
Humphrey (at 9 days of age), the Toronto Zoo’s baby polar bear, being hand-fed a bottle by a member of the Zoo’s 
Wildlife Health Centre team.
Last fall Aurora, one of the Toronto Zoo’s 
two female polar bears, gave birth to three 
male cubs. Despite Aurora showing perfect 
maternal instincts, two of the three cubs did 
not survive the first 48 hours.

Keeping a close eye on Aurora and the re-
maining cub, staff observed the cub losing 
strength. The best chance of survival meant 
transferring him to the Zoo’s intensive care 
unit in the Wildlife Health Centre.

Once the cub, weighing less than 700 grams, 
was moved to the Centre, a team of 27 vet-
erinary, nutrition and wildlife care experts 

gave him around the clock care – monitor-
ing his temperature, taking blood samples, 
weighing him and feeding him a special for-
mula to help build up his strength.

Humphrey is now five months old and is do-
ing extremely well, thanks to the dedicated 
team that continues to work hard to meet 
his physical, mental and emotional needs.

Humphrey will grow up to become another 
ambassador for his species, helping the Zoo 
to educate the public about threats to the 
arctic environment.

Humphrey’s Story

The role of Toronto Zoo, one of the largest 
facilities of its kind in the world, has pro-
gressively evolved since its doors were first 
opened 40 years ago. It is situated at the 
doorstep of Canada’s newest and largest 
urban national park (Rouge National Urban 
Park) where the Zoo shares the same objec-
tive of connecting Canadians with nature. 
While its resident 5,000 animals annually 
draw more than 1.3 million visitors, allowing 
them a glimpse of creatures they might nev-
er see otherwise, the Zoo’s priorities have 
increasingly broadened beyond its borders 
and focused on saving and protecting spe-
cies through wildlife care, research and ed-
ucation throughout Canada and the world. 
Approximately 15 percent ($7.9 million) of its 
annual budget is dedicated to conservation 
and scientific research programs including 
the breeding of endangered species. A fur-
ther $4.3 million of the budget is earmarked 
for Zoo education and outreach programs.

Saving and Protecting Species
In 1974 the planet was losing one or two 
species a year. Today the global extinction 
rate has soared to three species lost each 
day. In an effort to stem the effects of hab-
itat destruction and other impacts, the Zoo 
collaborates with agencies, universities 
and animal experts to reduce the further 
loss of wildlife species. The Zoo also has a 
captive breeding and reintroduction pro-
gram. To date, the offspring of a variety of 
rare and endangered species including the 
black-footed ferret, Vancouver Island mar-
mot, Trumpeter swan, Puerto Rican crested 
toad, and native Ontario turtles have been 
bred in controlled settings and released 
back into their natural habitats. 

The Zoo also assists scientists who are in-
vestigating the causes of population de-
clines. Researchers studying polar bears 
in the wild are able to compare their find-
ings with nutritional data collected from 
the Zoo’s polar bears, while the behaviour 
of Zoo animals such as the giant pandas 
and gorillas are studied to understand their 
capacity for logic and memory in hopes of 
discovering ways to assist populations’ sur-
vival in the wild. 

“My lifelong ambition has been to contrib-
ute to saving and protecting endangered 
species, habitat protection and environ-
mental education. The Toronto Zoo has 
been a great opportunity and organization 
to realize this goal,” notes Dr. William Rap-
ley, Executive Director of Conservation, Ed-
ucation and Wildlife who has been with the 
Zoo for 34 years.

Nutrition
Another top priority is keeping the Zoo’s 
residents healthy. In 1974, the Zoo was the 
first in North America to employ a full-time 
nutritionist. To date it remains the only 
Zoo in Canada to do so. Over the years, the 
Wildlife Nutrition Centre has developed spe-
cialized diets to ensure optimal health and 
well being of a wide variety of species. Head 
nutritionist Jaap Wensvoort’s invention of a 
method of press which produces a preserved 
leaf and twig mixture called “browse-silage” 
that is fed to many species has captured the 
attention of zoos throughout North Amer-
ica. Wensvoort is now participating in the 
creation of an online zookeepers course on 
the intricacies of browse propagation, har-
vest, preservation and feeding. 

Health
Dr. Graham Crawshaw, chief veterinarian, 
who has been with the Zoo for 31 years, 
helms the Wildlife Health Centre. His core 
team of 15 comprises veterinarians, techni-
cians, veterinary residents and animal keep-
ers. Crawshaw came to the Toronto Zoo in 
1983 from Winnipeg and began his tenure 
as a junior veterinarian. “The Toronto Zoo 
was, and still is, one of the best Zoos to work 

at in Canada, and that is what drew me in,” 
he said. “The Zoo has the most incredible 
and diverse collection of species in Canada, 
and our Wildlife Health Centre team has the 
opportunity to work with these incredible 
animals on a daily basis.” 

A typical day might include prescribing 
medicine for a gorilla with a cold, and try-
ing to assess why a reptile isn’t eating. “Our 
biggest focus is on preventative medicine. 
We vaccinate our animals, give them an-
ti-parasite treatments and perform regular 
disease testing,” he explains. Since animals 
in captivity typically live longer than those 
in the wild, he has noticed more and more 
age-related issues over the years. “Arthri-
tis can be a problem. We’ve had to branch 
into geriatric medicine,” he says. Neonatal 
care is also a concern. “It’s always best if 
a mother raises her own young but some-
times we’ve had to step in and hand-feed a 
baby such as Humphrey the polar bear cub 
shortly after he was born.”

Saving Lives
Crawshaw and his team have saved numer-
ous ill or injured animals over the years. A 
week after the first cheetah births at the 
Zoo, Crawshaw noticed one of the cubs was 
beginning to fade. “We brought it down to 
the Health Centre and tests revealed it had 
a large lump inside its abdomen. It turned 
out to be an abnormally-sized kidney. We 
performed surgery to remove the kidney 
and then nursed it back to health.” Unita, as 
she was later named, went on to live a full 
and long life. 

More recently, a pygmy hippo became very 
weak and unable to stand on her hind legs. 
“The staff tried to keep her comfortable and 
even built her a sling to help her stand. We 
were hand feeding her and giving her water 
but you can only do so much for so long.” 
The team persisted and three weeks later, 
after intensive physiotherapy and vitamin 
supplements, the hippo was back on her 
feet. “She continues to do well today,” says 
Crawshaw. 

In another case, a changeable hawk eagle 
chick was brought to the Centre from the 
airport where it had been discovered in a 
box wrapped up as a Christmas parcel. “The 
bird couldn’t stand up; its bones were de-
formed because it had been fed a poor diet. 
We broke and reset the leg bones, fed it a 
proper diet and made it some little orthot-
ic shoes so it could learn to walk. It wasn’t 
a Zoo bird, but in this case we were acting 
for the Canadian Wildlife Service.” By saving 
and protecting animals and their habitats 
and educating the public about what they 
can do to help, the Toronto Zoo is helping to 
create a brighter future for everyone.
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Da Mao, one of the two giant pandas on loan to the Toronto Zoo as part of a long-term conservation partnership agreement between China and Canada, enjoys some bamboo. 

Throughout its 40 years,  
Toronto Zoo has made animal health 
and welfare, saving and protecting 
species, and education its top priorities

Toronto Zoo: Why we are here

Nutrition
Slow Food Champions
Leisurely savouring delicious, nutritious 
food is a pleasure that contributes to 
mental and physical health for animals as 
well as humans. “Eating is a psychological 
experience for animals just as with 
humans,” explains Jaap Wensvoort, Head 
Nutritionist of the Toronto Zoo’s nutrition 
team. “You don’t want to inhale processed 
food in front of the TV. You want to sit 
down at the table with your family and 
enjoy your dinner slowly. It’s the same for 
our animals. We want them to sniff, chew 
and tear their food as they would in the 
wild (instead of premade minced meals that 
were delivered in the past).”  

Herbivores are given leaves and twigs as 
part of their diet that require a lot more 
time to eat and digest.

Currently, the team is researching the 
advantages of “gut-loading” or feeding 
nutrients to crickets prior to them being 
another critter’s meal to increase their 
nutrition value.

Fun Foodie Facts
• 80,000 mealworms fed to reptiles, 
amphibians, mammals and birds weekly

• 60,000 crickets fed to reptiles, 
amphibians, mammals and birds weekly

• 10,000 bales of hay fed to herbivores 
yearly

• 12,000+ pounds of sustainably caught fish 
ordered seasonally

• 2,500 mice fed to small carnivores weekly
• 600 kilos of fresh “browse,” a leave and 
twig mixture, fed to herbivores weekly

• 10,000 willow and poplar trees planted 
onsite as source for “browse”

• 500 different diets are fed to 500 species 
daily

• 52 species eat “browse”

Treats
• Peanut Butter puzzles: Orangutan
• Frozen watermelons : Polar bears
• Meat icicles: Tigers
• Vegetable gels and primate muffins: 
Gorillas

World Nutrition Leader
• Toronto Zoo was first zoo in North America 
to hire a full time nutritionist, 1974

• Nutrition research projects completed in 
cooperation with universities with more 
than twelve MSc degrees and one PhD 
degree in zoo nutrition

• Use “browse” from willow, poplar and apple 
leaves and twigs

• Produced custom hydraulic press to process 
and preserve “browse” for winter feeding

• “Browse” now adopted by accredited zoos 
and animal institutions throughout North 
America

• Participating in the development of an 
online course for zookeepers on browse 
feeding

Every day, staff at the Zoo strive to make 
sure animals are happy and healthy. It’s a 
big job, and more complex than you might 
expect. “There are four cornerstones to 
animal welfare: health, nutrition, enrich-
ment and training, and animal husbandry,” 
explains Dr. David Barney, Ph.D., Director  
of Wildlife and a pioneer and international 
authority in the field of animal welfare. Pre-
ventative measures such as vaccines help 
ward off disease, diets that resemble those 
found in the wild deliver proper nutrition, 
puzzles and games provide enrichment or 
mental stimulation and training helps calm 
animals prior to procedures such as getting 
a needle. Creating comfortable environ-
ments with proper temperatures, light and 
landscaping is the job of the animal hus-
bandry team. 

“Training provides mental stimulation but it 
also helps our veterinarians. It makes proce-
dures such as getting a needle less stressful 
for an animal and safer for our staff,” says 
Barney. Gorillas are trained to put their 
hand on the mesh of their enclosure so 
that Zookeepers can clip their fingernails, 
tigers learn to put their tail near the edge 
of their space so it can be pricked for blood 
samples, hippos are taught to open their 

mouths for teeth cleaning and rhinos learn 
to lift a leg for hoof trimming. Training rein-
forces behaviour with a nutritionally sound 
treat such as a piece of fruit and can take 
between a couple of weeks to a couple of 
months. 

Mental stimulation comes in many forms. 
Gorillas are treated to treasure hunts for 
fruit and nuts hidden in bales of hay, wart-
hogs receive crunchy food pellets tucked 
into boxes which they must tear open and 
tigers follow Hansel and Gretel-style scent 
trails that lead them to a piece of meat. Ol-
factory cues can also provide stimulation. 
“Shifting animals from exhibit to exhibit 
creates new scents. They like to explore 
the smells of what was there before,” notes 
Barney.

Keys to Animal 
Health and Welfare

Cheetah checkup by Toronto Zoo veterinarian.

A changeable hawk eagle chick spends time outside 
after the Wildlife Health Centre team spent hours 
rehabilitating it.

Throughout its 40-year existence, the 
Toronto Zoo has met or exceeded all 
provincial, national and internation-
al standards of care to ensure animal 
health and well-being. Canada’s Accred-
ited Zoos and Aquariums, Aquariums 
et Zoos Accrédités du Canada (CA-
ZA-AZAC) is an organization that pro-
vides the benchmark for quality animal 
care and welfare in this country. More 
and more, governments at all levels are 
incorporating CAZA accreditation stan-

dards into their legislative and regulato-
ry frameworks. Inspection teams, which 
include at least one veterinarian and a 
senior zoology professional, audit all as-
pects of members’ operations including 
animal care, enrichment, nutrition, con-
servation, research, education, security, 
public safety, financial stability and ad-
ministration.

Accredited zoos and aquariums must al-
ways maintain CAZA-AZAC’s standards. 
In addition, the Toronto Zoo adheres 

to the standards established by the  
following:

• Canadian Council on Animal Care 
(CCAC)

• Canadian Food Inspection Agency 
(CFIA) Health of Animals Act

• The Migratory Bird Act of Canada 
(Environment Canada)

• Ontario Ministry of Agriculture and 
Food, Animals for Research Act

• Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources 
(MNR) Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Act, Wildlife in Captivity

• Toronto Zoo Internal Animal Care and 
Research Committee (ACRC)

One of Canada’s Top Accredited Zoos and Aquariums

The thrill of seeing an African lion or a polar 
bear up close is what brings most people out 
to the Zoo. Visitors learn about populations, 
habitat and geography from exhibits, but 
they might not realize how these animals 
arrived at their current home. “The majori-
ty of our animals were born in captivity. It is 

rare that animals come to us from the wild, 
although some of our polar bears came to 
us after their mother was shot by a hunter,” 
explains Maria Franke, Curator of Mammals. 
“Most of our animals are on loan or were do-
nated by other zoos. We work collaborative-
ly with accredited institutions to exchange 
animals through the Species Survival Plan 
(SSP),” says Franke, who oversees the care 
of 98 species and a total of 600 animals. 

Species Survival Plan (SSP)
SSPs are a global membership and a way to 
manage captive populations, as well as pro-
tecting species in the wild. “Individuals are 
documented in a studbook so we know their 
lineage. It is important we know their ge-
netics to maintain diversity in our breeding 

programs,” explains Franke. The loan of an 
animal can be for five years as with Er Shun 
and Da Mao, the giant pandas from China, or 
for much of their adult life, as with the Zoo’s 
white rhinos. The offspring of most captive 
animals are sent to other zoos to prevent in-
breeding and allow these offspring to repro-
duce and pass on their genetics maintaining 
a healthy population. 

Babies Strengthen The Gene Pool
A recent newcomer at the Zoo arrived 
thanks to a managed pregnancy. “The  
Toronto Zoo is a longtime partner in the  
Gorilla Species Survival Plan  which focuses 
on in situ and ex situ conservation to prevent 
extinction,” says Franke. The latest addition 
to the gorilla troop is a female Western low-
land gorilla born in January to mom Ngozi 
and our silverback Charles. The little one 
doesn’t have a name yet, but mom and baby 
are strong and healthy. This newest addi-
tion to the Toronto Zoo family is genetically 
significant for the North American Western 
lowland gorilla population. Her birth will 
help raise awareness of the dras-
tic decline in wild populations 
worldwide due to hunting, dis-
ease and habitat loss. Over 
the past three generations, 
experts estimate a more 
than 80 percent decline in 
their population. “We need 
to act now to prevent the 
risk of their extinction. The 
birth of this offspring show-
cases the important role zoos 
play in global conservation,” says 
Franke. Other new Zoo babies with Species 
Survival Plan pedigrees are ‘Luke’ and ‘Leia’, 
Grevy’s zebra colts.

Vancouver Island Marmot
Canadian species are also important to 
Franke. The Vancouver Island marmot’s 
numbers have steadily declined over the 
past 30 years due to predation and habitat 
alteration. At one point the wild population 
dwindled to only 30 individuals making the 
Vancouver Island marmot North America’s 
most endangered mammal. In 1997, the  
Toronto Zoo received six wild-caught mar-
mots to found today’s captive population. 
Captive breeding efforts have been very 
successful with 156 litters and 533 weaned 
pups in four Canadian breeding facilities. In 
total, 400 captive-born marmots have been 
reintroduced to the island since the first 
release in 2003. In 2013, 78 marmots were 
born in the wild and it is estimated the wild 
population is between 280 and 400. “This 

is work that the public doesn’t really know 
about since the animals are not exhibited, 
but it is a huge step in the right direction in 
saving a Canadian species,” says Franke. 

Black-footed Ferret
An ongoing project is boosting the black-foot-
ed ferret population, an animal once thought 
extinct. Since 1991, over 8,000 black-footed 
ferrets have been reintroduced in West-
ern Canada, the United States and Mexico. 
Working with various partners and govern-
ment agencies, including Parks Canada, 
Franke and the Toronto Zoo spearheaded 
the first Canadian release in October 2009. 

Since then, 75 animals have been 
released on Canadian soil. 

Ferrets survive on a diet 
of prairie dogs and make 

their nests in prairie dog 
burrows. Unfortunately, 
the prairie dog popula-
tion has been decimat-
ed by a disease which 

spread to the ferrets. 
“We have to reassess the 

Canadian population this 
year,” notes Franke. Since the 

animals are nocturnal, field staff 
will go out at night to track the animals. “We 
look for emerald green eyes shining, then 
follow the ferret to its burrow. All our ani-
mals have been microchipped and we can 
identify individuals with a chip reader,” she 
explains, adding, “We’ll also inoculate any 
wild-born kits at our satellite vet clinics.”

Making People Care
“Our job is to tell a story about these ani-
mals. The Zoo shows people these dynamic, 
real life creatures. They might not have the 
opportunity to see them in the wild and if 
they just hear about extinction on the news 
they might not think it has anything to do 
with them. We want our visitors to leave say-
ing ‘that spider, or that bear cub, was awe-
some. I want to do something to help save 
them,” says Franke.

“Our visitors, members and donors en-
able us to continue to do this important 
work, and for that we are grateful.”
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Working collaboratively to save mammal species

Mom, Shani, pictured with her foal Luke born in November at the Toronto Zoo. 
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Making Babies
As we humans know, especially those who 
have visited a fertility clinic, bringing new life 
into the world can be complicated. Gabriela 
Mastromonaco, Ph.D., the Toronto Zoo’s Cura-
tor of Reproductive Programs and Research, 
and the only full-time reproductive physiol-
ogist in a Canadian zoo, works with frozen 
sperm and other reproductive materials from 
hundreds of animals from around the world to 
ensure genetically diverse and healthy popu-
lations. The goal of the “bio bank” is to main-
tain genetic diversity of dwindling species and 
combat the possibility of extinction.

Mastromonaco and two permanent staff 
members collaborate with a rotating team of 
wildlife organizations, government depart-
ments, universities, other zoos and research-
ers to help conceive healthy offspring in a 
number of ways. “Fifty percent of our work 
is as a service lab, answering questions from 
staff at our zoo and other zoos around the 
world. One of the biggest questions is ‘Is she 
pregnant, and if so when should we prepare 
her for motherhood?’” says Mastromonaco. 
The other half of their time is spent doing re-
search. “We are investigating sperm handling 
and insemination techniques in non-domestic 
species, many of which are endangered,” she 
explains. For instance, studies of chipmunks 
in Algonquin Park can help her understand 
other rodent species such as the endangered 
Vancouver Island marmot.

Mastromonaco, who came to the Zoo sev-
en years ago, spends 50 percent of her 
time devoted to Canadian species including 
the wood bison and the Vancouver Island 
marmot. Partnering with agencies such as  

Environment Canada, she studies samples 
provided by wildlife biologists to examine re-
productive and stress hormone levels to de-
termine the reasons a population has become 
fragile. For several years, Mastromonaco and 
her team have been working with caribou biol-
ogists to check for pregnancies and determine 
if the herd is growing. “Pregnancies indicate a 
herd’s health and how robust the females are. 
If they don’t have enough food the number of 
live offspring will decrease,” she explains. 

In the 1980’s, the Zoo assisted with the re-
introduction of the wood bison in Manitoba, 
but they have suffered from disease and now 
there are only 3,500 left in the wild. Concerned 
that the species may be lost altogether, Parks  
Canada and the University of Saskatchewan 
have collaborated with the Toronto Zoo to 
gather genetic material for long-term storage 
and eventual use for offspring production. 
“Our Zoo has 25 females that are disease 
free. It is one of the largest captive wood bison 
herds being managed for conservation pur-
poses in the world. We are testing protocols 
on the females and perfecting the technique 
before it is implemented with wild popula-
tions,” says Mastromonaco.

She’s also keeping a keen eye on the two gi-
ant pandas, Er Shun and Da Mao, on loan from 
China. “Giant panda females are monoestrous, 
which means they only have one reproductive 
cycle per year. That is the only time the female 
is receptive to the male and it’s only for 24-72 
hours.” The female’s scent, along with chirp-
ing and bleating sounds, tells the male she’s 
ready for business. Although natural breeding 
is preferable, giant panda successes in captiv-

ity have been minimal. That’s where experts 
such as Mastromonaco step in. 

Artificial insemination has proved to be as 
effective as natural breeding with pregnancy 
rates close to 60 percent. With renewed con-
servation efforts and an increase in protected 
reserves and breeding programs giant panda 
numbers are estimated to be around 1,600, 
twice the number counted in the 1980s. 

Mastromonaco works with birds and mammals 
too endangered to be in exhibits, as their num-
bers are so low. Her office is in the ‘hidden Zoo’, 
a place the public normally does not see. “We 

have 22 loggerhead shrikes that we are study-
ing in collaboration with Wildlife Preservation  
Canada to understand the factors affecting 
their survival. The birds were down to 20 
breeding pairs in Ontario. We want to help 
them survive as a species and hope to pro-
duce enough young birds to eventually boost 
the wild population,” she explains. 

Although her job has difficult challenges,  
Mastromonaco is optimistic about the future. 
She believes every step towards healthy re-
production is a step towards species survival. 
“What we do provides hope for the next gen-
eration,” she says.

Ngozi, a female Western lowland gorilla cradles her healthy female baby (yet to be named), born on January 10.

State-of-the-art reproductive technology ensures genetic diversity and 
healthy birthing for some of our most endangered species.

Whether for a child who wants to sleep in 
the wild, a student studying to be a veteri-
narian, or an octogenarian who has a pas-
sion for penguins, the Toronto Zoo has a 
program or workshop to suit all animal lov-
ers and learners .

The veterinary residency program with 
Guelph University, started by Dr. William 
Rapley, the Zoo’s Executive Director Conser-
vation, Education and Research, has been 
in operation since 1979. Highlighting clin-
ical medicine, pathology and research, the 
program provides hands-on learning in the 

Zoo environment. The University of Toronto 
Scarborough Campus’s science and biology 
departments have several co-operative pro-
grams with the Zoo including a course on 
the role of zoos in conservation. Laurentian 
University collaborates with the Zoo on un-
dergraduate and post-graduate studies and 
researchers at Trent University also work 
with the Zoo to study endangered species. 
Every summer around 70 students come to 
the facility to do internships focusing on all 
aspects of the Zoo, from behind-the-scenes 
animal care to front-of-house rides and re-
tail.

There are also programs for at-risk youth, 
curriculum related workshops for primary 
and secondary school students, teacher re-
sources available online, and the opportuni-
ty for secondary students to earn a grade 
eleven biology credit at Zoo school. There 
are also a wide variety of public programs 
for audiences of all ages including “Panda 
Pyjama Party” an overnight experience, 
EnviroRangers, summer Zoo camp and the 
popular overnight Serengeti Bush Camp. 

In addition to the programs that are avail-
able, the Zoo also provides multiple oppor-

tunities to engage and educate visitors. This 
is done through key messages at exhibits, 
interpretive stations, keeper talks and an-
imal encounters throughout the site, sup-
ported by over 500 volunteers, contributing 
more than 34,000 hours of their time.  “It’s 
all about sparking that first interest in na-
ture and helping people develop the emo-
tional connection that will push people to 
do more and think more about the world 
around them and how all living things are 
connected,” says Heather House, Manager 
of Education. “More than 130,000 students 
came to the Zoo last year for field trips and 
the feedback we get from both teachers and 
students is about how much they enjoyed 
the unique value of this learning environ-
ment,” House added. 

Learning comes naturally at the Zoo.
The ultimate goal, says Rapley, is to trigger 
action so people are motivated to assist 
endangered species, their habitats and the 
planet.

“Many urban dwellers have lost their con-
nection to nature. Our education programs 
help them reconnect and become better en-
vironmental citizens,” he says.

Education: A Call to Action

A group of Zoo summer campers explore the Australasia pavilion.

TORONTO ZOO: A TIMELINE
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The Toronto Zoo undertakes many conser-
vation and research projects locally, nation-
ally and internationally for the benefit of 
threatened and endangered species. The 
projects are also a great way for the public 
to learn about species survival, reproduc-
tion and habitat preservation.

Blanding’s Turtles
For many years members of the amphib-
ians and reptiles department have been 
studying and helping breed the Blanding’s 
turtle, a species at risk that is found in the 
Rouge Valley and throughout the southern 
Great Lakes region. “We’ve been watching 
their movements and where they lay their 
eggs so park managers know which areas 
to protect,” explains Bob Johnson, the Zoo’s 
Curator of Reptiles and Amphibians. Work-
ing with the federal and provincial govern-
ments, as well as Parks Canada, Johnson 
has overseen the collection and incubation 
of eggs and the raising of young turtles. “We 
release them after two years, when there is 
less danger of them being eaten by preda-
tors. We’re helping to strengthen the popu-
lation so they can move out to other river 
systems,” he says. Historically, Toronto had 
lots of wetlands, but they have been drained 
for agriculture and urban development. One 
of the few places the turtles have found ref-
uge is the Rouge Valley. “We are partnering 
with the Toronto and Region Conservation 
Authority which is protecting and restor-
ing wetland areas so the turtles can move 
between Lake Ontario and the Oak Ridges 
Moraine and into other GTA river valleys like 
the Don River,” says Johnson.

Adopt-A-Pond
Nature in urban areas is a passion for  
Johnson. “We may live in a city and region 
of more than 5 million but everybody is en-
titled to the wonder of nature and the joy 
of coming across a toad or turtle when they 
are out for a hike.” Hands-on experience 
is what he believes can lead to human be-
haviour change and survival of our local 
indigenous amphibians and reptiles. Every 
spring more than 1,000 people monitor and 

count frogs and turtles as part of the Zoo’s 
Adopt-A-Pond program. “Community volun-
teers document trends in population decline 
or growth and we send that information to 
the Ministry of Natural Resources and To-
ronto Field Naturalists so they know the 
status of the animals,” says Johnson. Other 
collaborative programs include the Turtle 
Island Conservation program with First Na-
tions communities and the Healthy Waters 
Program which helps restore shorelines and 
manage wetlands. “Actions taken by a com-
munity can protect areas, maintain good 
water quality and attract wildlife. We are 
committed to engaging people with wildlife 
on the Zoo’s 700 acres. Communities and 
citizen scientists are important partners to 
help threatened wildlife and to keep com-
mon species common,” notes Johnson.

Massasauga Rattlesnakes
Andrew Lentini, Ph.D., curatorial keeper 
of amphibians and reptiles, has a thing for 
snakes. “My favorite is the Massasauga rat-

tlesnake. They are a very special animal, 
part of Ontario’s natural heritage and a 
very misunderstood animal.” Lentini leads 
workshops educating the public about the 
shy, reclusive creatures. “If you see one in 
the wild, you should enjoy that encounter. 
I share some common sense instructions 
precautions such as don’t walk barefoot in 
the woods at night and don’t pick the snake 
up. You need to be very still and watch, stay 
away from it and eventually it will leave. It 
doesn’t want to be near you,” says Lentini.

Puerto Rican Crested Toads
Further afield, Lentini has been working to 
re-establish Puerto Rican crested toads on 
their home island. Thought to be extinct 
in the 1960s, a few toads were discovered 
in the 1980s. A breeding program was 
launched with a network of North American 
Zoos and by the late 1980s the captive pop-
ulation was around 200. “The Toronto Zoo 
has been restoring wetlands and building 
ponds for these toads in Puerto Rico. I’ve 

been down four or five times and it was ex-
citing to meet other people committed to 
saving and protecting this species. When 
we started this there were fewer than 300 
toads in the wild. It took 10 years of releas-
es of Zoo born tadpoles and toadlets before 
they saw success. It is wonderful to see the 
toads in their ponds today,” says Lentini, 
who estimates the wild population is now 
around 3,000.

Madagascar Fish 
Last year in Madagascar Tim McCaskie was 
with an international team that discovered 
four rare and endangered fish species. Re-
ports suggest that more than 55 percent 
of the country’s native fish are in peril due 
to deforestation, river diversions, overfish-
ing and invasive species. “It is amazing we 
found the fishes, but this is just the begin-
ning. Now we have to create a species pro-
tection plan of action with the local villagers 
and biologists to ensure they are still around 
in 100 years,” said the Toronto Zoo wildlife 
care keeper. Four of the five native species 
found in their surveys were moved to an 
aquaculture facility in Madagascar where 
they will receive specialist care while spe-
cies protection plans are formed. Already 
biologists at the facility in Madagascar are  
reporting breeding success from these  
fishes. 

Saving and protecting species takes many 
forms, involves individuals and teams and 
covers the world’s ecological systems. No 
matter where they are, however, their goals 
are ultimately the same: to achieve a healthy 
balance of life on mother earth.

Strengthening species in our own backyard and around the world

A baby Blanding’s turtle raised at the Toronto Zoo, for introduction to the Rouge Valley.

Research, monitoring and protection of 
turtles, toads, frogs and fish


