Canadian Comeback
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The black-footed ferret is one of North AmericaOs most endangered animals and
just a few decades ago, was thought to be extinct. Now after several years of
international effort, the black-footed ferret will  be reintroduced into the wild in
Canada in Fall 2009. In 2004, the Toronto Zoo, in p artnership with Parks
Canada, US Fish & Wildlife Service (USFWS), CalgariZoo, private stakeholders
and other organizations established a joint Black-f ooted Ferret/Black-tailed
Prairie Dog Canadian Recovery Team to look at the p otential for reintroducing
black-footed ferrets into Grasslands National Park (GNP) in Saskatchewan. After
a lot of hard work on many levels, reintroduction o f black-footed ferrets into

GNP is now planned for the fall of 2009. black-footed ferret kits
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back from near-extinction

The black-footed ferret is the only native ferret k nown to North America and is
listed as one of North AmericaOs most endangered species. Ferrets prey almost
exclusively on prairie dogs and inhabit prairie dog burrows. Loss of prairie dogs
due to wide-scale extermination, agricultural conve rsion of their habitat, and
epidemics of sylvatic plague (black plague) have re sulted in the loss of about
95% of the ferret range since the 1800s. The black- footed ferret was thought
to be extinct in the mid 1970s but in 1981 there was a dramatic discovery of a
small population in Meetetse, Wyoming. Between 1985 and 1987, 18 ferrets were
brought into captivity for the purpose of setting u p a captive breeding and
reintroduction program to save the species. Six fac ilities, including five zoos
within the Association of Zoos and Aquariums Species Survival Plan, now
maintain intensively managed ferret populations tot aling approximately 240
animals to ensure the survival of the species and p rovide animals for
reintroduction. To date, over 6,000 kits (baby ferr  ets) have been born, with the
majority being released into the wild at 17 sites a cross the western United
States and Mexico. The Toronto Zoo joined the progr am in 1992 and is the only
Canadian zoo to be breeding ferrets. As part of the black-footed ferret
conservation recovery program, the Toronto Zoo has b red hundreds of kits for
release into the US and Mexico and will now be breeding ferrets for release
in Canada.

Black-footed ferret numbers in the wild now total o ver 750 individuals and
several ferret reintroduction sites are now self su staining. However, these
milestones collectively result in only approximatel y 20 percent of the ferret
numbers required to meet recovery plan goals.
research for survival
Two important challenges for the recovery of black- footed ferretOs have been
identified. The first is that there are not enough large prairie dog complexes
currently existing to support more self-sustaining  populations of ferrets.
Secondly, the ecology of sylvatic plague is poorly understood and this disease
can rapidly eliminate crucial prairie dog populatio ns. It is thought that the
recommended acreage of prairie dogs is 10,000 acres to support a ferret
population. However, there are several current or p otential black-footed ferret
reintroduction sites that are much smaller in size (less than 5,000 acres).
These sites have potential value as OnurseryO sitesthat would be intensively
managed to provide wild-produced kits for other rei ntroduction sites.

In Canada, the black-footed ferret historically ran ged from the western
prairies, from southern Alberta, and southern Saska tchewan. It was listed as
extirpated (no longer found) in Canada in 1978. The largest black-tailed prairie
dog distribution in Canada is found in and around G rasslands National Park
(GNP) and the prairie dog is protected within the p ark boundaries. Calgary
Zoo joined Toronto ZooOs black-footed ferret recove ry efforts in 2004 and is
heading up valuable prairie dog research in GNP. Toronto Zoo has been
assisting with this research and also spearheaded d isease surveillance research
in and around the park with support from the World ~ Wildlife Fund, the ELSA
Fund, the McLean Foundation, TD Friends of the Environment, the Regina
Chapter and the Moose Jaw/Swift Current Chapter and other donors.

The GNP site is currently plague free and has the potential to be a small
managed release site with the possibility of expans ion in the future. This
exploratory reintroduction will involve frequent mo  nitoring to mitigate threats
and bolster the population with additional individu als when necessary. OAs an
international collaborative project, this is very e xciting for the recovery of
the endangered black-footed ferret in CanadaO says Maria Franke, Curator of
Mammals at the Toronto Zoo.

We invite you to come out to the Zoo and celebrate  this upcoming monumental
event being launched April 3 - 4, 2009. Please chec k for
updates and more information.

black-footed ferret game

The Toronto Zoo Conservation Connection
Centre will be unveiling a new computer game
featuring the black-footed ferret and other
species of the prairie ecosystem. The game was
produced by Parks Canada and provides lots of
challenging fun and great information.

black-footed ferret fun facts

¥ DonOt get the black-footed ferret mixed up
with the domestic ferret. Although they may
look alike, the pet store variety was bred from
the European polecat, a close relative of the
black-footed ferret

¥ A black-footed ferret family of four will consume
an average of 763 prairie dogs per year

¥ Captive born ferrets are sent to a special
Oboot campO at the US Fish & Wildlife National
Black-footed Ferret Conservation Breeding
Centre in Fort Collins, Colorado. Here they
are taught how to be a wild ferret and hunt
prairie dogs

¥ What eats black-footed ferrets?
Common predators of ferrets include coyotes,
badgers, great-horned owls, hawks and eagles

¥ Black-footed ferrets are nocturnal (active at
night). This protects them from predators and
allows them to prey on sleeping prairie dogs

¥ Black-footed ferrets have a gestation of 42 to
43 days and the average litter size is three to
four kits (young ferrets)

torontozoo.com/donations.asp
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A day in the life of a black-footed ferret keeper

ItOs breeding season, the sperm until they are firm. This is an interesting f eat as they are

most important time of
the year for black-footed
ferret keepers. And today
is testicle feeling day B if
my mother could see me
now! We are one of six
facilities in North America
and the only Canadian zoo
that breeds black-footed ferrets with the ultimate  goal of releasing
them to the wild.

Ferret breeding can be very frustrating! Ferrets on ly come into
reproductive readiness once a year. They are induce d by the length
of day, or the amount of light they are offered in  their holding. We
give our animals 14 hours of light prior to the bre eding season,
starting on December 21 of each year. On the first day of January we
catch the female ferrets, weigh them and check to s ee if they have
any development of their vulvas. When a femaleOs viva is five
millimeters, we take a cell sample to see if she is in full oestrus and
ready to breed.

Now; the boys are a different matter. Males donOt have testicles for
most of the year and they start to show them only p rior to breeding
season. At the beginning of January we catch the ma les and weigh
them. We weigh both sexes to be sure they are at op timum breeding
weights. We check the maleOs testicles by measuringthe width and
the length and then feel for firmness, as the testi cles do not produce

spinning in the catch cage! Males usually are firm by February.

So, now we are ready to go and the nail biting begi ns. The females
are all ready to breed and, even though with most o f the guys the
spiritis willing, the body is not. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, who
actually owns our animals, has a geneticist who wor ks out the best
breeding combinations and sends us a list of our fi rst, second and
third choices of matings. This is the part | usuall y lose sleep over!
Lily doesnOt like Jean-Luc. Samantha would really Ike Ollie, but he is
busy with her sister, Hollie. Samantha and Hollie s hould really go to
Schmud but he is resting after several long nights with Aftiel!

Finally | get the pairs together to produce the mos t desirable kits
and run back to our video monitors to watch the act ion and cheer
them on. Ferrets breed for about one hour. Then | ¢ heck for sperm
and if itOs positive, the female is left with that male for five days under
observation. | then move onto another male and fema le and start the
whole process again!

Forty-two and a half days later we are blessed with kits. | have to
admit | was disappointed the first time | saw them as they are born
hairless. But, in a couple of weeks they start to g et hair and open
their eyes. From then on they are nothing but cute and funny to
watch. In 60 days they will be as large as their mo thers. At about 90
days they fly to the U.S. to be conditioned in pre- release pens and are
released into the wild. This yearsO kits will hopefully be the first black-
footed ferrets to be reintroduced to the Canadian p rairies and start
the first Canadian wild born generation of this end angered species.

Training benefits our Western lowland gorillasyways

One of the most rewarding aspects of
zo0 keeping is interacting with the
animals. Psychological Husbandry is
the new buzzword for any aspect of
animal keeping that impacts the
behaviour of the animals. Generally
we divide our program into two
categories, enrichment and training.
Enrichment is aimed at keeping the
animals mentally stimulated and
training involves modifying the
behaviour of the animals.

At the Toronto Zoo we have an
overall enrichment and training plan
as mandated by the Association of
Zoos and Aquariums and developed

by the ZooOs Animal Care Branch.

The African Rainforest plan identifies

the gorilla as a top priority for train-

ing, because these animals are very
intelligent and have specific health needs that can be addressed using
training. Gorillas in captivity suffer from cardio  vascular disease just as
we do and it is the leading cause of premature deat h. Like us they also
suffer from being overweight.

ItOs important to regularly weigh
the animals, so the gorillas are now
trained to go and sit still on a scale.

They are also trained to open their
mouths for regular inspection of
their teeth and to present body
parts such as feet, ears, and fingers
for inspection or possible treatment.
Silverback gorilla Charles has even
been trained to accept ultrasound
diagnosis of his heart.

Subira, one of our adolescent
males who was recently trans-
ferred to Granby Zoo, was trained
by gorilla keeper Ali Vella, to sit quietly and acc ept an injection. This
meant that Subira could be anesthetized for transfe r without a lot of
stress. The introduction of Ngozi, the new female g orilla was also a very
smooth operation, thanks to training sessions that allow keepers to
reinforce calm, positive behaviour. Still, Ngozi is a very savvy gorilla who
knew when to submit and when to stand her ground!

Our training program at the Toronto Zoo is still de veloping but we are
really starting to see results. Nicole Presley is ¢ o-coordinating the program
and her initiative is paying off well. Animal Care looks forward to many
more successes over the next few years.
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big chill



the magic of polar bears

Polar bears B you gotta love them. Something about their white and furry
appearance tugs at our heartstrings. We imprint the ir image on our toonies,
feature them in commercials, make them the most pop ular zoo animal to
visit and build statues to them. For the Arctic abo riginal peoples, too, these
animals have long played an important cultural and material role.

Even though weOre fully aware that these bears are the largest land
predators, twice as big as lions or tigers, with an adult male weighing up to
1,500 pounds, weCre still charmed by them, even thaigh they could take us
out with one casual swipe of a colossal paw.
polar bears in danger
And yet, in as few as 100 years, these beloved animals may, according to the
IUCN (International Union for the Conservation of N ature), Obe extirpated
from most of their range.O

Polar bears are uniquely adapted to snow and ice. They hunt their primary
food source, ringed and bearded seals from the sea ice. The rising temperatures
caused by global warming are causing the ice to mel t before the bears have
been able to build the fat reserves they need to su rvive the long lean months
of the late summer and early fall.

Apart from hunting, polar bears also use the ice fo r courtship and mating.
Other fallout includes lower reproductive rates, lo wer survival rates for cubs
and juveniles, poorer physical condition, collapsin g dens, and increased
disease which tends to flourish in a much warmer cl imate.

As if that isnOt bad enough, temperatures in the Arctic are rising at twice
the rate of that of the rest of the world, placing not only the bears, but also
the entire ecosystem at risk. Ice is melting, for e xample, three weeks earlier
in the western Hudson Bay area than it did 30 years ago. The population
there has dropped 22% since the early 19800s and this is directly linked to
early ice breakup. Last summer, the ice that melted was as large as the size
of Alaska, Texas, and the state of Washington combined.

Polar Bear International

One of the organizations that has stepped up to the plate is Polar Bear
International (PBI). Founded in 1992 by a Canadian, its members of the board
now come from across Canada and the United States. Operating on a
shoe-string budget, they are able to steer donated funds directly to vital
polar bear projects. One of these projects is an ed ucational program called
Leadership Camp. Every year more than a dozen top students from four
different countries embark on a remarkable adventur e in Churchill, Manitoba,
exploring issues relating to polar bears, humans, a nd the environment, thus
creating the leaders of tomorrow on northern conser vation issues.
tomorrowOs arctic leaders

OEvery year, we select a group of bright, motivated students who are eager
to learn about the bearsO, says Robert Buchanan, PBOs President. OAfter they
return, they share what theyOve learned through tal ks, slide presentations,
and media interviews. 1tOs a way to create OAmbass#ors of the ArcticO who
can then help people understand the importance of t he Far North and the
role it plays in the health of our planet.O This ye arOs graduates will focus on
getting communities to reduce their carbon footprin ts as a way to restore
the polar bearsO habitat.

Leadership Camp takes place during the annual fall polar bear migration.
Selected students from around the world will meet s cientists and learn
about their work. TheyOll be visiting a maternal den site, communicating with
their peers through online journals, discussing the implications of climate
change, learning how local residents coexist with t he bears and participating
in science-conferencing classrooms which link polar bear scientists in the
field with students in remote locations.

This year, the Toronto Zoo chose Emily Hawling, a 17-year-old student
volunteer, to participate in the program. OSheOs been a student volunteer for
several years, is interested in science and is comfortable speaking to the
press,0O says Caroline Greenland, Toronto Zoo Manage of Education. Emily is
the only student from Canada to participate in this  program.

Visit the polar bear

Visit polarbearsinternational.org
¥ view the polar bear web cam D join the annual
gathering of polar bears in Churchill, Manitoba
¥ get polar bear FAQOs and information about
Polar Bears International
¥ follow the movements of
satellite collared bears on
the Beaufort Sea
¥ find ways you can help

polar bears
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