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The Why’s and How’s of Strategic Planning for TAGs 

The need for additional resources to assist AZA Program Leaders in managing AZA populations 

is an ongoing effort by the Association of Zoos and Aquariums‟ (AZA) Animal Population Management 

Committee (APM Committee).  The notion that resources for managing sustainable populations of 

animals in AZA zoos and aquariums are limited is not new.  AZA Taxon Advisory Groups (TAGs) have 

been making decisions about which species to manage in North America given a set of genetic, 

demographic, space, biological, and institutional constraints for decades.  More recently, concerns 

regarding the long-term sustainability of managed populations have raised the profile of regional 

collection planning and, for some species, global planning within the zoological community.  Therefore, 

the AZA has put increased effort and resources into guiding managed animal populations towards 

sustainability.  For example, the AZA has funded additional staff positions at the AZA Population 

Management Center (PMC) and the AZA Reproductive Management Center (RMC) to provide expanded, 

data-driven advice to SSP Coordinators and institutions on population and reproductive management, 

respectively.   

Regional collection planning really only began a little over 20 years ago (see Hutchins et al., 1995 

for an excellent discussion on the theory and practice of strategic collection planning, and Allard et al. 

2010 for an updated look at collection planning in various zoological regions); it is not a process that has 

a deep history in zoos.  The APM Committee has determined that AZA TAGs would benefit  by engaging 

in a strategic planning process to help assure that they are meeting sustainability goals for the animal 

populations they are recommending for management (see p. 10 of the AZA TAG Handbook).  To that 

end, APM Committee has put together this brief document as a resource for TAGs in developing their 

strategic planning processes.  TAGs should aim for sustainable populations in building Regional 

Collection Plans (RCPs), but perhaps equally important, it is critical that TAGs make each species 

program relevant to an overarching mission or goal.  Decisions must be transparent, data-driven, and 

defensible.  Building an RCP should not be an exercise in simply checking the boxes.  This document 

focuses on strategic planning from the perspective of regional collection planning and promoting 

sustainability of AZA animal populations.  However, it should be noted, that the strategic planning process 

is also a time for TAGs to analyze their efforts in serving as husbandry experts, linking AZA populations 

with field conservation initiatives, and developing and supporting scientific research.   

The strategic planning process will not look the same or require the same resources for each 

TAG, but there is a common set of questions that TAGs should be answering as they produce their 

RCPs.  Within each TAG, these questions should facilitate a focused discussion with sustainability front of 

mind, and critical analysis of the TAG‟s decisions in light of sustainability will assist in the completion of 

the existing required elements of an RCP.  In that sense, this is not „new work‟ for TAGs.  See Figure 1 for 

a high-level illustration of APM Committee‟s guidance on what constitutes an effective strategic planning 

process.  Several TAGs have completed strategic planning (e.g., Felids, Canids and Hyaenids, 

Ciconiiformes and Phoenicopteriformes, and Columbiformes).  These TAG Chairs or members of their 

steering committees can be contacted for insight into their varying processes and how they worked for the 

TAG.  APM Committee TAG Liaisons are also available to provide assistance, guidance, and possibly 

facilitation.   

This document is divided into the Whys and Hows of strategic planning.  Some may find it more 

intuitive to read the Hows first, while others will want to read the Whys first.  Certain Whys line up with 

certain Hows, but this isn‟t always the case.     

The Whys Related to Regional Collection Planning and Promoting Sustainability 

https://www.aza.org/animal-program-handbooks
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TAGs should think about how/whether they can answer these kinds of questions.  There may be others 

relevant to particular TAGs. 

 Can the TAG articulate an overarching mission or philosophy around why it has recommended 

each species in the RCP for management?  “To show the diversity of…” or “because these 

species need management” are not clear missions and both beg the question, why?  Why show 

the diversity?  Why do these species need management and not the ones you aren‟t 

recommending? Why do we have what we have and why should we keep it status quo (or not)? 

 Does the TAG truly know if it is using its resources wisely?  If the TAG doesn‟t have a stated 

mission or set of SMAART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Agreed upon, Relevant, Timely) 

goals for its management philosophy, how can it know whether or not resources are being used 

wisely or at least in a way consistent with its mission and goals? 

 What does the TAG hope to achieve in recommending the species in the RCP?  What is every 

species‟ role and how does each species contribute to a cohesive collection philosophy or 

mission? “Role” here goes beyond the required AZA RCP designations.  For example, one role 

for a population is “education/exhibit needs,” but what is the specific education message is that 

species the best to use for teaching? Why do we need that particular species for “exhibit needs?” 

“Assurance population” is another commonly used AZA RCP role.  Arguably, if one looks out far 

enough one could use this as a justified role for every population AZA institutions hold.  However, 

this role hinges on the population‟s ability to serve as a demographic and genetic reservoir, if 

needed. Populations that are chronically small and have a poor founder base really are not likely 

to be able to serve as future reservoirs.  TAGs need to assure that populations that are assigned 

this AZA role actually are able to serve in that role.  TAGs should be explicit in their decision 

making for making the claim that a population CAN serve as an “assurance population.” 

 Related to this, can the TAG justify why each species is being managed?  A species making it 

through a decision tree does not automatically mean that it should be managed.  Are similar 

species being managed, and if so, why? Are some common species being managed, if so why? 

Why do these need SSP-level management if, for example, they could easily be sourced from a 

responsible source? 

 Similarly, can the TAG defend its decision to not recommend management of a species and tell 

zoo and aquarium holders why? 

 What does the future look like if the TAG is successful in meeting the goals it has identified in 

building an RCP?  Conversely, what does the future look like if those goals are not met?  What 

are the implications of failing to deliver on goals? 

 Are the populations within the TAG‟s purview becoming any more or less sustainable?  How is 

the TAG using Population Viability Analyses (PVAs), the SSP Sustainability Database, the 

analyses in Breeding & Transfer Plans (BTPs), etc., to assess its populations?  Why/how does 

the TAG consider its management of species effective? 

 Does the TAG need to make some difficult decisions about species based on the available data?  

Difficult and complex discussions are not valid reasons to avoid making responsible population 

management decisions. 

TAGs must oversee and implement actions with SSP Coordinators and Studbook Keepers to increase 

sustainability of SSP populations: 

 Are Program Leaders assuring that SMAART goals exist for each SSP?  “Increase space,” 

“increase genetic diversity,” and “increase breeding” are NOT SMAART goals, however these 

priorities can be modified into SMAART goals. SSP Coordinators should be developing SMAART 

goals and TAG Chairs should assure those goals are in line with the RCP and the TAG‟s mission 

and philosophy. 

 Are any SSP programs simply treading water?  Why are they not making progress? If sustained 

effort can be demonstrated without actual observed progress, it is time to re-think strategies, 

https://www.aza.org/ssp-population-sustainability
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goals, or even whether the species should be managed in AZA institutions.  How long can we 

responsibly let populations tread water before taking action? What cost does waiting impose on 

other populations within the TAG? 

 What is being done at the TAG level to assist individual Program Leaders in making progress on 

their program goals? 

The Whys Related to other TAG Functions 

From the AZA Taxon Advisory Group Handbook: 

TAGs are composed of expert advisors who help to identify, manage and support AZA’s cooperative 
animal management programs. TAGs develop Regional Collection Plans (RCPs) that recommend taxa for 
cooperative management among AZA member institutions, AZA-accredited institutions, Conservation 
Partners, and Certified Related Facilities (CRFs), recommend Animal Program management 
designations, and identify Animal Program goals and essential actions. TAGs also serve as AZA experts 
regarding the husbandry, veterinary care, conservation needs/challenges, research priorities, ethical 
considerations, and other issues applicable to their taxa. 

The Strategic Planning exercise is also a time for TAGs to evaluate their effectiveness in a) serving as 

experts in a variety of disciplines related to the taxa they manage, b) linking AZA populations to 

conservation issues or needs, c) identifying and facilitating needed research that benefits sustainability, 

conservation, or promotes general knowledge, and d) identifying and addressing any ethical issues 

related to their taxa.  Below are some general questions that may be useful for TAGs to examine during 

strategic planning with regard to these other roles for TAGs. 

 Do husbandry challenges continue to exist for certain taxa within the TAG? If so, what are they 

and what efforts have been taken to address them?  What are the next steps? Where should 

research focus be placed with regard to husbandry? Consider husbandry broadly, to include 

behavior, physiology, veterinary health, nutrition, reproductive biology, etc.  

 Is the accumulated knowledge of husbandry for the taxa in an AZA Animal Care Manual? If not, 

why not? 

 For taxa threatened with extinction, what is the TAG doing to identify conservation initiatives for 

those species? Who is managing stewardship opportunities for various species? How are these 

opportunities being communicated to holding institutions? Is this communication working? Is the 

TAG aware of member institution efforts in conservation of the species within the TAG‟s purview?  

Have conservation activities and support increased over time for species of concern?  

 Aside from broadly defined husbandry needs, what other research purposes can AZA animal 

populations serve? Are there untested technologies useful for field conservation that could be 

tested in zoos and aquariums?  What basic biological information is still not known or readily 

available for the taxon? What aspects of the care, husbandry, and exhibition of these species are 

most powerful at educating and inspiring visitors?  What do visitors think about the taxa under the 

TAG‟s purview? How can public opinions be better informed and transformed? 

 Are there ethical issues that need to be dealt with relating to the taxa within the TAG‟s purview? 

These may be issues related to managed or free ranging animals and some of these may present 

opportunities for advocacy.  Do certain practices need to be curtailed or analyzed to determine 

their current utility and necessity? Who is developing alternatives? 

The Hows (including logistical and format suggestions) 

 TAGs are all different from one another and will not have consistent management goals or 

philosophies. This is fine, but it also means that a strategic planning process won‟t look the same 

for every TAG.  The TAGs that have completed strategic planning so far have done it in different 

ways because they had different reasons for doing so.   
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 The APM Committee believes that TAGs are most ready to do strategic planning when they have 

up to date studbooks, recent BTPs, completed SSP Sustainability Reports, and if possible, 

completed PVAs, because review of all of these documents will be necessary to answer the 

questions above as well as to build the next RCP.  TAGs with an upcoming RCP due should also 

consider engaging in strategic planning. 

 TAGs should find space and time to answer all of the questions listed above under the Why‟s. 

There may be additional questions relevant to the specific TAG, but the questions above should 

be considered minimum work for a strategic planning session.   

 Invite outsider review of your RCP.  Ask Chairs of other TAGs, members of the APM Committee, 

a zoo or aquarium Director or a curator of a taxon very different from your TAG‟s to review and 

comment on your TAG‟s most recent RCP.  What questions, strengths, or weaknesses in the 

RCP come to mind?  Can the reader discern a cohesive, guiding management philosophy in that 

RCP?  Can the reader discern answers to the Why‟s of the decisions made about species 

management in the RCP? Also consider inviting these outside voices to attend your strategic 

planning meeting. 

 Consider other possible stakeholders that should be represented in the process (e.g., regulatory 

authorities, private sector individuals, educators). Invite them to attend your strategic planning 

meeting. 

 Work with a professional or trained facilitator, if possible.  The TAG Chair is often too invested in 

the program to serve as an effective strategic planning meeting facilitator.  Try to identify 

someone with training in facilitation.  The APM Committee can provide some suggestions.  The 

facilitator should not have a vested interest in helping the TAG develop its next RCP. The 

facilitator can help to design the process with the TAG Chair; however the facilitator is not in 

charge of the process and will not plan the meeting for you. Facilitators help meetings run well by 

making sure that the agenda is covered, discussions do not stray too far off topic, the meeting 

progresses at an appropriate pace, assures communication is fair and respectful, and helps 

groups to work through tough topics.  Facilitators may have direct experience to help guide you; 

for example, they might be serving on TAGs of other taxa. 

 Do the homework – this is just as important as the meeting itself.  Look at the TAG‟s decision tree 

critically. What factors drive the tree and thus the flow of decisions through it?  Is the structure of 

the tree in alignment with the goals of the TAG?  Review several years of BTPs for each species 

and get a sense of how each has been performing.  What is happening to genetic diversity, 

population size, holder participation, interaction with the private sector, etc.?  Look at the previous 

RCPs and get a sense of where you have been and where you are currently supposed to be 

going (at least according to the most recent RCP).  Look at the PVA results.  What is the 

prognosis for each population? What can be done to change those prognoses, or must they be 

accepted and a critical management decision made (e.g., to merge subspecies populations)? Is 

there a change in husbandry or management that could fundamentally change the assumptions 

upon which the PVA was done? 

 Based on the homework, existing data, and current beliefs and projections, what should be the 

goals for each species population for the next five years?  Articulate these. Ideally these goals 

relate to population sustainability, but they might not.  For example, one SSP‟s goal may be to 

phase down/phase out its species, and doing so could help another SSP population become 

more sustainable.  If that is the case, be explicit about that.   

 Set aside at least two days for the process.  You might not get through all of the issues above, 

however you will have time to really do some good work.  Try to address the issues in which the 

TAG is most deficient. A very early part of the meeting should be devoted to developing a mission 

and/or philosophy statement for the TAG about recommended species management.  What does 

the TAG hope to achieve in collaboratively managing the species within its purview?  A vision 

statement can be helpful, but may not be required.  Vision statements are usually very 

aspirational and represent what the TAG would like the world to look like. Make the mission and 
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goals for the TAG specific and not bound to established process (e.g., the goal is not to produce 

an RCP every five years as mandated by AZA). 

 A population biologist can be very helpful in the process. They can be helpful in interpreting data 

reviewed during the homework phase and in setting goals during the meeting. They should help 

support the process, rather than guide it.  They will be busy during the meeting and so probably 

should not also serve as facilitator. 

 Discuss how progress towards TAG goals and SSP Program goals will be monitored and 

measured. 

 Commit to fair, honest, open, and respectful discussion of difficult topics.  Set up ground rules at 

the beginning of the meeting (the facilitator will help here and will be the enforcer) and abide by 

them.  Do not be afraid of conflict; work through the conflict.   

 Assure that all voices are heard; you may need to make use of different tools to assure this (e.g., 

voting with dots, anonymous questioning via pen/paper, working in small groups that feel safer).  

The facilitator should also try to balance the conversation among participants.   

 Provide refreshments and breaks.  Encourage or assign break time homework/hallway 

discussion.   

 Select a meeting space that is comfortable in terms of light, temperature, proximity to restrooms, 

shielded from external noise/distractions and be sure audiovisual equipment is functioning. Have 

several flipcharts, easels, and sets of markers available. 
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Figure 1. Schematic of a suggested strategic approach to building a Regional Collection Plan. 

 

Why do 
you want 
to do it? 

Can you 
do it? 

How are 
you going 
to do it? 

What do 
you want 

to do? 

What do the PVAs & BTPs suggest? 

Can you address genetic, demographic,  
regulatory and institutional issues (space, 
participation, diversity needs) in a  
realistic timeframe? What do you do if you 
cannot? Are you actually making progress with 
the effort you have made? 

What exactly is the TAG trying to 
achieve by managing these 
species collectively and 
individually? What is the goal for 
each species? What mix of 
objectives (conservation relevance, 
flagship status, etc.) are you 
hoping to deliver on? 

Some of the RCP required 
elements come in here: space 
analysis, assessments of 
endangerment, decision trees (but 
does the design of those trees 
support the goals of the TAG?), 
clear identification of roles for 
populations, setting SMAART 
goals at TAG and population level 

How do species goals contribute to 
the TAG mission and/or vision? 
Sustainability is a required 
foundation, but why is each 
species in the RCP, why are others 
excluded? Why is the mission the 
TAG has identified important? Why 
is this mix of species appropriate 
for fulfilling that mission? 

RCP BUILDING 


