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Vultures have been reviled through 
the ages as birds of ill-omen. M. A. 
Satheesan , a scientist with the Bom­
hay Natural History Society shares 
with us his fascination and admira­
tion for these amazing. vital scaven­
ger. 
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Sunday mornings at the zoo hardly 
reveal the hidden world behind the 
bars. Both,keepers and animals are 
subject to trials and tribulations which 
have brought zoo keeping into disre­
pute in India. Sally Walker sug­
gests that it is not too late to improve 
Indian Zoos with the objective of 
ensuring compatibility with other 
conservation efforts. 
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Our pastures lie tattered, destroyed 
by powerful people who neither 
understand nor appreciate the magi­
cal, bountiful systems of nature. Asad 
Rahmani, scientist and humanist, 
writes on the subject of his research 
with the Bombay Natural History 
Society -- the grasslands. 

38 
The lion-tailed macaque was largely 
responsible for the fact that Silent 
Valley was saved from the clutche 
of a hydroelectric project some years 
ago. Today, however, this primate 
is itself threatened on account of the 
destruction of its rainforest home. 
George Roshan makes a plea for 
.savi.ng this ecosystem upon which 
the tapestry of human life is equally 
dependent. 
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here is no denying 
that most zoos in 
India are, both, 
popular and dis­
gracefully run. The 

few that shine out as examples of 
good conservation are rhe excep­
tion and so far there seems no in­
dication that better zoos are on 
the horizon. Little wonder then 
that most conservationists see red 
when the su/~ject of zoos comes 
up. They would prefer that all 
wild animals be allowed to roam 
as free as on the day they were 
born. Unfortunately, as India's 
lopsided development projects con­
tinue to consume habitat after habi­
tat, almost all our wild animals 
fa ce a bleakfuture. Sally Walker, 
a noted authority on zoos, there­
fore makes a casefor 'good zoos' 
where captive breeding and con­
servation objectives can go hand 
in hand with entertainment. With 
pragmatic management and clear­
cut policies, she suggests, even 
existing zoos could be turned into 
model conservation centres. 

Since the dawn of civilisation hu­
mans have captured and displayed 
wild animals as oddities meant 
primarily for the entertainment of 
society. It is only very recently 
that the voice of the animal rights 
movement has begun to be heard. 
The thought has finally percolated 
through society that putting on 
such freak shows actually under­
scores our own baser nature. 

Nevertheless, even today the 
throngs that flock to zoos do use 
the surrounds to escape the trials 
and tribulations of urban life, oc­
casionally even managing to touch 
base with nature through renewed 
bonds with creatures with whom 
our ancestors once shared the earth. 

The role of zoos 

The role of zoos is fast coming to 
be recognised as a vital input to 
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conservation efforts. In Novem­
ber of 1989, a symposium on mam­
mall ian re-introductions was spon­
sored by the Zoological Society 
of London en titl ed "Beyond 
Captive Breeding: Re-Introduc­
ing Endangered Species to the 
Wild." In his presentation , Si­
mon Stuart, Species Programme 
Officer of the Species Survival 
Commission of ruCN. commented 
that in the 14th publi shed Action 
Plans of the Commission Special­
ist Groups, there were 68 projects 
suggested in which a significant 
part of the methodology was cap­
tive breeding, while 24 involved 
re introduction. 

The World Conservation Strategy, 
written a decade ago and pres­
ently undergoing revi sion, recog­
nised zoo or controlled breeding 
of wild animals as well as domes­
tic livestock as a major method of 
maintaining genetic diversity and 
saving 'endangered species. Ten 
years later, with the self-inflicted 
war against our planet undimin­
ished, contrived methodologies 

. may assume even greater signifi­
cance. 

In India the Wildlife Action Plan 
encompasses captive breeding, as 
well as zoos as centres of conser­
vation education. Recently, at an 
International Symposium on the 
Role of Zoos in Wildlife Manage­
ment held in J unagadh on the oc­
casion of the 125th anniversary of 
the Sakkarbaug Zoo, it was pointed 
out that unless alternative habitat 
could be provided and the small 
population of lions presently in­
habiting Gir spread out, future zoo 
lions might provide more genetic 
diversity than wild ones! Resolu­
tions unanimously passed at the 
Symposium by zoo personnel and 
conservation biologists asked for 
urgent action to prevent such a 
tragedy. And if it could not be 
prevented it was felt that it should 
at least be provided for. 

Also in November 1989, at a Sym­
posium entitled Conservation and 
Sustainable Management of In­
dia's Genetic Estate, Mr. Pushp 
Kumar, Principle CCF, Andhra 
Pradesh Forest Department, also 
pointed out that efforts to save 
endangered species in the wild 

' 1 had to be supplemented by vari­
ous methods of controlled breed­
mg. 

Captive breeding 

In October 1988 the Fifth World 
Symposium on Breeding Endan­
gered Species in Captivity, held 
in Cincinnati , heard many success 
and near-success stories in cap­
tive breeding and reintroduction. 
Zoos, breeding centres and pri ­
vate breeders have cooperated the 
world over to produce captive popu­
lations of species whose numbers 
in the wild had diminished to the 
point-of-no-return, without active 
intervention. From the pink pi ­
geon and the red wolfto the golden 
lion Tamarin, coordinated breed­
ing programmes have begun to 
make the most strategic use of the 
least number of captive individu­
als in a species by computerising 
their genetic profile and subtly 
manipulating subsequent pairings. 
India was also represented with its 
own success stories at this confer­
ence for work on the Malabar giant 
squirrels, muggers and turtles. 

Although the need to save habi­
tats in order to save species is 
clearly supreme, there are too many 
pressures on existing small popu­
lations for us not to step in now. 
The political, economic, social and 
ecological factors in favour of 
habitat salvation are too few and 
too weak in many countries, and 
some species too far gone to jus­
tify doing 'nothing'. Clearly, 
breeding wildlife under controlled 
conditions has emerged as a ma­
jor tool for conservation. Con­
trolled orcaptive breeding is being 



done by a variety of in stitutions 
and individual s: zoo logical gar­
dens, research stat ions, commer­
c ial breed ing centres and individu­
a ls keeping pets. T he most ' 'suc­
cessful " of the alternatives for 
conservation are zoos -- fo r sev­
e ral reasons: 

I . A zoo, being essentially a 
" public " institution , is practically 
the onl y organ ization which is able 
to generate suffic ient funds and 
acquire suffic ient land for itse lf to 
carry o ut effective captive breed­
ing conservation program mes . 

tions as we ll as the survival of 
many endangered spec ies depends 
entire ly on the degree to which 
they cooperate and coordinate their 
breeding and research (and even 
education ) programmes with each 
othe r -- sharing progeny, space, 
ideas and ex pertise. 

In many countries national level 
zoo assoc iat ions have emerged as 
effect ive se lf-gove rnors of strict 
ethics and standards pertaining to 
animal trade and care, wielding 
the powerful sword of peer pres­
sure. It is the opini on of thi s 

lndi"an zoos -- the way they were 

The first Indian zoos, or collec­
tion s of wildlife kept alive in cap­
tivity fo r viewing pleasure, were 
private co llections of rajas and 
zam indars. The first public zoo 
was opened by a private noble 
family in Calcutta in ] 854, beat­
ing the munic ipality of Madras to 
the honour of bei ng fi rst by a year. 
The Marble Palace Zoo and A vi­
ary was opened for the amuse­
ment and edifi cation of the public 
by the Mull ick family who were 
philanthropists. This zoo is still 

2. While private individu-
,-----------------------, operating today , but has 

fallen on hard times. 
a ls with enormou s wealth 
and land have certain ly 
contributed to conserv a­
tion of some species, there 
are too few of them to 
satisfy a ll the needs of a ll 

"U nless alternative 
habitat can be provided 

and the small 

Over half a dozen zoos 
were opened to the public 
by Maharajas or various 
government bodies in the 
next quarter century -­
Madras , Calcutta, Trivan­
drum, Trichur, Junagadh , 
Jaipur, Mysore. It is clear 
that conservation ideals 

the spec ies to be saved. 
Bes ides it is difficult to 
organi se and control pri -
vate and so le ly com mer-
c ia l enterpri ses. More­
over, it is an unsavoury 
fact that many private 
efforts, successful though 
they may be on one level, 
have had their own agenda 
which may not have been 
in the best interests of the 
spec ies . Indeed , not a ll 

population of lions 
presently inhabiting 

Gir spread out, future 
zoo lions might provide 
more genetic diversity 

than wild ones! " 

were not prominent in mo­
tivating the fo unding of 
these institutions, but it is 
eq ually c lear that the 
motives were not entirely 
frivolou s. For example, 
exactly 100 years ago on 
April 2, 1890, intheReso­
lution of the Government 
of Bengal, on the Report 
of the Managing Commit­
tee of the Calcutta Zoo, it 

zoos, public or othe rwi se, 
are fu ll y foc ussed on con­
servation and hi gh ideals, 
but being public or at least in the 
public eye, they can be contro lled 
more eas ily . 

3. Successful conserv ation ef­
forts today mu st necessarily in­
c lude an educat ion component, 
which is on ly poss ible if the in sti ­
tution is open to the public. 

Cooperation and coordination 

Establ ished zoos aro und the world 
have now woken up to the fact 
that the ir own surv iv al as institu-

writer, after studying more than 
l50 zoos on four continents, that 
it may be taken as a rule: the 
efficacy of peer pressure in a zoo 
assoc iat ion is the strongest indi ­
cator of maintenance of standard 
quality and morals in admini ster­
ing zoo logical institutions. Legal 
strictures may be there in abun­
dance, but peer pressure (which 
inc ludes withdrawal of recogni ­
tion, cooperation and cOOl·dina­
ti on) gets the job done. Zoos can ' t 
survive -- and maintain quality -­
without one another. 

was suggested that a handbook be 
produced from the 13 years of re­
corded experience of caring for 
animals in captivity " which would 
be of interest to the scientific world 
and to persons interested in zoo l­
ogy" as wen as "of practical use 
to the managing bodies of other 
zoos and individual s who have 
private collections." The Reso­
lution also states clearly that" it is 
incumbent on all persons who keep 
animals in captivity to avo id any­
thing like cruelty in the ir treat-
ment. " 
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The uggested handbook was writ­
ten -- by an Indian incidentally -­
and published in 1892. A Hand­
book of the Management of Ani­
mals in Captivity in Lower Ben­
tal, by Ram Bramha Sanyal, is a 
400 page volume elucidating the 
care, feeding; breeding, transport 
and medical treatment of 241 
species of mammals and 402 spe­
cies of birds. It is unquestionably 
the first zoo management book to 
be published in the world, and the 
first scientific effort (including 
those whimsical books which came 
out of the London Zoological So­
ciety!) for several more decades! 

Th is Handbook and the methods 
taught therein, although very much 
outdated , nevertheless still could 
be used to improve probably 90 
per cent of the zoos in India today 
and even some aspects of zoo 
management in other countries. 

Mona Lisa 

One example of Sanyal at his best 
is when he states of polar bears: 
"A polar bear is one of those 
animals which should never be 
acquired for ex hibition in this cli­
mate. ' , 

Furthermore, some of these zoos 
such as Jaipur, Jodhpur and Sakkar­
baug boasted open moated enclo­
sures for big cats before Hagen­
beck (the famous German zoom an 
credited with inventing the mod­
ern zoo) was born! It is interesting 
to examine the holding cages for 
big cats in these enclosures; they 
are large, designed to stay cool in 
summer and warm in winter, and 
contain built-in furniture, unlike 
the shoeboxes modern zoos often 
keep their tige rs and lions in to­
day , when they are not in the ir 
"open" enclosure. Atthis time in 
history Indian zoos were probably 
on par or even ahead of those in 

the masterpiece 
that was 
destined to be 
imitated. 
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the rest of the world. (NOT due to 
the efforts of the British as some 
like to claim!) 

What happened? 

After Sanyal's book the next sig­
nifi cant event in the hi story of 
Indian zoos took pl ace in 1955, 
when the Madras Zoo ce lebrated 
its centenary with the first AII­
India Zoo Superintendents' Meet­
ing. The proceedings were im­
pressive and involved sophisticated 
topics such as inbreed ing, insect 
zoos and conservation education . 

By thi s time, however, judging by 
the topics di scussed at thi s meet­
ing, Indian zoos had fallen behind 
the rest of the world in variou 
areas of sc ientific management. 
Considering the fact of Independ­
ence and the growing pains of an 
infant democracy , thi s is certainly 



unde rstandab le and fo rg iveab le . 
W hat is no t so easy to com pre­
hend (or fo rg ive) however, is the 
fac t tha t a nu m be r of the subjects 
and pro ble ms, di scussed at thi s 
meeting o f Zoo S upe rinte nde nts 
thirty- ri ve years ago, we re still 
unresolved at the S ixth A ll -Indi a 
Zoo Direc to rs meeting he ld at 
Sakk arbaug Zoo just mo nth s ago! 

The management of zoos 

In the earl y days of the IBWL, lu ­
minari es in the fi e ld o f wildli fe 
conservatio n, such as K .S. Dh ar­
makumars inhji , were convinced 
of the potenti a l of zoos in conser­
vatio n and the impo rtance o r sc i­
enti fi c man agement. The re was 
eve n a Z oo Wing o r the lBWL 
which met separate ly and the ir 
reso luti ons we re take n quite seri ­
o us ly. Admittedly ex isting zoos 
did no t improve much as a result , 

but o n the face o f it new zoos 
begun by the Central Gove rnment 
and State Forest Departments were 
very good indeed . 

By 1972 it was acknow ledged that 
the subject of zoos needed to be 
addressed se ri o usly. An Ex pert 
Committee was the refore fo rmed 
to to ur the zoos, assess the pote n­
ti a l and problems, and bring o ut a 
Report which would not only serve 
as a status statement but a lso as a 
g uide, o r handbook fo r zoo man­
agers. Th is Re po rt , enti ti ed , " The 
Manage ment o f Zoos in Indi a : 
Re port of the Ex pe rt Committee 
fo r Zoos," is exce ll ent. Even 
today , two decades late r, if a ll the 
zoos in Indi a we re in a pos ition to 
fo llo w the g uide lines la id do wn in 
thi s Re po rt , they could compete 
with prac ti call y any zoo in the 
wo rld. I f the concerned Mini stry 
had imple me nted the mo re im -

A masterpiece always inspires imitations, be it a 
painting or a flask. . 
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pOl·tant recommend ati ons of the 
Committee at that lime, the zoo 
sto ry in Indi a today would read 
ve ry we ll indeed. B ut they didn ' t. 

FOrlu nate l y, today the form ul a­
ti on of an o fri c ia l Zoo Po l icy for 
Indi a, the setting lip o f a separate 
Zoo Autho rity and the form ati on 
o f an Indi an Zoo Directo r's Asso­
c iati on a re in the very fin al stages 
of be ing implemented. A fte r a 
decade of no ac tion at a ll , whee ls 
began turning in 1982 which ulti­
mate ly resulted in concrete pro­
posa ls about three years ago. Since 
then, a refinin g process has taken 
place which had the e ffect of 
improving the supporting docu­
me ntation fo r these a ll - important 
miles tones. Since then, howeve r, 
a new government has taken over 
and it remain s to be seen whethe r 
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those responsible will push for­
ward the result of years of work by 
many competent and knowledge­
able people, or whether matters 
will only be further delayed. 

If, however, the captive breeding 
effort is to be of use in conserva­
tion of wildlife in India, the in­
struments described above -- as 
they are presently formulated or 
with very minor changes -- abso­
lutely must be implemented with 
immediate effect. 

Today's zoo situation 

On paper there is no dearth of 
laudable pronouncements about 
zoos: the Wildlife (Protection) Act 
1972 exempts zoos from most of 
its strictures (which is about to 

I 

change in the amendments now 
on the anvil) and the Wildlife Ac­
tion Plan includes a section on 
zoos and captive breeding. There 
was a centrally sponsored scheme 
for selected zoos which gave match­
ing funds in lakhs to zoos which 
proposed good breeding and edu­
cation projects. The National Zoo­
logical Park was named as coordi­
nator of all zoos and given addi­
tional funding to produce a maga­
zine and conduct various activi­
ties for all zoos. 

In the last quarter century, several 
very well-planned and well-funded 
zoos have been constructed . The 
National Zoological Park in New 
Delhi, the Nehru Zoological Park 
in Hyderabad, Allen Forest Zoo in 
Kanpur, Nandankanan Zoo in 
Bhubaneshwar, Indira Gandhi Zoo 
in Visakhapatnam, Aregnar Anna 
Zoo in Madras , the Van Vihar 
National Park Zoo in Bhopal and 
M.e. Zoological Park Chandigarh. 
These Indian zoos would give any 
of the world's zoos a run for their 
money in terms of size, layout, (to 
some extent) construction, topog-

raphy , and (without a doubt) po­
tential. No less a luminary than 
William Conway, Pres ident of the 
prestigious New York Zoological 
Society ranked Nehru Zoo with 
the top ten in the world some 
years ago and now there are other 
Indian zoos which are as good. 

Even in these beautiful , spacious, 
modern zoos, however, scientific 
management falls below interna­
tional standards. There is, com­
paratively speaking, a low birth 
rate and a high death rate even in 
some of the best of these zoos. 
Only a handful of the hundreds of 
endangered species of Indian wild­
life have bred beyond the second 
generation. Those which have 
done, have not been well man­
aged, so that there is much in­
breeding. Truly important spe­
cies are not given their due impor­
tance in favour of spectacular fTeaks 
or mutants such as white tigers, 
black panthers and albino porcu­
pines. Valuable space, finance 
and attention goes into such ani­
mals when lesser cats, civets, ratels, 
and so many other "low profile" 
creatures are consigned to sub­
standard conditions. 

I might hasten to add that there are 
many exceptions to the above state­
ments. I have made very general 
observations to make a point. Defi­
nitely individual zoo personnel 
and individual zoos have excelled 
with a few species; but these are 
exceptions that prove the rule and 
do not reflect the overall situation 
which requires immediate, posi­
ti ve attention. 

Further, "controlled breeding" 
really does mean CONTROLLED. 
It means that zoos should not breed 
more than what they can exhibit, 
exchange or dispose properly. Even 
the better zoos, when confronted 
with a surplus of tigers or lions, 
would probably breathe a sigh of 
relief and despatch them to any 

small shabby zoo which will take 
them offtheir hands. Thi s is called 
" death at a distance", meaning 
one doesn't have to see the results 
of one 's carelessness. If.t)1e big­
ger and more responsible zoos lack 
this sense of ethics, how can they 
set an example to the smaller zoos? 

Cooperation and coordination be­
tween Indian zoos is a desirable 
objective which is yet to be truly 
fulfilled . Again, some of the com­
ponents of cooperation and coor­
dination are there and certainly 
there is a sincere desire on the part 
of most of the zoo managers to do 
so, but they are constrained by 
their own uninformed and per­
haps disinterested superior offi­
cers III often entirely unrelated 
fields. 

Central coordinating required 

These are only a few aspects of 
scientific management and we 
relate them not with the intention 
of being critical for the sake of 
criticism, but for highlighting the 
effect of years of neglect of zoos 
by the concerned official estab­
lishment. One is forced to use the 
term "concerned official estab­
lishment" because it has changed 
so many times over the last quar­
ter century. The zoo subject has 
been the purvue of the Forest and 
Wildlife establishment, which itself 
has been administratively shuf­
fling around and may even do 
some more shuffling before all is 
said and done. 

And this is one of the major prob­
lems with the Indian zoo commu­
nity: the fact that Indian zoos are 
run by so many different adminis­
trative bodies, that it has been im­
possible to unite and develop as a 
community with a common moral 
and ethical position. 

Similarly, with the trend of the 
last 25 years being that the new 
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big zoos have been constructed by 
the Forest Department in the vari­
ous states, the system of transfer­
ring officials has destroyed the 
possibility of developing a cadre 
of zoo professionals. If there are 
no zoo professionals, there is cer­
tainly no hope of evolving a pro­
fessional zoo-community. Such a 
community is absolutely essential 
to good, ethical, scientific zoo man­
agement, without which peer pres­
sure, the greatest deterrent to 
wrong-doing and the greatest ad­
junct to cooperation, is impos­
sible. 

Probably nothing has done 
more damage to the de­
velopment and progress 
of scientific management 

after the animals. But this is not 
what normally happens. Middle 
level staff are often no more than 
clerks or the usually illiterate lower 
level staff. The keepers, so criti­
cal to the success bf zoos, have 
had to accept the lowest status job 
in India. When one considers that 
middle level staff in Western zoos 
are often Ph.D.s and even most 
zoo keepers are college graduates 
and post-graduates, the plight of 
Indian zoos and their inmates begins 
to come into focus. 

Many of the problems enunciated 

meeting of Zoo Directors. Under 
a Zoo Authority it may be pos­
sible for a young officer inter­
ested in captive breeding to opt 
for "zoo service" and remain in 
the field for the duration of his 
c;:areer. He could then undergo ex­
tensive training which would be 
an investment -- instead of a risk 
as is the case today! 

Several Indians have taken the 
superb training course at the Jer­
sey Wildlife Preservation Trust 
Training Centre and returned to 
their zoos either to be transferred 

of zoos than the system of 
deputC!-tion and transfer of 
directors and veterinary 
doctors. Continuity is im­
possible when personnel 

International quality ultra luxury soap 

to social forestry or re­
fused permission to im­
plement the new tech­
niques by a jealous supe­
rior. Others who were not 
in any service have taken 
the training, thinking it 
would enable them to work 
in Indian zoos, only to fmd 
the field which desperately 
needs them is closed to 
them! Such anomalies 
abound in the Indian zoo 
establ ishment. 

are transferred every one 

A zoo service could and 
should also include spe­
cialised zoo veterinary 
doctors, zoo architects, zoo 

en engineers, zoo animal care 

N 
technicians and zoo edu-

'" ~ cationists as well as con-
I!' 
~ servation biologists and zo-

L-_________________ ---l~ ologists. The lack of 

to five years and replaced, 
not with another zoo man­
ager or vet, but with some­
one who has to learn the 
subject from scratch. Sys­
tematic captive breeding 
programmes have to be 
long-range affairs in or­
der to succeed; we are talk­
ing about programmes 
which cover several gen­
erations of species, which 
cannot be rushed like the 
construction of a rest-house. 

If the middle and lower-level staff 
were trained, educated and caring 
such as is in the case in western 
countries, the transfer system would 
not be so destructive. These people 
are extremely important to good 
zoo management and could easily 
provide continuity even under an 
uninitiated director. There is np 
doubt, however, that Forest Offi­
cers are superb administrators and 
could tend to such matters, leav­
ing the technical staff free to look 

above could be mitigated and fi­
nally solved by bringing all the 
zoos under one separate central 
coordinating body -- the Zoo Au­
thority of India. The National Zoo 
Policy which is currently await­
ing approval by the Government 
of India provides for such a body. 

The Zoo Authority of India 

An excellent, detaileq proposal 
for the establishment of such an 
Authority has been drawn up and 
approved at the recent All-India 

trained and experienced person­
nel in all of these fields is very 
much respons"ible for the low birth 
rates and high death rates in our 
zoos as mentioned earlier. No zoo 
director, no matter how enthusi­
astic or effective, can do all these 
jobs. In spite of all the problems 
they face, the fact that Indian zoos 
are stil as good as they are indi­
cates clearly that the precedent set 
by Sanyal could once again allow 
Indian zoo personnel to lead the 
world in this field, if they are 
properly encouraged. 
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A centrally administered Zoo Au­
thority could coordinate the im­
port of much needed drugs and 
equipment for zoo management, 
implement zoo training program­
mes for all levels of zoo person­
nel, confront problems with other 
agencies responsi ble for transport 
of zoo animals and a variety of 
other subtle and vital activities. 

The Need for a National Captive 
Breeding Strategy 

Perhaps the most urgent need, from 
a long-range conservation stand­
point, is for us to take a hard look 
at the national captive breeding 
and holding capacity of our zoos. 
A strategy for breeding and con­
serving the most vulnerable of our 
fauna is imperative in the face of 
the threat to habitats which we see 
all around us. 

But this is not as simple as some 
lay persons may think. William 
Conway once performed a most 
interesting and useful exercise with 
information drawn from the Inter­
national Zoo Year book (lZY) about 
zoos and the Red Data Book of 
species. He added up all the avail­
able space in zoos, allocating the 
bare minimum space for a viable 
population of endangered animals 
and concluded that there was not 
enough space in the world's zoos 
to maintain and breed the major 
and most taxonomically unique 
wildl~le under threat. This is why 
some western zoo persons turn 
apoplectic when we in India talk 
of breeding white tigers and black 
panthers in our limited zoo space! 
Conway's exercise should be done 
here along with an overview of 
what species of Indian wildlife 
need salvaging. 

If this were done, it may be found 
that we desperately require all of 
the nearly 150 wild animal view­
ing facilities which presently ex­
ist in India, purely from a spatial 
point of view. When one consid-

er that the wild popUlation ofGir 
lions is in-bred, some idea of 
minimum viable zoo populations 
for last ditch salvation efforts IS 

self-evident. 

There has been , is, and will be 
loud talk of closing down many 
small , shabby, inhumane zoos 
which exist for no good reason in 
India today. When it comes to ac­
tually closing them down, how­
ever, there is more talk than ac­
tion. The fact of the matter is this: 
it is nearly impossible to close 
down an existing zoo under the 
present laws and in the absence of 
an official zoo policy. Particu­
larly if it is run by any government 
agency, such as a municipality -­
no matter how small or shabby. 
For example, a zoo in one of the 
southern states has been notified 
for closure for quite some time. 
Among its many sins of commis­
sion and omission is the sale of 
surplus Axis deer to a butcher. 
The Municipal Corporation which 
runs this zoo is able to keep the 
wildlife department wolves at bay 
by appeaUing for extensions of 
time and making assurances of 
great improvements. Improving a 
one acre zoo is possible but im­
probable in the present context, 
yet the Municipality can keep this 
game going for years. 

Most cities and towns which have 
poorly maintained zoos do not 
want to invest more time and money 
in improving them, but they also 
don't want to close them. "What 
about the people," they say, and it 
is a fact "the people" of a town 
protest vigorously when their zoo 
is threatened, although they may 
never visit it! Municipal or dis­
trict authorities do not want to 
offend "the people " and who in 
this world wants to offend a Com­
missioner or Collector! Certainly 
not a wildlife warden; not even a 
Chief Wildlife Warden. 

. 
The way out of this is forward. If 

these facilities can't or (for rea­
sons of zoo space requirements) 
shouldn't be closed, then they can 
be renovated. Again jf there is a 
central authority for zoos, much 
can be done even for these small 
zoos. Some excellent zoos in the 
west cover no more than two or 
three acres. Small species and 
less of them in expertly designed 
enclosures can satisfy every re­
quirement of a modern zoo if care 
is taken. But cai·e - spelled CARE 
- has to be taken. 

Wild, or captive-born animals 
in zoos? 

In an article published in early 
1990 in a major weekly maga­
zine, someone who should know 
better stated that" all the animals 
(in zoos) are taken from the wild. " 
This is simply not true. Although 
Indian zoos are not breeding some 
of the more delicate and rare spe­
cies, they are definitely holding 
their own with many popular and 
attractive animals which are stan­
dard for most zoos: tigers, lions, 
panthers, deer, a telope, primates 
(even rare ones such as lion-tailed 
macaques, etc). And even though 
cooperation is limited compared 
to western zoos, exchange of ani­
mals does go on so that most zoos 
can fill their enclosures with cap­
tive-born wildlife. 

The animal baggers, unscrupulous 
dealers from Patna, Calcutta, 
Lucknow, etc. still ply their trade 
to some extent but most of them 
have had their licenses withdrawn 
and have had to go completely 
underground. Most zoos, even 
those which do not mind dealing 
with them, have stopped enter­
taining them due to fear of punish­
ment. In this aspect, the efforts of 
the Central Wildlife Department 
and their Regional Wildlife War­
dens are exorably clo ing every 
loophole. What abuses still exist 
are shameful in the extreme: red 
pandas, a marble cat, many slow 
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lo ri s and other ra re primates and 
birds are just a few of those the 
wri ter has viewed, sometimes "off 
exhibit" in not-so-scrupulous zoos. 

Getting animals for zoos 

Ironically , however, the number 
of wild animals coming into irre­
sponsible zoos through dealers is 
minor compared to what comes in 
to leg itimate and supposedly re­
sponsible zoos through the " old 
boy network " of the Forest De­
partment. In some states, Depart­
ment zoos are able to obtain nearly 

abuses . There is reason to be lieve 
that when zoos develop a more 
coordinated and systemati c breed­
ing strategy, the central wildlife 
authoriti es will follow suit with 
the necessary permiss ions. 

Another reason by which wild 
animals come into zoos is becom­
ing more and more common: man 
and animal in conflict. The habi ­
tat has shrunk so alarmingly and 
population has grown so rapidly 
that, combined with the highly 
successful conservation measures 
instituted by Project Tiger, wild-

in small cramped cages. The budget 
doesn ' t include a fund for spa­
cious enclosures for animals which 
can ' t be exhibited. These wild 
animals can ' t or won ' t adjust to 
the zoo routine of returning to the 
inner den every night which safety 
and security demands. The Direc­
tor is not happy about thi s but he 
has no alternative. Perhaps, we 
need, as the writer 's Chief Wild­
life Warden suggested, a Pinjer­
pole for wildlife! 

What to do with these animals? 
And if all the small shabby zoos 

anything they want. So 
much is legitimate ly con­
fi scated or trapped as nui -

r--------- ----_ _ ____ ---, are closed, what to do with 

all their animals? The 
larger and more scientifi­
cally oriented zoos have sance animal s that the oc­

casional extra-legal cap-
ture can be absorbed eas-
ily. 

Department officials who 
do this justify their action 
by claiming the Wildlife 
Act is too strict, that zoos 
need occasional stock from 
the wild. They are right 

" A strategy for 
breeding and 

conserving the most 
vulnerable of our fauna 

their breeding agenda well­
planned. If they have to 
mfike space for such ani­
mals, it may prevent their 
carrying out breeding 
programmes for very-rare 
animals! The animals from 
such zoos also may carry 

too. If captive breeding is 
to be a viable conserva-
tion tool, viable breeding 
groups have to be kept. 
Some Schedule I animals 
are not actually so rare 
that capture of a pai r for 
scientific breeding or up­
grading a depleted gene 
pool is anti-conservation. 
On the other hand some Schedule 
I animals , are so very rare and live 
in such disturbed habitats that their 
only chance may well be capture 
for captive breeding and later re­
introduction. 

The wilds should not be depleted 
of wildlife for zoos but if captive 
breeding is acknowledged as part 
of a nation's conservation strat­
egy, some capture from the wi Id is 
justified and necessary. To be 
fair the wildlife establishment has , 
been unduly strict in the last few 
years to cope up with widespread 

is imperative in the 
face of the threat to 

diseases, having not had 
the advantages of good 
sanitation and veterinary 
care. 

habitats which we see Reintroduction: fact or 
fantasy? all around US." 

life is more and more in search of 
new territory. When that infringes 
on a voter ' s precinct, the animal is 
nearly always the loser: he gets a 
life sentence in a zoo. This is hap­
pening so often now that it is a 
problem for many zoos to house 
t/lese animals and certainly to "ad­
just" them to their captive cous­
inS. 

Irony abounds: a thousand acre 
zoo with a fifty-five acre tiger en­
closure is forced to keep some 
wild tigers and panthers which 
were captured as trouble-makers 

The zoo community the 
world over today gets 
much mileage from the 
promise of " breeding en-

dangered wildlife for return to the 
wild " . How much of a reality is 
this actually and how much of it is 
being done by Indian zoos. 

In fact, much is being done in the 
area of reintroduction but it is still 
in the very early stages. Too soon 
to tell how workable it may be, 
and certainly some species are 
easier to return than others. 

One fact is very clear however 
and that is that successful reintro­
duction requires suitable habitat. 
Many conservationists criticise pro-
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ponents of zoos claiming that pro­
moting zoos as haven fo r di s­
placed wildlife and emph as izing 
captive breeding for rei ntrod uc­
tion creates a sort of compl acency, 
a fal se sense of security about rare 
wildlife, which may work against 
the more important preservation 
of habitat. They have a point and 
a good one too. 

Reintroduction efforts in India by 
the zoos and breeding or rearing 
centres which have attempted them 
have been highly successful for 
some specie of reptiles and ungu­
lates, and notably disastrous for 
large carnivores. 

Reintroduction attempts for cer­
tain species of ungulates, such as 
the Manipur brow-antlered deer, 
made by wildlife officials NOT in 
consultation with a zoo-man have 
also ended tragically. Wild ani­
mal s born in captivity have a dif­
ferent behaviour altogether to wild­
born wildlife. Reintroduction is a 
delicate operation which requires 
the expertise of field and zoo per­
sonnel alike. 

Ironically, no reintroduction work 
whatsoever has been done for some 
of the vanishing species of small 
mammals which, posing little threat 
to humans, could be very success­
fully reintroduced . Again, one 
reason is that no zoo has concen­
trated much on small mammals to 
build up a stock suitable for rein­
troduction. This is fertile ground 
for future projects. 

Although reintroduction, introduc­
tion, etc. is dramatic and fascinat­
ing, there are so many problems to 
get around that the effort required 
and the indirect and unexpected 
results of reintroduction may negate 
all the supposed good. A more vi­
able use of captive breeding for 
wild conservation may depend on 
high-tech reproductive science 
which enables field biologists to 

enhance a wild gene pool in one 
area with genetic materia l (sperm , 
embryos) fro m another which has 
been nurtured in a zoo. Some wild 
populations are so small today 
that the zoo population is needed 
to enhance their gene bank! 

Conservation education 

Finally , the most effective con­
servation activity which zoos can 
carry out is education. This they 
can do better than any other agency, 
institution, facility or centre. Rather 
than become complacent about 
breeding for return to the wild, 
zoos would do better to use their 
educational pot~ntial to create a 
panic in the general public which 
would inspire the common man to 
do his bit for habitat protection. 
In this area, of conservation edu­
cation, Indian zoos have a poten­
tial which has not even begun to 
have been tapped. 

Although sol id statistics have not 
been calculated, a casual glance 
at the yearly visitation figures for 
a few zoos tells us that zoos are 
very popular in India. Even small 
zoos, such as exist in medium or 
small towns, draw hundreds or 
thousands of visitors a day and 
may be the only recreational out­
let for hundreds of miles. System­
atic educational programmes both 
in the zoo itself and outreach ac­
tivities to schools and other insti­
tutions can not only create aware­
ness and excitement in millions of 
people about wildlife and conser­
vation, but also ensure that their 
behaviour is correct when they 
visit zoos and national parks. A 
major problem in zoos is badly 
behaved visitors who cause stress 
to animals by teasing, and disease 
or ill-health by feeding them inap­
propriate food. 

Few zoos in India have an Educa­
tion Officer or Curator of Educa­
tion, much less an adequate budget, 

supplies and staff to carry out the 
myriad projects that are poss ible 
on thi s subject. Every zoo, even 
the smallest, should have an edu­
cation programme. In thi s area, 
voluntary societies ,could be in­
valuable, particularly to small zoos 
with no budget or staff for educa­
tion. In the west, Friends of the 
Zoo societies often take on the en­
tire responsibility for educational 
activities in the zoo. With their 
hundreds of members they have 
an adequate work force to act as 
guards, guides and programme im­
plementors. 

Into action 

The conservation community the 
world over appreciates the way in 
which India has taken up wildlife 
protection. Although there are 
still a myriad problems to solve 
(many of them a result of success­
ful conservation), on the whole 
the Forest and Wildlife establish­
ment has done a very good job. 

That zoos have been neglected in 
favour of wildlife in the wild is 
forgiveable up to this point, but 
now there is really no excuse for 
such useful institutions to remain 
in the background. 

All the spadework has been done 
for initiating a quantum leap in 
the improvement of zoos and 
captive breeding efforts in the 
country. The National Zoo Pol­
icy, combined with the proposed 
Zoo Authority of India, and amend­
ments pertaining to zoos in the 
Wildlife Protection Act provides 
a complete framework for improv­
ing existing zoos, preventing spu­
rious new zoos, and even closing 
incorrigible zoos. For the first 
time a coordinated, scientific and 
systematic overview of Indian zoos 
is on the horizon. Hopefully, 
captive breeding programmes and 
plans to implement the Zoo Pol­
icy will foliow suit. D 
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