
A CRISIS IN HUMAN AND ANIMAL HEALTH

REDUCE  
THE RISK

THE HEALTH CRISIS

COVID-19 is a zoonotic disease (an infectious disease caused by a pathogen that may be shared 

between animals and people) caused by the novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2). All evidence 

points to a horseshoe bat as the ancestral host of the virus, followed by recombination, spillover, 

and transmission to and between people. The timing and location of the spillover event is 

unknown. However, an important cluster was documented in Wuhan, China, associated with a 

live animal market where many species of wild animals—alive and dead—were mixed at the site 

with domestic animals, and sold for human consumption.

COVID-19 is not the first zoonotic disease to create a public health crisis. The 2002-03 SARS 

pandemic originated in a live animal market in Guangdong, China, which impacted more than 

8,000 people globally. But zoonotic disease is not exclusively a Chinese phenomenon; it is a 

global problem. The 2003 monkeypox virus outbreak in the United States originated from a 

shipment of animals from West Africa and was likely transferred to humans from infected prairie 

dogs. Similarly, the HIV/AIDS pandemic, H1N1 “Swine Flu” pandemic (2009-2010), and West 

African Ebola epidemic (2014—2016), were also the result of diseases that transferred from 

animals to humans. 

Zoonotic diseases are a threat to human and animal health worldwide—more than two-thirds of 

all emerging infectious diseases of humans are zoonotic.

An initiative to reduce zoonotic disease threats by combating 

wildlife trade that poses a risk to human and animal health.



THE SOLUTION

The Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) recognizes that certain forms of wildlife trade 

pose risks to human and animal health. The wildlife supply chain—both legal and illegal—

presents several opportunities for the emergence and transmission of zoonoses. 

To reduce the risk of future pandemics, wildlife trade that poses a risk to human and animal 

health must be effectively addressed. This initiative will advocate for stricter regulations, 

enforcement, and transparency on all forms of wildlife trade (both legal and illegal) that pose 

a threat to human and animal health, and expand AZA’s work to combat illegal wildlife trade 

related to human and animal health. By addressing both legal and illegal wildlife markets, we will 

reduce the risk of emergence and transmission of zoonotic pathogens. 

Although there are many factors contributing to the emergence and spread of zoonotic 

diseases, the Reduce the Risk initiative will focus specifically on wildlife trade that poses a risk to 

human and animal health. These efforts are complemented by broader activities within the AZA 

community that combat illegal wildlife trade and poaching, reduce human pressures on wildlife 

and ecosystems, address climate change, and employ holistic conservation and One Health 

approaches that promote optimal health for people, non-human animals, and environments.

“ Our current crisis was knowable, predictable and preventable. And unless we learn 

these lessons and take steps to reduce related risks, the same will be true of the 

next pandemic, and the next.”
Dan Ashe



A GLOBAL STRATEGY

The initiative will utilize the following four (4) strategies to achieve its goal:

Strategy One: Strengthen National Policy on Wildlife Trade. 

1(a). Educate, guide, and mobilize AZA members and partners to advocate for policy 

changes at the national level. 

 Objective: Utilize the influence of AZA members and its partners to build support for 

and advance at least one (1) national law in the 117th Congress (2021/2022) that will 

reduce the risk of future zoonotic disease emergence, spillover, and spread.

1(b). Advise AZA members on related state and local legislative proposals, particularly 

those that could negatively impact member operations. 

 Objective: Utilize the influence of AZA members to help advance state and local 

legislation that will reduce the risk of future zoonotic disease emergence, spillover, 

and spread. In some cases, legislative language may need to be modified to ensure 

that AZA members can continue their operations including conservation efforts and 

animal ambassador programs. 

Strategy Two: Advocate for Stronger Wildlife Trade Policies at the Global Level

2. Educate, guide, and mobilize AZA members and partners to advocate for policy 

changes at the global level.

 Objective: Utilize the influence of AZA members and conservation partners to build 

support for and advance efforts for existing global initiatives to:

• Implement the immediate and permanent closure of “high-risk wildlife markets, 

with a priority focus on those in high-density urban areas” (Preventing Pandemics 

charter).

• Implement a “global ban on commercial trade and sale of terrestrial wild animals 

(particularly birds and mammals) for human consumption,” (End The Trade 

charter) with appropriate exemptions Indigenous Peoples and local communities 

who rely on wildlife for food security, including by:

• Reducing consumer demand by significantly shifting public opinion, attitudes, 

and behavior; and

• Closing commercial supply chains through legislative and regulatory reform 

and assisting government partners with enforcing these reforms.

• Actively monitoring for pathogens, through increased health surveillance. 

• Amend existing international agreement to include public health and animal 

health into decision making [End Wildlife Crime charter], including to:

• Widen the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 

Fauna and Flora (CITES) mandate to include wildlife trade that poses a threat 

to human and animal health, by 2024; and

• Adopt a fourth protocol on wildlife crime under the UN Convention on 

Transnational Organized Crime (UNTOC), by 2024.

http://preventpandemics.org/
http://endthetrade.com/
http://endwildlifecrime.org/


Strategy Three: Increase AZA Programs and Efforts that Support the Reduce the Risk 

Initiative Goal

3(a).  Educate, guide, and mobilize AZA members and partners to continue and expand 

our collective work to combat wildlife trade (both legal and illegal) that poses a risk 

to human and animal health.

 Objectives:

• Increase public awareness of the nexus between wildlife trafficking and potential 

zoonotic disease emergence, spillover, and spread.

• Expand the impact and reach of the Wildlife Trafficking Alliance (WTA).

• Increase public awareness of the nexus between the pet trade and potential 

zoonotic disease emergence, spillover, and spread.

• Review and re-evaluate AZA’s policies and guidelines on animal acquisitions and 

transfers to include adequate attention to potential zoonotic disease issues.

3(b)  Support collaborative efforts within the zoological community to mitigate animal 

disease risks via the Zoo and Aquarium All Hazards Partnership (ZAHP).

 Objective: Support ZAHP by increasing membership, introducing new pathways for 

engagement, and identifying potential partners.

Strategy Four: Educate and Mobilize the Public to Help us Reduce the Risk of  

Zoonotic Diseases

4. Mobilize the public to advocate and join AZA’s efforts to reduce the risk of future 

pandemics by combating wildlife trade that poses a threat to human and animal 

health.

 Objectives:

• Clearly and effectively communicate with the public about this initiative, and the 

various ways they can support its strategic objectives.

• Utilize public influence to build support for and advance at least one (1) national 

law during the 117th Congress (2021/2022) that will reduce the risk of zoonotic 

disease emergence, outbreak, and spread, as outlined in Strategy #1.

• Utilize public influence to build support for and advance at least one (1) global 

policy change, as outlined in Strategy #2.

• Increase public support and awareness for AZA programs and efforts that support 

the Reduce the Risk initiative. 

• Increase corporate partnership and commercial member support and awareness 

for AZA and WTA program.



GUIDING PRINCIPLES

While pursuing this strategy, the initiative will also:

• Respect the needs and rights of Indigenous Peoples and local communities that are 

dependent upon wildlife consumption for their food security or cultural expression.

• Advocate for a One Health approach, in which multiple disciplines work together to 

ensure the health of environments, humans, and non-human animals by recognizing the 

interconnection between them.

• Recognize that the level of risk to human and animal health is not necessarily determined 

by whether trade is legal or illegal, and seek to combat all forms of trade that pose a risk to 

human and animal health.

• Recognize that illegal trade presents an added risk to the spread of zoonotic diseases due to 

poor transport conditions and purposeful avoidance of quarantine controls—both rampant in 

illegal trade; therefore, efforts to combat illegal wildlife trade must also be increased.

• Support and participate in collaborative efforts to enhance preparedness for and response to 

animal disease risks in zoological settings, including field conservation sites. 

• Collaborate with other initiatives—at both the national and international levels—that seek 

similar or complementary policy changes, such as End The Trade, End Wildlife Crime, 

Preventing Pandemics, and others.

• Harness the collective resources of AZA and its members, including trade-related zoo and 

aquarium campaigns and initiatives, to advocate for the objectives of this initiative.

• Recognize that legal and sustainable wildlife trade that does not pose a risk to conservation 

of species in the wild or human or animal health and benefits local communities should not 

be opposed.



AZA’S ROLE

AZA-accredited zoos and aquariums welcome approximately 200 million guests to their 

facilities annually, with an additional tens of millions of people reached through social media. 

Through this public outreach, combined with their extensive conservation work, AZA facilities 

are well-positioned to play a critical role in combating wildlife trade that poses a risk to human 

and animal health. In addition, AZA members are experts in safely and effectively importing, 

exporting, and transporting animals, and have expertise in preventative veterinary care, including 

quarantine, and measures to enhance resiliency to animal disease and pathogens. This expertise 

can provide critical input into national and global policy conversations around wildlife trade, and 

inform the public that zoos and aquariums are safe places to visit.

Through its Government Affairs and Wildlife Trafficking Alliance programs, AZA has already 

committed to combating illegal wildlife trade, in addition to addressing unsustainable trade in 

wildlife. These programs can be expanded to include appropriate initiatives related to human 

and animal health, collaborating with relevant AZA groups, committees, and zoo and aquarium 

experts, to provide ready-made advocacy vehicles that will contribute to the initiative. In 

addition, through its participation in the Zoo and Aquarium All Hazards Partnership, AZA 

demonstrates its commitment to working collaboratively with the larger zoo and aquarium 

community, along with government partners, to enhance preparedness and response for animal 

diseases and to mitigate impacts of future outbreaks.


