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Zoos (or zoological gardens) have been around for thousands of years and yet attitudes towards them have changed quite dramatically over the last thirty years.  From small menageries (A collection of wild animals that are kept privately or to show to the public [menagerie, 2023]) for the rich to becoming tourist attractions that generate incomes of millions.  In ancient Egypt (around 2500 BCE) the religious significance of some animals resulted in them being kept captive.  While other collections across the globe appeared for differing reasons, some as a display of wealth or power, and others for exotic hunting or entertainment (‘14995216.pdf’, no date).
  
What is now called a zoo in its more modern guise, was first seen around the eighteenth century with the Zoological Society of London founding London Zoo in Regents Park in 1829, the UK’s first, and world’s oldest scientific zoo (Jones, 1997).  Currently there are estimated to be over three hundred licensed zoos and aquariums in the UK (‘ATIC1417-Appendix1.pdf’, no date).  This report will examine the pros and cons of zoos in modern society and discuss what the future holds for them in the UK.
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UK law defines a zoo as “an establishment where wild animals are kept for exhibition to the public otherwise than for purposes of a circus and otherwise than in a pet shop” (Zoo Licensing Act 1981).  The enforcement of this act is attributed to local authorities throughout England and Wales, as some local authorities own zoos, there may be some bias involved.  With licenses granted initially for four years, and license renewals for six years, authorities should also undertake periodical inspections / audits between.  With criteria such as public education, animal welfare, preventing escape and accurate record keeping to be met before a license is granted, the process at first glance may seem difficult to complete.  However, once granted there have been occasions where standards have degraded and animal welfare issues become public knowledge, and in some cases a danger to the public.  

Depending on the amount of animals kept (no more than around 120) and the total amount of differing species, a license may not be required under UK law, premises exempt do not undergo inspections (Keeping zoo animals, 2015). 

Poor management and unsuitable animal welfare conditions have been well documented at Borth Zoo / Animalarium / Animal Sanctuary / Wild Animal Kingdom in Borth, Ceredigion, Wales (see figure 2-1).  Advertised as a petting zoo for domestic animals, the private collection of exotic animals can only be visited by the public on six days of the year (About, no date).  With the Zoo Licensing Act 1981 stating that premises needing a license are “any zoo to which members of the public have access, with or without charge for admission, on seven days or more in any period of twelve consecutive months.” (Zoo Licensing Act 1981).  It is possible that the period of six days was chosen as to avoid licensing and subsequent inspections that are part of that process. 
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Dubbed ‘Britain’s Worst Zoo’, there have been a catalogue of failings including:
· A Eurasian lynx (Lynx lynx) escaping its enclosure and wandering into a nearby caravan park – was shot dead shortly after
· Three Antelopes escaped – Ceredigion Council quoted as having ‘lost confidence’ in the zoo
· Wolf Dogs showing signs of stress due to insufficient room in enclosure (also no routine vaccination program), South American Coati (Nasua coatimundi) pen was of insufficient size, and five silver foxes (Vulpes fulva) needed more room
· Poor general housekeeping arrangements
· Issues with premises such as overgrown hedges, cramped enclosures and inadequate fencing for the most dangerous animals 
· Forced to rehome all primates, lions, serval (Leptailurus serval) and Lechwe (Kobus leche) due to license renewal refusal
· Inadequate firearms arrangements to response to dangerous animals escaping
   (Smith, 2021), (Layton, 2021)

Since these issues have been ongoing since 2017, the local authority has placed restrictions on ownership of certain animals, and revoked licenses.  It also has the authority to close the establishment and force rehoming of all animals.  It could be said that they have been particularly lenient, and have not prioritised animal welfare, but in a sparsely populated area of the country, prioritised tourism and economic benefits of keeping the premises open.
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Conservation measures to be implemented in accordance to the Zoo Licensing Act 1981 include:

Participating in at least one of the following—
(i) research from which conservation benefits accrue to species of wild animals;
(ii) training in relevant conservation skills;
(iii) the exchange of information relating to the conservation of species of wild animals;
(iv) where appropriate, breeding of wild animals in captivity; and
(v) where appropriate, the repopulation of an area with, or the reintroduction into the wild of, wild animals;
(Zoo Licensing Act 1981)

Research, breeding programs and conservation of wild animals are commonly run via charity organisations that rely on donations from investors and the general public.  London and Whipsnade zoos are conservation zoos and part of the ZSL (Zoological Society of London), “an international science-driven conservation charity, working to restore wildlife in the UK and around the world.” (Organisation | ZSL, no date).  Whose work includes captive breeding programmes, reintroduction programmes and education.    

The largest charitable organisation regarding zoos in the UK is BIAZA (British and Irish Association of Zoos and Aquariums) and has over one hundred members.  They help facilitate a coordinated approach to modern animal practices including welfare standards, breeding programs, conservation and education and training (Vision, no date a).  Part of WAZA (World Association of Zoos and Aquariums) and EAZA (European Association of Zoos and Aquariums) this forms a global network that makes collaboration easier.  As part of the 2022- 2026 strategic plan, one of the aims of the organisation is to strengthen and improve through the introduction and implementation of an accreditation system for BIAZA members (Vision, no date b).  This would set a uniform standard for all zoos and aquariums in the UK and help create the path towards an international standard of care, though it is not mandatory to become a member.   

With members contributing over £24million per annum to over eight hundred conservation projects around the world, without this funding it is fair to assume more species would be struggling to survive.  Captive breeding conservation success stories that have involved UK zoos include the Northern Bald Ibis (Geronticus eremita) that was once found throughout Europe and was critically endangered.  It now has a stable, wild population in Morocco and a genetically diverse (ex situ) population within European zoos (Wirtz et al., 2018).      

The WAZA Sustainability Strategy for its member zoos claims to have aligned itself with the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals, but with no enforcement from WAZA themselves it is purely optional for member zoos to implement these (‘F_WAZA-Sustainability-Strategy-2020.pdf’, no date).  Tying in with the UK’s net zero strategy, the emissions from UK zoos do not align with current targets.  Energy and water generated through solar arrays or rainwater storage are only part of the wider problem that includes transportation and the supply chain of various foods required for exotic animals.
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One of the main concerns raised against the existence of zoos is the lack of available space for the animals.  With Chester Zoo housing over 35,000 animals, the welfare of these animals is rightfully questioned.  One of the species kept at Chester Zoo is the Asiatic Lion (Panthera leo persica) of which there are one male and two female.  In their natural habitat (Gir National Park, India) male Asiatic lions have been monitored to have home ranges from 91km² expanding to 832km² outside of the protected area, with lionesses having a smaller range overall (Jhala et al., 2019).  Marketed as a brand-new habitat with increased viewing areas, the Asiatic Lion enclosure at Chester Zoo measuring 4.79km² is significantly smaller than the natural range it would cover in India, yet is twice the size of their old enclosure (Asiatic Lions | Visit our NEW lion habitat | What’s here?, no date).    

Inspired by the Gir National Park, within this new enclosure they have planted Asian tree species such as Japanese Pagoda tree (Sophora japonica), which itself brings concerns.  As well as being a non-native species to the UK, it is potentially harmful and highly toxic if ingested, it is recommended that you wear gloves and wash hands after handling (Sophora japonica | Japanese pagoda tree Trees/RHS Gardening, no date).  The future land management of this area would need careful planning to reduce risks and avoid any injuries to staff or the public.      

The Asiatic lion is identified as an endangered species by the IUCN, but wild population numbers are increasing (see figure 4-1).  It could be suggested that as an alternative to breeding programmes in captivity across the world, more time and money may be better spent in investing in its natural habitat.  For example, Liontrust have provided funding for ZSL to establish a conservation project for the lions in the Gir National Park and London Zoo is part of a breeding programme intertwined with this (Putting trust in the future of Asiatic lions | ZSL, no date).  This would eradicate the issue of cramped enclosures, however it could cause problems if not all parties contribute towards the same objective. 
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Morally and ethically, we must ask if conserving animal species by capturing a select few from the wild to hold in captivity is the right thing to do, or whether more should be done to reduce the effects of the root cause of the species decline.  This is often attributed to anthropogenic interference such as habitat destruction, and the development of the sixth mass extinction period (Cowie, Bouchet and Fontaine, 2022).  

With many animals not classified as endangered on the IUCN red list in captivity, having been bred in other zoos they have lost their natural instincts through captivity adaption and are unsuitable for release into the wild as due to reduced plasticity, survival cannot be guaranteed (Morgan et al., 2022).  Meerkats (Suricata suricatta) for example, are of least concern, yet are present in almost every UK zoo.  With techniques such as population viability modelling available to measure population numbers and risks to them in the wild, species in the ‘least concern’ category should not be kept in captivity, especially in the UK (for data on species in Welsh zoos see figure 4-2).  SSC (Species Survival Commission) and the IUCN are available to engage with, but certain species are big attractions for the public, and therefore increase income for the zoos.
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[bookmark: _Toc129355515]Figure 4‑2 The conservation status of species kept in Welsh zoos in 2017 (Redmond, 2017)
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It is not just terrestrial animals that are threatened globally, marine life is especially vulnerable due to poor fishing practices, pollution and climate change effecting their habitats (Goikoetxea et al., 2021).  The UK’s largest aquarium, National Marine Aquarium in Plymouth, is run by the Ocean Conservation Trust.  Like zoos, they also have breeding programmes with most recent ones including various species of rays and sharks.  The captive offspring have been distributed to other aquariums, not released into the wild (‘Breeding programmes | Species Protection’, no date).  Similar issues plague aquariums in regards to tank space and general animal welfare.  Public attitude to aquariums also varies, especially in reaction to documented Orca behaviour in sea entertainment establishments in the USA (Boissat, Thomas-Walters and Veríssimo, 2021). 

At an aquarium in Sweden, Havets hus have taken it upon themselves to breed and release Smallspotted cat sharks (Scyliorhinus canicular) into Gullmarsfjorden.  Since 2003, they have released approximately 160 sharks into the nearby fjord.  These sharks are classified on the IUCN red list as a species of least concern, and was last assessed in 2020 (The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, no date).  This raises questions as to why they chose this species in particular to help in the first place.    
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Organisations that campaign against zoos in the UK include animal charities such as Freedom for animals, PETA and Born Free.  The size of zoo paddocks and enclosures are primary targets for campaigners, with cramped conditions often detrimental to animal welfare in general, it is not clear how the size of an enclosure is estimated for species who may not be commonly kept in captivity (Browning and Maple, 2019).  Although some enclosures may look small, usable space such as climbing structures is important as they allow animals options such as cooler or quieter spaces, and expand vertically to allow some degree of freedom.  However, when given more space they are not forced to socialise with others and can move more freely, demonstrating more natural patterns of movement (Ross et al., 2009).  

After becoming a headline news story and dominating social media posts, the shooting of Harambe the Western Lowland Gorilla (Gorilla gorilla gorilla) in 2016 after a three year old boy climbed into his enclosure ignited the zoo debate for millions and resulting in many boycotting zoos (BBC News, 2017).  The alteration of the public’s perception of zoos has resulted in tourist numbers declining globally (Whitworth, 2012), as more people become aware of the animal’s welfare.  To try and distance themselves from any perceived notions of poor conditions in zoos, some establishments will name themselves differently such as conservation facilities, animalarium’s or wildlife centres.

The Animal Welfare (Kept Animals) Bill, largely petitioned for by animal welfare charities, is currently being processed through the House of Commons.   One of the main objectives of the bill is “improving zoo regulations and trying to ensure that zoos are doing more to contribute to conservation.” (Carver and Ares, 2023).  Submitted in June 2021, there is still a long way to go before the bill could come into effect, and has potential to be watered down overtime. 
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Zoos are a significant part of the UK’s tourism sector but have a weak spot in their business model, they rely on visitors to fund the astronomically high running costs.  Some of these costs include staff, energy bills, veterinary staff, food, insurance, and maintenance, as well as contributing towards scientific research.  During the COVID lockdowns of 2020-2021 the lack of income from tourism resulted in some zoos requesting donations via websites or closing altogether.  The UK’s largest zoo and registered conservation and education charity, Chester Zoo, released their costs involved in response to governmental decisions against reopening of outdoor attractions in June 2020.  

Some of the key points made were:
· Revenue from visitors make up 97% of total income
· It costs £465,000 per month to care for 35,000 animals (food, veterinary services) 
· With additional costs, this totalled £1.6million per month to keep it running
· The most visited zoo in the UK, two million visitors per annum
· Contributes to eighty conservation projects globally
· £83.1million towards regional economy
· Supports over 1,700 jobs
(Chester Zoo at risk after order to remain closed ‘indefinitely’, 2020)

If a business was proposed today with the same financial model of Chester Zoo, it would be subjected to ‘financial stress testing’, similar to domestic mortgage applications.  The pandemic has highlighted the precariousness of a zoo’s reliability on tourists, donations and government funding to bail it out of financial ruin.  Also considering the effects of dwindling funds have on animal welfare, I believe this business would not be approved today.
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The future of zoos in the UK are very much in the balance, trying to contend with funding issues, and waning public interest.  This will severely impact their contributions to global conservation projects and the economic input to local economies, and it will be interesting to see what the effects of the ‘Animal Welfare Bill’ (if it is approved) are on these areas.  In my opinion, zoos are tourist destinations, with most masquerading as conservation sanctuaries.  

To contribute to better zoo practice, I would recommend the exclusion of large animal species from UK zoos and those that require sufficient space must be accommodated.  The keeping of Polar Bears (Ursus maritimus) along with other species that have adapted to drastically different climates should also be restricted.  The energy used to keep enclosures (including reptile houses) to a similar temperature of the animals’ natural habitat is not a sustainable approach, and should only be used to house those that are critically endangered.  The conservation of the animal’s natural habitat should be prioritised to avoid further losses of wild populations.  What good is a breeding programme to save the species if there is nowhere left to release it too?
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  Figure 3  –   Shows the increase in  Asiatic lion  population numbers 2015 - 2020   ( Vajiram IAS App for  UPSC Aspirants , no date)  
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    Figure 1   -   The conservation status of species kept in Welsh zoos in 2017  (Redmond, 2017)  
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