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FROM THE PRESIDENT 
Chris Dryburgh

Well welcome to 2020 – a New Year and a New Decade!

I trust all of our Region’s zoos, wildlife parks and aquaria enjoyed another 
busy summer holiday period with visitation locally and internationally. While 
many of us had the opportunity to take a few days off over the Christmas and 
New Year Period, it really wouldn’t be animal care or zookeeping without 
the daily care, passion and investment into the animals in our care, which 
doesn’t slow down any day of the year. Like many of you, I too worked across 
the whole holiday period spending Christmas Day with Cunningham’s skinks, 
Boxing Day with Box turtles, and New Year’s Day with New Caledonian giant 
geckos – and just like all of us who did, I wouldn’t have it any other way!

I do hope however that all our Members, our readers and every other 
dedicated keeper does take some time to step away, spending time with family, 
friends and pets. We all work in a very unique industry with a fast-pace and 
a demanding workload, and of course we are lucky that in many cases our 
work with our favourite animals and habitats doesn’t feel like ‘work,’ but it’s 
important we all take stock to ensure we don’t burn out.

Before the end of year holiday period in 2019, the newly-formed ASZK 
Committee came together for a full day meeting to best deliver the priorities 
and outcomes of the Society to our Membership, spanning the next few months 
in the lead up to our 2020 Conference in Rockhampton, and across the year.
November of 2019 saw dozens of animal trainers come together at 
Currumbin Wildlife Sanctuary for the ASZK Animal Training Community’s 
(ATC) workshop. The attendance reached capacity, and delegates enjoyed 
presentations and training sessions with a variety of native and exotic species. 
A huge thank you to Currumbin Wildlife Sanctuary for hosting this workshop, 
particularly Claudette Merrick and her team, as well as the presenters and the 
ATC Committee.

Lots is happening in the upcoming year with the annual ASZK photography 
awards opening up, the Des Spittall scholarships up for grabs and the ASZK 
awards open for the 2019 period. 

Our big event of the year, the ASZK annual conference happening in 
Rockhampton May 22-24.  The call for papers and registration is now open. 

Enjoy the rest of the summer and I look forward to catching up with many of 
you in Rockhampton.
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When a seal teaches 
us about our life 
support system
Jose Gomes1, Mason Hill1, Gregory McDonald1, Michael 
Lynch1, Chris Eccles2 and Bruce Eernisse3

(1Melbourne Zoo, Zoos Victoria, Melbourne, Australia; 
2PCA Global, San Diego, USA; 3Banggai Consulting 
Limited, Hong Kong)

ABSTRACT
A female, Long-nosed fur seal developed corneal disease shortly after arrival at Melbourne Zoo in March of 2015. The 
condition was characterised by left eye pain caused by multiple pin point ulcers in the cornea. In addition, the corneas 
of both the left and right eyes were determined to be unhealthy when examined under anaesthesia. Identifying the 
main causal factor for her decline in eye health was extremely challenging, but after consulting with water manage-
ment consultants, it was hypothesised that the production and presence of disinfection by-products resulting from 
ozone dosing could be a contributing factor. A life support system review was undertaken and the resulting implement-
ed changes (particularly the organic matter reduction and the adjustment in oxidant dosing) resulted in remarkable 
improvements in the fur seal’s eye heath. These improvements also allowed the keepers to train the seal to receive eye 
drops voluntarily.

A Long-nosed fur seal (Arctocephalus forsteri) Pania 
arrived at Melbourne Zoo in March, 2015 from a facility 
in New Zealand. Shortly after arriving, eye squinting 
(particularly in her left eye) was observed. The veterinary 
and keeping team started a treatment and monitoring 
plan in order to try to address these issues, but for the 
fi rst two years fi nding the main cause for these symptoms 
proved to be extremely challenging.

In pinnipeds, some of the main risk factors contributing 
to ocular lesions include advanced age, previous ocular 
disease, history of fi ghting and exposure to UV light/
inappropriate shade (Colitz et al., 2010a; Colitz et al., 
2010b). Additionally, Gage (2011) identifi es the following 
factors as likely to contribute to pinniped eye lesions: 
presence of bromine, chlorine, ozone oxidant spikes, light 
coloured pools and insuffi  cient anti-oxidants present 
in the diet offered. Oxidative stress and a progressive 
inability to cope with its damage is another potential 

problem that captive pinnipeds face, especially older 
animals (Colitz et al., 2010a).

Between March of 2015 and July of 2017 several 
medical procedures were conducted in order to try to 
investigate and treat Pania’s eye issues. In June of 2015 
she started receiving oral medication to reduce presumed 
infl ammation of the corneas. In July of 2015, her eye 
disease was able to be characterised during a general 
anaesthetic procedure. She was diagnosed with chronic 
bilateral keratitis (infl ammation of the corneas) and the 
integrity of the corneas of both eyes was found to be 
signifi cantly compromised as evidenced by shallow uptake 
of fl uorescein stain across signifi cant areas of both eyes. 
During this procedure, episcleral cyclosporine implants 
were placed to provide ongoing anti-infl ammatory 
medication to her diseased corneas. She also received a 
grid keratectomy at this time to try to stimulate healing 
of the cornea. While this procedure and medications 
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provided some relief, she did not display a completely pain 
free left eye and frequently showed squinting of this eye. 
Re-examination of her eyes under anaesthesia in August of 
2016 when her cyclosporine implants required replacing 
revealed that the epithelium of both corneas was still 
unhealthy and she had multiple pin-prick ulcers in the 
left eye. She underwent another grid keratectomy in this 
eye to stimulate healing of the cornea a second time. This 
procedure was repeated in April of 2017, as the cornea 
of this eye again was found to be unhealthy, although on 
this occasion no pin-prick ulcers were found. In 
July of 2017, when her cyclosporine implants 
were due for replacement, Pania received a 
superfi cial keratectomy (removal of the surface 
layer of the cornea) on her left eye to stimulate 
healing, a more radical intervention than the 
gridding technique. During this period, eye 
specialists were involved in following her case 
and responsible for the procedures on her eyes 
during examinations under anaesthesia.

From the time of Pania’s fi rst presentation with eye 
disease in 2015, water quality was considered as a 
possible causal factor. However, in house investigations 
and testing failed to identify abnormalities in water 
quality parameters that would provide a direct indication 
of water quality being the root cause of the issue. 
Nonetheless, a water quality cause was still suspected, so 
much so that, in August of 2017, a recommendation was 
made by veterinarians to move her to another institution 
to change her environment. In late 2017 it was decided 
to seek the help of external consultants to assess the Life 
Support System and this process happened in early 2018. 
Around this time, veterinarians and keepers devised a 
more objective measure of Pania’s eye pain whereby the 
various levels of pain were characterised by scores. A 
monitoring plan was implemented in which the keepers 
started recording Pania’s eye scores several times a day 
according to the following table:

Table 1. Eye scoring key
1 Eye open; no signs of squinting;
1.5 During 30s of observation, there are 5s or less of  
 mild squinting;
2 Eye occasionally shut or squinting for more than  
 5s in a 30s observation
2.5 Eye is observed both fi rmly shut and partially  
 open in a 30s observation
3 Eye is fi rmly shut

In order to have a better understanding of which 
elements within the fi ltration system could contribute 
to Pania’s eye discomfort, two international life support 

system consultants were contacted (Chris Eccles from 
PCA Global, San Diego, USA and Bruce Eernisse from 
Banggai Consulting Limited, Hong Kong). The consultants 
suspected that disinfection by-products could be one of 
the contributing factors and thus, a visit to Melbourne was 
agreed so that this could be evaluated. Oxidizing agents 
such as chlorine, ozone, and bromine can interact with 
dissolved compounds and form disinfection by-products, 
which have been linked to eye injuries, especially when 
used in high concentrations (Figure 1; Latson, 2009).

The consultants visit resulted in a comprehensive report 
with several recommendations aimed at reducing the 
amount of disinfection by-products in the life support 
system. Some of the major recommendations included 
a change in the backwash recovery fi ltration process, 
regular calibration, replacement and maintenance of 
the ORP probes. Some of the minor recommendations 
included the access to and the maintenance of the 
overfl ow skimmer strainer, inspecting sand fi lter media, 
reducing incoming freshwater and regular maintenance 
of the saltwater manufacturing tank. These modifi cations 
were implemented as soon as the report was received. 

The backwash recovery fi ltration modifi cation proved 
to be one of the key changes towards the intended goal. 
Specifi cally, this system used to run for twelve hours per 
day with the sand fi ltration and the ozone operating for 
the entire length of time. After the life support system 
report, the ozone administration was suspended for the 
fi rst six hours of that twelve-hour period. This allowed 
the sand fi lters to substantially reduce the amount of 
organic matter in that body of water, before adding ozone 
to it. This was hypothesised to have resulted in a lower 
disinfection by-product load.

In July of 2018, an improvement in Pania’s eyes was 
detected. At this point, the animal staff team decided to try 
to detect a correlation between her eye scores and several 
water parameters. The strongest result was obtained 
when establishing a correlation between total bromine 
measured on the previous day and the left eye scores (r 
= 0.303). This correlation led the team to evaluate other 
possible measures that could further reduce the presence 

        Figure 1. Formation of disinfection by-products
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of Bromine in the system. It was decided that reducing 
the ozone generator output directly to the seal pool could 
speed up the eye health improvements.

In order to run a data analysis on the left eye progression 
over time, three time periods were defi ned: Baseline – 5th 
June - 25th June; Backwash Recovery (BWR) Change – 27nd 
June - 22th July; and Backwash Recovery (BWR) + Seal Pool 
(SP) Change – 23rd July - 20th August. Improvements were 
indeed noticed and measured (fi gures 2 and 3). The eye 
scores progressed from an average of 2.22 during Baseline 
to an average of 1.27 in the BWR + SP Change time period 
(fi gure 2).
 

When the eye health data was re-arranged to categorical 
values (Poor, Suboptimal and Excellent) it was measured 
that during the Baseline, Pania was scoring in the 
Suboptimal category 66.7% of the time and 33.3% of the 
time in the Poor category. In the BWR + SP Change time 
period her left eye health was considered Excellent 75.9% 
of the time and Suboptimal 24.1% of the time (fi gure 3).

A complete timeline summary of Pania’s case and life 
support system modifi cations between March of 2015 and 
December of 2018 can be consulted in fi gure 4 (opposite). 
Note that between March of 2015 and July of 2018, she 
was in some form of eye discomfort and that the situation 
started to change in mid to late July of 2018, shortly after 
the implementation the life support system modifi cations.

During the investigation and diagnostics phase of this case 
study (before July of 2018) one of the main goals of the 
keeping and veterinary teams was to teach Pania to accept 
eye drop medication through training. This behaviour 
was easily trained and maintained in the other three 
seals living at Melbourne Zoo. For Pania, however, this 
training proved to be extremely challenging while she was 
not in a `good eye health condition. The keepers spent 
nearly two years trying to teach this behaviour with little 
progress. During this period avoidance behaviours were 
noticed (lowering of the neck, closing her eyes, additional 
squinting). However, when the eye health improvements 
listed earlier were achieved the training was considered 
completed in less than two months.

Friedman (2010) explains that a hierarchy of behaviour-
change procedures should consider fi rst the health, 
nutrition and physical setting, and then proceed to using 
antecedent arrangement and positive reinforcement 
when deciding on how to teach a new behaviour to an 
individual (fi gure 5 opposite). This case study seems to 
support this strategy. In an initial phase, the keepers 
tried to rely on antecedent arrangement and positive 
reinforcement to teach this behaviour, but in the end, 
addressing the physical setting proved critical for the 
success of this behaviour goal.

In conclusion, the main learnings of this case study can 
be summarised as follows: There are several factors that 
can contribute to poor eye health in captive pinnipeds 
and each individual might have different environmental 
requirements. A process of causal factor elimination 
can be undertaken to try to determine what the main 
contributor to poor eye health might be. High loads 
of organic matter and disinfectants in the system will 
generate higher loads of disinfection by-products and 
these have been linked to poor ocular health. Reducing 
the organic load before applying disinfection could 
be a practical way of alleviating the formation of 
disinfection by-products. Changing the physical setting 
or medical condition of an individual could play a key 
role in behaviour modifi cation procedures and should be 
considered even before using antecedent arrangement 
and positive reinforcement. Finally, reaching out and 
contacting specialists (e.g. ocular health specialists, life 

Figure 2. Evolution of left eye scores over the three time periods.

Figure 3. Evolution of eye health over three time periods.
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Figure 4. Timeline summary of Pania’s case, including the main adjustments to the life support system.

Figure 5. Hierarchy of behaviour-change procedures (Friedman, Fritzler, 2013)
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support system consultants) can be an extremely valuable way to achieve animal welfare goals.
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In 2015, 2.2 Asian elephant were transferred 
from Taronga zoo, Sydney to Taronga West-
ern Plains zoo, Dubbo. The two young bulls 
were the offspring of the adult cows, Luk 
Chai, six years old and Pathi Harn, fi ve years 
old. Both bulls were still nursing from their 
dams. They arrived as the winter approached 
and this left little time to attempt to wean 
them. It was decided to wait until the spring 
to begin weaning. 

As all four elephants were managed together 
it was straight forward to begin separating 
the bulls one at a time from their dam but 
allow them to rejoin their cohorts overnight. 
By the end of August, both bulls were 
spending time with each other during the day 
and reunited with their dams in the evening. 
The younger bull, Pathi took a little longer to 
separate and more time and effort had to be 
put into completing this task. 

Each day Pathi and his dam, Porntip would 
be placed in ‘time outs’ until the separation 
was completed. This took approximately two 
months. By October both bulls had been fully 
weaned and separated overnight from their 
dams. This routine has been maintained ever 
since. 

The young bulls are socialised during the 
day and separated at night as there is no 
supervision. As the bulls have matured we 
have encountered injuries, these being leg 
muscle stiffness and one ‘black eye’. We have 
changed the routine to offering three sessions 
a week whereby the bulls can interact. We 
have seen fewer injuries by doing so and 
believe it offers them time to recuperate for 
the following interaction.

Some of the behaviour we have observed during the bull 
interactions includes wrestling (right), swimming together 
and in wallows, mounting and sleeping together. The bulls 
have proven to be a popular exhibit as they are regularly 
interacting or even at opposite ends of the exhibit grazing.

 The zoo’s media relations team requests for the bulls 
to be on display for media due to their activity. This has 
given our keepers the opportunity to discuss with guests 
the complexities of bull management and also to explain 
natural behaviour in Asian elephants as both bulls 
would still be in the herd or on the periphery at this age, 
naturally.

Elephant Bull Management at Taronga Western Plains 
Zoo - 2015 into the future
Glenn Sullivan , Taronga Western Plains Zoo
gsullivan@zoo.nsw.gov.au

    Luk Chai(L) and Pathi harn (R)  - sub adult bulls managed together at TWPZ

    Bulls wrestling
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As part of the bulls’ development and for the younger 
calves’ social skill development we have provided 
opportunities for the bulls to mix with the cow - calf herd. 
We waited until the calves were over six months old so 
that they had learnt about their exhibit and routines and 
were familiar with the bulls via fence line contact. 

These social opportunities also offer the bulls learnings 
in appropriate female interactions. The cows are their 
dams so they aren’t unknown to the bulls and in the 
future the unrelated cows could be paired with each bull 
for breeding. Both cows have calves at present and the 
young bulls need to learn appropriate behaviour when in 
their presence. To date introductions have occurred for 
one hour to four hours. We have found that the bulls are 
generally keen to leave the space at the end of the session.  

For the short term no further breeding will be attempted 
but these social opportunities are important in their 
development and for the calves as the older calf is a young 
bull and will be introduced to the bulls when he is due 
to be weaned. To date L.Chai has had the most frequent 
opportunities and Pathi a few less. L. Chai has mounted 
the cows in practice for future breeding attempts and 
plays with Sabai the younger bull calf respectfully. Pathi 
has an intense delivery and has tusks compared to his 

stable mate. Pathi has also mounted the cows. He has 
proven himself recently and both cows are protective of 
their calves and this is observed during their encounters. 
We will continue to offer both bulls these social 
interactions regularly for the herd’s benefi t. 

In January 2018, the adult bull, Gung (19) was transferred 
from Taronga zoo, Sydney to Taronga Western Plains zoo, 
Dubbo. This move was in part to assist with the master 
plan at Taronga and offer Gung more social opportunities 
at TWPZ with the herd he has known for approximately 15 
years. In the 12 months since arrival, Gung has displayed 
three musth events. Musth is a hormone related condition 
that male elephants develop as they approach and 
become sexually mature. It is characterised by aggressive 
behaviour, temporal draining (fl uid from glands between 
eyes and ears) and urine dribbling from their penis which 
stains their legs over time (Green penis syndrome). In 
their younger years the condition can be observed for as 
short as a day to the longest known periods have been 
up to nine months in mature bulls. During this time bulls 
are unpredictable and we manage the routine according 
to their behaviour. For example little to no foot work is 
executed due to the unreliable behaviour that can be 
observed e.g. aggression. By lessening the opportunities 
for this to occur, learnt behaviour cannot be established. 

                Bull socialising with female herd
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To date each of Gung’s musth periods have been 6 -7 
weeks long. 

This has a dramatic effect on the remainder of the herd’s 
behaviour. The young bulls’ become very suspicious 
of opening doors and often walk backwards and act 
submissively in doing so in his presence. They also refuse 
to enter locations in fear of his presence. For two years 
now the young bulls have also displayed musth. 

Each young bull has displayed temporal draining for a 
maximum of a couple of days. No aggression to keepers 
has been displayed as yet. Gung on the other hand has 
displayed aggression at keepers on regular occasions 
during these periods. To avoid extra incidences, the 
routine changes slightly and we limit the opportunities 
for new keepers to be threatened and ensure that he is 
stationed before we offer food so that opportunities are 
reduced for aberrant behaviour. 

The team alert the entire zoo so that anyone passing by is 
aware and can be forewarned of objects thrown at them 
during this phase. We also stop introductions during this 
period to avoid injuries to individuals. It is an unknown 
as to how the bull will react to his cohorts and once 
together there is very little that can be done to separate or 
stop aggression. Last year Gung had three distinct musth 
periods after his arrival in January 2018. The periods were 
April/May, August/September and December/January. 

During these times the keepers are limited in their 
work with him due to possible aggression or refusal of 
behaviour. It has proven diffi  cult to develop a relationship 
with Gung for some of us and to add to his existing trained 
behaviour. 

At the time of writing he has just completed another 
musth period and it is hoped that this will be his new cycle 
and we can plan around this event. It is hoped that we can 
introduce all of the bulls together in time as Denver zoo, 
USA has been successful in introducing fi ve bull elephants 
of a range of ages i.e. 9 years old to 42 years old to each 
other in the past few years. Our situation is a lot different 
in that we have breeding females in close proximity 
which will always be a behavioural trigger for one of the 
personalities amongst our bulls. Long term it is speculated 
that the bulls will not be managed together and have to 
live individually as proven at other facilities in the world 
e.g. Center for Elephant Conservation owned by the Feld 
entertainment company, USA and the privately owned 
bulls in Asia 

Currently the elephants share the use of fi ve distinct 
yards/exhibits. Two of these can be used for introductions 
as it has a dividing fence line with two swing gates that 
can be locked open providing the elephants a ‘ring around 
the rosy’ yard. The yards are different in topography 
and offer different substrates to be on. To date we have 
introduced aged elephants as well as individual herd 

members since their arrival in 
2015. 

We believe the space is an 
important consideration 
when introducing as it offers 
subordinate individuals an 
opportunity to escape and also 
for female elephants to run 
away from unwanted advances 
by the bulls. The regular 
change of yards each day has 
also assisted as elephants are 
motivated to move somewhere 
new and this has contributed 
to the success of keeping the 
young bulls together with few 
incidents as well as the social 
opportunities that are provided. 

Each day the yards are 
cleaned and the morning 
ration is provided as well as 
enrichment. Scent enrichment 
is used regularly to encourage 

Adult bull socialising with female herd
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exploration. When available, furniture is changed and or 
replaced. 

On a weekly basis sand mounds are scooped up using a 
front end loader to refresh them for the weekend and 
encourage interaction with them. All of the yards contain 
mud wallows and the access to water via drinkers. 

There is one yard that doesn’t have a pool and all pools 
have more than one access point which we believe is an 
important feature in managing this species during the 
warmer weather. In winter the pools are drained, empty, 
as few elephants use them and it is a waste of water 
during this time of year. The combination of routine, 
space, enrichment and social opportunities assists in the 
management of this unique herd structure.

It is envisaged that the herd will change with the passing 
of an aged elephant and the transfer of some of the young 
bulls as well as the future breeding of the cows. 

In holding such a large herd, infrastructure will have 
to be developed to support the growth of the herd. We 
currently have three barns that can hold the elephants 
during winter, which is a primary concern in our climate. 
Two of the barns have been modifi ed over time. They 
were originally built in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s. 
The most recently built barn was completed in early 2015 
prior to the arrival of elephants from TZ. This barn has 
been built to support bull elephants with solid concrete 
walls and solid steel doors. 

It was planned that more than one bull would be housed 
alongside the cow/calf herd. To date this has been the 

arrangement and daily routine planning 
has to occur to ‘juggle’ the elephants 
depending on social compatibility and 
observed behaviour. This requires 
communication between the team so 
that knowledge of elephants is equal 
and the correct decisions are made daily 
to avoid potential injuries between the 
elephants. 

In general most animal sections don’t 
have to deal with this kind of complexity 
on a daily basis unless introducing 
social species. 

It is planned to build another cow/calf 
facility. This facility will be a fi rst of 
its kind at TWPZ in that consideration 
will be given to housing the elephants 
in a purpose built facility that can hold 
a cow/calf herd inside for the winter 
routine. 

Currently the elephants are held inside for up to 14 hours 
a day during the winter routine. This is to ensure that the 
calves and older elephants do not suffer from cold stress. 
Naturally Asian elephants do not live in temperatures that 
are below 10 degrees Celsius. The coldest region in their 
natural range is Nepal. 

The concern surrounding the cold stress is related to 
the fact that our herd has tested positive for EEHV, an 
elephant herpes virus which is fatal to calves between 
the ages of birth and 10 years old. To date Taronga zoo 
has had a case of an eight year old calf succumbing to 
the disease. With this in mind it is important we have 
the ability to offer the elephants an opportunity to be 
warm during the colder months and therefore prevent 
an opportunity for the virus to activate in an immune 
compromised calf. The new facility will allow for us to 
separate calves from their dams. This is important during 
training sessions to minimise distraction and develop 
relationships with keepers. 

To support the new barn it is planned to construct a large 
off exhibit space to allow for the exhibits to be rested 
as the elephants compact the substrate being on it daily 
and in turn promote improved pasture. Elephants enjoy 
grazing. The current winter routine allows for the yards/
exhibits to rest but no growth occurs and it is hoped that 
this can be incorporated as it is for other herbivorous 
species in the zoo. 

Discussions have occurred for further long range planning 
that will provide the elephants with more space than they 

Bulls resting on mounds in the exhibit
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have currently. This requires further construction and 
would allow elephants to be rotated in much larger 
areas than now so that their locomotive needs can be 
met as well as exploration and foraging behaviours be 
encouraged. 

This plan also requires substantial investment as 
yards/exhibits need to be built to a standard to 
hold adult bull elephants. We look forward to the 
opportunity to present elephants in a large scale 
setting which would offer them the space to display 
natural behaviour. 

Australasia can only hold a relatively small 
population of elephants at any one time. This will be 
dependent on the participating institutions and their 
carrying capacity. It is planned to continue breeding 
for those capable herds which will have to occur at 
intervals longer than natural to conform to space and 
herd size restrictions. 

At the same time it will be important for cows to 
experience births in their development so that a 
situation that prevailed in Australia for over a century 
whereby no births occurred at all until 2009. With 
precise management and the fortuity that elephants 
are long lived that both breeding and bachelor herds 
can be managed into the future and perpetuity.

I would like to thank TWPZ management for the 
opportunity to present as well as the support of the 
TWPZ elephant team. 
 

• ASZK •
MEMBERSHIP 

STATISTICS

 284 FULL MEMBERS

 3   FULL PARTNERS 
MEMBERS 

 44  ASSOCIATE 
MEMBERS

 1  ASSOCIATE 
PARTNERS

 12 RECIPROCAL

 23 CORPORATE

 13 LIFE MEMBERS

 2 OVERSEAS

 4  OVERSEAS 
CORPORATE

TOTAL 386
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CHALLENGES IN TRAINING HAZARDOUS PRIMATES ON 
AN ISLAND ENCLOSURE.
Sasha Brook , Taronga Western Plains Zoo.

Introduction
At Taronga Western Plains Zoo (TWPZ) we have an elderly 
pair of White-handed Gibbon. They have been fl agged as 
a priority for training and conditioning for preventative 
health care due to their old age. This has come with a 
number of challenges, due to the majority of our primates 
being housed on islands: a popular display method. This is 
straightforward enough when you work free contact with 
a species, however both our gibbon species are managed 
in a protected-contact environment. 

The challenges we faced took a number of forms, 
including limited access, training from a distance, 
managing distractions and other stimuli, as well as how 
to ensure the safety of both the keepers and gibbons. 
In addition we had to consider the vastly different 
temperaments of the two individuals, and work around 
their perceptions of the capture facilities. This paper will 
cover some of the ways we navigated these challenges, 
and our successes to date.

Background
Jantan and Bacan are an elderly pair of White-handed 
gibbons, who have been living at TWPZ since their 
transfer from Melbourne in 1982. They are 41 and 40 
years respectively. Whilst these animals appear to be in 
excellent health for their age, the enclosures in which they 
live have some limitations in terms of accessibility for 
training and conditioning, as this species is managed in a 
protected contact environment. This directly impacts on 
our ability to monitor the fi ner details of their health. 

Due to their age, they were fl agged as a priority for 
training to facilitate preventative health care. Due to 
previous resource limitations when we have needed 
to conduct health checks in the past, we have simply 
conditioned them to the point of locking into the capture 
cage and then sent the vets over to dart them in readiness 
for an anaesthetic. 

Of course this method has a number of drawbacks, 
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including stress to the gibbons, safety of staff, and ability 
to conduct follow up treatment or checks on them. 

Naturally after being managed this way over a long period 
of time, it became more and more challenging to condition 
them to the point of capture, and as a result, the frequency 
of health checks was lessened.

The Conditioning Program
Once we were in a position to diversify the objectives of 
their conditioning program, we had a number of factors to 
consider:

FACILITY DESIGN
We had to make modifi cations to the design of the capture 
cage, mostly aimed at improving keeper safety when in 
close proximity (making it more gibbon proof) and being 
able to work the gibbons in separate spaces, by creating 
two entry points rather than one. Feed chutes were also 
installed to allow for ‘jackpotting’ during training.

MANAGING EXTERNAL STIMULI
The gibbon islands are in an entirely public area. Visitors 
can see and hear everything we do, and there is no back 
of house holding area that is quieter or that prevents 
distractions. The area cannot be cordoned off due to 
its location within the zoo. As such we had no way of 

knowing if a school group full of noisy kids would turn up 
during a crucial moment of trust building. Alternatively, 
guests would often come over and ask questions about 
what we were doing whilst we were in the middle of 
concentrating on the session, or shout at us while we were 
on the islands. There was also construction occurring very 
close to the gibbon islands. Luckily we were able to liaise 
with the contractors and limit the impacts of construction 
noise.

DIFFICULTIES OF TRAINING FROM A 
DISTANCE
Training animals from a distance is never easy. It was 
sometimes diffi  cult to determine how engaged the gibbons 
were prior to the session which could result in wasted 
keeper time. It was much harder to lure them around, 
which in this case included moving them to one island 
so keepers could access the second. If they didn’t feel like 
moving or were distracted then we could not commence 
the session. Additionally, since we were only able to 
separate them if they both engaged, certain increments 
in training took a long time to achieve. If Jantan locked in 
happily but Bacan would not, we were unable to access 
the island and could only achieve so much with that day’s 
session. It was also harder to pick up on the fi ner signals 
in body language, such as indicators of nervousness 
which would be used to pre-empt a negative reaction to 
something. Due to the time required to move the gibbons 
and set up the capture cage in readiness for conditioning, 
on most occasions we were only able to attempt one 
session per day.

INDIVIDUAL TEMPERAMENTS
Whilst an individual’s temperament and “personality” 
must always be taken into account when developing 
a training and conditioning plan, doing so seems to be 
even more essential in a hands off environment such as 
this one. It can also be more challenging to determine an 
animals motivation for not cooperating. 

For a long time we assumed that Bacan’s snail-paced 
progression was due to her nervousness from previous 
experiences: an assumption based on her history and 
temperament. It eventually became evident that more 
often than not she was in fact just messing with the 
keepers, and ensuring that she didn’t have to leave her 
comfort zone. It is highly likely that if we had been able 
to spend more time observing her up close, an awareness 
of her subtle behaviours would have led us to these 
conclusions earlier. In addition to all of this, managing 
animals from a distance can limit rapport building 
opportunities. Since rapport and trust are an essential 
currency of training and conditioning, there is no doubt 
that a lack of these elements will ensure that progress is 
slower than it may have been otherwise.

Feed chutes were installed for “jackpotting: during training
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NUTRITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS
Since one of the fi rst and most vital steps needed to 
progress was to actually get them into the capture cage 
to begin with, large amounts of food were required to 
encourage them to that point. 

In 2016 we transitioned all of our primates onto a fruit 
free diet, so for this kind of conditioning a combination of 
both regular diet foods as well as high value fruits were 
used. It was tricky to balance the amount of food being 
consumed as the amounts varied enormously depending 
on the success of the session itself. Once the gibbons 
reached the point of locking into the capture cage, a 
keeper would row over and jackpot them with high value 
foods (even more fruit), which also had to be considered 
into their diet.

Results
Despite the minefi eld of additional considerations, 
diffi  culties and setbacks, the conditioning of these gibbons 
has progressed well. They have both been locked in 
and remained calm in the presence of a keeper on their 
island on a number of occasions, and are on the brink 
of progressing to more intensive rapport building and 
training. These success can be attributed to the tenacity 
and problem solving abilities of the primate team. 
We sought advice from colleagues with more training 
experience, and used a dynamic approach to work 
through the gibbon’s hesitations. However we shouldn’t 
fail to give Jantan and Bacan credit where it is due. They 
are elderly animals who are cunning and are continually 
reminding us of their intelligence. Keepers are confi dent 

that once they’re locking in consistently and we are able 
to start training in close proximity, our list of training 
goals will not take long to achieve. We hope to train them 
for hand-injection, presentation of limbs/mouth etc, and 
eventually blood draws with the use of a sleeve. 
In conclusion, the use of islands for exhibiting primates 
are for the most part enormously benefi cial to both 
visitor experience and an overall positive welfare state 
for the animals. However careful consideration needs to 
be exercised when designing either on-island or offshore 
holding facilities. 

      The gibbon island

Jantan and Bacan
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matters 
BEHAVIOUR

WELCOMING A RED-TAILED BLACK COCKATOO TO OUR FREE FLIGHT 
PROGRAM

Banks (pictured above) is a much loved member of 
Adelaide Zoo’s collection not only by staff but by members 
and visitors alike. As a 25-year old central Red-tailed Black 
cockatoo, Banks had a long history before joining the 
Nature Theatre Team. He was born at a private breeder 
and donated to Adelaide Zoo at approximately seven 
years of age. In 2005, he was sent to Melbourne Zoo to be 
trained as a PR ambassador for the 2006 Commonwealth 
Games. His training included pet-packing, harnessing and 
cueing to sit on people’s shoulders for photos. He returned 
to Adelaide Zoo in late 2006 and moved through multiple 
aviaries, eventually fi nding his home in the wetlands 
aviary. However, due to some chewing on aviary mesh, 
it was decided to transition Banks from an aviary setting 
to our Flying Colours Free Flight Bird Show run by the 
Nature Theatre/Presentations team.

Our focus was using positive reinforcement training 
to build, a relationship with, and trust in the bird. This 
process started with paying for movement towards trainer 
and stepping up on hand. As we were unsure of previous 
cues or bridges, we tried  a couple of different motions 
to work out the best cue and positioning of hands for 

receiving as Banks tends to land a little sideways.  

Once we saw solid responses to our cues, we broke 
our goal of free fl ight down into fi ve stages: Transport, 
Classrooms, Aviaries, Hatches and the Lawn. 

We knew from his history Banks had already learnt pet-
packing behaviour so it was just a matter of refreshing the 
process and taking him through stages of transportation 
lengths.  

Classrooms
The use of classrooms as training venues is a handy one. 
Not only can we slowly increase fl ight distance within 
a controlled environment, we are also working off the 
distraction model. Classrooms have various objects 
including chairs, animal furs, jars, bright colourful posters 
and other people (when asked to join). We found this a 
great way to test the animal’s focus on the trainers rather 
than interest in the room. This was a great step for our 
training as Banks’ fl ight paths tended to be all over the 
place and not very direct. With continual training in 
the classrooms, Banks became more confi dent around 
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BEHAVIOUR

obstacles and distance.

Aviaries
Moving through our bird aviaries also has many 
advantages. Not only do we have vertical distance but in 
some cases we also have horizontal planes to work with. 
This helped us build those fl ight muscles further in case 
there was ever a need for Banks to fl y up or come down 
(e.g., from a high tree).  Our Free Flight Lawn is also home 
to the odd wild magpie so we believe it’s important to 
ensure the birds are able to cope with bird interactions 
of all shapes and sizes.  Banks did really well with some 
inquisitive lorikeets sticking close to his trainers and 
letting them know whose boss when they got too close. 

Banks was a superstar to train and smashed all our 
timelines out of the park. Everything was picked up twice 
as quickly than we thought and made us ask the biggest 
question yet – Will he still follow cues in his old home?

When in the wetlands aviary, we did see an increase in 
arousal behaviours with some crest raising, head bobbing 
and “strutting” along the railings. However, when cued 
for fl ights, he did not skip a beat even fl ying over some 
awkwardly placed reeds! After solid sessions we knew he 
was ready for the outside world!

Hatch work
To come out onto the lawn for our Free fl ight show, the 
birds are released through a metal hatch behind the 
stage. Based on Banks’ previous training achievements, 
we assumed this would be a relatively easy task for him. 
However Banks had diffi  culty with this 
task so after some trial and error and 
some changes in cues, positioning and 
vegetation, we slowly worked out the 
behaviour with Banks. He now moves 
through the hatch at what is considered 
a fast pace for him.

The Lawn
Once Banks was competent on all 
behaviours, it was time to try him on the 
lawn. We started with small fl ights to 
stage and back through hatch, and then 
progressed to short fl ights between stage 
and lawn. There was some hesitation 
seen for the fi rst couple of fl ights but 
now he is almost fl ying the full length of 
the lawn and responding well to all cues. 

Due to Banks being a well-known bird 
within our institution, we received 
feedback about concern over his move 

away from the public eye and interactions. We kept 
welfare in the front of our minds and communicated this 
as best we could to all concerned. 

He recently had a veterinary health check to see how he 
was tracking with the increased level of activity. He had 
bloods, visual check of feathers, feet and general body 
condition score. The results were pretty good overall 
with a suggestion to slightly increase body condition as 
he has always been a slim bird. He already receives a 
larger quantity of pellets than recommended but due to 
his relative impartialness, we are slowly working on this 
transition to increased body mass.  

      Erin with Banks

      Banks during a recent health check.
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It has been an amazing experience working on these 
goals with Banks. To see the reaction of the audience 
to his fl ights with some smiles, lots of laughing and 
even some crying out of happiness to see him sailing 
the lawns. He is a super-fast learner and is very will-
ing to try new behaviours as long as you are nearby 
for support. Moving forward, we want to add more 
behaviours to his repertoire making the show more 
complex and enriching for all. 

ERIN TURRELL
KEEPER/PRESENTER, ADELAIDE ZOO

• ASZK •
NEW MEMBERS
The ASZK Committee 

would like to
welcome the following

new members

FULL MEMBERS
CRAIG WILLIAMS
Melbourne Zoo

JESSICA MENENDEZ 
Sydney Zoo

JOANNA WALL 
Currumbin Wildlife Sanctuary

TAMMY GRAETZ 
Monarto Safari Park

KATHERINE DAVIS-RICE 
Taronga Zoo

ADRIENNA VAN GOGH 
Taronga Zoo

ASSOCIATE MEMBERS
KARI SOENNICHSEN 
Macquarie University

BEN WILSON  
LaTrobe University

CORPORATE 
MEMBERS 

PET PACIFIC

ASZK Annual Conference 
22-24 May 2020

Rockhampton Qld

ASZK is proud to announce the 
ASZK annual conference for 2020  
is being held in Rockhampton 
Queensland.

The Call for papers has opened 
for people who would like to 
present on any topic relating to 
zoos, wildlife and zookeeping 
or topics related. This closes 15 
March 2020.

A number of workshops are 
planned including a very 
relevant one on disaster 
management.

The registrations have now 
opened at a cost starting at 
$500 for early-bird member and 
includes functions Friday and 
Saturday night as well as the 
conference Friday - Sunday. 

Please go to the ASZK website 
www.aszk.org.au for updated 
information and to register.

The ASZK committee is looking 
forward to welcoming you to 
Rockhampton. 

Email eo@aszk.org.au for any 
further information.
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Jake Morrice
KEEPER
ROCKHAMPTON ZOO

How long and whereabouts have you worked within the
zoological industry? I have been employed as a casual zookeeper at Rockhampton Zoo for about 3½ years 
and it has been almost six years since I first started volunteering in the industry. I started volunteering straight 
out of high school at Rocky Zoo, and within two months I decided that this was what I wanted to pursue as a 
career.

What is your favourite animal and why? I am a crazy reptile nerd to my core, with snakes and monitor 
lizards being my favourite critters. I’ve always adored snakes (in part thanks to Steve Irwin being in his 
prime when I was a kid) and over the past few years I have grown to love monitors just as much as I love 
snakes. Perentie monitors would have to be my absolute favourite animal: I work with two awesome adult 
males, and am privileged to have a young perentie at home as a pet (for now… when he grows up I’ll be HIS 
pet!).

What is your favourite thing about Rockhamptopn Zoo. This is a bit cliché, but definitely the people I call 
my colleagues. They’re a bunch of absolute characters that make the work environment not seem like work 
at all, but are also some of the most intelligent and driven people I have ever encountered. No two days are 
ever the same with my team. Also the fact that I live 12 minutes away from work has always been nice.

What changes or improvements would you like to see in zookeeping? I really want to see the continued 
and exponential improvement and focus on conditioning and enrichment programs within the industry. I 
have seen first-hand some incredible work being pioneered by dedicated individuals throughout the animal 
husbandry industry, and I firmly believe that the possibilities are pretty much limitless when it comes to 
animal conditioning.
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What is your greatest animal achievement thus far?  I’m very proud of several cockatoos (One female Red-
tailed Black and three male Major Mitchell’s) that I work with. When I first started at Rockhampton Zoo they 
were terrified of people, and it was almost impossible to work in the same half of the aviary that they were in. 
This year I took a very strong interest in advancing their training: all 4 birds have been progressing very well 
(if albeit slowly) over the years thanks to the efforts of multiple keepers, to the point where they would come 
over and take a treat from your hand and were also comfortable hopping onto scales. Over the past 8 months 
they have progressed to the point where two of the Major Mitchell cockatoos will happily fly to my arm and 
the third is slowly gaining confidence to step up onto my arm. The female Red-tailed Black (Shania is her 
name) is my proudest training achievement – At the start of the year she was somewhat willing to take treats 
from just the bird keepers. Two weeks ago she did not hesitate to fly onto a keeper that she barely knows; she 
is a completely different animal to the one I first met almost 6 years ago and I am amazed and so very proud 
at how far she has come. 

What is your most memorable experience with wildlife? My first time herping, which was only very 
recently (during the ASZK Large Varanid Conference in Alice Springs in October 2019). Seeing several central 
Australian endemic species in the wild was just absolutely incredible – I think  my favourite moment was 
seeing a wild Centralian Carpet Python! 

What is your most embarrassing zoo/Aquarium moment? The time I learned how oil-soluble paint works. I 
was only 18 (still a volunteer at the time) and had not really had much to do with painting in my life. So when 
I was asked to help paint an enclosure, I jumped at the opportunity to have a crack at painting. The actual 
painting itself went quite well, but when I went to wash the brush off, the paint simply soaked onto my hands, 
making me look like I was wearing black gloves. We didn’t have any turpentine, so I had to use petrol to wash 
the paint off… Needless to say, I learnt my lesson and nowadays I always check what sort of paint I’m using 
BEFORE I go to clean the brush. It’s been over four years and every time there is painting needing to be done, I 
am always singled out and mocked by all of my colleagues. There was also the time I backed the work ute into 
a ground electrical tower and got the back axle stuck on top of it. I’m still frequently reminded of that one as 
well. 
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Big Cat Enrichment survey
Kat Tuite

The purpose of the research project “Fostering enrichment in zoos” is to gain insights into the current enrichment 
practices that encourage positive animal welfare. This research aims to identify factors that both facilitate and 
limit enrichment progress in captive animal facilities. The outcomes from this project will be used to support 
people working with big cats in zoos, sanctuaries, rescue facilities and research centres. A summary of the results 
will be distributed widely to ensure that the keepers and managers invested in the wellbeing of their animals can 
continue building on existing practices, while also gaining access to the latest advancements in the fi eld to raise 
the standard for big cat enrichment. 
People working with big cats are invited to share insights from personal experiences in the BIG CAT 
ENRICHMENT survey. 

The survey is open to all keepers, head keepers, volunteers, and management staff: https://bit.ly/2XlRZbU

Please circulate amongst your networks, every voice counts in making a better future for the welfare of our 
animals!

Don’t work with big cats? Keep an eye out for another survey coming soon into enrichment practices for all 
species of animals!
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On the 5th of December 2019 Sydney Zoo staff were fi nally 
able to hang up their hard hats as the zoo went from a 
construction site to open. It has been a long journey which 
began about six years prior when John and Jake Burgess 
decided to build a new zoo. John had previously built 
Sydney Aquarium and did the concept for Sydney Wildlife 
World before leaving the business.

With a vision in mind they acquired some State 
Government land for lease in Eastern Creek at the end of 
Western Sydney parklands which they were successful in 
acquiring for the zoo on a long-term lease. I was engaged 
to write a collection plan and the initial concept for the 
zoo was developed.

Once the investors were on board the process of acquiring 
a development approval was undertaken and in December 
2017 the zoo began construction. 

The zoo itself covers about 16 hectares and is designed to 
be very family friendly with no steps anywhere in the zoo 
and very few gradients. This means an easy experience for 

families, the disabled and elderly.

The zoo is designed to incorporate a large nocturnal 
and reptile house with an Australiana area outside, an 
aquarium which includes native fi sh, Little penguins and 
a bull shark tank.

The entrance opens out to primate boulavard which 
has habitats for chimpanzees, Tufted capuchins, Spider 
monkeys and a group of 13 Hamadryas baboons imported 
from Singapore.

As we move around the zoo there is meerkats, camels, 
tigers, cheetahs, Red panda, African lions Spotted hyena, 
and African wild dog. The savannah exhibit holds giraffe, 
zebra and ostrich with White Rhino planned. 

The Asian elephants and orangutan complete the fi nal 
part of the zoo. 

The site was a greenfi eld site so all the trees with the 
exception of a stand in the car park and a small patch of 
protected habitat beside the main entrance was brought 
in. Every rock, building, habitat has been brought in and 
created on site. 

Over-time the initial team of Jake and John Burgess, 
Craig Sowden (General Manager Life Sciences), Rick 
Webb (Operations and Curator Australiana), Lisa Christie 
(Visitor and Culture Manager) and David Kirshner 
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(Interpretation Manager and Curator Reptiles) along with 
myself (Animal Collection Coordinator) grew. The curators 
were appointed well into construction and had to make 
rapid recommendations for construction to ensure their 
enclosures would be suitable. These talented individuals 
included Lou Grossfeldt Curator Primates, David French 
Curator Carnivores, Steven Blanchard Curator Elephants 
and Ungulates and David Watts Curator Aquatics.

The fi rst animals to arrive on-site were an import of 3.0 
Spotted hyenas from Singapore in March 2019 closely 
followed by a group of 12 chimpanzees from Germany 
in April 2019. A group of four male lions from Taronga 
Western Plains Zoo was next. By the December opening 
we had a full collection with the exception of the bull 
shark tank which is still to be completed and the farm 
animals and cassowary.

There were some worrying moments when bush fi res held 
up a number of transfers at the last minute but we made 
it.

From a welfare perspective one of the highlights was the 
acquisition of an aged ex-circus elephant from a farm 
in country Victoria. She is appearing to relish her new 
environment and the company of the keepers and has 
been bathing in her pool on a hot day which was a joy to 

see.

It certainly hasn’t been an easy process with lots of hard 
work and long hours by an amazing team of people. 

I was also heartened by the support of many zoos and 
colleagues in the region and overseas which help me in 
my quest for suitable animals for the opening collection. 
Jason Pearson and his team from Zoo2zoo did a lot of the 
transportation and handled it extremely professionally 
whilst JetPets were a great support with our smaller 
domestic animals.

I have now left the zoo to move to Melbourne for personal 
reasons but I look forward to the zoo updates in the future 
and more information can be found by following their 
Facebook page.

Liz Romer

Reptiles
Sydney Zoo’s new reptile area features 28 exhibits 
housing native Australian species of reptiles, frogs and 
invertebrates. The layout was designed to showcase 
specifi cally the diversity of Australian reptiles with each 

Spotted hyena from Singapore Zoo were the first animals 
onsite in March 2019

“Saigon” arriving at Sydney Zoo and is soon to be joined by 
other elephants in the upcoming months after 12 years as a 
solitary elephant
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enclosure relating to the enclosure next to it 
in some way, for example housing a member 
of the same family from a different habitat or 
a member of a different family from the same 
habitat. 

Combinations of photographic backdrops, 
mock-rock, substrate, leaf litter and enclosure 
furniture produce an immersive representation 
of the native habitats of each of the reptile 
species on display.

The nocturnal mammals are housed within 
the same building as the reptiles, with the frog 
and invertebrate displays between the reptile 
and nocturnal areas having reduced lighting so 
guests’ eyes are pre-adapted to dim light before 
they enter the nocturnal area. This negates the 
need to sacrifi ce a hallway for guests’ eyes to 
adjust to the dark, which is normally the case with stand-
alone nocturnal houses. 

The reptile collection also includes an adult male saltwater 
crocodile named Oombulgurri, who arrived from Malcolm 
Douglas Crocodile Park in mid-December and is settling in 
nicely. 

David Kirshner

Some of the reptile enclosures at Sydney Zoo. Photo Craig Sowden

      Male saltwater crocodile named Oombulgurri, who arrived from                                              
      Malcolm Douglas Crocodile Park.  Photo David Kirshner
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MONARTO
Primates
It has been an incredible journey watching the Chimp 
troop at Monarto develop over the last few months. In 
February, Hannah gave birth to Hope and in September,  
Zombi to Zola. For the fi rst time the troop have a mini 
nursery group – with four year old Enzi joining the 
females. It is always nice to look up and see out four adult 
females lying cocooning the young as they interact. 

The four adult males in the troop have again settled in to 
their hierarchy after the introduction of the new females 
last year and the subsequent births. Tsotsi has been the 
alpha male since 2011 and excitingly we have just learnt 
that he is a fi rst time dad being recorded as the sire of 
Hope though DNA testing.

We hope everyone has an amazing holiday season. The 
troop will celebrate Chimpmas on Christmas eve –this is a 
fun time every year where the chimps receive enrichment 
items to celebrate the festive season.

Laura Hanley

Ungulates

Giraffe transfer to Sydney Zoo!
In late November, Monarto Safari Park staff  delivered 
a young female giraffe to the brand-new Sydney Zoo – 
the fi rst giraffe to ever set foot on Sydney Zoo soil. The 
transfer itself was organised very quickly, as Adelaide’s 
giraffe was not as cooperative with trailer conditioning 
and she wasn’t going to meet Sydney Zoo’s opening 
deadline. The MSP ungulate team were then asked if it 
would be possible to organise a giraffe for transfer and 
although a tight turnaround, it was a great challenge for 
the team!

Luckily, Monarto did have a giraffe in our collection that 
would be an ideal candidate for Sydney Zoo. “Eyelean” 
was our fi rst ever handraised giraffe, and after checking 
with the species coordinator, it was agreed that she would 
probably be the best fi t for Sydney. Being handraised, she 
would probably transition well to the new environment 
in SZ, and would be a fantastic ambassador animal for 
encounters and other interactive experiences.

But despite being handraised, Eyelean did approach her 
trailer conditioning as cautiously as any giraffe before 
her! So the ungulate team did have to step it up a notch, 
and schedule in a lot more contact sessions in order to 
gauge how feasible our plan to deliver her in just a couple 
weeks. Despite the fast deadline, we were able to load 
Eyelean, and head off on the 20-hour drive to Sydney Zoo 

to arrive before their fi rst day of operations. Allowing 

Eyelean the giraffe in her trailer headed to Sydney Zoo

Eyelean fit and healthy on arrival at Sydney Zoo
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Eyelean a few days to settle into her new home before 
opening day was very helpful for her, and allowed her to 
explore her new home and meet her new keepers before 
any crowds hit. Thankfully, Eyelean settled in extremely 
quickly, and on SZ’s fi rst day of operation, proved to be an 
absolute star! 

The Monarto Safari Park team was very happy to be able 
to assist in the collection development of a brand new, 
major Australian Zoo. We’re looking forward to watching 
them grow, and working with them into the future 

Carnivores
LIONS
Carnivore keepers have recently introduced the three new 
males (from Melbourne Zoo) with our three females to 
form a pride of six. The group thus far are going very well 
together and have settled nicely as a cohesive group. 

We have already seen matings between our dominant 
male, Kashka and two of our girls, Husani and Nia, 
whom we hope may be pregnant. Lion keepers have 
also successfully trained most of the group to conduct 
conscious blood draws from their tails which should give 
us an indication of where the girls are in their pregnancy. 
If indeed we do have pregnant females, we could be 
looking at cubs around February.

CHEETAH
We have recently taken two males (Obi and Akiki) to 
the Sydney Zoo where they have settled into their new 
enclosure well. We are currently housing one male and 
twelve females. Construction of new cubbing dens have 
been completed in our off limit areas in preparation 
for next breeding season. Cheetah keepers are also 

conditioning our female cheetah for vaginal swabs on a 
regular basis.

AFRICAN WILD DOGS
The carnivore team are currently in discussions on how to 
best introduce our four males to our two females. The two 
groups currently have fence contact and this will continue 
until next breeding season; during which time we hope 
that they will form bonds with one another before the full 
contact introduction. 

Anna Bennett

CURRUMBIN WILDLIFE 
SANCTUARY
October was a great month for our team with wildlife 
staff members attending the ZIMS training workshop 
in Auckland, Varanid husbandry workshop, TAG 
meetings and San Diego Incubation Workshop.  All 
these opportunities have enabled our team members to 
return to CWS with fresh ideas and expanded networks 
of industry experts to correspond with.  We are really 
appreciative that the CWS management is so supportive of 
the learning development of our team.  

We recently held our Cupcakes for Conservation 
fundraising event and sold almost 1000 cupcakes all 
baked by the amazing Di Dominique – this time we 
were raising money for Southern Cassowaries!  For our 
CWS conservation programs – the Eastern Bristlebird 
program has produced a number of fl edglings which is 
a great achievement for the species.  The male Kroombit 
Tinkerfrogs are calling enthusiastically, so here’s hoping 
that our gravid female will be impressed and we will have 
fertile spawn this season! 

Lion keepers have successfully trained most of the group to 
conduct conscious blood draws from their tails

Cheetahs Obi and Akiki settling into their new home at Sydney 
Zoo
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Our CWS Animal Welfare Committee has achieved a lot 
this year, we recently launched our Animal Training 
Working Group to advise and assist keepers at CWS who 
are working on husbandry training and we will also be 
formalising our animal enrichment through the launch 
of our Animal Enrichment Working Group in early 2020.  
These groups are run by staff members that volunteer 
their time, we are so proud that we have such dedicated 
staff members that are excited to commit their time to the 
continued improvement of the welfare of the animals in 
our care.

Finally our Greater Glider joey is doing fantastic – photo 
below!

WELLINGTON ZOO
We have recently renovated our Squirrel Monkey habitat. 
The habitat has a new house and outside environment 
that provides a dynamic and varied habitat for these 
primates. The house has been built to provide optimal 
management opportunities and to facilitate areas of 
management including training, recall and introductions.  
With a South American theme throughout, it is proving 
popular with both the Squirrel Monkeys and visitors. We 
have also recently introduced two new males to the group.

Wellington Zoo has completed the building of the new 
Reptile facility Te Piringa Iti which means “The Small 
Haven”. The new facility will provide an environment that 
will allow the zoo to be involved and play a major role 
with human care breeding, research and in some species 
cases release back to the wild of native New Zealand 
wildlife. With the specialist expertise of the Reptiles and 

Squirrel Monkey, Photo Primates Keeper Hannah Garcia, 
Wellington Zoo Trust

Squirrel Monkey habitat, Photo Team Leader of Primates 
Harmony Neale, Wellington Zoo Trust
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Invertebrates team and the new facility, it is an exciting 
time for Wellington with regards to our endemic fauna.

There have been some great developments in the 
husbandry management training of some of the animals 
at the zoo including conscious blood draw training of 
the lionesses and giraffe, weight scale training of the 
Tasmanian Devils and we are currently training our Sun 
Bear for immunotherapy after we discovered that she has 
some allergies. 

In October we were delighted to welcome another 
Capybara born to our herd. The infant was a female 
bringing our herd ratio to 1:7.

Jo Richardson

TARONGA ZOO
Back Yard to Bush and Taronga 
Institute of Science & Learning
Taronga’s Backyard to Bush Southern Hairy-Nose wombat 
breeding program had a bitter-sweet surprise earlier this 
year where female, Korra was found to have a male joey 
in May – the fi rst time the Taronga program has had a 
birth outside of the breeding season. Unfortunately, Korra 
succumbed to Cryptococcus bacteria, one of the fi rst cases 
found in this species, and three month old joey, Waru 
needed to be hand-raised. Keepers Andrew Daly and Suzie 
MacNamara stepped up as mum and dad and have shared 
the duty to raise the little man. Waru is the fi rst male to 
be born in the Taronga breeding program and has been a 
huge media success, raising awareness for a native species 
in plight and has been a fan-favourite of many Make-a-
Wish families.

The Institute had an exciting addition to the outdoor 
classroom with the birth of a female quokka, Margi, the 
fi rst quokka born at Taronga Zoo in four years. Margi has 
proven to be a handful and is full of confi dence, taking 
after her late father, Derek (aka Dez). First time mother, 
Pep did an amazing job raising the little handful and even 
allowed keepers to start target training Margi whilst still 
in the pouch.

After 15 years at Bird Show, Grey Fisher moved up to the 

Wellington Green Gecko at Te Piringa Iti, . Photo Jo Richardson, 
Animal Care Manager, Wellington Zoo Trust

Waru a Southern hairy nosed wombat being hand 
reared after its mother passed away
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Institute to offer his extensive animal training experience 
to the keepers and classroom animals. Watch this space – 
he’s not only going to have the animals doing fl ips but the 
keepers too.

Grace Black

Herpetofauna Department
As with most Australian Reptile and Amphibian 
collections, the recent warmer weather has meant a 
spike in breeding activity in Taronga’s Herpetofauna 
collection. Within the fi nal week of the decade, one of 
our female Night Skinks gave birth to a litter of three 
healthy neonates. As live-bearers producing small 
numbers of huge babies, the scale of these three well-
developed offspring compared to the size of the mother 
still surprises the keepers. These orangey arid skinks are 
entirely independent from birth and are already chasing 
down crickets and basking with increasing confi dence. 
Excitingly, two days later, we had our fi rst breeding 
of our Eastern Pilbara Spiny-tailed Skinks! Again, a 
proportionally huge single neonate was born live, with 
the brilliant black tail fl ecking on a vivid orange back so 
typical of this group of skink species.

In September, the team celebrated a very important 
milestone for our critical Christmas Island Blue-tailed 
Skink breeding program. Together with Parks Australia, 
a cohort of Taronga-bred skinks joined a group bred by 
Parks Australia to mark the world’s fi rst translocation 
of this species back into the wild on a remote predator-
free island. Endemic to Christmas Island in the northeast 
Indian Ocean, this species had been driven to extinction 
across its entire wild range in 2010 by introduced 

predators. Our team continues to work closely managing 
this skink program as well as that of the Lister’s Gecko – 
another Christmas Island endemic no longer found in the 
wild, following the same fate as the skinks.

Across the spring and summer period, staff have been 
heading out into the fi eld a number of times to monitor 
progress of several of our frog conservation programs. 
With wild surveys of Northern Corroboree Frogs; re-
introduction techniques for Southern Corroboree Frogs; as 
well as surveys and radio-tracking of wild released Yellow-
spotted Bell Frogs, keepers maintain a very close eye on 
population trends across the season.

Together with our many varied partners, in November the 
second release trial of a further ten young Bellinger River 
Turtles took place, with continued ex-situ breeding success 
to help stock future wild releases and promote genetically 
robust breeding animals. Released turtles are monitored 
closely for several months and across many seasons 
following release, to track their movements and condition.

Finally, on a sadder note, December saw the loss of two of 
the oldest residents in our Herpetofauna department – our 
female Freshwater Crocodile, and our male Rhinoceros 
Iguana. Our female freshie – ‘Toothy Luthy’ (Lucy with a 
mouthful of teeth and a charming lisp) came to Taronga 
30 years ago in 1989 as a mature adult. She is survived 
by her widower ‘Teefy Keify.’ Our male Rhino Iguana 
‘Blue’ hatched here back in April 1991, and reached a 
healthy 28 years of age. Both animals succumbed to age-
related illness. Both of these animals were very rightfully 
characters of their own, with clear personalities and a 
willingness to test keepers – and both are sorely missed 
by the team and everyone who had worked with them, or 
had a chance to see them try to sneak up on keepers!

Chris Dryburgh

Eastern Pilbara Spiny-tailed Skinks mother 
and offspring

Rhino Iguana ‘Blue’ 
hatched in April 
1991, and reached 
a healthy 28 years 
of age before 
succumbing to age 
related illness
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Bird Department
It has been a busy few months on the Bird Department 
with the warmer weather here. A successful breeding 
season has been had across the collection with our Royal 
Spoonbill group breeding for the fi rst time, and both 
Wompoo Fruit-Doves and Noisy Pittas have been breeding 
well. We recently added Swift Parrots to our collection and 
are very excited about our fi rst lot of chicks. 

Regent Honeyeater breeding has continued with a total 
of 24 young bred this year and it is not over yet. The 
breeding program was recently extended, with four pairs 
of Regents transferred to the newly built facilities at 
Taronga Western Plains Zoo to settle in before next year’s 
breeding season. 

Leanne Golebiowski

Lord Howe Island Project
The Lord Howe Island(LHI) rat eradication program is due 
to wrap up in early 2020. Taronga’s role has been to hold 
a majority of the wild LHI Currawong and LHI Woodhen 
populations in purpose built aviaries on the island whilst 
the project is underway. The Currawongs have been 
released back on to the island and by all reports are doing 
well (with re-pairings and nesting behaviours observed 
not long after release).

The Woodhens are in the process of a trial group release 
and surveillance before the fi nal release. The Bird team 
(both on the island and as support back at the zoo) have 
worked incredibly hard on this project this year, with a 
big stretch on staffi  ng for a project requiring a rotating 
group of keepers to be on the island since April. Lord 
Howe Island truly is a birdwatchers paradise and it is 
only going to get better - with the removal of interfering 
rodents, Masked Boobies have been recording nesting on 
the main Island for the fi rst time in over 100 years!! Local 
palm and plant species are regenerating, the smaller bird 
species on the island are starting to fl ourish and the re-
introduction of lost species (the LHI Stick Insect being one) 
are potentially in the pipeline for the future. A project to 
truly be proud of!

Katie Robinson

Swift Parrot chicks

Lord Howe Island Currawong
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Carnivore Department
The meerkat mob have started packing their boxes in 
preparation for the big move to Taronga’s brand new 
Savannah exhibits. Not long now!

On a daily basis, keepers are reinforcing meerkats for 
stationing in their transport boxes to help minimise stress 
during the relocation.

Our Sumatran Tiger cubs Pemanah, Mawar and Tengah-
Malam will celebrate their fi rst birthday on the 17th 
January. 

All three cubs continue to grow well in weight and 
personality. Their cub teeth are being replaced by adult 
teeth, they weigh an average of 45kg and they can now 
confi dently shift through overhead races to a world of 
exploration in all three exhibits. They love splashing in 
the waterfall, stalking each other for a good rumble and 
mastering their climbing skills in the enormous fi g tree. 
But they’re never too old to look back to mum, Kartika, for 
guidance, especially whilst fi nessing their fi ner skills, like; 
How do I climb down from this Fig tree?

Recently our cubs have been learning the joys of operant 
training and conditioning. Each cub has a primary 
trainer and together they have been working through the 
incremental steps involved in cooperative care behaviours 
like; stationing, target training and the presentation of 
hindquarters to allow for future injections. Their cognitive 
skills are remarkable and they always seem to enjoy their 
sessions. 

Our Red Panda trio, Rohan, Ishwar and Mishry celebrated 
their fi rst birthday in December. They are eating 
independently, enjoying bamboo, panda bars and fresh 
fruits as enrichment items. They rest high in the trees 
throughout the day because they have spent the majority 

of their nights playing, rumbling and decimating any small 
plants in their way. But surprisingly they still have enough 
energy every morning to greet our keepers in a fl urry 
of Red Panda cuteness and participate in their station 
training sessions. Each cub has their own labelled spot and 
they’re positively reinforced with panda bars for going 
there. So, station training became their new favourite 
game. This behaviour allows keepers to perform visual or 
physical examinations, monitor eating and allows for the 
administration of prophylactic treatments. 

Bec Baldwin

Meerkats are preparing for the move to their new exhibit
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ASZK /REPTILE TAG VARANID WORKSHOP REPORT
21-23 OCTOBER 2019 • ALICE SPRINGS

In October ASZK in conjunction with the ASMP Reptile TAG held a Varanid Workshop. 
The focus was to develop the husbandry of captive large varanids in our Region’s zoos, as 
well as sharing learnings from the field with interesting presentations of the wild ecology 
of varanids, such as your presentations. This workshop was a great success, and filled to 
capacity with over 40 attendees from around the world. We have been receiving some great 
feedback from attendees about the calibre of the content and diversity of topics. This could 
not have happened without the help of Reptile TAG Co-convenors Alex Mitchell and Nick 
Kuyper who worked extremely hard on putting a great program together.

Following the success of the workshop and the attendants it attracted from across Australia, 
New Zealand, Singapore and the USA, we are delighted to be able to donate AUD6,000 to the 
Komodo Survival Program to support their critical ongoing in-situ work in the field, with 
arguably the most iconic lizard species in the world. 

Thanks to all involved including our guest speakers and to David Kirshner for the T-shirt 
design and our wonderful sponsors. 
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ASZK ANNUAL MEMBER AWARDS 
FOR THE PERIOD 1 JANUARY 2019 - 31 DECEMBER 2019

NOMINATIONS CLOSE 30TH MARCH, 2020

Zookeeper of the Year
This award is open for an individual ASZK member whom is currently employed as a zoo keeper. 
This individual will have displayed outstanding aptitude and dedication at a level that goes well 
above and beyond expectation in every aspect of their role as a modern day zookeeper.

Heidi Hellingman Award for Outstanding Service to Industry
This award is open to individual members of ASZK or institutions for outstanding achievement in 
the Zoo industry. This can either be within the past year or for individuals who have contributed 
to the industry over a long period of time.

Examples of achievements include developing husbandry techniques, training, breeding 
programs, educational programs and facility development.

Nominations
Nominations must contain as much information as possible including: A full list of requirements 
can be found on the ASZK website.
- 
How to apply
To submit a nomination please supply all requested information and any additional documents 
that may support the nomination to slromer@bigpond.com by 30th March 2019.

CComing in 2020
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ASZK DES SPITTALL SCHOLARSHIP 
FOR KEEPER DEVELOPMENT

CLOSES 1 MARCH 2020

The Australasian Society of Zookeeping operates and manages the annual ‘Des Spittall 
Scholarship for Keeper Development’, which is available to any ASZK member who has 
been a financial member for two years or more. The annual scholarship is named in 
honour of the late Des Spittall, a life member of ASZK. It is to the value of $3,000 and 
has been established to support the professional development of zoo keepers in the 
Australasian region. More than one smaller scholarships may be issued if there are 
requests for less than $3,000 dependant on merit.

Scholarship applications can be sought for the following (but not exclusive) types of 
activities;

• Research projects 
• Undertaking volunteer work on conservation projects
• Working on community change or capacity building projects
• Undertaking study either in Australia or overseas (overseas study will only be  
 supported if nothing comparable is in Australia or New Zealand)
• Attending a conference or workshop
• Study tour of zoos or institutions

Prospective applicants are invited to submit a written proposal for their intended 
proposition, outlining in as much detail as possible the aim, purpose and the anticipated 
outcomes of the activity. This includes how the activity may support development of 
colleagues. 

All applications are then evaluated by the ASZK Scholarship Committee within a 
fortnight of the closing date with applicants informed shortly after.

Successful applicants will be required to submit a report at the end of their project term 
detailing outcomes and expenditure records. An article for Thylacinus, or a presentation 
to the ASZK or ICZ annual conference on the project is also encouraged.

Please go to the ASZK website www.aszk.org.au for more information on how to apply 
or contact Liz Romer at eo@aszk.org.au for questions. 



 


