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Abstract

As wildlife populations continue to be threatened by extinction, zoos have a more important role in conservation. Many zoos support in situ conservation efforts both through funding conservation research staff and in situ programs. The day-to-day activities of animal care staff however may not include conservation or research activities. Finding ways to integrate research staff and animal care staff can greatly enhance keeper knowledge and exhibits, and in turn this can also improve guest experience. This presentation will focus on the efforts at Smithsonian's National Zoo and the National Capital AAZK Chapter to bridge the gap between animal care staff and conservation research staff to promote collaboration and the exchange of knowledge. Specifically we will discuss collaborations in regards to both the in situ and ex situ golden lion tamarin (Leontopithecus rosalia) research as well as several outreach activities, including programs involving keepers from the Small Mammal House. While these activities require enthusiasm from both researchers and animal care professionals, they are relatively inexpensive for a zoo to implement and have tremendous rewards for everyone involved.

Presentation Summary

Over the past century, zoos have evolved from menageries that house a variety of exotic species solely for entertainment, into conservation centers that work on several fronts to protect against species extinction. Zoos are taking their role as conservationist seriously, participating in both ex situ and in situ conservation activities. With many of the zoo species considered threatened by extinction, the impact zoos can have in conservation are substantial. 

Zoos are able to affect the conservation of wildlife by participating in captive breeding programs where species are managed to maintain genetically and demographically healthy populations. Zoos are often being considered as rescues for highly endangered populations where in situ conservation may not be possible. Zoos also contribute directly to in situ conservation through financial support or by establishing research and conservation programs. Many zoos have invested in conservation and research centers within the institution whose primary focus is conservation and research (i.e. Smithsonian Conservation Biology Institute, Wildlife Conservation Society, San Diego Global, etc.), which may or may not be related to the animal collection. While there is significant value in this contribution, zoos a have a unique opportunity to relay this information to the public and help create a conservation ethic. 

One of the primary methods for relaying conservation and research information is through our exhibits. Creating dynamic and realistic exhibits that have a link to conservation is the ultimate challenge for animal care staff.  One way to facilitate this is to ensure animal care staff has a role in zoo’s conservation and research programs. This paper will discuss a few methods illustrating how we have successfully connected the Smithsonian’s National Zoo’s research and animal care staff to better achieve zoo conservation goals. Collaborations between research and animal care staff can ensure accurate and current information is properly disseminated to the public, can aid in exhibit design and husbandry, and can help both keepers and researchers reach their professional goals. 

We will discuss several collaborative activities between keepers at the National Zoo’s Small Mammal House and Smithsonian Conservation Biology Institute, and below are summaries of a few of those activities.

Research project partnerships. Many keepers have a desire to be a part of research activities, particularly those that use the animals in their care. Collaboratively, Jennifer and Kenton designed and studied a family group of golden lion tamarins to monitor increasing aggression in a large family group.

As GLT studbook keeper, Jennifer is able to share studbook information with interested keepers. Keepers are able to see firsthand what goes into a studbook. This provides valuable experience and may incite the desire for the keeper’s own studbook and set expectations for how a program should be run efficiently. Additionally, interested keepers can help with aspects of the SSP/Studbook that require extra help.  For example Kenton is currently assisting by coordinating the shipment of seven GLTs from seven North American Zoos to three Australia Zoos to bolster their genetic diversity. This program has allowed Jennifer to oversee the process but not have to take it on solo, and Kenton has been introduced to a number of contacts at different zoos, and he has learned how to coordinate an international permit. The amount of effort put into the permit program is certainly worthwhile; with these new skills, Kenton will be utilized for future international permit requests including transfers to New Zealand and Europe.
Participation in in situ research opportunities. There is no better way to learn about species conservation than by traveling to the field to see a conservation site. The Smithsonian’s National Zoo had been working on GLT conservation in the Atlantic Coastal Forest in Brazil since the 1970s and in that time several staff members, including multiple animal care staff, have been supported in traveling to Brazil to gain firsthand knowledge of the program and wild GLTs as well as assist in in situ research. While more costly than some of the other methods we have discussed, the payoff of this type of travel are tremendous.  

Education & outreach. The partnership between animal care and research can be used to create an education opportunity for the public. Keepers at Small Mammal House and GLT scientists published a quarterly newsletter titled “Monkey Messages” that included updates about GLT conservation in Brazil and ex situ updates about GLTs at NZP’s Small Mammal House. These newsletters are published on the website, and they are given to NZP volunteer docent staff. The newsletter makes conservation news halfway around the world more accessible to our zoo’s regular visitors and makes a connection between the captive and wild populations with little effort.

During NZP’s educational event days such as our Autumn Conservation Festival, research units are invited to staff tables for outreach and education with guests. The GLTCP hosts a table that includes assistance from animal care staff. The table highlights science from the field, including radio telemetry, and science used in zoos, such as a population management and also includes GLT husbandry and behaviors (such as micromanipulation foraging). This collaboration creates an open forum for information exchange and demonstrates the unity of animal care and research staff.

Networking. Working with a researcher already connected with conservation can propel the keeper into other organizations that are saving the species. Jennifer is a board member for Save the Golden Lion Tamarin (SGLT; www.savetheliontamarin.org), the American non-profit counterpart to Associacao Mico Leao Dourado (AMLD), the Brazilian program conserving and monitoring GLTs in Brazil. Jennifer has encouraged keeper and volunteer involvement at SGLT events, and this has included incorporating Kenton as a social media manager for their Facebook page. Getting the word out on GLTs is integral, and although the time requirement is only a few minutes a week, it's one less responsibility that the SGLT board members need to oversee, and it allows ownership of SGLT and GLT conservation for keepers. 

As zoos move forward on the path to conservation, the profession of zookeepers continues to evolve and be propelled to further heights. Whereas before keepers were auxiliary to research, keeper staff is an entire workforce of conservationists who are available to help save the species they care for with intimate knowledge of animal behavior and their relationships with their environment. By integrating animal care and research staff, zoos are able to add new depth to both groups, and this collaboration has far reaching benefits that positively affect staff, the zoo, and the public. 

