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Editorial | A Crowded Elephant House Move
the herd

Today's zoos have to evolve not only for their survival as amusement attractions but also to protect the animals.

Animals no longer live in cages; they wander through re-created habitats. Keepers scatter food and offer
playthings to stimulate animals' intellect. Conservation and education efforts aim to help people link the captive to
the wild.

Scientists get smarter daily about exhibiting and preserving wild species. Yet these better ideas sometimes
require hard choices, especially for historical, urban zoos with limited space and finances, as at the Philadelphia
Z00.

Now, but even more so in the future, not every zoo will have the resources to display every species. Properly
caring for creatures may mean saying good-bye to beloved friends. Philadelphia should start by sending its
elephants to zoos that can provide them a better home.

By midsummer, zoos accredited by the American Zoo & Aquarium Association must submit plans to breed
elephants and improve their habitats, most of which don't meet the association's 2001 guidelines. AZA president
William R. Foster expects half of the 80 members with elephants to spend millions in the next five years to
upgrade habitats. Others will close their exhibits.

Philadelphia wants to build a new savanna, but it would not be a wise investment - for people or pachyderms.

Undoubtedly, the zoo would design a state-of-the-art elephant facility, superior to the current home. But even the
improved yard proposes to crowd up to seven elephants on 2.5 acres, the most space the hemmed-in, 42-acre
park could dedicate to this species. That's not enough for the world's largest land mammal, which roams 30 miles
a day in the wild.

Philadelphia put a replacement for its 1940s-era elephant house in the 1997-98 master plan, but the zoo hasn't

raised the $22 million cost. Other needs were more pressing. First came "Big Cat Falls," a $20 million update of
the even older carnivore house, which opens next year. Also in line is renovation of the architecturally distinctive
bird house, a $14 million project. The zoo also must raise about $5 million yearly in private funds to supplement
its operating budget.

America's first zoo is caught up in a national debate over the future of elephants in captivity. In 2004, four zoo
elephants died in San Francisco and Chicago of health problems that animal welfare advocates say were
exacerbated by captivity. Also last year, the Detroit zoo voluntarily ended its elephant exhibit because of space
and climate constraints.

Calls to remove elephants from all zoos are overwrought. They're charismatic ambassadors that educate children
about the plight of their wild cousins. But "elephants aren't necessary to communicate a conservation message,"
Foster said.

Some zoos, especially those with Serengeti exhibits nearly as large as the entire Philadelphia zoo, should keep
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Books their elephants. Philadelphia should invest its scarce land and money resources elsewhere.
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