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Introduction

Zoos have been a source of fascination and controversy for centuries, with their origins dating back to ancient civilizations such as Egypt, Greece, and Rome (Boyd, 2003). Over the years, the role of zoos has evolved from being mere displays of exotic animals for entertainment purposes to serving as important contributors to conservation, education, and research (Moss, 2014). However, debates over the ethics of keeping animals in captivity have intensified in recent years, with concerns over animal welfare, confinement, and cruelty (Bostock, 2016).

This report aims to explore the controversy surrounding zoos by examining their history and evolution from ancient times to modern-day practices. We will analyse the positive and negative aspects of zoos, including their role in conservation efforts, public education, and scientific research. We will also consider the ethical implications of keeping animals in captivity, the impact on their psychological well-being, and the consequences of removing animals from their natural habitats.

By presenting a comprehensive analysis of the controversy surrounding zoos, this report aims to provide insight into the complexities of this issue. Ultimately, we will conclude by summarizing the findings and providing recommendations for a balanced approach that prioritizes animal welfare, conservation efforts, and public engagement.





















The History of zoos

[image: ]Historically zoos have been around as early as ancient Egyptians in 3000BC, where some of the earliest known depictions of keeping animals were discovered (Bostock, 2003). The first zoos that were recorded were known as menageries. These are where Pharaohs and other wealthy individuals would collect wild animals to showcase them in their collections.  However, the human knowledge of animals and what they needed to survive was severely lacking and therefore not many animals kept in captivity in this way survived. 

We note that closer to home – Then in London, from the 1200s to 1835 the Tower contained was a collection of exotic animals gifted to the UK monarchs from other royals. (Historic Royal Places, 2023). This was then later closed as with the decline in popularity of zoos but also as part of the work of the newly started RSPCA. The Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals was established in 1824 in a coffee shop in London. This was the founding of the first animal welfare organisation in history. Originally known as the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA). Following royal patronage in 1837, Queen Victoria authorised the addition of the royal R in 1840, giving rise to the organization's current name. (RSPCA, 2023)
[image: ]
Thus began the first of what today we consider the modern zoo. Being one of the earliest scientific zoos in the world is the London Zoo, which was opened on April 27, 1828. The zoo, which is run by the Zoological Society of London, was first created for scientific research but became open to the public in 1847.  

Historically zoos have been a driver in animal populations declining, with poor conditions and little understanding of what animals needed, both materially and emotionally – as regards their physical and mental wellbeing and emotional intelligence. Zoos were a plight for the wild animal species which were kept in poor conditions and fed the wrong diets, without consideration of their habitats. As zoos were beginning to fill with animals the wild populations decreased dramatically due to poachers. At this stage therefore we could argue that zoos had more of an entertainment value and were not specifically linked to animal preservation and improvement. 

However even though in the past zoos and menageries were the reason for the animal population declines, nowadays however, massive reforms of the policies in place, and an improvement in animal rights have positively affected how zoos work in today’s society; although there are still some exceptions, without zoos, we would not be able to protect as many animal species or even manage to bring some populations back from the brink of extinction




















Positive Roles of the Modern Zoo
[image: ]Zoos have been a part of civilization for centuries. In the past, zoos were places where people went to see exotic animals, entertain themselves and learn very little about them. However, the roles of modern zoos have evolved to include education, research, and breeding of rare and endangered animals ("Roles of modern zoos", n.d.).  Below are highlighted 3 major positive roles that zoos have in today’s biodiversity crisis.

Education
Modern zoos serve as an avenue for educating the younger generation about the significance of preserving biodiversity. Zoos help to raise awareness about ecosystem services, species conservation, and the impacts of human activities on animals (Kellert & Berry, 2013). They also help to educate people about climate change and the need to protect the environment. According to research by Ferguson, Gan, and Farnworth (2019), visits to zoos foster environmental attitudes and knowledge about animals and their habitats. Zoos also provide an opportunity to view animals that people may not typically see in the wild. 

Breeding


Research
Modern zoos provide habitats for animals that researchers can study without the need to track them down in the wild. Zoos act as 'controlled environments' for scientists to conduct research and experiments to understand animal behaviour, reproduction, nutrition, and endocrinology (Beck & Heberlein, 2011). Through their research, zoos can contribute to several fields, including animal sciences, animal welfare, and conservation biology. Zoos also play a critical role in the fight against the spread of diseases such as Chytridiomycosis.




Criticisms of Modern Zoos

While zoos play critical roles in conservation and education, critics argue that not all zoos have animal welfare at heart. The complex nature of the animals in captivity makes it challenging to maintain their welfare. They also argue that zoos can never replicate the natural habitat of animals and that animals in captivity suffer from 'zoochosis' (Mallapur, 2014; Hosey, 2013; Grech, 2019). Furthermore, others argue that zoos contribute to animal mistreatment, with some zoos in the United States allowing exotic pets to be kept in backyards and calling them zoos (Martin, 2015).
The Animals on Drugs
One of the most concerning practices in modern zoos is the use of drugs to encourage animal breeding. Zoos often use hormonal contraceptives, such as Depo-Provera, to control the breeding cycles of animals. However, these drugs can have harmful side effects, such as an increased risk of cancer and behavioural changes in animals. In addition, zoos have been known to use sedatives to calm animals down and make them more compliant during breeding programs. This practice can have detrimental effects on the animals' physical and mental health, and it is considered unethical by many animal welfare organizations (Grandin, 2010).

Killing Healthy Animals
Another major criticism of modern zoos is the practice of killing healthy animals to make room for more popular or genetically valuable ones. In 2014, a Danish zoo shot and killed a healthy giraffe in front of visitors, and later dissected it in front of children. The same zoo also euthanized four lions to make room for a new male lion for breeding purposes. These practices are not only unethical but also raise concerns about the management of zoos and their priorities (Patronek, 2016).

AZA and BIAZA Statistics
The Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) and the British and Irish Association of Zoos and Aquariums (BIAZA) are two major organizations that oversee the operation of zoos and aquariums. According to their statistics, zoos generate significant revenue from visitors. However, only a small percentage of this money goes back into wildlife conservation efforts. For example, in 2020, the AZA reported that the average zoo spent only 3% of its revenue on conservation (AZA, 2020). This raises concerns about the priorities of zoos and whether they are truly committed to conservation efforts.


Conclusion
In conclusion, while modern zoos have evolved to become important contributors to conservation, education, and research, concerns over animal welfare, confinement, and cruelty have spurred the need for alternative methods. The use of robotics, CGI, virtual reality, and holograms can offer innovative and animal-free solutions to enhance learning opportunities and visitor experiences, without compromising the welfare of animals. The development of technology can also help address the growing demand for conservation efforts, with research indicating that most zoo-goers are willing to contribute financially to conservation efforts (Luebke, 2019). This highlights the potential for zoos to allocate a greater percentage of their revenue towards conservation, rather than investing in costly facilities.
Animal-free zoos represent a promising approach that can help balance the demands of conservation and animal welfare. For example, the use of immersive technology, such as virtual reality, has shown promising results in educating and inspiring the public about wildlife conservation (Kuehn, 2019). Furthermore, sustainable cities can provide natural habitats for wildlife, and urban wildlife experiences have been found to enhance public engagement with conservation (Miller et al., 2019).
However, it is important to recognize zoos’ significant role in engaging the public in preserving wildlife. Zoos remain popular among the global population, with around 700 million people visiting them annually (AZA, 2019). The integration of new technologies, such as those highlighted in Keith Lovett's TED talk, can enhance the visitor's experience while ensuring the welfare of animals in captivity. By prioritizing animal care and well-being, the next generation of zoos can continue to enhance conservation efforts and public engagement while promoting the ethical treatment of animals.
Overall, the future of zoos requires the consideration of various factors, including the ethical treatment of animals, public engagement, and conservation efforts. Using innovative technologies and animal-free alternatives can provide viable solutions that balance these demands, and allocating funds towards conservation efforts can help promote sustainable and ethical zoos for generations to come.
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