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Concepts of Animal Welfare in Natural 
Habitats and in Zoos: Meaning 
and Anxiety
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a situation not justi!able in itself. "us even if it may not 
always be worded explicitly in o#cial statements, the con-
cept may arise that being in a natural habitat is the optimal 
state for an animal. In our view, this rhetoric and concept 
romanticize natural habitats and the idea of freedom, and 
unduly rank life in zoos as second rate at best. By using rhe-
torical tools, we aim to explain our view that life in a good 
zoo is second to none, and that there are important reasons 
for promoting conservation, but that animal welfare is not 
among them. In doing so, we hope to provide argumenta-
tive support for zoo professionals who feel a need for a con-
ceptual framework for their professional life. Inadvertently, 
this will also address the evident misalignment of the choice 
of species kept in zoos and conservation statements,7 even 
though that dilemma is not our primary focus. We note that 
the discrepancy between “animal ethics” and “environmen-
tal ethics,” and the discrepancy between the aims of ani-
mal welfare and conservation, has a long history.8–10 Our 
thoughts developed largely independent of that literature, 
which we do not reiterate here.

Freedom and Captivity Are Not Opposites

"e assumption that life in captivity is second rate appears 
implicit in a large body of literature on zoo animal hus-
bandry, nutrition, medicine, and welfare. We consider spe-
ci!c niche conditions to which a species adapted through-
out evolution and explain deviations from optimal health 
and welfare by the deviating conditions in captivity from 
those of that natural niche. From the e$ect of substrate 
on foot health11 to diet- and exercise-related “civilization 
diseases,”12,13 from associations of home range areas with 
a presumed propensity for locomotion and stereotypies14 
to the e$ect of group or solitary keeping on welfare,15 we 
make comparisons with natural habitats all the time. "is 
approach is so ingrained in zoo medicine that we do not 
even have an o#cial name for it—quite in contrast to 

Abstract
While there is ample concern about the welfare of animals 
kept in zoos, the fact that living in natural habitats exposes 
animals to constant threats is rarely emphasized. On the 
contrary, the fact that zoos—advocates of animal welfare—
promote conservation, often without stating an explicit 
reason, gives rise to the notion that “the wild” is the opti-
mal habitat for animals. By allowing this impression, zoos 
detract from the concept that welfare, most likely, is high-
est when leading a meaningful life (with the opportunity to 
make choices that matter) in an anxiety-free environment 
(where wrong choices do not have fatal consequences)—a 
condition that is often not achieved in “natural” but in “set-
tings under human care,” by good husbandry. Clearly sepa-
rating the value of, and reasons for, conservation from ani-
mal welfare may lead to a higher esteem of life in good zoos.

Common rhetoric of the zoo community suggests that 
zoos are justi!ed, to a large extent, by their ambassador 
function for biodiversity and habitat conservation, as well 
as the awareness, funds, expertise, and manpower they 
generate for these goals.1 Currently, conservation is the 
major mission on the websites of the Association of Zoos 
and Aquariums (AZA),2 the European Association of Zoos 
and Aquaria (EAZA),3 and the World Association of Zoos 
and Aquariums (WAZA).4 "e guidelines of AZA actually 
oblige zoos that seek accreditation to have conservation as 
part of their mission statement,5 and EAZA grants accredi-
tation on the condition that a zoo keeps animals to promote 
in situ conservation.6

"is rhetoric has important implications: typically, the 
reason why conservation should be fostered is not stated, 
but the context is often a defensive one.7 A tradeo$ appears 
intuitive, that it is justi!ed to keep animals in captivity if 
this situation is for a greater good. When presented in this 
way, captivity appears as a condition that would not be jus-
ti!ed if a greater good was not involved—or, in other words, 
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Meaningful lives in an anxiety-free environment show us, and remind us of, the beauty and complexity of life.
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Meaningful lives in an anxiety-free environment

for everyone !







no feeding of live animals
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Complex carnivore enclosures



?

Where does the food come from ?



Not so complex food animal enclosures
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The ‘surplus problem’

Surplus = ‘too much’ --- animals that can’t be placed

Killing surplus
(breed & cull, management
euthanasia)
= “not using all 
management options”

‘breed & feed’ sounds like 
an excuse

§ Animal legislation 

to protect animals 
from unengaged 
management 

and exploitation



But all this is ‘breed & feed’ …



It’s not about ’surplus animals’ –

it’s about producing animal food
in a respectful way

that reflects the zoo world’s
high husbandry and welfare

standards.
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it’s about producing animal food
in a respectful way

that reflects the zoo world’s
high husbandry and welfare

standards.
- and no animal has better welfare

than an animal in your zoo
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Closing your eyes is no longer an option

… especially not if 
you want to 

promote 
conservation
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What is the lower carbon footprint ?
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Feeding zoo animals to zoo animals
… is about welfare-oriented animal food production
… granting animals the welfare benefits of reproduction,

including offspring raising
appropriate social structures

… is particularly sustainable
… facilitates a safer studbook management

… and is educative for all these reasons
including understanding biology-based conservation



How can we support in situ conservation …
… with the narrative that management killing is inacceptable ?
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Meaningful lives in an anxiety-free environment

Reproducing animal groups with intact social structures
Feeding of (respectfully killed) zoo-raised animals
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Reproducing animal groups with intact social structures
Feeding of (respectfully killed) zoo-raised animals



Thank you for your attention


