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Abstract

Conservation is a key mission of zoological institutions around the world. The World Association
of Zoos and Aquariums reminds us in their 2005 Conservation Strategy Report that “conservation
without action for sustainability is incomplete.” If sustainability is not practiced by zoos, their
efforts towards species preservation are being contradicted. Whilst there has been action to move
towards sustainability in a number of areas of operation, including reducing electricity
consumption, implementing renewable energy, improving waste management and recycling,
sourcing more sustainable and certified products in the retail and food outlets, one area yet to see
a substantial transition is zoo animal feed. A collaboration between Monash University (Victoria,
Australia), Taronga Conservation Society Australia (New South Wales, Australia), and San Diego
Zoo Global (California, USA) sought to understand the barriers and explore potential solutions to
sustainable zoo diets.

Interviews were conducted with fourteen zoos, from the United States, Australia, Asia, New
Zealand, and Europe. Interviews were mostly conducted with zoo nutritionists or the person
responsible for food procurement to understand barriers to providing sustainable zoo diets.
Respondents were asked about the barriers that zoos faced to improving the sustainability of
animal diets and whether the institution is currently working towards overcoming the challenges
identified. Motivation to pursue sustainable zoo diets was high and aligned with mission of the
organization, and personal values of employees, alongside recognition of the increasing emphasis
on sustainability by society and governments. Constraints included cost, lack of sustainable
alternatives for necessary products, inability to categorically identify sustainable feeds, and even
a lack of motivation in management to include sustainability in their procurement process. The
other challenge is also to define what is meant by ‘a sustainable feed’, given that sustainability is
such a buzzword and means different things to different people, it is important to have a mutual
and clear understanding of what it is we are trying to achieve.

Six zoo food suppliers were also interviewed to determine their opinions, values, and practices;
data pertaining to the sustainability of their business operation, such as water usage, land usage,
and carbon footprint was lacking. Though quantifying their environmental impact, or reduction
thereof, was not possible, all offered examples to qualify this was an area of business operations
they were actively pursuing, whether that be sourcing local products or materials, or using and
recycling materials in the production process. Proposed solutions to help the zoo animal nutrition
profession make more informed choices included a Supplier Sustainability Checklist for evaluating
the commitment of suppliers and identification of certifications that signify sustainable products
that aligned to zoo missions.
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