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a conservation journey of a lifetime 
begins with a single step

Walking for conservation is a new approach by 

the Johannesburg Zoo to raise awareness and funds for threatened species. The Zoo is involved 

with wattled crane, ground hornbill, vulture and frog conservation projects and also assists with 

chimpanzee rescue operations in conjunction with the Jane Goodall Institute. 

he Johannesburg Zoo is better known as a 
recreational facility, according to guest surveys–

only	1%	of	visitors	surveyed	see	the	Zoo	as	a	
conservation body. In this regard it is obvious that 
people are unaware of our conservation programs. 
Media releases are compiled on a regular basis 
and the website contains our conservation 
project information. School programs focus on 
conservation efforts as well as staff talks, and 
animal exhibits list the conservation status of 
displayed species. These communication tools 
have not been fully successful in educating our 
visiting public or our staff.

New avenues have been investigated to enhance 
our conservation education efforts, such as 
utilizing the monthly walks we offer. The 
Johannesburg Zoo has offered fitness walks since 
the early 1990s. The participants change as years 
go by but the enthusiasm has remained. These 
walks have always been popular with families and 

even	serious	fitness	trainers.	The	walk/run	is	a	5km	
loop inside the Zoo and is offered once a month. 
It is supported by visitors we believe because the 
environment is lovely; the money raised supports 
the zoo operation; it is safe; it is fun exercising with 
other friendly people; it is accessible to babies in 
prams, people in wheelchairs; and also because one 
becomes more familiar with the antics of animals 
as observed whilst traveling the Zoo. Suddenly 
the participants have expert opinions on what 
the	elephants	do	at	7:30	a.m.	on	a	Sunday.	This	
indicates yet again that the Zoo is used as a 
recreational facility. The trick is how to induce 
conservation awareness.

We decided on hosting five additional walks 
during	the	year,	with	100%	of	the	income	
dedicated to conservation projects. The walks were 
advertised to the current participants and to a wider 
audience through various databases, our staff and 
the media. The messaging was changed from:  

the Johannesburg Zoo to raise awareness and funds for threatened species. The Zoo is involved 
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“Support your zoo and exercise in a fun, safe 
environment” to, for example, “we have 230 

wattled cranes left 
in South Africa– 

join our walk to support these critically endangered 
birds	and	100%	of	your	contribution	will	be	
dedicated to our conservation project.” 

The walk was essentially the same as all the 
others but an addition was that the crane staff 
maintained a small information exhibit. They 
demonstrated the feeding of hand-raised 
chicks using the crane costume and puppet, 
which encouraged people to ask questions 
about the animals and project. The Bird Curator 
welcomed all the walkers before the start 

and thanked them for their support, 
stressing the importance of the 

project. These activities 
re-enforced our invitation 

to all that this walk 
was dedicated to 

conservation.
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The first walk was undertaken in February, 
2011.	We	raised	12,840	rands	(more	than	
$1,600	U.	S.	dollars)	and	had	a	total	of	321	
participants. Although satisfying, the best part 
was to hear the conversations amongst the 
participants. Parents were explaining to their 
children why they were walking and why they 
were not receiving a medal as the money 
was going to save the birds. Also, parents  
pointed out to their children what the actual 
bird looked like. More engagement followed 
on their return from their walk. 

Staff members were keen to get involved– 
to do the demonstrations, talk about the 
wattled cranes, take photos and assist with 
fundraising	all	at	7:00	a.m.	on	their	free	
time during the weekend. 

Building upon this success, the Zoo is 
expanding walks that will feature other 
threatened species including frogs, ground 
hornbills and vultures.
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