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A Consortium Model for Species Population Management 
 

 

Problem 

Many current Species Survival Plan® (SSP) Programs are unsustainable due to very small populations, 

lack of interest among AZA facilities, a lack of breeding success, or from stochastic events that are 

particularly impactful to small populations. Conversely, zoological collections need more variety and 

uniqueness than can be provided by a complete system of AZA Animal Programs. Curators and directors 

often want some leeway in choosing species to exhibit.  Thinking of collection planning in the same way 

that a college student plans for classes in a major, everyone needs the core, but electives differ by interest 

and need.  The same can be said for the species choices in AZA member institutional collection plans. 

Some species do not appear to lend themselves to the traditional SSP management model.  Species that 

are short-lived, small-bodied, as well as those that require massive resource allocations and therefore have 

inherent political realities to their management, have been a conundrum for AZA population management.  

Examples include many small and mid-sized birds, reptiles, hoofstock, and potentially mega-species such 

as elephants and polar bears.  The marine and freshwater fishes and invertebrates maintained by 

aquariums and zoos have not proven to be successfully managed under the current SSP framework either, 

despite efforts to encourage that form of management.  

As the AZA population management framework changes over time, several populations that were 

previously managed as SSPs may no longer meet the criteria to be an SSP.  Many of these populations 

may still be of high exhibit value to zoos and aquariums and may benefit from population management 

among a small number of facilities.  Therefore, this model is also an alternative management strategy for 

those populations that will no longer be SSPs once the new SSP framework is implemented. 

 

Proposed Model 

The management of populations for species lacking wide-spread interest or needing additional resources 

to make them sustainable would become the responsibility of one or more AZA members.  These zoos 

have the option of forming a consortium, or cooperative management group, to manage a population and 

ensure their own future access to this species. These members would maintain management hubs for the 

species in question and would be known as a Consortium (even if there is just a single participating 

member).  The cost of studbook maintenance, population analysis and breeding and transfer planning by 

the AZA’s Population Management Center (PMC), Adjuncts or other population advisors would be the 

responsibility of these Consortiums.  Animals produced beyond what is necessary to maintain the needs of 

consortium members could be available for exhibition by AZA members not participating in the Consortium 

or non-AZA partners. Since Consortiums would have the responsibility for their chosen species, they would 

also have the ability to work with non-AZA partners as fits the Consortium facility’s internal policies and 

ethics.  Along with the ability, A Consortium would also take on the brand risk to their facility for the 
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management and partnership decisions that are made.  In short, Consortium Species (CS) would not be 

confined within a policy like the current Sustainability Partner Policy but would remain subject to the 

Responsible Population Management expectations of the sponsoring AZA members and AZA’s Policy on 

Responsible Population Management. This is of course only one option available for managing species not 

overseen as AZA Animal Programs.  

 

Rationale 

A Consortium model would provide another path to success for the management of some animal 

populations within the AZA membership without being restricted by the brand and cooperative management 

rules for SSPs.  These alternative management strategies would not have APM Committee oversight which 

would free up the Consortiums from more traditional AZA management strategies.  This would allow the 

APM Committee and AZA staff to focus on those SSPs and their management.  A Consortium Model would 

also provide greater flexibility to marine and freshwater fish and aquatic invertebrate programs. Each 

consortium would have the ability to self-govern and self-manage as they see fit. As a result, there is no 

single consortium model. Each consortium might be unique in its management goals and practice. Several 

consortium models do already successfully exist and can be held as examples for how a consortium might 

function. 

 

Benefits to Sustainable Population Management 

The use of Consortium Models will allow for greater access to diverse species than what the future AZA 

SSP portfolio will contain.  While the future AZA SSP portfolio will focus on building and maintaining viable 

populations of those species of greatest interest to its membership, individual members will still want access 

to additional diverse species for their own uniquely tailored themes and missions.  By encouraging members 

to sponsor species, build-up breeding hubs and participate in consortium management of species that are 

of importance to them, they will produce surplus animals that can be available to the rest of the membership 

for exhibition purposes. 

The freedom from direct APM Committee oversight will allow Consortiums to partner where needed with 

non-AZA facilities in a less formalized manner.  While all AZA members are still held to the standards laid 

out in the AZA Responsible Population Management Policy, individual Consortiums will be freed from the 

constraints of SSP management and could use this freedom to create sustainable populations with AZA 

and non-AZA partners.  This will result in greater access to animals within the AZA.  For example, member 

X might be very interested in Sable antelope for their institutional collection plan.  This member X could 

partner with non-AZA facilities with herds of Sable antelope and exchange animals on a regular basis to 

maintain a healthy herd at member X’s Park.  If members Y and Z decided in the future that they wanted to 

add new exhibitry highlighting the woodlands of southern Africa, they could receive Sable antelope from 

member X for exhibition without worrying about providing for facilities to breed and house offspring of such 

a large and assertive antelope.  Member X’s facility needs are met indefinitely in this manner and other 

AZA members have access to a more diverse suite of species for exhibition than what will be formally 

managed by AZA. 

Consortium Models will encourage development of greater husbandry expertise and best practices for the 

species managed in this way.  Consortiums will typically hold many individuals of their sponsored species.  

Animal management staff having direct exposure and gaining experience with many individuals of a species 

will develop a greater depth and breadth of skill with that species.  This is different than what occurs in a 

more traditionally managed SSP.  AZA members are known for their excellent care and husbandry that 

they provide for their animals.  In a more typical SSP, a pair of animals might live in the same facility for 

decades.  The animal management staff may only have exposure to those two animals for those decades.  
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In the end, the management staff will have incredible knowledge of those individuals, but not a very wide 

understanding of the species as a whole.  This will not be the case in Consortium Models of species 

management.   

A further benefit of the Consortium Models will be improved reproduction and potentially welfare for the 

species.  Consortium members will in most cases house multiple individuals, pairs, or groups due to their 

high investment in the species. Having many individuals of a given species will allow for mate choice among 

the breeding population.  For many species now, not having access to multiple potential mates at the same 

facility results in poor reproduction and the need to move animals more regularly between facilities to find 

acceptable mates.  The time frame for determining that two animals are not going to be successful as a 

pair coupled with the time needed to find a new home for one or both animals, complete the medical 

requirements prior to shipment and then the quarantine period at the receiving facility often takes months 

if not years.  This is precious time that is eroding the reproductive lifetime potential for the animals in the 

population.  Reducing the time needed to make successful pairings and eliminating additional inter-facility 

movements will possibly result in better welfare conditions for these animals.  An additional welfare benefit 

is that more appropriate social groupings can be managed or changed over time as needed to the benefit 

of all of the animals housed at the Consortium facility. 

Finally, working with larger populations of a species within a single facility provides opportunities to explore 

new methods of husbandry and housing.  For many species, historically low levels of availability have 

hindered building a knowledge base of what could be possible.  Can an all-male herd be managed 

indefinitely?  Can the species be kept in breeding groups versus pairs?  For some species this could make 

a major impact on future sustainability.  Opportunities to try new management strategies can result in the 

ability to provide exhibit groups to non-Consortium facilities that assist the Consortium sponsor in managing 

a healthy age pyramid within the Consortium facility. 

 

Further Attributes 

Consortium Species are those that are important to a limited number of AZA members.  These members 

will commit to the on-going holding, breeding, and population management of that species.  A Consortium 

member could act as a breeding hub and hold and breed multiple breeding units of a CS and work to 

periodically swap individuals with other facilities if they are participating in the same Consortium.  Continual 

breeding and management of a healthy age-pyramid for the CS would result in surplus animals available 

to non-Consortium AZA members for exhibition or to non-AZA partners.  Breeding would not be encouraged 

in non-Consortium member facilities, but if it occurs that non-Consortium member would be responsible for 

either holding offspring or possibly securing placements for offspring without consortium assistance.  This 

would be different from SSP management where participants expect the coordinator to help place offspring.  

Ideally Non-Consortium facilities should commit to obtaining CS from those AZA members participating in 

a given Consortium as this would represent the best source for managed animals. 

Every AZA member, no matter how large or small, should consider acting as a Consortium Sponsor or for 

at least one species.  Each member could tailor any CS involvement to one that fits the unique 

characteristics of their facility, their specific interests, and their specific strengths.    Encouraging AZA 

members to take on a CS sponsorship would result in a greater diversity of animals for all members.  The 

question of species selection for CS management would be dictated by the sponsoring facility’s interest.  

Consortium Species management should not detract from the future SSP species housing needs as these 

species are not in high demand now.  The working hypothesis is that the two groups of species (CS & SSP) 

will be nearly mutually exclusive when it comes to housing/space needs.  That being said, there is the 

possibility that if interest rises in a CS species that it could potentially rise to the level of an SSP.  As some 

species have reduced interest across the membership because they are just not available, increased 

breeding success using a Consortium Model could result in a CS competing more directly with an existing 

SSP.  This does not appear to be a large risk as most CS candidates now consist of very small populations 
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and interest/space are the primary limiting factors, though specialized husbandry can be a powerful variable 

to keep in mind.   

It should be noted that the ultimate decision to designate a CS would be up to the Consortium sponsor.  

The respective TAGs should feel free to provide guidance and would monitor CS progress but would not 

have authority over the CS program. The TAG could assist with the consolidation of animals into a 

Consortium or could help identify sponsors for former SSPs.  In this latter case, it would likely be best to 

concentrate these efforts on species for which demand might be there but breeding and population growth 

has been stymied for some reason. 

 

Considerations 

1. Long-term commitment to a CS:  For a Consortium Model to work, Consortiums will need to commit 

to long-term, strategic involvement and resource investment with their CS.  This would likely be 

best handled by making the commitment to a CS at the governance (board) level of each AZA 

member.  There are many ways that boards can ensure continued commitment to a program, some 

make a statement and recommitment to the programs they value at the beginning of each board 

meeting.  Committing to providing metrics on the CS to the board such that reporting on the 

management becomes ingrained in the governance of the organization could also be considered. 

2. Consortiums and smaller facilities: Assisting smaller facilities or less experienced management 

teams in selecting a CS for sponsorship will be a challenge.  Smaller or less experienced AZA 

members may need mentorship or even an on-site walk-through to assist them in choosing the 

best species for them to work with as a Consortium.  Some teams will need help reviewing the 

characteristics of their facility and developing a list of potential CS.  TAGs could play a helpful role 

here. 

3. The perception that CS species will negatively impact other SSPs:  Since in most cases, the species 

suited for CS are those with current or historic, limited interest, are mostly small-bodied, and fall 

largely within the bird, herp, invertebrate, aquatic, and small mammal taxon divisions, they will not 

directly compete with SSP needs.  For example, golden lion tamarins are of high interest across 

zoos, and therefore large numbers are held throughout the Association.  No one zoo needs to hold 

dozens of them, and they might meet the criteria to be a Secure List species if for no other reason 

than demand.  Even a zoo that wanted to concentrate on emperor tamarins could hold a single pair 

of lion tamarins to support the TAG needs while also dedicating significant space to emperor 

tamarins.  Conversely, gorillas would likely be a candidate for a Secure List species, but gorilla 

housing needs and facilities could not be easily converted to housing dozens of individuals of a CS. 

4. What is the appropriate number of individuals for a Hub to hold of a given CS?  This would vary 

and be based on the number of members in the Consortium and the biology of the species in 

question.  It would never be a bad thing to have multiple members choosing to develop breeding 

hubs within a Consortium for the same species.  Greater involvement would only allow for greater 

resilience of that population and indicate much stronger interest in the species.  However, for a 

single member Consortium or one with two or three members only, does the number of individuals 

at each need to be 50? 75? 100?  We have many current SSPs that don’t even meet those 

thresholds. In the end, species biology and facility capacity will figure heavily in determining the 

size of the population needed at a CS facility. 

5. Protection of CS populations from a catastrophic event:  If a CS is managed by a single member 

as a Consortium, keeping the population in multiple locations across the member facility would be 

encouraged.  With aquatic taxa such as jellyfish and others with critical LSS needs, having 

redundant back-up systems, or again multiple locations on site each with their own back-up 

systems would be suggested.  It would be encouraged to have a solid evacuation plan for a 

member’s CS population.  
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6. Loss of husbandry and stockmanship skills across the profession: As AZA members have restricted 

their philosophies for responsible population management, eliminated specialist positions, and 

reduced the number of off and on-exhibit spaces, skill sets that were much more common in the 

past are being lost.  As just one example, the skills to artificially rear many species of birds have 

steadily degraded over time across AZA.  Knowledge of management strategies for birds, small 

mammals, reptiles, and primates has also declined.  As such, for some facilities, the concept of 

managing a large population to ensure a healthy demography and optimum welfare will be 

daunting.  However, a major benefit of working with the CS management philosophy would result 

in these skills being redeveloped.  These skill sets would have the potential to be applied to 

conservation needs for critically endangered species in situ as well. 

 

A Possible Model Framework and Stakeholder Responsibilities 

A Consortium is a framework that: 

• Focuses resources to sustain identified animal populations of importance to one or a few AZA 
members, 

• Builds on established, successful practices and history of commitment, 

• Prioritizes collaboration among those stakeholders most invested in the species, AZA, and non-AZA, 
and 

• Implements population management and stakeholder engagement activities. 

Facilities involved in Consortium management would develop their own unique versions of management 

based on the general framework above.  In most cases, there would need to be a studbook for the species 

in question and a studbook keeper.  At least one AZA member would typically need to sponsor the 

Consortium Species.  While AZA involvement in Consortium management and oversight would be 

incidental, the AZA’s APM Committee could assist TAGs in identifying sponsors for priority species that will 

no longer be SSPs.  The APM Committee could further assist the TAGs in facilitating the transitioning of 

animals currently in SSPs to sponsoring facilities.  Since the responsibility and authority for Consortium 

selection and management lies with the sponsoring AZA member, it is possible that sponsors could choose 

a species of importance to the sponsors and not of importance to the TAG.  

 

Roles of Traditional and Future Stakeholders in the Hub/Consortium Model 

AZA 
 

• As positive sustainability initiatives of AZA’s members, Consortium programs could continue to be 
promoted by AZA as appropriate. 

• AZA will provide the Consortium Model with a general framework for the management model as well 
as proofs of concept, though alternate management models devised by Consortium Members could 
also be employed. Consortiums are encouraged to create a management model that serves their 
needs. 

 
 
AZA Animal Population Management (APM) Committee 
 

• The APM Committee will promote alternative strategies such as the Consortium Model  

• The APM Committee can make its mediation services available to assist TAGs and species sponsors 
in consolidation of animals held throughout AZA into a Consortium. 
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• The APM Committee will socialize the Consortium model with directors to facilitate transfer of needed 
animals into a Consortium. 

• The APM Committee will monitor for potential negative competition between Consortium Species and 
SSPs. 

• The APM Committee can work with TAGs to develop a list of other priority species that were not 
SSPs that should be considered for sponsorship too. 

 
AZA Reproductive Management Center (RMC) 

 

• The AZA RMC may be available as a resource for advice on reproductive management topics for the 
Consortiums. 

 
Taxon Advisory Groups (TAGs) 
 

• TAGs may work with programs, such as former SSPs, to facilitate transition of programs to 
Consortium sponsorship. 

• TAGs will be available as a resource to Consortiums for advice on husbandry, animal sourcing, etc. 
as needed. 

• TAGs could prioritize those species losing SSP status and other important species that weren’t 
SSPs for Consortium management and encourage sponsorship. 

• TAGs can monitor the size of Consortium populations via regular RCP space surveys and evaluate 
the potential for competition with SSPs. 

• TAGs may choose to implement a breeding hub model within an SSP using this characteristic of 
the Consortium Model to improve sustainability of some SSPs. 

 
Scientific Advisory Groups (SAGs)  
 

• Consortiums may work with SAGs as needed to provide expertise, insight, and assistance when 
appropriate (SPMAG, NAG, Behavior SAG, etc.)  

 
 
AZA Population Management Center (PMC)/Adjunct Population Biologists  
 

• Consortiums may contract with the AZA PMC/Adjuncts for population advising services, though 
SSPs will receive prioritized service. (Process coming in 2022) 

• The AZA PMC/Adjuncts will maintain a prorated menu of population analysis services that 
Consortiums can contract for to address the specific needs of their sponsored species. (Process 
coming in 2022) 
 

Consortium Sponsor 
  

• Primary facility in charge of a Consortium Species.  It would be possible to have co-sponsors as 
each consortium will develop its own internal framework and governance. 

• The Sponsor is responsible for the species management which may include demographic and 
genetic analysis and long-term maintenance of the Consortium Species. 

• The sponsor, in association with the other participants, should develop a funding model for 
PMC/Adjunct services, if they wish to utilize the services provided. 

 
Consortium Participant 
 

• A Consortium participant is an AZA or non-AZA facility that maintains a (typically breeding) facility 
housing a large number of the Consortium species.  The exact number of individual animals in the 
facility will vary based on the species. 
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Other AZA members 
 

• These other members may receive individuals of Consortium Species for exhibition needs but may 
not be expected or encouraged to breed the species or maintain facilities for breeding the species. 
Their decision to hold and or breed the species will be determined by their own institutional needs. 

 

Parameters and Expectations of Consortiums 

What are the criteria for being a Consortium Species?  

Consortium Species can be any species that is not managed as an AZA SSP.  The TAGs and APM 

Committee have developed distinct criteria for cooperative management of a population as an SSP.  

Significant AZA member interest, demography, and genetic diversity and husbandry knowledge of a 

population all figure heavily into a species population being designated as an SSP. Based on these criteria, 

it might be better to ask what criteria disqualify a species from being managed as a Consortium?  The 

answer to this question would be, any species designated as an SSP by the TAGs and approved by APM 

Committee does not qualify to be a Consortium managed species though the SSP could still determine that 

organizing animals in breeding hubs is a beneficial management strategy. 

What determines Consortium membership? 

While this document provides a generic framework for Consortium management, each Consortium will 

adapt this to create a framework and process that works for the members and the species being managed.  

Those AZA members who choose to form a Consortium will determine how membership into the 

management structure is handled.  It should be kept in mind, however, that Consortium Species, for the 

most part, will be species of current limited interest across the AZA.  The Consortium members should be 

facilities willing to dedicate to holding multiple pairs/groups of animals for breeding purposes and be willing 

to hold offspring indefinitely if needed.  Other AZA members could receive surplus animals from the 

Consortium members to fill exhibit needs. The Consortium model is focused on bringing individual AZA 

member facility resources to bear on a species of unique importance to that member or group of members.  

The number of pairs and offspring held by any one Consortium member will vary and will also be related to 

environmental conditions at the consortium facility and characteristics of the species.  For example, holding 

three to five pair of Malayan tapir and any offspring might suffice for such a large species relative to holding 

20-30 pair of Pink-necked fruit doves and their offspring or 1000 Blue poison dart frogs. 

Would all AZA facilities holding individuals of a Consortium Species be required to be part of this 

CS? 

In the transition phase, it would be encouraged that all current holders of a new Consortium Species 

participate in forming the Consortium.  Those interested in forming a Consortium should invite all current 

holding facilities to participate.  This might entail sending those animals currently held to the sponsor facility 

that will be consolidating the population into one or more breeding hubs.  Additionally, this could mean that 

an AZA member providing its animals to the breeding hub will be without that species for some time. The 

member could either replace the Consortium Species with another species, preferably one that is an SSP, 

or wait for surplus animals of the Consortium Species to become available for exhibit.  Ensuring that these 

early one-time participants are engaged with appropriately and successfully will benefit from a formal 

agreement between the Consortium Sponsor and the AZA member contributing animals to the Consortium.  

Agreements similar to our members’ loan agreements could be adapted for this purpose. 

Other AZA members currently holding the Consortium Species may want to continue to work directly with 

the species and should be invited to do so.  It does need to be understood that doing so could necessitate 

investing resources in a significant manner to hold a large breeding population of the species.  Those just 



 

8 
 

interested in the species for exhibit purposes may be encouraged to send their animals to the actual 

Consortium members who are building up breeding hubs. 

Within a Consortium there are no set number of members required.  In fact, a single AZA member could 

choose to take on a species important to just their facility.  It would be a best practice to encourage more 

than one AZA member developing breeding hubs for a Consortium Species to protect the total population 

from unforeseen disaster or disease events. For those Consortiums with only a single member, it is highly 

encouraged that the population is kept in multiple locations throughout the facility to help with risk 

management. 

Is there a pathway to becoming an SSP? 

It is possible over time that a Consortium Species will develop a larger interest throughout AZA.  If such 

were to happen, it may make sense to transition this Consortium to an SSP.  As of now, the species most 

likely to become Consortium Species have never enjoyed widespread interest in AZA and it is therefore 

unlikely that many Consortium Species will face this question of becoming SSPs.  The process for 

considering and executing a transition to SSP management will be developed if the TAG and APM 

Committee (through RCP review) determines that a Consortium Species is gaining interest to an extent that 

it might compete with an SSP or replace a failing SSP. 

The resources invested by the Consortium members would be considered if a transition back to an SSP is 

discussed.  It would also need to be determined if the consolidation of the species into breeding hubs at 

facilities with a focused interest in the species is why it became successful and more widespread.  If this is 

found to be the case, it might be more appropriate to leave the species management as is or move to an 

SSP status based on a breeding hub model. 

Management, Tracking, and Accountability 

Consortiums are encouraged by the APM Committee to engage with the AZA PMC/Adjuncts to do routine 

population analyses for the Consortium Species.  This analysis would vary from population to population 

but will allow the Consortium members to make the best decisions for continued maintenance and growth 

of their species populations. It is up to the Consortium as to how often they analyze the population or if they 

do so at all.  The best practice would be to contract with the AZA PMC/Adjuncts to accomplish the 

appropriate professional analyses at regular intervals. 

Another best practice would be that Consortiums maintain a studbook for their species.  This would most 

easily be accomplished via ZIMS for Studbooks but could be done in other software as well.  The AZA 

PMC/Adjuncts could be contracted for advice on how best to set up or continue to maintain a studbook for 

a Consortium Species. 

TAGs would continue to monitor the size of Consortium Species populations and which AZA members are 

participating in Consortiums via TAG space surveys.  Existing Consortiums could be listed in the RCP to 

provide association-wide awareness.  If a Consortium Species appears to be competing with an SSP in a 

detrimental manner, the TAG will work with the Consortium and the APM Committee to determine what 

action, if any, should be taken.  As mentioned above, this could include upgrading the population to SSP 

status in the next RCP or a joint decision to leave the species as a Consortium managed species and make 

decisions about the future status of the competing SSP species.   

Consortium Sponsors have the authority and the responsibility for their Consortium Species.  There are no 

formal AZA accountability requirements for the management of a Consortium Species beyond AZA 

Accreditation Standards relevant to Welfare, Responsible Population Management, Husbandry, Safety & 

Security, etc. 
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Time Horizon for Consortium Species Populations 

Another question that will be asked is what is the longevity of a CS population?  This would vary depending 

on the species biology and goals of the population.  The CS program wouldn’t have a gene diversity 

requirement, nor the 100-year time frame requirement of SSPs.  The CS program is about having a diversity 

of species to meet our associated exhibition and education needs.  We have many examples of species 

that have lasted a very long time in human care that were based on small founder populations.  The Bronx 

Zoo has maintained a population of greater Malayan chevrotain since 1961 based on two initial animals 

and imported 2.4 additional animals in 1991.  Over 500 chevrotains have been born at the Bronx in the 58 

years the species has been in the US and surplus animals have gone to other facilities throughout that time.  

While calf survivability has declined, the species is still present and available six decades later.  The brown-

eared pheasant came into human care in 1887 when 2.1 birds left China for Europe.  The species bred well 

and did not receive any new founders until the 1960s and then again in the 1980s.  The best answer to how 

long the CS population should last is as long as the population remains biologically and behaviorally viable. 

There might be instances where an SSP species fails to thrive, or an instance where demand dramatically 

increases for a CS.  At that point there might be a rationale for elevating a CS to an SSP and altering 

management to a more association-wide approach.  The working hypothesis is that this would likely remain 

a very rare occurrence due to historical data on demand for those species qualifying to be a CS and, in 

some cases, the expertise developed in managing a CS in a Hub is may not easily transferrable to the SSP 

system.  For example, maintaining a large group of a songbird species would result in increased expertise 

and viability of the species at that breeding hub.  Changing to a more traditional philosophy of managing a 

pair or two of the songbirds at individual zoos may fail and result in the decline of the population.  For some 

species, the CS model is potentially the best model for sustainable management. 

Cost 

Cost to a sponsoring facility could vary considerably, which is why the selected CS species should be of 

importance to that AZA member.  Ideally, species will also be chosen that optimize the use of existing 

facilities or existing environmental variables.  For example, it wouldn’t be very cost effective or practical to 

maintain a herd of Malayan tapirs in Chicago, but in Miami, managing such a charismatic and iconic species 

would be relatively easy and inexpensive.  A very small facility could house hundreds of individual dart frogs 

of a compelling species in an unused, walk-in closet with a solid positive state of welfare. The intensity of 

Consortium management will be determined by the Consortium, and in that way, costs will vary not only 

with the biology of the species but also with the intensity of management. As such, costs very much 

dependent on the consortium itself. (Process coming in 2022) 

 

Definitions 

Consortium Species (CS): A species that is not an SSP, nor a government-owned/recovery planned 

program, but one that is still important, at least to a number of AZA member facility or a single facility.  CS 

would typically be those species that are short-lived, small-bodied, e.g., small- and mid-sized birds, reptiles, 

amphibians, invertebrates, aquatics, and small mammals, but also many ungulates. Some extremely high-

profile species that are extremely resource intensive and prone to political influence on management could 

potentially fall into this category as well, e.g., elephants. 

Hub:  Each CS may be managed by one or a small number of AZA members (3-5?) with each facility hosting 

a management hub.  Each hub would hold dozens or more individuals of the CS.  Breeding of the CS and 

the active management of a species would be the responsibility of each hub.  The hubs for a CS would be 

responsible for the cost of population analysis and breeding & transfer planning as needed.  Genetic and 

demographic management will be conducted among consortium members as per the needs of the 
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consortium. Animals will transfer among consortium members as needed and animals surplus to consortium 

needs may be made available to non-consortium parties. 

Consortium: The AZA member(s) supporting a management hub or group of AZA members supporting 

management hubs responsible for the long-term management and breeding of a CS. 

Non-Hub: A non-hub is a facility that would like to exhibit a CS but does not have a commitment to breeding 

or population management.  Non-hubs may hold genetic and demographic surplus CS individuals, to meet 

their exhibit needs.  Non-hubs may breed the CS individuals that they are holding. 

Non-AZA Consortium Partner: This would be any entity that operates in an ethical manner and whose 

operational philosophy is congruent with the AZA Policy on Responsible Population Management.  This 

group would include, but not be limited to non-AZA zoos/aquariums, private breeders, hobbyists, 

commercial animal facilities, animal dealers etc.  The AZA Consortium members would be responsible for 

vetting their non-AZA partners to ensure that animal exchanges with these partners does not violate AZA 

Accreditation Standards. Please note this designation is completely separate from the Sustainability Partner 

process within Animal Programs.  

 

Conclusion 

Consortium models are strategies that would augment the AZA’s existing efforts in achieving sustainable 

animal populations.  Consortiums would provide for the diversity needed in our Association’s facilities, yet 

also allow for the Association’s, limited, pooled resources to be focused on a core group of species under 

the newly proposed SSP system.  While presented formally for the first time here, the concept of managing 

species in Hubs or small consortia has been in practice for many years and continues to provide availability 

of a diverse suite of species. The Consortium strategy can be tailored to a member’s particular interests, 

expertise and/or resources. Perhaps most importantly, there is the strong possibility that this model will 

enhance collaboration between members working together on a CS and allow for the integration of facilities’ 

institutional collection plans.  
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Appendix 1: Proof of Concept 

Pink-necked Fruit Dove 

The pink-necked fruit dove is a very attractive, small pigeon that has been found in AZA zoos since the 

1980s.  The population was never sustainable and relied upon the routine influx of birds from importers or 

from the private sector.  The species was popular in walk-through aviaries, particularly those that were 

Asian-themed.  In these less controlled spaces, the doves did not have consistent success in breeding or 

long-term survival.  Because of the expense of purchasing wild-caught birds and the rarity of captive-bred 

individuals, most zoos only ever held or planned to hold no more than a single pair.  Loss of an individual 

of that pair would initiate an often-protracted process of identifying and acquiring a new mate for the 

remaining dove.  After importation of wild birds mostly ceased, the AZA population declined to a mere 11 

birds in 8 facilities.  Those remaining birds were brought to the Toledo Zoo and a concentrated effort was 

made to develop better breeding and management protocols for the species.  The birds were held off-

exhibit in a breeding facility and breeding success was almost immediate.  As time progressed, the mandate 

by the Toledo Zoo to focus on this species and hold as many individuals as possible resulted in the bird 

staff developing extreme proficiency with this species which had been historically problematic.  The Toledo 

Zoo reached a population of 70 birds for this species before it needed to send individuals out.  Prior to that 

occurring, more experimentation was conducted to ascertain if the species could be housed in mixed-

gender flocks.  This sort of experimentation was not feasible historically, but the results were successful 

and exhibition flocks of genetically less valuable birds could now be sent out to zoos wanting this species 

for exhibition.  The ability to exhibit the dove in flocks has resulted in a better visitor experience as the 

chance of seeing the birds in a walk-through exhibit is greatly increased and the birds themselves are able 

to exhibit more intra-species interactions. 

The Toledo Zoo eventually split the main breeding group between three facilities on grounds to protect the 

population from an unforeseen catastrophe.  Though the zoo dedicated a great deal of space to this species, 

overall collection diversity did not suffer.  Ground living species and small species of birds have been 

successfully housed with breeding pink-necked fruit dove pairs.  The facilities needed to concentrate on 

this species already existed at the zoo but had not been prioritized strategically to meet an AZA SSP or 

Toledo Zoo specific need.  Now the Toledo Zoo can exhibit dynamic and attractive flocks of this species to 

meet our educational and conservation goals.  The expertise gained by the staff, not only in species 

husbandry but in creatively managing a large, dynamic breeding group allowed the zoo to expand being a 

breeding hub for two other fruit dove species and to initiate experimentation with other bird species. Skills 

developed in managing the fruit dove have also been leveraged to help endangered species in situ. 
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Appendix II: Species for Consideration 

Recent discussions with TAG Chairs suggest that some species should be priorities for this management 

strategy.  Some might really only be successfully managed in this way.  For example: 

Matschie’s Tree Kangaroo 

This beautiful species and representative of a severely imperiled genus is declining significantly in the AZA.  

Only about 40 animals remain.  The 2019 TAG Annual Report covering this macropod indicated that 

husbandry knowledge is low.  Further discussions with the TAG Chair indicate that mate compatibility is a 

very important variable along with better understanding of the husbandry needs of the species.  A handful 

of zoos had been successful with this species in the past.  The SSP currently moves animals if pairings are 

not successful.  With a greater need for husbandry research and mate compatibility a challenge, 

consolidating the remaining tree kangaroos at one or two facilities would appear to be needed so that 1.) 

husbandry expertise can be increased, and 2.) the time, resources, and stress involved in frequent moves 

of incompatible animals can be mostly eliminated.  Consider what is involved in making frequent moves of 

an animal of this size and profile.  The holding zoo and SSP coordinator have to first decide that a pair is 

not compatible, then the AZA PMC/Adjunct is consulted to recommend a new pairing, then the 

recommendation has to be floated to both participating facilities, then the paperwork and registrar 

involvement has to occur.  A shipping date and flight then have to be planned assuming that there is 

quarantine space at the receiving zoo and that weather is conducive to shipping.  The kangaroo now has 

to be subjected to the stress of pre-shipment testing, those results have to come back, and the receiving 

zoo’s veterinarian has to review and approve.  A crate has to be prepared or built.  Once the animal ships 

out, it now has to go through quarantine at the new zoo (especially since most AZA vets will not consider 

risk-based quarantine).  The stress of quarantine and more testing has to occur.  Then introduction of the 

new pair has to begin.  By the time all is said and done 18 months or more could have passed without any 

positive actions for the kangaroos’ population.  Is it any wonder that many of our populations are declining? 

If the kangaroos were held at one or two Hubs, animal caretakers would be observing the subtle differences 

in behavior and husbandry needs for the species, rather than for one or two animals.  Changing and 

adapting husbandry can occur quickly as needed rather than waiting for holders across the association in 

wildly different environments to collate data and decide on a move forward.  The kangaroos can choose 

their own mates and if a pairing is not good it is as simple as moving one kangaroo from one enclosure to 

another.  Demography can trump genetics while the population stabilizes in terms of numbers and age 

structure. 

Passerines 

Discussions with the PAACT TAG revealed that for almost all of their managed species, space is not the 

concern.  There is more than enough room as most participating facilities are trying to populate large, mixed 

species walk-through exhibits.  Most passerine species don’t have consistent, successful reproduction in 

these housing/exhibition situations.  There is also a relatively high turnover of individuals in these exhibits.  

In many ways, the walk-through aviary is the zoo equivalent of the aquarium’s big, coral reef exhibit. 

The TAG chair indicated that what is needed with passerine populations is dedicated, experienced staff 

and preferably off-exhibit breeding facilities so that the animal care staff can concentrate on and build 

expertise with a given passerine species.  Passerine populations now often suffer from the same delays 

and rigors of association-wide management as described above for the tree kangaroo, but unfortunately, 

those delays and rigors can prove to be lethal.  The small body-size, more fragile constitutions, makes 

maintaining passerines populations using our current association wide model a poor prospect.   

When zoos can dedicate themselves to a single passerine species, their staff develops extreme proficiency.  

The population can grow and be maintained.  Surplus can be sent to other zoos’ exhibits to supply the 

exhibition/education need, but to also provide for emigration out of the breeding hub’s population.  With 
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passerines, a Consortium or management hub model might be the only method to preserve these species 

if we want them in our member facilities in the future. 

Reptiles 

Many reptiles are strong candidates for a CS model.  There is also great value in developing the skills 

needed to manage and breed popular exhibit species so that that same expertise can be applied to 

conservation programs needing ex situ breeding.  A proof of concept with reptiles that has been developed 

is with the AZA population of Louisiana pine snakes. 

The Louisiana pine snake is a large, non-venomous constrictor endemic to the decimated longleaf pine 

forests of Louisiana and Texas. This threatened species has been part of a breeding program in AZA since 

1984 and an SSP-managed species since 2000. The ultimate goal of the SSP goes beyond sustainably 

managing an ex-situ population to also supporting in situ conservation. The hope is to establish a fully 

sustainable in situ breeding population by releasing animals that are produced in the AZA managed 

population at a selected field site. The sustainability of the population was uncertain, however, and the in-

situ conservation component appeared unlikely to succeed at all because of a continued and widespread 

lack of breeding success across most AZA members.  

The decision was made to move all non-breeding animals in the population to four core breeding centers - 

Memphis, Audubon, Fort Worth and Ellen Trout - and this consolidation began in 2016. These centers were 

selected due to their physical proximity to the release site, their historical success in working with the 

species, and to protect the population from a potential catastrophic event that might occur at any one facility. 

Members that had been successfully reproducing the species (e.g., Phoenix) were permitted to continue to 

hold and breed animals to contribute to the managed population and releases. In the years since 

consolidation, we’ve seen an incredible increase in breeding success. Five years before consolidating the 

population, there were 107 individuals at 21 facilities. Today, in 2019, the population consists of more than 

350 individuals at the four breeding centers and two additional satellite facilities with successful pairs, a 

tremendous increase in the population size due to the improved breeding successes following 

consolidation. Prior to consolidating the population, between 2011 and 2015, total hatches averaged only 

23 per year. In 2016, 50 animals were hatched and in the three years since fully consolidating the 

population, hatches have averaged about 100 animals per year. At this rate, the managed population will 

be able to contribute to a fully sustainable in situ program while maintaining the sustainability of the ex-situ 

population.  

Aquatic and Marine Species 

Aquatic animals are also a prime candidate for management with the CS model.  For many years the 

aquatic TAGs have worked to adapt their species into the conventional SSP model, with many TAG chairs 

likening it to trying to fit a “square peg in a round hole”.  This sentiment is due to many fundamental 

differences in how aquatic organisms are managed and cared for in aquarium collections, namely the fact 

that many cannot be individually accessioned and tracked as with larger terrestrial megafauna.  The number 

of colonial species and the fact that many are propagated asexually also contributes to this difficulty.  Two 

examples are presented here as potential case studies in how consortium management could benefit 

aquatic species: 

Jellyfishes 

Many aquariums within the AZA rely on jellyfish displays, which need continuous propagation or re-

acquisition to be sustainable within an institutional collection plan due to their short life spans.  Propagation 

and dissemination of animals has thus been a burden shared by many facilities.  The Aquatic Invertebrate 

TAG has been exploring the concept of creating a similar scheme to the Consortium model, namely in 

having dedicated breeding centers that would focus on a single species of jelly, allowing more member 

resources to be devoted to larger-scale production of that species instead of propagating 2,3,4, or more 

species simultaneously.  These Consortium members would serve as the primary resource for supplying 
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their species to other partners, and the burden of propagating additional species would be taken on by 

other members.  Under this model, jelly availability would be improved, and member knowledge and 

expertise with those focus species would be improved though larger-scale propagation.   

Corals 

Scleractinian corals (stony corals) are frequently propagated in aquaria and zoos through fragmentation of 

colonies to create numerous clones of the parent colony.  For this reason, they have always been an area 

of focus for the aquatic TAGs but never formalized into an SSP because of the difficulty of tracking colonies 

of animals with the exact same genetic makeup as their parent colonies.  There are many species of coral 

that have been in AZA collections for over 40 years that are genetically the same “individual” as the original 

animal, though they have been disseminated through dozens (and in some case over 100) facilities through 

asexual propagation.  Corals, unlike jellyfishes, also have greater conservation needs as all are listed on 

CITES Appendix II, and many species have ESA protections or similar designations in their countries of 

origin.  Similar to jellyfishes, the burden of propagating a species, or a cluster of species, could be taken 

on by a Consortium member with dissemination of fragmented colonies (“frags”) to other aquaria and zoos 

as needed.  Other facilities would provide different species or morphotypes, offering facilities a range of 

animals to choose from, all acquired from vetted, sustainable sources. 

 


