write this has just 

announced that it will create a 180 000 km2 Marine Protected Area around the 

remote Prince Edwards Islands in the Southern Ocean, home to 450 000 king 

penguins, 14 species of petrel and 33% of the world’s sub-Antarctic fur seals. 

What an inspiring example of real commitment to the environment! Let’s hope 

other governments follow suit.

On that happy note I’ll finish and wish you all well in your education programmes 

across the world. I look forward as ever to meeting some of you at least during 

the coming year!

Silverback Akili and visitors.
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