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Sustainability Partner Policy Frequently Asked Questions 

The APM Committee recommends that Program Leaders contact Michael Ogle, APM Committee 
Vice Chair of Partnerships (mogle@zooknoxville.org), with any questions prior to submitting 
applications for review. 

Expectations for Approved Sustainability Partners in an AZA Species 
Survival Plan® (SSP) Program 
AZA SSP Programs focus on the cooperative management of small populations at AZA-
accredited zoos and aquariums and Certified Related Facilities. These facilities undergo a 
thorough accreditation review process that includes the submission of an extensive application 
as well as an intensive, on-site inspection by a team of experts to assure the highest standards 
of animal care and management are met.  
A Sustainability Partner is defined as an organization that has regularly exchanged animals of 
the SSP with AZA-accredited facilities and CRFs, typically as part of the SSP Breeding and 
Transfer Plan or other SSP Program management process.  
• A Sustainability Partner’s species/animal(s) is regularly included in the SSP Breeding and

Transfer Plan.
• Recommendations are made for individuals of that species in the Sustainability Partner’s

collection through the SSP Breeding and Transfer Plan process. This would include
documented interim SSP Program recommendations.

It is not necessary to apply for a facility to be a Sustainability Partner if exchanges occur as 
infrequent, “one-way,” or “one-off” transfers and the facility will not receive SSP Breeding 
and Transfer Plan recommendations. A facility may be sent animals excluded from the SSP 
population without becoming a Sustainability Partner.  If the facility does not currently have the 
species in question then they do not qualify as a Sustainability Partner and the SSP should not 
apply. They may apply to include the facility as a Sustainability Partner in the future once the 
facility acquires the animals. 
AZA believes that the highest standards of animal care, welfare, and population management are 
of paramount importance, and Sustainability Partners are expected to agree and abide by AZA’s 
Code of Professional Ethics, SSP Full Participation Policy, Policy on Responsible Population 
Management, and Accreditation Standards related to animal care and welfare for all animals in 
the facility’s collection.  
Sustainability Partners in SSP Programs are not considered accredited or certified and may 
not display the AZA logo or the AZA SSP logo. Like AZA accreditations and certifications, 
approvals for a Sustainability Partner’s continued participation in an SSP Program must be 
renewed every five years.  
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Accountability and Planning

My SSP Program is scheduled to be planned with the AZA Population Management Center 
(PMC) or Adjunct Advisor in the next few months. Do all Sustainability Partner applications 
need to be submitted and approved before my planning date?  

SSP Programs will need to get their non-AZA facilities approved before the planning meeting in 
order to include them in the BTP. Non-AZA facilities that are not yet approved Sustainability 
Partners are not allowed to be included in the BTPs, even if their applications are in process.  

Who enforces the implementation of the new policy, and how is it assured that only 
approved Sustainability Partners are included in BTPs? 

The AZA Animal Population Management Committee (APM Committee) ultimately enforces all 
Animal Program policies. The SSP Coordinator and TAG Chair should conduct the first review of 
their Sustainability Partner application(s) and remove any non-AZA facilities that clearly do not 
meet the definition of a Sustainability Partner. During the development of the Draft BTP, the SSP 
Program’s Population Biologist will be engaged in conversations with the SSP Program and 
discuss all remaining non-AZA participants, and will be aware of which participants have been 
approved to be Sustainability Partners.  

The AZA Conservation, Management, & Welfare Sciences Department will review the most recent 
published SSP BTPs every six months or so to track Sustainability Partners that are listed in the 
Final Plans. The Conservation, Management, & Welfare Sciences Department will share these 
data with the APM Committee and the TAGs on a regular basis.  

What is the turnaround time for application review and approval by APM Committee once 
the SSP Coordinator submits the application? 

APM Committee holds monthly conference calls to review and approve Sustainability Partner 
applications on a rolling schedule as they are submitted. The SSP Program and the applicant will 
be notified via email as soon as possible whether or not the Sustainability Partner application was 
approved. SSP Coordinators must assure that application materials are provided and all 
questions answered completely. TAG Chairs may assist in assuring applications are ready for 
submission. If the APM Committee has questions about the application(s) during review, a 
representative will contact the SSP Coordinator and provide an opportunity for further clarification. 
While this may delay the approval process, it will be valuable in helping the APM Committee 
understand why the SSP Coordinator feels the partner should be considered for Sustainability 
Partner status. 

If a SSP Program includes previously approved Sustainability Partners, do these 
Sustainability Partners have to go through the new approval process to be included in the 
next BTP? 

Previously approved Sustainability Partners are approved for five years, and these approvals will 
remain in place until their original expiration date. Once the five years have passed, the 
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Sustainability Partner must submit the new application to remain as a Sustainability Partner in the 
SSP Program.   

Do facilities participating in SSP Programs that include government-owned/managed 
animals follow the same policy and processes? 

The AZA Board approved a waiver to the Sustainability Partner Policy when certain conditions 
are met. SSP Programs that include animals owned by a US state or federal agency, or equivalent 
foreign government partner, may not need to complete Sustainability Partner applications for each 
facility housing individuals of that species in order for them to participate in the SSP. These 
agencies and designated facilities are considered Government-endorsed Partners (valid for 10 
years), which allows government-owned animals (not AZA-owned animals) to be part of the 
specific SSP and included in the SSP Breeding and Transfer Plan. Official documentation of a 
partnership from the governmental agency is required by the APM Committee, which would 
include a letter of support or MOU, and a designated Institutional Representative (IR) for the 
agency. A non-AZA facility may be designated as both a Government-endorsed Partner and a 
Sustainability Partner if they house both government-owned and AZA-owned animals of the SSP.    
 
When the animals at a specific facility meet all of the following conditions with regard to the SSP 
program, a waiver for that facility would apply: 

• The agency owns the animals the SSP program is requesting for participation,  
• The agency holds responsibility and authority for adding (or removing) the facility as a 

holder of the agency owned individuals,  
• The government agency must endorse the housing and management of the species at 

the facility, and 
• The agency must approve animal breeding and transfer activity at this facility. 

 
If specific facilities within your SSP Program meet the criteria above, please notify 
animalprograms@aza.org at AZA as soon as possible.  If you have documentation from the 
agency that empowers the SSP Coordinator to manage the population for the agency please 
submit this to animalprograms@aza.org. Doing so will help the AZA staff and the APM Committee 
facilitate the planning process for your program with the PMC. 
   
The APM Committee strongly encourages Program Leaders for these programs to have up-to-
date facility profiles on participating non-AZA facilities as these may be helpful in facilitating 
transfers of animals between AZA and non-AZA facilities. The Sustainability Partner application 
could be used as a template for these profiles as the application covers most, if not all, of the 
common questions AZA facilities may have when working with non-accredited facilities on animal 
transfers and may reduce the paperwork burden on non-AZA facilities participating in transfers 
with AZA facilities in your SSP Program.   
 
It is important to note that requirements to acquire permits for possession, transport or 
import/export for your species are NOT sufficient government oversight to waive the Sustainability 
Partner Policy.  
 
Application and Process 

Who submits the Sustainability Partner application to APM Committee? 

mailto:animalprograms@aza.org
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The SSP Coordinator and the non-AZA facility should work together to assure that the application 
and materials are complete. The SSP Coordinator is the point of contact and the person who 
should collate the application and submit all materials to the AZA Conservation, Management, & 
Welfare Sciences Department (animalprograms@aza.org) and copy their TAG Chair. 

How should SSP Programs notify their current non-AZA partners of the new policy? 

We hope that SSP Coordinators have developed relationships with their current partners and feel 
comfortable introducing them to the application and walking them through the process, if they 
meet the definition of a Sustainability Partner. APM Committee has developed template letters 
that SSP Coordinators may wish to use to assist in their communications. Email the AZA 
Conservation, Management, & Welfare Sciences Department (animalprograms@aza.org) for 
these templates. 

Some TAGs where multiple SSP Programs are working with the same partners may wish to 
coordinate their outreach efforts, while others may prefer for SSP Coordinators to reach out to 
their non-AZA partners directly to explain the new policy and application process.  APM 
Committee TAG Liaisons are available for additional assistance. 

How should an SSP Program select Directors to write their Letters of Sponsorship?  Can 
someone other than Directors (such as a Curator) write the Letters of Sponsorship? 

SSP Coordinators may ask Directors who have had recent animal transfers with the non-AZA 
facility to write the letter as they may have the most current knowledge of and communication with 
the facility.  Alternatively, it may be useful to ask a Director of an accredited facility nearby to 
provide one of the letters since they may be aware of, have relationships with, or have visited 
these neighboring non-accredited facilities.   

A Curator, or another designee, at an AZA-accredited facility may write the letter, but the Director 
of the facility must assume responsibility for the contents of the letter by signing it. 

If the SSP Coordinator is also a Director from an AZA-accredited facility or CRF, they must include 
a letter of sponsorship from a Director of a different AZA-accredited facility. 

Who should conduct the site visit for a potential Sustainability Partner facility? 

Site visits are NOT a required component of a Sustainability Partner application.  However, if a 
Director references a site visit in the letter of support then it must have occurred within the last 
five years. Visits should have an inspection report associated with them, and may be conducted 
by someone delegated by the signing Director, such as a member from the SSP Program or TAG 
Steering Committee or a representative (curator, director, or veterinarian) from a neighboring 
AZA-accredited facility. 

It should be noted, however, that in the application, applicants agree to site visits after they are 
approved.  

mailto:animalprograms@aza.org
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If a non-AZA facility participates in multiple SSP Programs, can they submit 
one Sustainability Partner application that encompasses all of these SSP Programs? 

APM Committee requires a separate application for each SSP Program in which a non-
AZA facility wishes to continue participating.  Regulations, standards of care and welfare, 
facilities, and experience at the proposed partner facility may vary among species, so each 
must be assessed separately. 

Several sections of the application form (e.g., Part A: Facility Information and Facility’s 
Representative Information; and most of Part B) may be easily cut and pasted from application 
to application, easing the workload of those facilities that may be applying to participate in 
multiple SSP Programs. 

If a facility loses AZA accreditation during the SSP Breeding and Transfer 
Planning process, does the facility need to become an approved Sustainability 
Partner to be included in the current, final Plan? 

In the event that a facility loses its AZA accreditation during the SSP Breeding and Transfer Plan 
planning process (i.e., after the planning meeting), if the SSP Program chooses, the newly non-
accredited facility may still be included in the Final BTP. The SSP Program should work with the 
facility to submit a Sustainability Partner application to the APM Committee within six months 
from the Final BTP publication and must be an approved Sustainability Partner or rejoin AZA 
before the next BTP.  The Final BTP must include a note next to the facility’s 
recommendations table indicating that in order to remain an SSP participant; this facility must 
work with the SSP to submit a Sustainability Partner application. 

Partnerships

What are the benefits of being a Sustainability Partner to a non-AZA facility? 

Sustainability Partners benefit in many ways. A Sustainability Partner is part of 
collective population management and information exchange. They can participate with the 
SSP Program, be affiliated with professionally-managed AZA programs, receive scientifically-
based breeding and transfer recommendations to assist with managing animals at their 
facility, or acquire new animals.  

Being a Sustainability Partner offers a designation of engagement in the preservation of the 
species in human care that goes beyond simply occasionally providing or receiving 
animals to/from zoos and aquariums. Sustainability Partners may also have enhanced 
access to information about ways to support in situ conservation of the species through more 
regular and formal interaction with AZA colleagues, or they may be better placed to seek 
support from the AZA community for their own in situ initiatives.  



FAQ Sustainability Partner Policy - 6 

We also hope that having a centralized, comprehensive, and reasonably up-to-date (five years 
old or less) profile maintained by AZA and the SSP Coordinator will help reduce the burden of 
paperwork down the road when the Sustainability Partner is sending or receiving animals from 
AZA-accredited facilities, as these AZA facilities will have access to the Sustainability Partner 
applications, which will likely answer many of the questions they typically have when they work 
with non-AZA facilities.  We hope that current non-AZA partners recognize these benefits and 
value continued participation in AZA SSP Programs.  

This application may be a lot of work for applicants; what if a facility doesn’t want to fill it 
out? 

The types of questions found within the Sustainability Partner application are very similar to those 
found in recipient profile forms that many zoos and aquariums already use when they work with 
non-AZA facilities. Therefore, many potential Sustainability Partners may be familiar with these 
types of questions and have much of the information already available. SSP Coordinators and 
TAG Chairs may assist partners that are finding the application process difficult. If the facility does 
not want to apply to be a Sustainability Partner then they cannot be considered part of the SSP 
nor included in the BTP. 

If an SSP Program no longer wants to include a Sustainability Partner, can they remove 
them from the SSP Program?  Do they need APM Committee approval to do this? 

An SSP Program may choose to no longer partner with a Sustainability Partner at any time without 
APM Committee approval.  The SSP must communicate the reasons to end a partnership other 
than through the 5-year cycle, and concerns about the partnership, to the AZA Conservation, 
Management, & Welfare Sciences Department and the APM Committee Vice Chair for 
Partnerships. This information will be considered and we will assist with a plan of action and 
communication to the facility.  

Must all Sustainability Partners adhere to relevant AZA policies and accreditation 
standards, regardless of SSP designation? 

The Sustainability Partner must agree to adhere to the AZA’s Code of Professional Ethics, SSP 
Full Participation Policy, and Policy on Responsible Population Management for all animals in 
their collection. The agreement to follow these policies signals the partner’s intent to provide high 
quality animal care and operate in ways consistent with AZA principles and ethics.  As well, it 
acknowledges the Program Leader’s responsibility and authority to maintain best practice animal 
care and scientific population management standards. 

The Sustainability Partner must agree to AZA’s SSP Full Participation Policy regardless of 
the SSP Program designation (Provisional or Signature). This also signals the partner’s 
intent to cooperate fully with the SSP Program and abide by BTP recommendations.   

Must all Sustainability Partners adhere to relevant AZA animal care and welfare 
accreditation standards? 
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The Sustainability Partner must agree to adhere to Accreditation Standards related to animal care 
and welfare.  The agreement to follow these policies signals the partner’s intent to provide high 
quality animal care and operate in ways consistent with AZA principles and ethics.  

What if a non-AZA facility is not “regularly exchanging animals” with the SSP Program 
population (e.g., movements of animals between the facility and AZA are infrequently 
recommended by the SSP Program)? Does that mean that they do not qualify to be a 
Sustainability Partner? 

A facility must be “regularly exchanging animals” of the SSP to meet the definition of a 
Sustainability Partner. The period of time considered “regular” is dependent upon the 
characteristics of the SSP Program’s species, such as lifespan and frequency of breeding events. 
SSP Coordinators should assess the likelihood of moving animals between the partner and AZA 
facilities in the next five years and use that as a guideline in determining who to invite to go through 
the Sustainability Partner application process at this time.  

Facilities that are likely to only be receiving OR sending animals to AZA facilities, but not likely to 
be involved in both types of transactions in the next five years, may not be priorities for applying 
to become Sustainability Partners at this time.  However, they may apply at a later date if deemed 
appropriate by the SSP Coordinator. SSP Coordinators may ask their Population Biologists for 
assistance in making some of these decisions. All facilities and all animals are encouraged to be 
tracked within the Studbooks, regardless of their Sustainability Partner status, so that SSP 
Coordinators and Population Biologists may potentially assess whether animals at non-
Sustainability Partner facilities should be brought into the SSP population.  

If a non-AZA facility is expected to ONLY RECEIVE individuals deemed non-essential to the SSP 
and there is NO REASONABLE EXPECTATION that any individuals from that facility will be 
transferred into an SSP facility in the future, that facility does not need to be an SSP Sustainability 
Partner.  If an individual is declared non-essential to an SSP and is available for export to a non-
SSP facility, no demographic and/or genetic analyses will be conducted to either inform which 
non-SSP facility the individual should be transferred to or to provide breeding recommendations 
for that individual at a receiving non-SSP facility. 

If a non-AZA facility has expressed a willingness to follow future SSP recommendations and holds 
one or more individuals that ARE EXPECTED to be transferred into an SSP facility in the future, 
requiring the demographic and/or genetic value of the individual(s) to be REPEATEDLY 
ASSESSED during Breeding and Transfer Plan or interim recommendation development to 
identify when transfer into an SSP facility is beneficial, then that facility should become an SSP 
Sustainability Partner.  A non-AZA facility should also become a Sustainability Partner if it would 
like to receive breeding and/or transfer recommendations for its animals. 

Demographic and/or genetic analyses to evaluate the transfer of individual(s) from a non-SSP 
facility to an SSP facility will only be completed when a specific need has been defined and 
transfer(s) have a REASONABLE EXPECTATION of occurring.  The demographic and/or genetic 
value of individual(s) at non-SSPs facilities will not be repeatedly assessed during Breeding and 
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Transfer Plan or interim recommendation development to identify when the transfer to an SSP 
facility might be beneficial. 

How should the SSP Program document in the BTP when an animal is transferred out of 
the SSP population to a non-AZA facility that is not a Sustainability Partner for that SSP 
Program?  

In the BTP, the animal should be given a “SEND TO” transfer recommendation, labeled as 
“excluded”, and have a note indicating that the animal will be transferring “Out of the SSP.”  The 
receiving non-AZA facility will not be listed in the BTP. The SSP Coordinator will be responsible 
for discussing the potential transfer options with the current holding facility, separate from the 
BTP.  The holding facility will adhere to its own policies when transferring the animals to the non-
AZA facility. The Studbook Keeper should record this transfer, and the destination, in the 
Studbook. 

When an AZA member-owned animal is currently held at a non-AZA facility, does that 
facility need to be a Sustainability Partner to remain in the SSP Program?  

When an AZA member-owned animal is held at a non-AZA facility, the best course of action will 
vary depending on the needs of the SSP Program. There are several possibilities: 1) The non-
AZA facility may be invited to apply to become a Sustainability Partner to the SSP Program so 
that the animal remains part of the SSP population; 2) The non-AZA facility does not become a 
Sustainability Partner, and the animal is not included in the SSP nor BTP and remains at the non-
AZA facility; or 3) The owning AZA facility moves the animal to an AZA facility and it remains in 
the SSP population. Animals should be moved as soon as possible; however, it is understood 
that this may sometimes take additional time.     

What are the options if a non-AZA facility does not want to complete the Sustainability 
Partner application but still wants to be involved in the SSP Program?   

There are several categories of AZA membership that are available including AZA-accredited 
members and Certified Related Facilities (https://www.aza.org/organization-membership).  AZA 
membership provides many benefits and many opportunities.  See more information at 
https://www.aza.org/benefits-of-accreditation, or contact membership@aza.org.  

Are AZA Certified Related Facilities required to apply as Sustainability Partners? 

No.  Certified Related Facilities are full institutional AZA members, subject to the same standards, 
policies and processes as accredited members, with one exception, because they are not 
regularly open to the public, they are not required to maintain education programs. 

If a non-accredited facility does not become a Sustainability Partner, does this mean I 
cannot work with them in any way? 

No, AZA facilities may still send animals and/or receive animals to/from non-AZA facilities at the 
recommendation of the SSP Coordinator according to their own facility’s animal transfer policies.  
When these transactions are mostly one-way (send to OR receive from) and/or rare, those non-
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AZA facilities are not engaging with the SSP at the level of Sustainability Partner.  It does not 
mean that these facilities are less valuable or not necessary.  AZA-accredited facilities may 
continue to work with non-AZA facilities in accordance with AZA Accreditation guidelines, Code 
of Professional Ethics, and Policy on Responsible Population Management.    

In some cases, a non-AZA facility may hold individual animals for a long time before those animals 
become genetically and/or demographically beneficial to the SSP population.  AZA recognizes 
that these facilities are still performing a valuable contribution and hopes the facility will provide 
data on the animals to the Studbook Keeper so that the animals can be tracked.  The level of 
engagement a potential partner has with an SSP Program can change over time and thus there 
may be periods when it does and does not make sense for the SSP Program to try and move the 
facility through the Sustainability Partner process.  

What can SSP Program Leaders do to help determine which individual animals to 
infrequently send out of the SSP (export) and/or receive into the SSP (import) (i.e., “one-
way,” or “one-off” transfers)?  

The best way to make these decisions is with an AZA Population Biologist and using PMx 
software; SSP Coordinators may ask their Population Biologists for assistance in making some 
of these decisions. However, SSP Program Leaders can also do some investigation on their own.  
When potentially bringing an animal into the SSP, it is best to first determine if this animal will add 
value to the SSP population.  This value can come in many forms (e.g., genetically, 
demographically, husbandry, ambassador needs). When potentially sending an animal out of the 
SSP, there is always a cost and many variables must be carefully considered, including what will 
the welfare of the animal be outside of the SSP, will losing the animal hurt the demographic or 
genetic stability of the SSP, etc.   
 

As each SSP is unique, there is no way to create an extensive list, but below are some examples 
of ways to further investigate these potential values and considerations. 

• What do you know about the potential animal(s) that are proposed to join the SSP?  If you 
are adding them for genetic reasons, do you know their pedigree and are they linked to 
the SSP population?  If they are intended for breeding, are they of an appropriate age, 
reproductively viable, experienced?   

• Look at the studbook and previous Breeding and Transfer Plan for the SSP. 
o Demography 

 Are more animals demographically needed for this SSP (i.e., it has a very 
small population size or lacks young, breeding-aged animals)?   

 Is the SSP population demographically robust enough to send out and 
potentially lose animals (i.e., is the animal(s) you plan to export in pre-
reproductive or reproductive age classes and will you have enough 
reproductive-aged animals remaining in the SSP to meet future breeding 
goals)? 

o Genetics 
 Would the SSP population benefit from adding more unique genes (i.e., is 

gene diversity low and projected to decline quickly? Do you have a small 
number of founders represented in the SSP?)?   
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 Are the proposed non-SSP animals related to the SSP population?  If so, 
how closely related?  Has the SSP previously imported animals from this 
source? 

 Would the SSP population be able to withstand sending out and potentially 
losing some genes?  Are the animals you plan to export over-represented, 
having high mean kinship and many living relatives in the SSP? 

o Husbandry 
 Is the husbandry known and consistent for this SSP population?  If not, 

could this non-SSP facility share knowledge, expertise, or experienced 
breeding animals to help the SSP? 

 Was this non-AZA facility included in the last BTP?  If so, what were their 
breeding and transfer recommendations? 

• Are these potential animals included in the SSP studbook database?  If so, look in the 
database to identify closely related individuals to minimize inbreeding when making new 
breeding recommendations.  Use the Antecedent and Descendant Pedigree Reports in 
PopLink, the Sibling Tables and Descendant Lists in SPARKS, or the Pedigree tools in 
ZIMS for Studbooks. 

• Think about the logistics, resources, abilities, and acquisition/disposition policies of the 
facilities potentially involved in these transfers.  Are they conducive to making the 
proposed transfers occur? 

 


