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Introduction 

SAFE: Saving Animals From Extinction is a high profile, potentially high-impact initiative with significant 
implications for animal welfare both in- and ex-situ. The Animal Welfare Committee (AWC) has created this list 
of considerations for SAFE Project Coordinators and their collaborators to consider and incorporate as 
appropriate, but the recommendations are widely applicable across many field conservation endeavors.  
 
AWC Definition of Animal Welfare:  Animal Welfare refers to an animal’s collective physical, mental, and 
emotional states over a period of time, and is measured on a continuum from good to poor.  

– Explanation: An animal typically experiences good welfare when healthy, comfortable, well-nourished, 
safe, able to develop and express species-typical relationships, behaviors, and cognitive abilities, and 
not suffering from unpleasant states such as pain, fear, or distress.  
 

Because physical, mental, and emotional states may be dependent on one another and can vary from 
day to day, it is important to consider these states in combination with one another over time to provide 
an assessment of an animal’s overall welfare status. 

 
Animal Welfare Measurement Ranges on a Continuum from Good to Poor  

• Welfare can change at any time based on environmental, health, or psychological factors from good to 
poor and/or reverse. 

• When animals depend on us, it is our responsibility to create a situation where they thrive - not just at 
the species level but at the individual level as well. 

 
The AZA Animal Welfare Committee serves as a Resource for SAFE Coordinators:  

• The AWC has created a list of Common Conservation Actions that have animal welfare considerations 
and a variety of best practice approaches that can be implemented to assure the best welfare possible 
in these instances.  

• The SAFE Project Coordinator should lead their project team in evaluating if any of these actions are 
included in their project’s original scope (goals and/or action items) or are added as the project evolves 
over its 3-year timeline.  

• If these actions are included in the project, the SAFE Project Coordinator should make certain that best 
welfare practices are incorporated into the project. 

• The Project Coordinator may consult with the AWC to gain further knowledge about the welfare 
considerations identified, add welfare considerations to the list, and seek additional advice on best 
practices for addressing those that fall within the scope of their project.  

• Requests for consultation can be communicated to the AWC Chair 
(https://www.aza.org/animal_welfare_committee) 

• The AWC will identify an appropriate number of reviewers that have expertise on the topic who will 
engage with the Project Coordinator and the project team to identify best practice approaches.   

• The AWC will serve as an animal welfare expertise resource to all SAFE Project Coordinators and the 
project teams. 

 

Common Conservation Actions with Animal Welfare Considerations 
Some conservation actions that may be repeated across SAFE projects will have important animal welfare 
implications, including research that might disrupt individual or groups of animals, conducting animal rescues or 
establishing assurance populations to safeguard particularly vulnerable species, or preparing for and 
implementing introductions, reintroductions, and/or trans- or re-locations. Some best practices and guiding 
questions are provided below to help Project Coordinators as they consider these actions. 
 
Furthermore, while many animal welfare considerations will be made up-front, an animal’s welfare will benefit 
from continued evaluation, assessment, and adaptive management. All Project Coordinators should develop an 
animal welfare-related evaluation plan up-front to assure ongoing review of progress and success and that 
identifies responsible parties and timelines. The project team may also want to consider whether the project 
would benefit from securing third-party input or evaluation of animal welfare. Data from these reviews and 
assessments should be used to assist the Project Coordinator and project team with decision-making in the 
event that adaptations to the SAFE Conservation Action Plan (CAP) are necessary. 
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Research Activity: Considerations and Best Practices  
Research has the potential to disrupt individual animals or groups and runs the risk of habituating animals to 
humans. Research also involves activities that may be invasive, such as capturing, restraining, and/or 
immobilizing the animal; measuring physiological factors; and tagging or marking animals. Project teams should 
consider the implications (biological, behavioral, and ethical) of their actions and develop appropriate 
emergency protocols. 

Individual Animal Disruption: Has every consideration been made for identifying research 
methodologies that minimizes any disruptions to the animal? For example, utilize identification methods 
such as unique marking rather than tagging, examine physiological markers of an animal’s status via urine 
or feces collection rather than blood collection, etc.? 

Group Animal Disruption: If individual animals are typically part of a social group, have protocols 
already been established for protecting the individuals as well as the group from undue stress or harm?  If 
individuals will be detained (for collaring, sampling, etc.) and released, have established protocols for the 
species (or similar species) been identified? If protocols are not established, have best practices been 
identified that will be incorporated into the project that assures that individuals will be capable of re-uniting 
with their companions and integrating back into the group?  

Interruption of Key Behaviors: If individuals are disturbed behaviorally, has the optimal timing 
(season, time of day/night, etc.) of activity/interruption been evaluated to minimize negative affects? Have 
effects of the duration of disturbance been evaluated? 

Habituation during Long-running Research: If habituation to humans/ researchers is a potential 
outcome of the project, will it be detrimental to the subject(s) or other members of their social group?  If so, 
how are you minimizing this? 

Animal Immobilization: If darting, immobilization, and recovery of an animal(s) is required for the 
project, have welfare-related protocols already been established for this species (or similar species) and will 
they be followed in all circumstances? If protocols are not established, have best practices been identified 
that will be incorporated into the project that assures the best welfare possible? 

Physical Exams & Invasive Procedures:  IACUC or equivalent review is expected in cases where 
animals in the project will need to be physically handled for examinations and/or invasive procedures. 
Planning should sufficiently demonstrate to the review committee how the project team will minimize stress 
and risk regarding how animals are captured, restrained and sampled.  

Tagging Protocols: In cases where individual animals need to be marked or tagged for identification or 
tracking for the project, are species-dependent, taxa-expert protocols developed and utilized? If not, has the 
method been evaluated for any impact on the animal’s physiology or behavior?  Will any piece of the 
equipment need to be retrieved or require the animals to be handled on multiple occasions? If so, how will 
impacts from this be minimized? 

Use of Live Animals to Attract Target Species: If the project requires the need to use live 
animals to attract target species to traps, how are the animals determined and are the ethical implications 
considered? If it is determined to be the only way to accomplish the necessary goal, how will stress be 
minimized? 

Emergency Protocols: Ensure there are ethical medical and euthanasia protocols established for in-
situ work in the event an animal is harmed in capture/restraint.  

Rescue and Assurance Populations: Considerations and Best Practices  
Animal welfare considerations should be assessed prior to rescuing injured wildlife or establishing assurance 
populations, and should consider an animal’s welfare in both the short- and long-term.   

Intervention Evaluation: When intervention is necessary, have all possible housing alternatives been 
evaluated? This includes evaluating “semi-captive” facilities within its natural range and habitat, such as in a 
protected area, rather than direct removal to an existing zoo/aquarium.  
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Facility Evaluation: If removal of individuals from the wild is necessary, housing facilities should be 
appropriately designed and maintained. Consideration should be given to the distinct requirements wild born 
individuals may have. The facility should be evaluated by qualified individuals.  

Husbandry Resources: Resources should be made available to assure care practices promote the 
best welfare of the animals.  AZA Animal Care Manuals are excellent resources and should be used when 
available for the species/taxa. Animal care personnel should receive adequate training.  

Monitoring System: A monitoring system should be in place to evaluate animal health, behavior and 
any stress from capture, quarantine, housing and husbandry practices. A plan should also be in place to 
evaluate staff training and performance. 

Behavior: Has the potential for conspecific aggression in natural mating systems been addressed? Have 
all potential breeding behavior needs been considered? Consider whether mate choice is an appropriate 
option as it can result in both improved reproduction and welfare. 

Population Size Management: Is there a process in place to determine the need for any culling of 
individuals in the ex-situ population? If there is a need for egg, young, or elderly culling, how will the 
decisions be made? A humane euthanasia protocol should be in place.   

Reintroduction and Relocation: Considerations and Best Practices  
Reintroduction and relocation activities are complex endeavors, impacting not only the target animal or group, 
but other wildlife around them. As a result, the animal welfare considerations will include larger numbers of 
animals, groups, and species. 

Individual Animals: The fitness of each individual, including age, physical and health parameters, and 
status in the social group needs to be measured and weighed to confirm that each animal is thriving and the 
group (if applicable) is suitable for reintroduction. 

Release Decisions: Several critical assertions and decisions must be made prior to any reintroduction or 
relocation of individuals. Have the original threats been mitigated? Is there a way to estimate individual 
survivability and how is any acceptable level of potential loss determined? Assessment and selection of 
release type should be made to maximize individual animal success (e.g. considerations for soft vs. hard 
release). Has the release site be determined to have suitable space and appropriate food resources? 

Release Preparations: Success of individuals, as well as of the project, can be improved by assuring 
that individual is free from transmittable disease that could impact wild populations in the release area. 
Personality testing may be utilized prior to release to determine optimal release sites and to assess 
individual stress reactivity. 

Social Factors: The release process should consider social factors that can impact individuals such as 
the potential level of conspecific competition that might occur, any impact on existing populations if 
individuals are being removed for translocations, or when new individuals are released in areas already 
inhabited by that species. Compatible social groupings, if species appropriate, should be released together 
to enhance the likelihood of individual and species success. 

Predation and Predators: The risk for predation on released animals needs to be evaluated.  
Mitigation measures should be considered, and should include the ethical and ecological impact of removing 
individuals/species from the area. If removal of potential predators is deemed necessary, humane methods 
should be used.  

Invasive Species: Methods to remove invasive species, if deemed necessary, should be humane and 
should also be environmentally friendly.  

Reintroduction Guidelines: The IUCN’s Reintroduction Specialist Group’s ‘Guidelines for 
Reintroductions’ should be consulted to determine whether all best-practices are being met for this effort 
including: 

• Conditioning appropriate responses – fear of humans, predators, activities (arboreal vs 
terrestrial), fitness.  An appropriate protocol should be in place and results evaluated.  

• Appropriateness of hands-off handling/care for potential reintroduction candidates 
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• Feeding live food items/prey 
• Availability of housing together prior to reintroduction 
• Evaluation of optimal groupings, bonded individuals 
• Prior acclimation to climate at release site (e.g. temperature, humidity, light /dark cycle, etc.) 

Monitoring: A system should be in pace to monitor individuals throughout and after the release process, 
including impacts from the stress of handling, transport, temporary housing, tracking, and tagging if 
applicable. Plans for mitigation, if needed, should be in place.  

Post-Release Interventions: The potential for retrieval of individuals that are not adapting 
successfully or that become diseased or injured should be considered. Protocols to determine the need for, 
and feasibility of, supplemental feedings as well as humane euthanasia should also be developed. 

 

Conclusion 
The responsibility for animal welfare rests squarely with those on whom the animals are dependent, whether ex-
situ in our facilities, or in-situ due to human actions, even when all the right intentions are present.  SAFE: 
Saving Animals From Extinction comes with an inherent accountability not just at the species level but at the 
individual level as well.  


