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CMWA Application Materials 
 
The “Guide To Applying For Commercial Member With Animals” (CMWA) is booklet 1 
of a 3 booklet set of application materials for the CMWA category.  All three volumes are 
necessary for reference in considering and preparing an application.  The CMWA 
application materials set consists of: 
 
   Booklet 1: The Guide to Applying For Commercial Member With Animals 
 
   Booklet 2: The Application Questionnaire For Commercial Member With   
       Animals 
 
   Booklet 3: The Standards and Related Policies For Commercial Member With  
       Animals

AZA Mission Statement 
 
The Association of Zoos & Aquariums (AZA) helps its 
members and the animals in their care thrive by 
providing services advancing animal welfare, public 
engagement, and the conservation of wildlife. 
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POLICIES, RULES, AND GENERAL PROCEDURES 
FOR APPLYING 

 

 

KEY POINTS AND PRINCIPLES OF THIS APPLICATION PROCESS  
 

 1.  Applicants must submit to an inspection and must be judged as meeting or exceeding 

PREAMBLE TO THE STANDARDS 

For Commercial Member With Animals 
 
The science of zoology and animal management is continuously evolving, and the Association of Zoos & 
Aquariums (AZA) is leading the way with commonly accepted best practices and modern zoological 
practices and philosophies.  Professional standards are constantly being raised, ensuring that animals in 
AZA institutions and organizations are receiving the best possible care from highly qualified staff, in 
modern facilities that represent the best practice in our profession.  21st century AZA members in all 
categories are expected to be leaders in the field and to embrace the highest quality facilities, practices, 
and staff available.  All animals held by commercial members must be well cared for and maintained in 
enclosures that provide an appropriate and enriching environment for the animals, including both 
temporary and permanent collections.   
 
The phrase “modern zoological practices and philosophies” refers to practices and philosophies that are 
commonly accepted as the norm by the profession.  The word “practices” represents the tangible while 
“philosophies” refers to an overall perspective.   AZA Commercial Members With Animals must be 
incorporating modern zoological practices and philosophies as basic tenets of their overall business 
operation.   

 
All AZA commercial members with animals must follow all local, state, and federal laws and/or 
regulations.  Some AZA standards may be more stringent than existing laws and/or regulations and, in 
these cases, the AZA standards must be met. 
 

Primarily, AZA standards are performance standards (i.e., measuring the level of achievement considered 
acceptable to fulfill a performance characteristic, and choice in method for meeting the goal).  This differs 
from engineering standards, where exact and precisely measured steps are required to fulfill an 
engineering characteristic, with little or no variation in method for meeting the goal.   
 
*AZA standards support the premise of five opportunities.  These tenets propose that 
animals: (1) receive nutritionally complete diets that bring out the natural feeding 
response and behavior; (2) are afforded comfortable living experiences with choice and 
control to promote mentally and physically healthy behaviors; (3) experience good physical 
health; (4) are provided quality spaces to live in with appropriate social groupings that 
promote natural, species-appropriate and motivated behavior; and (5) develop natural 
coping skills and avoid chronic stress. 
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those AZA standards that are identified in booklet 3, the “Standards and Related 
Policies For Commercial Member With Animal”.    

 
2. Meeting the standards for CMWA as identified in booklet 3, the “Standards and 

Related Policies For Commercial Member With Animals” does not qualify an 
organization for accreditation, certification, or any other credential.  Meeting the 
standards identified for CMWA is part of the process necessary to qualify for 
membership in the Association of Zoos & Aquariums (AZA) as a Commercial Member 
With Animals. 

 
3.  Applicants are judged on what exists at the time of the inspection and review—not on 

future plans. 
 
 4. The application process provides a format for the applicant to undertake a rigorous 

self-examination. 
 
 5. To maintain CMWA membership, AZA annual dues must be paid and, once every five 

years, a new application must be submitted, an inspection conducted, and a vote of 
approval obtained from the Subcommittee on Commercial Member With Animals.   The 
application and review process is the same for all applicants, regardless of whether a 
company holds CMWA membership at the time of application, or is applying for the 
first time. 

 
6. A CMWA member may be reviewed or inspected at any time within the five-year period 

of membership, at AZA’s discretion (see Interim and Follow-up Inspections, page 21 of 
this booklet). 

 
7. Membership may be terminated by AZA at any time within the five-year period if it is 

determined that a CMWA member is not maintaining the standards for CMWA as 
identified in booklet 3, the “Standards and Related Policies For Commercial Member 
With Animals”, or for nonpayment of AZA annual dues. 

 
8. An AZA CMWA Member is expected to continuously advance its professional operation, 

upgrade its facilities, stay abreast of constantly rising standards in all areas, and 
incorporate modern zoological practices and philosophies as basic tenets.   

 
9. AZA standards are primarily performance standards (i.e., measuring the level of 

achievement considered acceptable to fulfill a performance characteristic, and choice in 
method for meeting the goal). 

 
       10. If in question, AZA and its agents shall determine whether an applicant meets the  

  definition of Commercial Member With Animals or may apply in another category if  
  applicable. 

 
BASIC DEFINITION 
 
To apply for AZA membership as a Commercial Member With Animals, companies 
must: (1) operate based on philosophies and practices considered by AZA as being modern best 
practices of the profession, (2) meet or exceed all AZA standards identified as necessary for 
Commercial Member With Animals and adhere to all AZA policies (see booklet 3 of these 
application materials, the “Standards and Related Policies For Commercial Member With 
Animals”), and (3) meet all aspects of the definition of a Commercial Member With Animals.  
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A Commercial Member With Animals is defined as: a commercial entity that owns, 
holds, or transports animals, and regularly supplies or services zoological parks, aquariums, 
wildlife parks, oceanariums, and other related facilities or associated individuals.  A Commercial 
Member With Animals shall undergo and pass an inspection and review every five years, and 
must meet AZA standards for the Commercial Member With Animals category in accordance 
with procedures and requirements established by the Board of Directors.  Commercial Members 
With Animals shall not have the right to vote or hold elective office. 
 
 Owns, holds, or transports animals:  the intent of the phrase “owns, holds, or 
 transports animals” in the above definition of Commercial Member With Animals is that an 
 applicant owns and/or holds animals for an extended period and, in addition to that, may 
 also be responsible for the transportation of those animals.  A company holding animals 
 only for brief periods for the sole purpose of transporting those animals does not meet the 
 intent of the definition. 
 
 Regularly: provides services or supplies at fixed intervals and/or periodically. 
 
 
OTHER DEFINITIONS 
 
AESTHETIC: Pertaining to the beautiful. 
 
ANIMAL WELFARE/WELLNESS: An animal’s collective physical and mental states over a 
period of time, and measured on a continuum from good to poor. 

 
ANIMALS: For the purposes of AZA’s membership process for the category of Commercial 
Member With Animals, the use of the term “animals” (for example, as in “the member’s 
animals”), shall mean those animals—both temporary and permanent—belonging to the 
applicant, on loan to the applicant, in transition via the applicant, or residing—both 
permanently and temporarily—on the premises of the applicant, unless otherwise noted. 
 

AQUARIUM: Usually at least one public building which contains aquatic animals.  However, the 
animals are usually split into numerous exhibits. 
 
COMPANY: The use of the term “company” shall refer to the commercial operation applying for 
membership. 
 
CONSERVATION: Conservation is understood to be active stewardship of the natural 
environment, including wildlife, plants, energy and other natural resources. 
 
ENGINEERING STANDARDS:  Standards that require exact and precisely measured steps to 
fulfill an engineering characteristic, with little or no variation in method for meeting the goal.   
 
ENRICHMENT:  A process to ensure that the behavioral and physical needs of an animal are 
being met by providing opportunities for species-appropriate behaviors and choices. 

 
GOVERNING AUTHORITY:  The individual or agency with authority for governing the 
operations of the commercial entity: such may include an individual, board, private corporation, 
foundation, or other similar entities.   
 
INSTITUTION: The use of the term “institution” in all related policies attached to these 
standards shall refer to the “company”, i.e., the commercial operation applying for membership.  
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INTERNATIONAL COMPANIES:  Companies located outside the United States may apply for 
membership as a Commercial Member With Animals under the same rules as those located 
within the United States.  In some rare cases, processing of applications for international 
companies may require a significantly longer period to complete because of increases in the time 
requirement for coordination and travel.  In addition, the amount of the inspection team deposit 
may be higher due to increased travel costs associated with inspecting companies located 
outside of the United States (see Fees, pages 9 – 10 of this booklet). AZA will make every effort 
to assign an individual who is fluent in the applicant’s native language to the inspection team for 
all international companies, but the questionnaire and all materials submitted must be in 
English (see Translation of Documents, page 11).   
 
MODERN ZOOLOGICAL PRACTICES AND PHILOSOPHIES: Practices and philosophies that 
are commonly accepted as normal best practice by the profession.  The word “practices” 
represents the tangible while “philosophies” refers to an overall perspective.    
 
NEW APPLICANTS:  “New” applicants are those companies applying for Commercial Member 
with Animals for the first time, or any company that is not currently a CMWA member, 
regardless of whether it has been a member in the past.  (See Applying For The First Time, 
pages 10-11). 
 
OCEANARIUM: Usually aquatic animals housed in several public buildings contained in a park 
setting.  The exhibit scale is very large with other attractions/services scattered among the 
exhibits. 
 
PERFORMANCE STANDARDS: Standards that measure the level of achievement considered 
acceptable to fulfill a performance characteristic, and choice in method for meeting the goal.   
 
PRINCIPAL:  The person with the authority and responsibility for the operation of the 
applicant.  Other titles may include owner, president, chief executive officer, Director/CEO, 
superintendent, supervisor, manager, or other similar titles. 

 
PROFESSIONAL STAFF: A paid full-time employee who commands an appropriate body of 
special knowledge and has the professional training, experience and ability to reach company 
management decisions consonant with the experience of peers, and who has access to and 
knowledge of the literature of the field.   
 
WELFARE: (See “animal welfare/wellness” above).  
 
WILDLIFE: Non-domesticated animal life. 
 
WILDLIFE PARK: Animals maintained in a public park setting, usually in very large exhibits 
that include animals which are free-ranging within the exhibit. 
 
ZOOLOGICAL PARK: A collection of animals which are housed in many public exhibits, both 
indoors and outdoors. 
 
NOTE:  AZA, and its agents, shall determine if an applicant or current CMWA member is 
meeting CMWA-required standards, and incorporating modern zoological practices and 
philosophies in maintaining its animals.   
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SUMMARY OF THE APPLICATION PROCESS 
 
After obtaining and thoroughly reviewing all three booklets of the required application 
materials, the application process begins with the submission of a completed application 
questionnaire (booklet 2 of the application materials, the “Application Questionnaire For 
Commercial Member With Animals”).  The completed application questionnaire must be 
accompanied by [1] two letters of reference from AZA-accredited institutions or AZA-certified 
Related Facilities, [2] a check for the processing fee and for the inspection team deposit, and [3] 
a variety of supporting materials identified in the application questionnaire.  The application is 
submitted in electronic format on CD or flash drive, and in triplicate.  An additional copy should 
be maintained indefinitely on site for future reference.  An on-site inspection will occur 
approximately one to three months after submission of the application.  At the end of the 
inspection, if the inspection team concludes that the applicant does not meet all of the CMWA-
required standards, the applicant will receive a list of concerns from the team that must be 
addressed to be considered in compliance with CMWA-required standards, and to continue in 
the application process.  The applicant should address all issues identified on the list of 
concerns, and then must submit a written report to AZA documenting how each concern was 
addressed.  Once that has occurred, the application will be discussed and a determination made 
regarding approval.   
 
A detailed explanation of this process appears in the pages that follow. 

 
 

BASIC INFORMATION 
 
AZA Annual Dues:  Maintaining membership in AZA requires payment of annual dues for 
Commercial Members With Animals ($1,500.00 for 2018).  Dues are paid on a calendar year and are 
prorated accordingly for newly approved members.   
 
Commercial Members With Animals are expected to keep track of their own 
reprocess dates.  Members will be reminded one year in advance of reprocessing dates, but 
should not rely on this reminder as a method of tracking and preparing for reprocessing.   
 
Confidentiality.  Information submitted to AZA by applicants as part of their application for 
Commercial Member With Animals is held in strict confidence, and is made available to the 

following individuals only:  AZA Membership Committee and its agents, AZA Accreditation 

Commission and its agents, Inspectors assigned, AZA membership and/or accreditation staff.  
The AZA Board of Directors also has access, but typically does not view the materials.  This 
procedural guarantee of confidentiality allows AZA access to restricted materials, and creates a 
safe platform for communication between appropriate bodies at AZA and the inspection team 
with: the organization, the staff, and the public.   
 
Enforcement of Standards. Companies holding CMWA membership from AZA must 
maintain all CMWA-required standards, and support AZA practices and philosophies during the 
period that accreditation is held.  If AZA has evidence that this is not taking place, it will work 
with the company to see that standards are met, or will take whatever action is appropriate to 
ensure the integrity of its process.   
 
Fees For Applying:  A processing fee and an inspection team deposit are both due with the 
application, once every five years.  Processing Fee: The processing fee is $1,000.00, and is non-
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refundable.  The processing fee helps defray a portion of the costs involved in processing the 
application.    Inspection Team Deposit:  Applicants are responsible for all costs associated with 
the inspection.  A deposit of $500.00 towards inspection expenses must be submitted.  The deposit 
for international applicants located in countries other than Canada and Mexico is $1,500.00.  
Payment must be in U.S. dollars.  If inspection expenses exceed the deposit, the applicant will be 
invoiced for the balance; if less, a refund will be issued.  
 
Impartiality.  Any thorough and accurate evaluation of any operation, no matter which field, 
must involve experts actually and currently employed within that field in order to assure that the 
extensive and explicit level of knowledge required for a rigorous examination is in place.  At the 
same time, these professional experts must be strictly impartial in their judgments so as to 
assure and protect the integrity of the process.  AZA takes great care to make certain that its 
Commercial Member with Animals application process and professional experts act fairly and 
without bias, including requiring all inspectors and members of the Subcommittee on 
Commercial Member With Animals to sign oaths of impartiality.   
 
Resource Center. The Accreditation Resource Center (available on the AZA website at 
www.aza.org/accred-resource-center) is intended to serve as a tool in helping current animal 
holding members of AZA (as well as new applicant companies) to develop protocols, programs, 
and policies at their own companies that, at minimum, are in line with AZA expectations.  The 
Resource Center contains numerous examples of documents and policies that are required for 
Commercial Member With Animals membership as well as guidelines and information that may 
be useful in developing and/or revising company programs and policies. 
 

                                                                                                               
APPLYING FOR THE FIRST-TIME 
 
It is advisable for first-time applicants to be familiar with fundamental AZA philosophies before 
applying for membership.  In addition, first-time applicants are encouraged to consider input 
from AZA-affiliated professionals regarding assessing their company’s compliance with the 
standards required for CMWA membership (booklet 3 of the application materials, the 
“Standards and Related Policies For Commercial Member With Animals”) prior to submitting 
an application.      
 
Some helpful things to remember, for first-time applicants: 
 

Encourage at least one staff member to become an individual member of AZA in order to gain 
access to important member benefits such as the Resource Center (See Resource Center, page 
10). 

Obtain an assessment from AZA-affiliated professionals regarding compliance with required 
standards in advance of submitting an application. 

Read the application materials thoroughly.  

Make sure that the annual edition of the materials you use to make application matches the 
year in which you submit your application. 

Thoroughly familiarize yourself with fundamental AZA philosophies, policies, and best 
practices, with added focus given those pertaining to animal management, veterinary care, and 
safety. 

While future plans are important and are considered in the overall picture, the evaluation will 
be focused on what exists at the time of the inspection and final review—not on future plans. 

Make sure to address all items on the List of Concerns received at the end of the inspection 
before proceeding in the application process.   

If membership is denied, it should not be viewed as failure.  In preparing for the process many 

http://www.aza.org/accred-resource-center
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improvements have been achieved, and your company should continue on that path, though the 
goal has not yet been reached.  Use the process as a map for moving forward.  Keep working on 
the List of Concerns.  AZA wants your company to succeed and will help as much as possible, 
but continuing the positive forward momentum towards meeting all standards is up to you.   

Remember, all applicants that are approved for CMWA membership are expected to meet 
and/or exceed CMWA-required standards every day throughout the five-year period of 
approved AZA membership.  While AZA inspections take place every five years, colleagues with 
whom your company does business (formally or informally) do notify us if problems are 
perceived.  If deemed appropriate, AZA may conduct an interim inspection.  Membership can be 
rescinded at any time if AZA concludes that required standards are not being consistently met 
and maintained. 
 

  

ASSEMBLING THE APPLICATION PACKAGE 
 
Please contact the AZA staff if unclear about any of these instructions. 
 
Improperly Assembled Applications:  Please read these instructions and follow them 
carefully.  Improperly assembled or incomplete applications will be returned to the applicant.   
Missing attachments, or unanswered or missed questions, will delay processing of the 
application.   
 
Preparing The Application On Flash Drive.  All applications must be submitted in 
electronic format on a USB flash drive in accordance with instructions contained in this section 
of the booklet.  
 
Three sets of the completed application must be submitted.  It is recommended that an additional 
copy of the completed flash drive be maintained by the applicant for reference in coming years.   
 
Assembly.  When finished, each applicant should submit three copies of the flash drive in 
report covers or folders labeled with the applicant’s name.  Each report cover should contain the 
following:  (1) hardcopies of two letters of recommendation from AZA-accredited institutions or 
AZA-certified related facilities [new applicants only]; (2) a paper or plastic sleeve into which is 
placed the flash drive; (3) a printed hardcopy of the completed and signed application 
questionnaire without attachments; and (4) samples of a few sales brochures, advertisements, 
etc. (if unavailable electronically). 
 
In addition to including a hardcopy of the application questionnaire inside the report covers or 
folders as described above, the application questionnaire must also be contained in electronic 
form on the flash drive, and must be linked to attachments in accordance with instructions 
below.  [NOTE: if you are unable to link the questionnaire to attachments after following the 
instructions below, please contact AZA staff.] 
 
Translation of Documents.  The application and all required attachments must be 
submitted in English.  Animal records and extremely lengthy documents do not need to be 
translated to English for the purpose of the application questionnaire, but they must be included 
in the application nonetheless where requested.  An interpreter must be provided on-site for the 
AZA inspection team to answer questions and to translate portions of documents (including 
animal records) for the team as requested during the inspection. 
 
Naming Files.  All required attachments must be included.  Materials must be provided 
electronically, and linked to the application questionnaire.  Files should be named according to 
the question to which they pertain, for example, the electronic file of an applicant’s animal 
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inventory might be named “AC-3 Animal Inventory”.   Other examples include “VC-19. 
Quarantine Description”, “C-6 Conservation Initiatives”, and “EI-5 Education Plan”.    
 
Acceptable Formats.  Acceptable formats for submittals on flash drive are Microsoft Word, 
Microsoft Excel, Adobe Acrobat (PDF)*, Power Point, and JPEG.    If you desire to use a format 
not listed here, please check with AZA first to be certain it is acceptable.      
 
Instructions For Creating Hyperlinks Within Your Application Questionnaire 
Using Windows Explorer.  [NOTE: if you are unable to link the questionnaire to 
attachments after following these instructions, please contact AZA staff.]  The flash drive must 
contain the application in its entirety (including the application questionnaire and all 
attachments).  Applicants must link each electronic attachment to the “See flash drive” box 
appearing on the application questionnaire itself.  Instructions for doing so follow.    
 
[NOTE: It is recommended that the questionnaire be filled out in its entirety before adding the 
hyperlinks.  The check boxes within the questionnaire can only be filled out when the document 
is protected/locked, whereas hyperlinks can only be added when the document is 
unprotected/unlocked (see step 3 below for instructions to do so).  Therefore it is easiest to fill 
in all check boxes and then go back and create all hyperlinks.] 

 
1. Create a folder on your computer that contains the completed application questionnaire and 

all attachments (named according to the question to which they pertain; see “Naming Files” 
above).   

2. Open the completed application questionnaire. 
3. Unprotect/unlock the document using the word: Tornado (case sensitive) 

a. Microsoft Word 2003: Click on the Tools tab at the top of the page.  Scroll down to 
“Unprotect Document.”  Enter password.  Click OK.  Document is now unlocked and 
hyperlinks can be added. 

b. Microsoft Word 2007 or later: Click on the Review tab at the top of the page.  Click 
on Restrict Editing.  Click Stop Protection, located at the bottom of the shaded 
box.  Enter password.  Click OK.  Document is now unlocked and hyperlinks can be 
added.   

4. When you come to the first question in which you need to create a hyperlink (for example GI-
4), highlight the words See flash drive at the appropriate question, then right click and 
choose Hyperlink.   

5. Choose the attachment that corresponds to the question. 
a. Microsoft Word 2003: Choose File on the right hand side of the dialogue box.  A 

second box should open that shows the files available on your computer.  Double click 
on the file that you would like to link. 

b. Microsoft Word 2007 or later: Use the Look In box to find the file that you would 
like to link.  Once found, highlight the file and click OK. 

6. Once linked the item should be underlined and in a different color.  Click on the link to be 
sure it works.  You may need to hold down the Control button on your keyboard as you click 
the link. 

7. You can also link an entire folder that contains several individual documents needed to 
answer a single question.  For example, S-2 under the Staff section asks for a resume for 
each member of your company’s animal care staff.  Perhaps you have one folder titled Staff 
Resumes and within that folder you have separate documents for each individual.  In this 
situation, rather than selecting a single file to link, highlight the entire folder and click OK.  

8. Once all hyperlinks have been inserted you should again protect/lock the document.  Use the 
same instructions as you did to unprotect/unlock the document, except now click “Yes, Start 
Enforcing Protection.”  You will be asked to create a password.  Please use the same case 
sensitive password (Tornado).   

9. Once you have reviewed the entire application questionnaire, linked all the necessary 
documentation, and checked that the links open, be sure to save the document.  You can then 
close the document.   
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10. Now it is time to copy and paste the entire application folder (including questionnaire and all 
attachments) to a flash drive.  We recommend trying out the uploaded flash drive on a 
different computer from the one you tested it on to be sure that all of the links still open, 
before proceeding with making the remaining two copies.   

11. See “Assembly” (page 11) for final compilation of application binders.   

 
Photos.  Please include on the flash drive with your application at least 10 photos that best 
depict your company on a typical day of operation, and at least 3 photos that depict your 
institution in winter or cold-weather, if applicable.   
 
Shipping.  Upon completion, three copies of the fully assembled application should be sent to 
AZA, addressed as follows:  Commercial Member With Animals, AZA, 8403 Colesville Road, 
Suite 710, Silver Spring, Maryland 20910.   
 

 
APPLICATION PROCESSING [listed in order of occurrence] 
 
 
AT A GLANCE 
 
 ● Application Is Received By AZA.  Upon receipt of the CMWA application, AZA staff 
will conduct an initial review to make certain all required elements are present.  The applicant 
will be contacted if items are missing.  
 
 ● Inspection Team Is Assigned.  AZA will select two individuals to serve as inspectors, 
and will notify the applicant when an inspection team is complete.  [NOTE: for more 
information on how inspectors are selected see Criteria For Selection Of The Inspection Team, 
pages 17-18 of this booklet.] 
 
 ● The Inspection Is Scheduled.  Upon confirmation of the team, the inspection will be 
scheduled by the Chair of the inspection team in consultation with the applicant’s Principal or 
designee. Once dates are selected, the applicant should provide the team with information for 
accommodations at a nearby hotel.  Team members may then contact the hotel directly to make 
reservations, or the applicant may choose to make these arrangements for the team.  That 
decision is left to the preference of the applicant, and the Principal or designee should inform 
the team as to the applicant’s preference at the time the dates are finalized. 
 
 ● Application and Materials are Reviewed.  AZA staff will distribute the applicant’s 
materials to the inspection team, and a thorough study of the application will begin as part of 
the overall evaluation of the institution. 
 
 ● The Inspection Occurs.  The inspection team visits the applicant’s facilities. 
 
 ● The List of Concerns is Generated.  At the conclusion of the inspection the 
inspection team generates the List of Concerns and delivers it to the applicant’s Principal during 
the exit interview at the conclusion of the inspection. 
 
 ● The Applicant Begins Addressing the List.  The applicant should begin addressing 
the List of Concerns as soon as it is delivered. 
 
 ● The Inspection Report Is Submitted By Inspectors.  As soon as the inspection 
team finishes its inspection and delivers its List of Concerns to the applicant, it submits its 
completed inspection questionnaire to AZA staff (the applicant will receive a copy at the 
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conclusion of the application process). 
 
 ● The Applicant’s Compliance Report Is Submitted.  The applicant must address 
all items on the List of Concerns and, when that is achieved, submit a written report 
documenting completion of the items on the list.   
 
 ● AZA Conducts Its Review and Final Evaluation.  Upon receipt of the applicant’s 
written compliance report, AZA will deliver the inspection report and the applicant’s compliance 
report to the Subcommittee on Commercial Member With Animals for consideration and vote.  
The subcommittee has up to one month to consider the application and take action.  AZA will 
notify the applicant as soon as a decision is made.  A copy of the inspection report will be 
provided to the applicant at that time. 
 
 
THE INSPECTION  
 
Overview: During the inspection, the inspection team is acting on behalf of AZA.  Inspectors 
will tour the grounds and facilities, and may return to areas of particular interest thereafter.  
During this time they will interview staff members, view records, and make note of positive and 
negative impressions.  During the site visit, the team will also meet with members of the 
governing authority and key personnel, as applicable.  The full cooperation of the applicant’s 
staff will greatly assist the process.  Inspections are generally conducted in one to two days. 
 
NOTE, applicants currently or previously holding CMWA membership:  it is important to 
understand that any concerns identified in past AZA inspections that remain present will be 
considered particularly serious and indicative of potential issues such as lack of progress, 
slippage, failure to maintain standards, and/or lack of commitment and/or funding to address 
concerns.  The outcome of the case may be affected. 
 
NOTE, all applicants:  should the inspection team have a concern regarding the comfort or 
welfare of any animal at the company, it will be considered a  priority issue by AZA. 
 
Advance Notice: Ask the inspection team chair to communicate any concerns noted during 
the inspection that could potentially be addressed while the team is still on grounds.  Address 
those concerns if possible, and present documentation at the exit interview.   
 
Gifts.  Members of the inspection team may not accept any gifts or privileges offered by the 
applicant. 
 
Inspectors’ Expenses.  The applicant bears the expenses of the inspection team.  Every effort 
will be made to hold expenses to a reasonable minimum.  AZA reimburses the inspectors 
directly and, as soon as all inspectors have submitted expense reports, the applicant will either 
be invoiced by AZA for the total amount due, or refunded the unused balance from the $500.00 
deposit.   Reimbursable expenses are food, lodging, transportation, parking, postage, and any 
reasonable business expense directly associated with the inspection.   
 
Inspector Accommodations.  If the applicant company wishes to make lodging reservations 
on behalf of the inspectors, accommodations must be at a local hotel or motel that, at minimum, 
has dining facilities and a lobby, is in a safe area, and is comfortable and clean.  If an inspection 
team arrives and deems this is not the case, the applicant company must move the team to 
better facilities. 
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Interviews.   An opportunity for the inspection team to interview staff in confidence, without 
supervisors or management present, must be provided.   The inspection team will also 
interview members of the applicant’s governing authority, if applicable, at some point during the 
visit. 
 
Private Work Area.  A dedicated workspace should be made available to the inspection team 
while it is on site.  The inspection team members need ample time and space to discuss, in 
private, various aspects of the applicant’s operation, review reports, and to compile the final List 
of Concerns prior to the exit interview with the applicant’s Principal. 
 
Records.  All records of the applicant must be readily available and staff members must be on 
hand to answer any questions posed by the inspectors. 
 
Social Events.  While it is helpful for the applicant to arrange for a luncheon or dinner so that 
the inspection team can meet staff members and members of the governing authority (if 
applicable), the inspection team should not be expected to participate in social functions beyond 
those required for the orderly discharge of its duties and responsibilities.  
 
Inspection Team’s Report. The inspection team is required to complete an inspection 
questionnaire based on its observations during the site visit.  That report, as well as the List of 
Concerns presented during the exit interview, is submitted to AZA and is considered by the 
Subcommittee on Commercial Member With Animals as part of its review prior to taking action 
on the application.   The report provides insight regarding the inspection team’s impression of 
the facility, its operations, and the care provided the animals.  Applicants shall receive a copy of 
the inspection questionnaire at the conclusion of the application process at such time as a 
decision is made. 

 
Exit Interview.  The inspection shall conclude in an exit interview with the applicant’s 
Principal. The Principal may have staff present at the exit interview.   During the exit interview, 
the inspection team will discuss the general impressions (positive and negative) formed by the 
team during the inspection.   The applicant’s strong points will be discussed along with the list of 
major and lesser concerns that must be addressed for the applicant to be considered in 
compliance with CMWA-required standards. 
 
List of Concerns.  During the exit interview, the inspection team shall provide the applicant’s 
Principal with a written list of any items found to be of concern (this list shall also be provided to 
AZA as part of the inspection report).  The list will include both major concerns and lesser 
concerns, and those repeating from previous inspections (if any).  [NOTE: It is important to 

understand that AZA will consider as major issues any identified concerns that were noted in 
past inspections.] Also, any concerns directly related to animal welfare will be noted as such and 
require priority response. The applicant must address all items on the List of Concerns and, 
when that is achieved, submit a written compliance report documenting completion of the items 
on the list (see Applicant’s Compliance Report below for details).     
 
NOTE: The inspection team is an arm of AZA, and of the CMWA application process.  However, 
AZA is the final authority.  AZA may have additional concerns that do not appear on the List of 
Concerns created by the inspection team.  If so, AZA may require additional action of the 
applicant prior to the final review and consideration of the application. 
 
Appealing A Concern.  If a company disagrees with any of the items cited by inspectors on 
the List of Concerns, the Principal should discuss this with the inspection team during the 
inspection and/or exit interview. If the matter is resolved at that time to the satisfaction of the 
inspection team the concern may be modified or removed altogether. 
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If the matter cannot be resolved at that time, or if the Principal decides later to question an item 
on the List of Concerns, the Principal should address the issue in the applicant’s Compliance 
Report (see “Applicant’s Compliance Report” below) as follows:  under the item in question, the 
Principal should explain in detail why the item is being questioned and how the company is 
meeting the standard at issue, being sure to include documentation. AZA will thoroughly review 
the applicant’s compliance report, and will make a decision as to whether the item may be 
removed from the List of Concerns or must remain a concern to be addressed by the company.  
AZA will make the final determination. 
 
Applicant’s Compliance Report.   Upon receipt, the applicant should begin immediately 
addressing the List of Concerns.  Once all concerns have been addressed, the applicant must 
submit a written compliance report to AZA. The report must be submitted electronically, and 
must list each concern, followed by a description of how that concern has been addressed, 
including documentation (before/after photos, copies of contracts, agreements, policies, etc.).  
The response should be submitted by e-mail in electronic format, including all attachments and 
photographs, and followed-up thereafter with a signed hardcopy sent by regular mail.     
 
Final Decision of the Subcommittee on Commercial Member With Animals.  Upon 
receipt of the applicant’s compliance report, AZA staff will submit the completed application 
package to the Subcommittee on Commercial Member With Animals for consideration and vote. 
The subcommittee’s decision will be based on what exists at the time of the inspection—not on 
future plans.  In reaching its decision, the subcommittee considers the following: 
 

• The documents, records, policies, and practices of the applicant, as submitted with the 
application 

• The previous inspection report (if one exists)  
• The 1-2 day on-site inspection 
• The current inspection report  
• Comments from colleagues and outside sources (if any) 
• The number and nature of concerns 
• The applicant’s response in addressing the identified concerns 
• The state of the applicant’s facilities, its management, and its overall operations at 

present 
 
The subcommittee may take one of the following two actions:   
 
A. Approve the Application: The subcommittee will approve the application if it is 

reasonably satisfied that the applicant meets the requirements of a Commercial Member 
With Animals.  The subcommittee may, however, set requirements for additional action 
it wishes the applicant to take, and revisit the decision as often as necessary to assure 
itself that the applicant continues to meet all conditions and requirements of CMWA 
membership during the five-year approval period. 

 
B. Deny the Application:  The subcommittee will deny an application when it judges that 

the applicant does not meet the requirements for CMWA membership and, in its 
opinion, would require in excess of one year to successfully do so.  The earliest time that 
denied applicants may reapply is one year after the date of denial (assuming all 
identified concerns have been sufficiently addressed).  Submission of a new application 
and materials shall be necessary. 

 
Approved Applications.   If the application is approved for CMWA membership, the 
applicant will be contacted by AZA membership staff with final processing instructions.  New 
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applicants will additionally receive a pro-rated invoice for AZA annual dues and a welcome 
package containing useful membership information, and access to the AZA Commercial Member 
logo for use on letterhead and in publications, in addition to other membership items.  
 
Denied Applications.  If the application is denied, the applicant will be notified by AZA 
membership staff.  A written letter will be sent to the applicant thereafter, outlining the reasons 
for the denial. 
 
Appeals.  If membership is denied, a request for appeal of the Subcommittee on Commercial 
Member With Animal’s decision may be made in writing to the AZA Standards Subcommittee 
within thirty (30) days of the date of the written notification of denial.  The AZA Standards 
Subcommittee must decide in forty-five (45) days whether to grant an appeal hearing.  If the 
AZA Standards Subcommittee grants an appeal hearing, it will be conducted by the AZA 
Accreditation Commission at its next regularly scheduled meeting.  The determination of the 
Accreditation Commission is final.  Applicants whose appeals are denied may reapply one year 
after the date of the original application denial (assuming all identified concerns have been 
sufficiently addressed).   Submission of a new application and materials will be necessary.   
Appeals should be mailed to: AZA Standards Subcommittee, Appeals Process, AZA, 8403 
Colesville Road, Suite 710, Silver Spring, Maryland 20910.  Note: In cases involving a current 
CMWA member, denial results in loss of AZA membership.   

                                                                                
 

WHEN IT’S TIME TO PROCESS AGAIN     
 
The application process for CMWA membership is for five years, and must be repeated at the 
end of that period for CMWA membership to continue.    CMWA members must successfully 
complete the entire process again before the end of that period to avoid a lapse in AZA 
membership (see Long Term Expectations immediately following).  Commercial Members 
With Animals are expected to keep track of their own processing dates.   CMWA 
members will be reminded one year in advance of reprocessing dates, but should not rely on this 
reminder as a method of tracking and preparing for reprocessing.     
 

 
LONG TERM EXPECTATIONS 
 
All CMWA members must reprocess at least once every five years, and are subject to—at the 
time enacted—any new or higher standards, policies, guidelines, or resolutions adopted by the 
Association of Zoos & Aquariums.  Even though a CMWA member may have been approved 
previously, there is no guarantee that membership will be approved after subsequent 
inspections.  Standards are subject to continuous review and enhancement.  Once approved as a 
CMWA member, each applicant is expected to continuously advance its professional operation 
and constantly maintain, or surpass, all professional CMWA-required standards.   
 
 
 

CRITERIA FOR SELECTION OF THE INSPECTION TEAM 
 
Based on the nature of the applicant’s business, AZA will assign a two-person inspection team 
containing a veterinarian and an individual considered appropriately qualified in animal 
management and husbandry.  An applicant may not select the members of its inspection team.  
Once the team is selected and confirmed, the team Chair will consult with the applicant’s 
Principal to determine the dates of the inspection. 
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[NOTE: exceptions to criteria listed below may be made occasionally on an individual basis by 
AZA, unless otherwise indicated.] 
 
Basic Criteria For Service As An Inspector 

Individual membership in AZA (Professional Fellow or Professional Affiliate members preferred) 

Current employment at an AZA-accredited institution or AZA-certified related facility 

Minimum of 5 years of high level experience at an AZA-accredited institution or AZA-certified 
related facility 

Support of current supervisor 

Ability to maintain complete impartiality  

Ability to maintain confidentiality  

Good written and oral communication skills 

Must have relevant professional experience (previous and/or current position) and expertise 
sufficient to fulfill responsibilities in one of the roles on the inspection team (Animal 
Management, Veterinary) 

 
Criteria for Service As Team Chair  

Basic criteria for service as an inspector (see above) 

Participation as member of an inspection team on at least two prior occasions 

Strong leadership, organizational, and interpersonal skills 

Ability to write and organize reports 

Willingness to organize visit, and facilitate discussion between team and the applicant’s staff  

Ability to meet required deadlines and follow instructions for compiling the final report to AZA 
 
Criteria For Retired Fellows’ Service As An Inspector  

Basic criteria for service as an inspector [except for employment status] (see above) 

Be retired, or in transition, from an AZA-accredited institution 

Must be approved by AZA prior to service  

Must attend AZA annual conferences 

Must remain current with AZA policies and practices 

Must thoroughly review the inspector’s handbook and the accreditation standards annually 

Must stay abreast of current practices within the profession 

 

 

 
PRIMARY CONSIDERATIONS FOR APPLICANTS 
 

The Animals.  Animal welfare must be a top priority of the company. The inspection team 
shall consider the size and nature of the living environments provided for the animals, and 
whether the physical and psychological well-being of the animals is being met.  The scope of the 
applicant’s enrichment program will be closely reviewed, and the inspection team will evaluate 
the company’s animal welfare assessment process. 
 

Animal Health Care.  An applicant’s animal health care program must be under the 
direction of a licensed veterinarian, and the extent of professional services provided to the 
animals must be considered adequate for the number and nature of the species at the company. 
 

Animal Security.  The applicant must provide appropriate protection to the animals.  AZA 
shall base its judgment with respect to security of the operation, location, size, and physical 
facilities. 
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Conservation and Education.  The scope of the applicant’s conservation efforts, and 
education program (if applicable) will be closely reviewed.  The education program (if 
applicable) requires a written plan.  Consideration is given based on the size, budget, and other 
areas affecting these activities, and the nature of the commercial business.   However, if 
approved, each applicant must participate in every SSP program that pertains to an animal 
belonging to the company. Applicants may indicate at what level they desire to participate in 
each SSP.  

 

Potentially Dangerous or Venomous Wildlife.  Applicants maintaining venomous 
animals must have an appropriate supply of sera available and policies/procedures in place for 
the safe handling of those animals.  Likewise, procedures must be in place to reduce the risk of 
injury by potentially dangerous animals.  The alarm system and emergency procedures will be 
closely reviewed by the inspection team. 
  

Finance.  The applicant’s overall appearance of financial health will be considered in terms of 
meeting the needs of the company for the five-year period of CMWA membership.  Contingency 
plans will also be considered. 
 

Physical Facilities.  The physical condition of the applicant’s facilities will be closely 
observed in both public and restricted areas, and maintenance programs reviewed.  All animal 
holding areas will be considered in terms of space, lighting, temperature, ventilation, furniture, 
length of time an animal remains in an area, overall husbandry care, philosophy, and practices 
(see “Preamble” appearing on page 5 of this booklet). 
 

Policy on Responsible Population Management (RPM).  The Visiting Committee shall 
ascertain the applicant’s policy covering acquisitions, transfers, reintroductions, etc. adheres, at 
minimum, to AZA’s Policy on Responsible Population Management (RPM), and that the policy 
is being followed. 
 

Record Keeping.  The applicant’s animal record-keeping system will be carefully reviewed by 
the inspection team. 
 

Safety.  The inspection team shall review the applicant’s safety programs employed for the 
protection of its employees, and the animals.   Inspectors will look for potential safety hazards in 
all areas. 
 
 

 
GENERAL ADMINISTRATIVE POLICIES 

 
Achieving Membership:  Commercial Member with Animals membership can only be 
achieved by a judgment from the Subcommittee on Commercial Member With Animals that the 
applicant company meets or exceeds all CMWA-required standards, and supports and employs 
AZA practices and philosophies.  This decision is preceded by a lengthy application and full 
evaluation process, involving information from a number of sources, including a thorough on-
site inspection. 
 
Change of Location.  In the event of a relocation of a CMWA member, the member must be 
inspected by AZA as soon as the new location is officially open.  The member bears the cost of 
the inspection, as is the case for CMWA membership processing.  
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Change of Ownership.   A change in ownership refers to the sale or formal transfer of 
ownership of a CMWA member.  In the event of a change in ownership of a CMWA member, the 
member company must reprocess for CMWA membership within 12 months.      

 
Change of Scope.  CMWA members must notify AZA in writing in the event that a change in 
the scope or direction of its company occurs (for example, a company that deals primarily with 
aquatic animals adding land-based animals to its inventory; or the addition of services not 
provided previously that may conflict with general AZA practices and/or philosophies, etc.).  
AZA may require additional information and/or assign a team, or individual, to conduct an 
inspection.  The member bears the cost of the inspection, as is the case for CMWA membership 
processing.   (See Interim and Follow-up Inspections, page 21 of this booklet.) 
 
Complaints.  If a documented, written complaint is received from a member of the general 
public, the company’s staff, or a professional colleague regarding a CMWA member, AZA will 
take steps to determine the situation and, based upon its findings, will make recommendations 
to the CMWA member, or take appropriate action.    In some cases AZA may assign a team to 
conduct an inspection.   The member bears the cost of the inspection, as is the case for CMWA 
membership processing.  (See Interim and Follow-up Inspections, page 21 of this booklet.) 
 
Cycle of Inspection.  The cycle of inspection required for continuance of membership shall be 
five years, unless circumstances arise that cause AZA to require immediate confirmation that 
CMWA-required standards are being met and maintained. 
 
Determining Compliance:  The AZA Accreditation Commission, based on the collective 
professional training and experience of its 15 member panel, is the body officially tasked with 
determining whether a standard is being met or not.  The Commission’s decision is absolute.   

 
Elephant Management & Care – Requesting A Temporary Variance Under the AZA 
Standards.  CMWA members requesting a temporary variance under the AZA Standards For 
Elephant Management & Care should submit that request to the Accreditation Commission at 
the time it becomes apparent that a temporary variance may be needed.  The request should be 
in the form of a letter detailing the temporary variance being requested, and should include all 
necessary documentation.  The Commission will consider the requested temporary variance and 
will thereafter notify the CMWA member of its decision.  Temporary variances must be re-
applied for prior to the expiration date contained in the variance, or documentation must be 
provided that the reason for the temporary variance has been addressed.  NOTE: first-time 
applicants to the CMWA membership category must be in full compliance at the time 
application is made.   
 
Elephant Management & Care – Special Welfare Variance.  In cases where an 
elephant’s physical and/or psychological welfare is believed to be at risk by implementation of a 
standard, an institution may request a special welfare variance under the AZA Standards For 
Elephant Management & Care.  To qualify for a special welfare variance, the elephant(s) in 
question must be considered geriatric, and the institution must provide evidence that the 
elephant’s welfare will be at risk without the variance, or that moving the elephant could result 
in serious injury or death.   Evidence must be in the form of documentation from the 
institution’s veterinary and animal management professional staff.  The request for a special 
welfare variance must be in the form of a letter detailing the variance being requested, and 
containing all necessary documentation.  The AZA Accreditation Commission will consider the 
request and will thereafter notify the institution of its decision. If granted, the variance will be 
for three (3) years and must be re-applied for prior to the expiration date contained in the 
variance.  If granted, institutions must submit an annual report documenting the status and 
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health of the elephant(s), including veterinary records, assessments, behavioral profiles, and the 
written recommendations of the institution’s veterinary and animal management professional 
staff.    NOTE:  for the purpose of this variance, welfare is defined as physical health and 
function, and psychological well-being.  
 
Enforcement of Standards:  Companies granted CMWA membership from AZA must 
maintain all CMWA-required standards, and support AZA practices and philosophies during the 
period that membership is held.  If AZA has evidence that this is not taking place, it will work 
with the company to see that standards are met, or will take whatever action is appropriate to 
ensure the integrity of its process.  (See Interim and Follow-up Inspections, page 21, and 
Rescinding Membership, page 21.) 
 
Interim and Follow-up Inspections.  AZA may, at its discretion, assign a team to conduct 
an interim or follow-up inspection of any CMWA member at any time during the five-year 
approved membership period.  While on site, the individual or team may, at their discretion, 
inspect all or portions of the company.  The company bears the cost of the inspection, as a 
requirement of maintaining and/or receiving membership approval.   
 
Multiple Locations Under One Company.  If an applicant has branches at multiple 
locations and wants those branches included under the applicant’s AZA membership, each 
branch location shall require separate inspection and shall receive a separate list of concerns.   
This action shall extend the length of time required for processing of the application.  
Conversely, an applicant may choose to have each of its locations process independently for 
separate AZA membership.  
 
Offsite Facilities.  The inspection will include an applicant’s offsite facilities.  An offsite 
facility is one that is owned and operated by the applicant, and operates in support of the 
applicant (this is not the same as a separate branch location—see Multiple Locations Under One 
Company immediately above).  Applicants must list all offsite facilities.  Examples of offsite 
facilities include, but are not limited to:  additional animal holding areas, quarantine areas, food 
storage areas, and maintenance.  AZA and the inspection team will determine which of these 
areas need to be inspected.  Applicants of businesses with multiple branches will receive 
membership only for the branch location represented by the application and inspected by AZA.   
 
Rescinding Membership.  AZA may rescind CMWA membership at any time if it concludes 
that CMWA-required standards are not being consistently met and maintained, or if other 
membership requirements are not upheld. 

 
Rev. 3/18 
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