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Programs with Ambassador  Animals:
The Best of the Best

Welcome to the inaugural edition of the AZA Ambassador 
Animal Scientific Advisory Group newsletter! This 
newsletter will provide quarterly updates on the work 
of the AASAG. We hope that you will share it with staff 
at your institution who present, manage, or care for 
animal ambassadors to enhance communication about 
ambassador animals. We welcome your questions and 
suggestions.  Please visit the AASAG page on the AZA 
website for more information. 

 
Ambassador Animal SAG Mission

Develop cooperative relationships between the education, 
research, animal management, and animal welfare interests 
of the zoo and aquarium community around the topic of 
ambassador animals.

Initiative #1: Best Practices
Objective: Establish and disseminate best practices for the 
care and welfare of ambassador animals.

Initiative #2: Sustainable Collections
Objective: Facilitate collaboration with AZA Animal 
Programs (SSPs, TAGs & Studbooks) to enhance 
sustainability of populations for both breeding and 
educational program purposes. 

Initiative #3: Support Research
Objective: Support research around ambassador animal 
related topics, including welfare and the impact of 
ambassador animal messaging. Assist in communicating 
the results of this research within the AZA community.

Initiative #4: Program Animal Course
Objective: Provide support for AZA’s Principles of Program 
Animal Management Course by reviewing curriculum and 
assisting in program evaluation. 

For a complete copy of the AASAG Strategic Framework, 
visit the Resources Section of the Ambassador Animals 
group on the AZA Network. 

https://www.aza.org/aasag.aspx


Sustainable Collections
The AASAG is partnering with 
the Wildlife Conservation and 
Management Committee (WCMC) 
to facilitate a more collaborative 
relationship between SSP 
coordinators and ambassador 
animal managers.  Ambassador 
animals may represent a 
significant portion of a zoo’s or 
aquarium’s collection, yet these 
spaces are often overlooked 
by SSP Programs. Likewise, 
ambassador animal managers 
have not always been engaged 
in the population management 
efforts of SSPs and TAGs and may 
even act counter to SSP goals by 
introducing animals with unknown 
lineage into the population.

In order to maximize the space 
available to SSP populations 
and provide institutions with 
ambassador animals from 
within those AZA-managed 
populations, a growing number 
of SSP coordinators and 
ambassador animal managers are 
employing creative strategies to 
cooperatively meet both of their 
needs. 

At the AZA Annual meeting, 
AASAG and WCMC brought 
together seven program 
leaders in a presentation to 
share their experiences and 
challenges collaborating to 
meet sustainability goals of both 
SSPs and ambassador animal 
programs. They outlined a variety 
of approaches currently employed 
ranging from simple placements 
of over-represented animals 
into ambassador programs to 
more complex management 
systems with individual animals 
participating in both breeding 
programs and animal ambassador 
roles. 

Some key takeaways from the 
presentation were:

1. Increasing collaboration 
between SSP Coordinators and 
ambassador animal managers 
is a high AZA priority, strongly 
supported by both WCMC and 
AASAG.

2. When looking for ambassador 
animals, always contact the 
Program Leader first! Many 
SSP Coordinators are eager to 
work with educators to place 
animals in programs. Examples 
of programs currently engaged 
in this process include serval, 
fennec fox, African penguins, 
tamandua, prehensile-tailed 
porcupines, eagle owl, 
armadillos, tawny frogmouth, 
and prehensile-tailed skink.

3. Challenge your assumptions 
and be flexible! Be open to 
exploring new ways to integrate 
breeding animals into your 
ambassador animal programs. 
We’re learning this can be done 
with many species. 

4. Communication is key. Ask lots 
of questions and share your 
experiences – both successes 
and challenges.

Look for more on this initiative as 
we continue to move forward in 
building these partnerships. 

Karen Povey
Point Defiance Zoo & Aquarium 
AASAG Chair

AASAG Initiative Spotlight

 NEW Ambassador Animal 
Collection Planning Tool!
Is your proposed ambassador 
animal a good choice for your 
program? Use the Ambassador 
Animal Evaluation Tool in your 
collection planning to find out. 
Developed by the AASAG, this 
tool allows you to customize 
evaluation criteria for your 
institution to determine if that 
animal you’re considering is really 
the right one for the job.

AZA Annual Meeting Recap
The AASAG convened at the 
annual conference. Meeting 
highlights included:

• Initiative progress overview
• Discussion on ways to contribute 

to the work of the AASAG
• Julie Hartell-DeNardo’s 

report on her study of 
ambassador penguin behavior/
glucocorticoids

• Report on the Brookfield Zoo’s 
Ambassador Animal Welfare 
Workshop 

Notes from the meeting are 
posted on the Ambassador 
Animals group on the AZA 
Network.  
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https://www.aza.org/uploadedFiles/Animal_Care_and_Management/Animal_Programs/Scientific_Advisory_Groups/Ambassador%20Animal%20Evaluation%20Tool.pdf
https://www.aza.org/uploadedFiles/Animal_Care_and_Management/Animal_Programs/Scientific_Advisory_Groups/Ambassador%20Animal%20Evaluation%20Tool.pdf


Are you on the Network?
Contribute to the conversation! 
Join the Ambassador Animals 
group on the AZA Network 
for asking questions, providing 
answers, and accessing resources. 
It’s a great way that anyone can 
contribute to the work of the 

AASAG. 

The AASAG page on AZA’s website was recently expanded to include 
a lot more detail about the SAG’s work and ways to get involved. At  
www.aza.org/aasag.aspx  you will now find information about: 
• Mission and Function
• Structure and Membership
• Strategic Framework
• Get Involved:

o Join the AZA Network
o Connect with your Ambassador Animal institutional contacts 
o Contribute to the Ambassador Animal information and rating 

system (PARIS)
o Participate in professional development
o Attend AASAG MeetingsT
o Conduct Research

• Resources
o Intergrating Ambassador Animals into Species Survival Plan 

breeding programs

o Ambassador Animal evaluation tool

AASAG Webpage  Improvements
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https://www.aza.org/aasag.aspx


The Ambassador Animal group on the AZA Network is one resource for increasing communication within 
our AZA community. If you are just getting started working with ambassador animals, it is a great place to 
find resources and ask questions.  If you are already an experienced ambassador animal manager, the online 
space is available for sharing your expertise and inviting discussion around how ambassador animals can be 
integrated most effectively into education programs and research while maintaining a high level of animal 
welfare.  

Currently 317 members are listed in this group, with 144 topics initiated. Thank you to Lucy Barton of the 
Jackson Zoo (as of 2013)for submitting the first post two years ago. All group members are encouraged to 
join the discussions, answer questions based on personal experience, and share trusted resources.  

Most discussion topics fall into eight different categories, as listed below. Of course there were some 
postings that didn’t fit well into these categories as well as some questions that were introduced with no 
replies.

The topic that yielded the most responses was from Mark Myers at Woodland Park Zoo who is the Tawny 
Frogmouth SSP Coordinator. His request for animal interest prompted 26 responses. This is especially 
significant because part of the AASAG steering committees goals are to work with SSP’s to provide 
ambassador animals. A posting about animals that can be handled by volunteers prompted 14 responses and 
next in line with 13 responses was a question about hermit crabs.

Here is what the people are discussing on the AZA Network

Animal care / housing / cleaning / welfare 109 discussions and replies
General Ambassador Animal questions  97 discussions and replies
Animal availability     65 discussions and replies
Staff and volunteer policies   43 discussions and replies
General animal handling policies   37 discussions and replies
Hand wash and guest interaction   28 discussions and replies
Shows, presentations and programs  15 discussions and replies
Training, enrichment, reinforcement  13 discussions and replies

Thank you to all who read and/or participate in the discussions and we hope it has created a forum for 
discussion to advance the communication about ambassador animals. Start your own discussion thread on 
the AZA Network.  

Jim Nemet
Cleveland Metroparks Zoo
AASAG Steering Committee member  

 

Ambassador Animals group on the AZA Network
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Point Defiance Zoo & Aquarium Point Defiance Zoo & Aquarium

https://www.aza.org/AZANetwork.aspx
https://www.aza.org/AZANetwork.aspx

