WHY ZOOS?

Many people are concerned with the treatment of domestic and captive wild animals and are asking themselves if we, as a society, are doing the right thing.  Shouldn't all animals have the right to live freely in their natural environment?

SETTING THE STANDARD

The Toronto Zoo is at the forefront among those advocating high standards for animal care and, along with other responsible groups such as Zoocheck Canada, has been called on by governments to advise them on animal care standards that may be put into law.  CAZA (the Canadian Association of Zoological Parks and Aquariums) and AZA (American Zoo and Aquarium Association) have set standards that zoos wishing accreditation must meet.  Adequate, well-maintained facilities must be in place to ensure the safety and well being of animals in our care.  Zoos that do not meet these high standards do not receive accreditation.  The Toronto Zoo is a member of both CAZA and AZA.

ANIMAL RIGHTS

Whether animals have rights to be free from farming practices, animal research or hunting and trapping is still a hotly debated issue.  Zoo professionals, however, believe that the most fundamental right animals and plants have, is to be free from human-caused extinction.  The Toronto Zoo is involved in many breeding programs to ensure the long-term survival of animals in its care. It is also involved in reproductive research to help propagate more individuals of species that are in immediate danger of extinction.  [see TZ brochure Zoos and Conservation]  

There are species in zoos now that have fewer individuals in the wild than in captivity.  Most zoo animals are born in captivity and some species that have long been extinct in the wild such as Pere David deer and Wisent (European bison), are doing quite well in zoos and some have been reintroduced successfully.  Still others exist solely in captivity; the California condor for example.

RESEARCH

Researchers in the Zoo conduct investigations on some of the animals in their care in order to breed them more effectively or to improve their care in captivity.  The stress and pain that animals may suffer is always taken into consideration and kept to a minimum.  However, if success in breeding for the long-term survival of the species is to be achieved, researchers must understand the physiology (how the bodily processes work) of the species.  Most research is conducted in a very unintrusive manner, such as testing urine or observing behaviour, but sometimes blood samples must be taken, injections given and cells surgically removed or implanted.  Important achievements in artificial insemination, embryo transfer and surrogate mothering, that may make the difference between extinction and survival for some species, have come about using these techniques. The risk to the individual animals involved is also taken into careful consideration.  Each individual is precious.  However, researchers cannot ask them for their consent and the animals cannot give it.  Researchers assume responsibility for what they do knowing that it contributes to conserving the diversity of living things on Earth.

The "Garden of Eden" where all roam free and unmolested, has never existed.  The wild animals we admire so much have evolved in a tough environment. Predatory animals do not consider the rights of their prey before they devour them and disease and parasites cause great suffering among wild animals.  Modern zoos such as the Toronto Zoo are striving for a balance between human needs for space and resources and the requirements of the Earth's wildlife.  This balance can only be achieved through a clear understanding of the biological needs of plants and animals.  Until such a balance is achieved, zoos provide an important, and often last refuge for many wild species.
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