April 20, 2010

We are asking you, as a member of the Texas Congressional Delegation, for your continued support of our state’s accredited zoos and aquariums.

As you may know, last year’s stimulus bill included language prohibiting the use of the funds at zoos and aquariums and this language has recently been included in the Jobs for Main Street bill.  While we understand and support the need for fiscal responsibility and accountability when it comes to spending taxpayer dollars, in light of all their economic benefits, we believe these institutions were inappropriately singled out.

Zoos and aquariums provide a positive economic impact in the communities they serve, by providing jobs, supporting local vendors and creating infrastructure expansion programs that put local companies to work.   Last year alone, Texas accredited zoos and aquariums contributed over $536 million to the local and national economy. There are 16 zoos and aquariums accredited by the Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) in Texas spending more than $185 million in direct outlays. For every dollar of outlay, the total economic benefit generated is $2.90. To exclude accredited zoos and aquariums from eligibility is to deprive communities of the opportunity to maximize the economic and long term job growth opportunities that are available to them. 
Nationwide, zoos and aquariums are important economic engines that host over 175 million visitors annually, generate an estimated $8.4 billion in economic activity a year, which leads to the employment of over 126,000.  Their economic impact on local communities has been demonstrated in communities throughout Texas that rely on accredited zoos and aquariums as foundations for community development, tourism, and economic growth.
In addition to their scientific and conservation missions, zoos and aquariums provide important educational and training programs with a special emphasis on children and youth from underserved communities.  However, the recession has created unprecedented pressure on both municipal budgets and the philanthropic community – two critical sources of funding for public zoos and aquariums. These institutions nevertheless remain committed to providing educational and economic benefits to their communities.
Generations of Texans have benefitted from the programs, services and employment opportunities provided by these public institutions. Accredited zoos and aquariums have long been centers of science, conservation, and education. Private and public investment in these institutions can save and potentially create thousands of jobs and help continue excellent education programs for the nation’s children for years to come. 

Once again, we urge you to help enable these institutions to continue to make their valuable contributions by supporting their eligibility to compete on a level playing field with other public institutions.  We will be collectively working with the AZA over the coming weeks and months to develop specific actions to prevent future prohibitions against federal investment in accredited public zoos and aquariums.  We hope we can count on your support as we move forward to preserve zoos and aquariums as cornerstone institutions in Texas and throughout the nation.
Sincerely,
Vonceil Harmon

Zoo Curator, Interim Director

Abilene Zoo

John Zendt

President/CEO

Aquarium and Rainforest at Moody Gardens, Inc.
Hayes Caldwell 

Executive Director

Caldwell Zoo
Jim Fleshman

Director 

Cameron Park Zoological Gardens 

Daryl Richardson

Director

The Dallas World Aquarium
Gregg Hudson

Executive Director/CEO

Dallas Zoo & Aquarium at Fair Park
Steve Marshall

Director

El Paso Zoo
Gordon B. Henley, Jr.

Zoo Director

Ellen Trout Zoo

Michael Fouraker

CEO and Executive Director

Fort Worth Zoo
Dr. Patrick R. Condy, D.Sc.

Executive Director

Fossil Rim Wildlife Center
Patrick Burchfield, Ed. D., M.Sc. 
Director 
Gladys Porter Zoo
Deborah M. Cannon

President & CEO

Houston Zoo, Inc.




Rick Barongi

Director
Houston Zoo, Inc.

Jim Prappas

Director of Biology

Landry's Downtown Aquarium Houston

J. Stephen McCusker
Executive Director
San Antonio Zoo and Aquarium
Christopher Bellows

VP Zoological Operations

SeaWorld San Antonio

Tom Schmid

President & CEO

Texas State Aquarium
