Frequently asked questions:

At the Toronto Zoo we often get questions from people concerned about the care and accommodations animals receive.

1. Many animals at the Zoo are alone in their exhibit. Aren’t they lonely?

 At the Toronto Zoo we strive to keep our animals in conditions that are as similar to their wild state as possible.  Some animals are social in nature and some animals are loners, so fish that form schools or mammals that are usually found in large herds need companionship and are kept in groups.  There are however, many animals that normally live alone and only seek a companion when it is time to mate.  For these animals being in the same enclosure with another of their kind causes stress, aggression and in some cases serious fights that could lead to injury or death.  Species like the Great Indian rhinoceros are not social and  male and female must be kept apart because they will fight unless the female is ready to mate.  To discover when the time is right, animal care staff carefully watch the animals’ behaviour and measure the hormone levels in the female’s urine on a regular basis. When they are ready male and female can be put together for a short period until mating occurs.

2. Some of the animals don’t seem happy. Are they miserable?

It is a mistake to judge animals in human terms, because they are not human.  Very few animals have facial expressions that can be interpreted as mood indicators, like humans. Animal care staff at the Toronto Zoo have to use other clues to asses the health and comfort level of their animals.  They watch for changes in posture, appearance of the fur, feather or scales, changes in the eyes,  changes in appetite and body weight, changes in general activity level, whether the behaviour is normal or not and, over the long term, whether there is interest and success in breeding.  Disease and injury to animals are never neglected at the Toronto Zoo.  Excellent veterinary care is provided the same day a problem is discovered.

3. Why are the animals always sleeping?

There is no doubt that life in the Zoo is less exciting than life in the wild and zoo animals are sometimes bored.  At the Toronto Zoo we try to provide for all of the animals’ needs including stimulation, and animal care staff use many techniques to keep animals interested in their environment and behaving normally. This includes hiding food in unusual places, introducing novel objects or odors into the animals environment or even just varying the time of day when animals are fed.  Well fed animals often rest.  It is hunger that usually makes animals in the wild so active.  They must work hard to get their food and when they are satisfied instinct tells them to rest and conserve energy.  If you want to see very active animals try attending one of our many Meet the Keeper events where animals are given some extra treats and, in some cases, trained to show off their amazing physical abilities.

4. Don’t the animals need much larger habitats?  Their enclosures seem so small compared to the space they would use in the wild.

The purpose of a zoo display is to show the animal in a “naturalistic” version of its native habitat so our visitors can appreciate its beauty, true nature and its place in its natural community. The zoo habitat is always a compromise.  If we gave animals the same space in the zoo as they have in their wild home you would never see them.  Zoo habitats are carefully designed to meet many needs and adequate space and stimulation for the animal are at  the top of the list.  Instead of quantity of space we try to provide high quality space that provides for all of the animal’s needs.  The display must also keep the animal and the zoo visitor separate and safe.  Many of our animals can be dangerous to humans and other animals and many could not survive in a Canadian winter if they escaped.  

In winter months visitors may see large animals like giraffes or rhinoceroses in outdoor yards that may not seem large enough. Large tropical animals are not use to ice and snow and, although they can often take the cold they cannot go into paddocks where they may slip and seriously injure themselves.  We give them what fresh air we can in smaller yards that can be completely cleared of snow and ice.

The art of designing zoo animal habitats is developing and has yet to be perfected.  New materials and design techniques bring us closer to our goal of a very comfortable and pleasant environment for the animal that also allows our visitors to feel that they have encountered the animal in its natural setting.

5. Isn’t it cruel to take animals from the wild and keep them in a cage?

 Most zoo animals, over 95%, were born in zoos. Zoos like the Toronto Zoo are committed to breeding the animals they keep in self sustaining populations that do not depend on replacements from the wild.    

From time to time some animals are still taken from the wild. In the cases of the Black-footed ferret, the Vancouver Island marmot and Ngege (a fish from Lake Victoria, in Africa) capture and breeding in zoos is all that has prevented the species from becoming extinct. Sadly many species are losing their wild habitats and the only survivors may be those that live in zoos.  For a lucky few wild habitat has been restored and protected and individuals born in zoos are used to repopulate the wild habitat. 

6.  Isn’t it wrong to make money from keeping animals captive?

If zoos were exploiting animals only to make a profit the answer might be “yes”, but very few zoos make money or even completely support themselves.  The Toronto Zoo depends on the City of Toronto for some of its budget each year.  Like museums and art galleries zoos provide a service to the community that enriches peoples’ lives.   Even in an entire lifetime, a very hardy traveller could not see all the species in the wild, that can be seen in a one day visit to the Toronto Zoo.  Besides their recreational value to the community zoos also provide a means for wildlife conservation, research and education.

