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Soccer mom. Backstage mom. No problem. But the day my son
inevitably pleads, “Mommy, can | go on the zoo field trip?” the
answer will be no.

| want my son to see the animals. Just not at a zoo, where wild
creatures devolve to abstract still lifes tossed into an urban
panorama. But how do you tell a child, crumpled permission slip
in hand, “You cannot go to the zoo with your classmates?”

“Mommy, puh-lease!”

The “effa-lants” my three-year-old adores roam 20 to 50 miles
everyday. The American Zoo and Aquarium Association (AZA) lets
members stock elephants in one-fortieth of an acre of yard space
per animal. A generic polar bear exhibit is one-millionth the scope
of a polar bear’s 31,000 sg. mile wilderness domain.

A 2003 Oxford University study published in the journal Nature
lists polar bears, lions, tigers, cheetahs and other large carnivores
as lousy candidates for captivity. “It could be that...some species
find roaming pleasurable,”

states research biologist Dr.

Georgia Mason. “They might

be designed in such a way that

roaming makes their central

nervous system develop prop-

erly.”

Many restrained animals resort
to stereotypies, the neurotic
repetition of gestures such as
pacing, swaying, head-bob-
bing or bar-biting. In captivity,
polar bears pace 25% of the
time and wide-ranging animals

experience a 65% rise in infant deaths. On the other hand, Dr.
Mason claims animals with relatively limited natural ranges appear
to cope with confinement.

Cope for what purpose? “What is denied by zoo apologists is that the
animals are there almost exclusively as entertainment,” writes Animal
Protection Institute’s Barry Kent MacKay in When Zoos Tell Lies.
“Whether the goal is to make profits or enhance pleasure of residents
and tourists, it is argued people learn about animals by visiting zoos.”

The Education Excuse

Zoo education is often “miseducation,” as MacKay, an ornithologi-
cal expert, observed at the Sacramento Zoo. Most of the zoo’s bird
collection, situated around a pseudo Lake Maracaibo (the real lake
is in Venezuela), does not even exist in that part of the world.
“Implying [these birds are] native to Lake Maracaibo is like saying
the polar bear can be found in Michigan, since both polar bears and

| Lake Michigan are in North
America. You are closer to polar
bears in the wild if you visit down-
town Milwaukee than you are close
to southern screamers if you paddle
around the shores of Lake
Maracaibo,” MacKay writes.

Still, there must be some educational
value in glimpsing a real creature

backyard. In fact, conservation efforts
— for dolphins and other cetaceans
stem primarily from the public’s con-
tact with captive specimens, accord-
ing to a zoo spokesperson who spoke
at a symposium Mackay attended.



