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AZA Position

The Association of Zoos and Aquariums joins the global scientific community in acknowledging climate
change to be one of the greatest long-term threats to life on earth. Major shifts in weather patterns are
already significantly affecting a host of systems, including polar ice loss and glacial retreat, changes in
vegetation structure and subsequent alterations in species composition, and changes in ocean currents
and rapid loss of coral reefs to bleaching. An increase in fires, floods, and drought are now clearly
connected to this global change in climate, which is now understood to be largely human-induced. These
changes are being seen across the planet, from far-flung tropical forests to the high Arctic to our ocean
(IPCC 20194, b, Sala et al. 2021), and impacting the species and habitats that AZA-accredited zoos and
aquariums are working to protect and conserve.

Collectively, AZA-accredited zoos and aquariums reach approximately 200 million visitors per year and
are trusted, science-based messengers for the natural world (Fraser and Sickler, 2009). AZA recognizes
our opportunity to take a leading role in implementing and modeling practices that help mitigate and
manage climate impacts, and activating supporters to reduce the threat we all face from climate change.
Zoos and aquariums are uniquely positioned to reach a large and diverse community by clearly
demonstrating the link between our changing climate and its impact on the natural world through the
compelling stories of the animals in our care and our wildlife conservation programs in the field.

Rationale

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is the United Nations body for assessing the
science related to climate, with 195 countries as members. Their 2018 “Special Report on Global
Warming of 1.5C” directly links the past-decade increase in record-breaking storms, forest fires, droughts,
coral bleaching, heat waves, and floods around the world to a rise of 1.8 degrees Fahrenheit (1.0 degrees
Celsius) in global temperatures (IPCC 2018). The report predicts that these weather events and
outcomes will get substantially worse with the predicted rise of 2.7 degrees Fahrenheit of warming, which
could occur in as little as 11 years—and almost certainly within 20 years without major cuts in carbon
dioxide emissions.

These changes are happening fast, and they affect all of us, not just in the Arctic and in tropical highlands
but across the globe, including in the United States (Weiskopf et al. 2020; see also Reed et al. 2020). The
disruption of species assemblages and interactions, reduction in native species diversity, increase in
invasive species, and alteration and increase of disturbance regimes are already causing major shifts in
ecosystem processes and an overall decrease in ecosystem resilience. These impacts also increase the
risk to humans and wildlife from disease (increased number of outbreaks and disease vector movement
into new environments) and disaster (e.g., increase in floods, fires, and drought). It also affects human
lives and livelihoods in many other ways, from agricultural production and access to water, to breakdowns
in security as climate-vulnerable communities are impacted disproportionately by biological, economic,
and disaster-related shocks (Pecl et al. 2017).

AZA Actions

AZA encourages the following strategies and actions for its members to engage zoo and aquarium
audiences and stakeholders in mitigating and adapting to climate change in order to build a more resilient
and equitable future where people and wildlife thrive together:



Field Conservation

Current wildlife conservation actions, successful in the short term of five to ten years, may well fail in the
long term (25 to 50 years) if we do not consider, plan for, and initiate action to adapt to the impact of
climate change on habitats, connectivity, behaviors, and movements. Therefore, there is a need to
include climate change adaptation planning into our wildlife conservation projects and programs to ensure
long-term conservation and wildlife population sustainability (Watson et al. 2011).

Indigenous people and local communities in many conservation landscapes can also greatly benefit from
incorporating climate change adaptation and resilience into program initiatives (Maxwell et al. 2015).
Many of these communities live in isolated, poorly supported regions and depend largely on natural
resources for their livelihoods and their survival. Climate resilience planning is vitally important to ensure
that they can continue to support themselves through ecosystem services — food, water, shelter, and
income opportunities — that are provided by the landscapes they live in and share with wildlife.

Education, Communications, and Climate Literacy

AZA facilities should engage visitors, audiences, and the broader community in learning and
understanding important information about Earth’s climate, impacts of climate change, and approaches to
adaptation and mitigation (U.S. Global Change Research Program/Climate Change Science Program
2009). Programs and initiatives may be formal or informal. They should leverage the power of our animal
exhibits, our conservation and community programs, and our staff expertise as we work with our
audiences. Climate literacy and resiliency should be included in education programs, exhibits, and
messaging. Education, engagement, and communications staff should be trained on climate science and
strategies for communicating effectively about climate change information. Training in the social sciences,
including conservation psychology, may assist in moving audiences to action, while assessment and
evaluation will help assure efficacy. Climate change education and messaging should engage a variety of
audiences onsite and online through social media and other means to raise awareness and encourage
both individual behavior and civic change around climate action.

Visitor and Community Engagement

Zoos and aquariums are uniquely positioned to inspire their visitors and communities to address climate-
related issues in their region. Engagement to mitigate climate change and its impacts should go beyond
individual actions such as plastic or carbon footprint reductions and support collective action and
community-level solutions with impacts at a systems level. AZA organizations can support a network of
diverse community stakeholders to implement a shared and inclusive climate action agenda, support
climate action, and provide tools and resources for other organizations to do similar work. AZA facilities
can nurture community partnerships and strategic project growth that includes youth development,
advocacy training, and engagement opportunities. Helping to build climate resilient communities can
include promoting climate change mitigation, adaptation, and advocacy strategies and actions; fostering
youth-led movements that could lead to and advance development of innovative policy strategies and
broader support for clean energy solutions; and mentoring on data organization and management,
including participation measures.

Climate Justice

The AZA community recognizes that climate change impacts groups differently, and that disadvantaged
communities can be affected disproportionately. This is true at the global level between nations that differ
in development levels (Patel and Gebreyes 2020), and within countries -- including the larger
communities around our facilities -- where climate change can increase the exposure of disadvantaged
groups to adverse effects, increase their susceptibility to damage caused by climate change, and
decrease their ability to cope and recover from the damage suffered (Islam and Winkel 2017). AZA
organizations should build on their role as an active community member and trusted expert to engage
and work with communities, especially disadvantaged ones, to learn what their needs are and help co-
develop resources that increase their resilience to climate change.

Climate Rescue and Rehabilitation
Zoos and aquariums around the world are already being asked to take in animals injured, orphaned, or
made homeless by climate-driven disasters such as fires, storms, and floods. These climate-related



events are expected to grow in number and intensity, and AZA zoos and aquariums should plan for the
possibility that their facility may be asked to serve as a site for refuge or rehabilitation of wildlife.

Climate Change Policy

As a trusted association, AZA has significant strength at the federal level and a voice at the international
level, and each of our organizations has a history of connection with local communities and government
as a long-standing and trusted cultural institution. This gives us the ability to help educate and engage the
public, and even advocate directly for policies related to climate change, along with an unparalleled ability
to help people understand the connection between how those policies will affect the natural world and our
own lives.

Institutional Security for Climate Impacts

All AZA facilities need to address operational continuity and organizational resilience in the face of climate
change. This includes anticipating, preparing for, and responding to impacts from events such as wind
storms, heat waves, wildfires and related air quality issues, extreme snowfall or floods, power outages,
and supply chain disruptions.

The health and safety of animals, staff, volunteers, and guests are a key concern for AZA facilities in
responding to natural disasters. Strengthening generator capacity, systems redundancy (IT, HVAC,
phone lines), on-site renewable energy production and storage, water re-use, emergency refuge
provision, and supply storage capacity will all form a key part of resilience building.

Mitigating Climate Impacts from our Organizations

As our facilities plan for the future, construction (and refurbishment of existing structures) should have
climate resilience and sustainability as part of the design and fabrication processes, with the goals of 1)
reducing emissions, and 2) increasing on-site renewable energy capacity.

When possible, organizations should consider construction of buildings that have zero negative impact
(net-zero emissions, water, net-zero waste) on the site where they are built — and even buildings that
actively improve the ecological health of their physical site by restoring more energy and cleaner soils and
water than they consume or impact.

AZA organizations are also encouraged to work with vendors and suppliers to reduce the environmental
impacts arising from the specification of materials, goods and services.

Waste is another area where AZA organizations can lead in minimizing our economic and environmental
impacts. Reducing materials consumption and waste generation saves production inputs, disposal costs
and fuel expenditure, and methane at the landfill.

AZA organizations should also look to reduce the demand for water and stress on storm drainage
systems and exploit opportunities for on-site water recycling and capture.

AZA organizations should also explore ways to reduce fossil fuel-based transportation to, from, and within
Z00 grounds.

Finally, a deeper felt sense of “walking the talk” can also lead to better staff satisfaction and retention
rates, while increasing the perception of the organization as a model of sustainability and a climate
change leader in the region among stakeholders and guests.

Summary

AZA recognizes the collective power of all of these efforts and their ability to decrease contributions to
climate change. By exemplifying how to make choices to mitigate climate change, and adapting to the
changes that are already underway, we can reduce the risks and overall impact of climate change on
wildlife, communities, and our planet, and empower others to take similar action. These actions by AZA-
accredited organizations and their collective audience will help protect wildlife and the global ecosystems
upon which all life on Earth depends.
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