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Cover photograph:

Amanda Hutton’s photo of Mercedes 

which won our recent photography 

competition - see page 13.
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CHIEF EXECUTIVE

The Royal Zoological Society of Scotland which owns and operates 
Edinburgh Zoo and the Highland Wildlife Park is a registered charity SC004064.

ZOO

2008 has been a year of major 
achievements for the Society – opening 
Budongo Trail and Living Links and
Rainbow Landings, gaining approval for 
the trial beaver reintroduction project, 
introducing a new Charter & Statutes 
and Board of Trustees, and signing a 
Letter of Intent for giant pandas, as well 
as completing major developments at 
the Highland Wildlife Park!  

These are all 
significant advances 
for the Society 
which, when 
combined with the 
everyday need to 
serve and satisfy 
over 700,000 visitors 
for 365 days of the 
year, reflect just 
how hard everyone 
involved with the 
organisation has 
worked. Staff, 

volunteers, trustees and members have 
all contributed to achieve our success.
There is no doubt that the Society has 
come a long way from the turn of the 
century.

Yet frustrations remain. The future 
development of the Zoo has been put 
on hold whilst the City of Edinburgh 
Council, through its Local Plan, 
decides whether or not it will support 
our Masterplan. As the Society is a 
charity, I find the cost of this exercise 
unjustif iable and we must hope that 
the outcome will be a positive one.

Our discussions with the Chinese 
Government for the loan of two giant 
pandas have gone well, but we now 
need the support of our Prime Minister 
before the Society can make further 
progress. Delays beyond our control 
have held up our developing a visitor 

attraction in the West of Scotland.
We must hope that decisions 

on these projects will be made in 
2009 – the Society’s centenary 
year. We are now well into planning 
our programme to celebrate this 
momentous event. I find it amazing, 
given the huge changes in the 
natural world since 1909, how 
relevant to the work we do now 
are the objectives the Society set 
out at that time.

Whilst we remain confident 
about the future, we have 
to recognise the economic 
environment in which we operate. 
In 2008 I expect our visitor 
numbers to be 7% higher than in 
2007 – this is a real achievement 
compared with many other 
attractions in Edinburgh and 
beyond. But costs are higher and 
visitors have had less money to 
spend, and the outlook for the 
coming year is not so good.  We 
have exciting plans for 2009, but 
we will also have to respond to the 
difficult economic circumstances 
ahead of us. 

Thank you for the support you 
have given the Society in 2008. I 
hope very much that this support 
will continue in 2009. I hope, 
also, that you have a wonderful 
Christmas and a happy New Year.



Food for Thought …
It’s been an exciting year so far in the 
Catering Department with ongoing 
redevelopment, which culminated in 
the re-opening of the Mansion House 
Bar at the end of November.

The refurbishment started in Stripes, which benefited from 
a new layout and good lick of paint in March, and then in May 
moved on to give Oasis a new layout, a comfortable seating area 
and more paint!  The toilets in the Mansion House have also had 
a facelift ahead of the festive period, with yes, even more paint! 
These projects are being done mainly by the Zoo’s in-house 
Property and Estates Department.

As a conservation organisation the Society is working very hard 
to source products which are organic and / or Fairtrade and / or 
local.  Our coffee supplier is now not only local, but also has triple 
certification (organic, Fairtrade and Rainforest Alliance); they also 
donate money to Cash for Kids’ projects in Latin America – and 
the coffee tastes great!

We recently changed our milk portions to Dairystix, which 
helps to reduce landfill by 50% from what resulted from the old-
fashioned portion pots.  In our Budongo kiosk we are currently 
trying out organic and Fairtrade bars and cookies.  In all our cafés 
and kiosks we have changed to wooden stirrers and recycled 
serviettes.

In the Catering Department we are committed to improving 
the experience for our customers and at the same time are 
working to lessen our carbon footprint. Every small change we 
make contributes to this objective, so the next time you visit the 
Zoo and have a snack or a meal, then you are helping us to help 
the environment.

Some statistics:
so far, we have...

 organised 45 weddings in the Mansion House:
   these make a significant contribution to the Society’s funds.

 held 63 children’s birthday parties:
   for every six parties the Society can buy one ton of fish for 
   our penguins. 

sold an estimated 56,000 cups of coffee:  for every 
   12 cups of coffee we can heat the koala house for one day.  

 Russell Hands recently joined us as head chef; he has worked 
in many prestigious restaurants and hotels and recently came from 
Canada. Russell is currently looking at our menus to see how we 
can improve on our seasonal offerings, and hopes to discover 
some new suppliers to contribute to the aims of the Society.

There will be many more changes ahead as we work towards 
achieving the Healthy Eating Award and the EatScotland Award 
and we hope you will join us in becoming a healthier and more 
eco-friendly nation.

Catering Manager
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Christmas is just around the corner 
and this year Santa will visit the Zoo 
on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays from 
5 to 21 December.  Why not pay him a 
visit when you come to see your favourite animals 
over the festive season!  Santa’s grotto can be found 
near Edinburgh Zoo’s large penguin pool, with his 
reindeer in a nearby enclosure.   He will be handing 
out some early Christmas presents free of charge, 
although a small donation would be appreciated.

And Christmas is not just about the children, Edinburgh Zoo is offering 
free admission for one adult accompanied by a paying child on these 
Special Wild Winter Weekends!

There will also be a Wishing Tree at the Zoo allowing visitors an opportunity 
to leave a wish or personal message during this magical time.
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his year staff and supporters of the Society were very
successful in raising both funds for and awareness 
of the EAZA (European Association of Zoos and 
Aquaria) 2008 Year of the Frog Campaign.

The campaign was a collective attempt by zoos and aquaria 
across Europe to help save frogs and amphibians from extinction 
by generating public understanding of the crisis of the extinction 
of amphibians.  Staff and supporters really jumped in leaps and 
bounds for this campaign which began in February when Zoo staff 
participated in a giant leapfrog, which was followed by a successful 
launch night and by numerous educational amphibian weekends. 

In the summer, Zoo staff gave outstanding performances in 
the summer pantomime, “The Frog Prince”, while our volunteers 
provided great support through donations, manning information 
tables around the Zoo, and organising fundraising stalls at several 
summer fairs.

The campaign came to a close at the EAZA 2008 Conference 
in Antwerp this autumn where the Society contributed 5,000
(£4,000 approx.) towards the campaign. These funds will help 
support Amphibian Ark’s activities and finance regional initiatives 
such as rescues, training workshops and co-operatively managed 
centres. The Ark is a programme co-ordinated by The World 
Conservation Union.

At the conference the Society was proud to receive the 
EAZA Amphibian Campaign Fundraising Award for the efforts of 
Polly Phillpot, Senior Education Officer, who dressed as a frog 
and courageously leaped off the Forth Rail Bridge in aid of the 
campaign.

We would like to heartily thank all of you who supported this 
vital campaign.

The Society will take part in fundraising with EAZA for the 
2008/2009 Year of the Carnivore Campaign, which aims to raise 
awareness in general of nature in Europe and of large carnivores 
(such as our Asiatic lions, Sumatran tigers and jaguars).

We hope your enthusiasm for our efforts on behalf of 
conservation continues to flourish and that the Year of the 
Carnivore will be yet another roaring success.  More information 
will follow in the next issue of LifeLinks.

Marketing Assistant
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Primate and Koala Section
In the Primate and Koala Section there 

is a staff of eight dedicated keepers whose 
experience ranges from one year all the 
way up to twenty-nine years! Together 
we are responsible for the care and 
management of twenty-two species of 
primates and two koalas. The section has 
grown and evolved over the past few 
years and houses an enviable collection 
of species, all of which are endangered in 
their natural habitats, some critically, such 
as the purple-faced langurs in Sri Lanka, 
the yellow-breasted capuchins in Brazil’s 
Atlantic Forest, the Alaotran gentle lemurs 
in Madagascar, and the drills in Nigeria and 
Bioko Island.

Deforestation and human encroachment 
of natural habitats have had a devastating 
effect on primate numbers wherever they 
occur naturally, with many species being 
completely wiped out as a result of lack of 
suitable habitat and food. Primates are still 
being captured for the pet trade, despite 
the fact that it has been illegal for many 
years; and the ever-growing bushmeat 
trade, where animals are killed and sold 
for human consumption, looks likely to 
become the number-one threat to primate 
populations in the coming years unless 
something is done now to halt its growth – 
for many species it may already be too late.

All the animals in our care are part of 
captive-breeding programmes, both in 
Europe and elsewhere, and we have seen 
significant success with most of our species 
over the past year. Some new arrivals have 

bred for the first time, such as the purple-
faced langurs and the yellow-breasted 
capuchins, and our newly formed gelada 
herd looks likely to increase in number 
before the end of the year. New pairings 
of red titi monkeys and Alaotran gentle 
lemurs have been successful, with lots of 
reproductive behaviour being observed, 
and many of our established pairings of 
other species have once again produced 
healthy infants and thus contributed further 
to their breeding programme.

Caring for such a diverse group of 
animals and providing the appropriate diet, 
social structure, housing and behavioural 
husbandry needs for each species is our 
main priority and one which keeps us 
busy all day every day! Our enclosures 
are continually being adapted to provide 
stimulating, naturalistic environments that 
give our animals the opportunity to carry 
out natural behaviours such as would 
be seen in the wild. We have a varied 
environmental enrichment programme 
for all animals to encourage both mental 
stimulation and physical activity.

Finally, our two Queensland koalas, 
Yabbra and Goonaroo, are continuing to 
thrive. Their management is completely 
different to that of the primate species 
because of their hugely different activity 
patterns and dietary needs, but their 
conservation needs are surprisingly similar. 
Deforestation of eucalyptus forests, human 
encroachment on their natural habitat, and 
hunting are all resulting in a decline in koala 
populations throughout eastern Australia, 
causing this once widespread marsupial 
to disappear from many of its original 
locations.

Head Keeper

One of our male koalas, Goonaroo



Caption here

On 25 September came the long-awaited transfer of Yuri and 
Sasha, the Amur tigers from the Zoo to the Park and into the 
enormous new enclosure.  Before this big event two of the Park’s 
keepers, Debbie Drysdale and Robbie Rankin, had gone to the 
Zoo for a few days to become familiar with the tigers before the 
move.

After a couple of days of being restricted to the indoor dens, 
the tigers were given access to the outdoor enclosure.  The male 
ventured out immediately and started exploring his new home, but 
the female looked out from the den door and decided to remain 
inside.  It took her a couple of days to work up the courage to 
come out, but when she did she behaved as if she had been doing 
it for weeks.  The enclosure is about 7,000 square metres in area 
and encompasses a small, birch-tree forest, extensive patches of 
bracken and two large, natural ponds.  This habitat, coupled with 
the Highland climate, means that their environment is remarkably 
similar to the type of forest in which wild Amur tigers are found.

The official press launch took place on 6 October and I must 
admit that we were surprised by the level of interest from the 
media, both local and, when the story and pictures hit the wires, 
from further afield eg China, Canada, the USA and even Brazil!
For the benefit of the press and the Park’s visitors on the day, the 
keepers tied joints of meat in the trees and on the raised wooden 
platforms, which resulted in some interesting acrobatics from 
Sasha, the female tiger. The tigers have settled in very well to their 
new surroundings; they are a pleasure for the keepers to work 
with and they triggered a late surge in visitors to the Park.

The tiger is, of course, widely recognised as a conservation 
icon and in need of concerted conservation efforts throughout 
its increasingly scattered range. In Scotland we have the wildcat, 
a felid, that is actually more endangered than the Amur tiger.  In 
mid-September, our eleven wildcats, including the five kittens from 
this year, were due for their annual inoculations and in the interests 
of Scottish wildcat conservation we decided to do more than just 
give them their jabs.

As many of you are aware, the main cause for the rarity of the 
Scottish wildcat is hybridisation with feral domestic cats and there 
has been quite a bit of debate and research dedicated to how 
one differentiates between a pure Scottish wildcat and a Heinz 
57 variety wildcat.  Andrew Kitchener, of National Museums of 
Scotland, has developed a pelage key (pelage means the coat of an 
animal) using very old museum skins of wildcats, that theoretically 
predate the feral domestic cat problem.  This allows us to score 
an individual based on the nature of its coat markings to determine 
whether or not it is the genuine article.  Some of the markings 
can be quite difficult to “measure” in a squirming individual, so we 
anaesthetised each of our cats for its inoculation and a general 
health check and took eight different pictures of each animal for 
easy comparison with Andrew’s key.  Blood and hair samples 
were also collected from each of the eleven cats for future genetic 
verification.  We are still assessing the cats and the results will be 
compared with the results from the blood samples.  The outcome 
of this work will give us a clearer direction for the captive breeding 
programme and provide additional data for identification of cats in 
the wilds of the Cairngorms.

In an effort to help raise the profile of the Scottish wildcat, the 
keepers have been drawing comparisons between the plight of 
Amur tigers and the wildcat, during the twice daily feeds and talks 
which they do.  Our visitors are amazed that there are probably 
more Amur tigers in the wild than there are wildcats in the Scottish 
hills; 500+ versus approximately 400 respectively.  For the Park to 
be part of the European breeding programme for Amur tigers is, 
of course, a worthy role for us, but if we can also use the Russian 
tigers to help Scottish wildcats, then Yuri and Sasha will indeed 
earn their place in the Park.

Animal Collection Manager, HWP
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Hoofstock Section
It has been a few great months for the section, with births 

aplenty! A female serow calf was born in late July, along with a 
Grevy’s zebra foal, which we named Florence. A week later an 
adult female zebra arrived from Whipsnade Zoo and in October 
our juvenile male left to join a bachelor herd at Chester Zoo.

The births continued with a female goral calf born in early 
August, the first one. Tragically, the mother died the following day 
as a result of a massive infection triggered by the trauma of the 
birth. The decision was made to hand-rear the calf and we have 
called her Beijing. 

We were definitely on a roll for female births because then our 
Malayan tapir, Sayang, produced a female calf which we decided 
to call Indah (Malaysian for beautiful); both mother and baby are 
doing well. Father Ka has had to move next door for a little while. 
We are very pleased with our successful breeding of the tapirs as 
this is the second birth for this pair and they have only just turned 
five years old. 

The only male birth we have had recently is a mouse deer, 
which was also very good news, not only because it was a first for 
the pair, but also because the only other offspring born this year in 
the whole programme, ie at other zoos as well as in Edinburgh, 
were two females.

Recent arrivals were two male Kuhle’s hog deer from Poznan 
Zoo in Poland, which have joined our single male to form a 
bachelor group. We also received two young female bongos from 
Belfast Zoo, which are being kept separate from the male because 
they are still growing and developing.

Head Keeper

Penguin Section 
Our gentoo chicks from this year are thriving and some 

birds may be moving to other collections in the next few 
months. The rockhopper chick, named Tristan after the Tristan 
da Cunha islands, is also doing well and has lots of character. 

In August we were again visited by the King’s Guard of 
Norway who were performing in the Military Tattoo and they 
bestowed another honour on Nils Olav by knighting him – so 
he is now Sir Nils Olav! It was a very enjoyable ceremony 
and we are always pleased to see how popular he is with our 
visitors.

The king penguin eggs being incubated at the time of the 
last Lifelinks have, unfortunately, failed to hatch; one was fertile, 
but tests showed the chick died of a yolk sac infection before 
it was due to hatch, and the other two eggs were infertile.
Sadly, we have recently lost two male king penguins, one from 
kidney problems and the other had severe aspergillosis. 

Our male Patagonian sea lion, Sofus, is also doing well 
and is continuing with his training; we are hoping he will be 
joined by a couple of females very soon. He is still young and 
has a lot of growing to do, but this should make it easier to 
introduce him to females (certainly less intimidating for them!).

Head Keeper

Malayan tapirs

Budongo Trail
Since the chimps moved to Budongo at the beginning of the 

year, much of their time has been spent getting used to and 
adapting to their new environment. This meant that they really 
pulled together and relied on each other for support. Lots of 
grooming was seen, which helped to reinforce social bonds.

However, now that they are well settled, they have turned 
their attention to group politics. Liberius is now nine years old 
and, as he grows up, he has to find his own place within the 
group hierarchy. Qafzeh, the dominant male, is currently taking 
him under his wing and when Liberius pesters other individuals, 
Qafzeh gives him support. Liberius looks as though he will become 
a big, strong chimp and could be a useful ally to Qafzeh in the 
future.  A disgruntled Louis, however, is none too pleased about 
this scenario, so there is a little bit of unrest in the group at the 
moment; but this is all part of life in a wild chimp troop and shows 
us just how naturally our chimps behave.

The treatment of Emma’s air-sac is progressing well. We have 
now introduced the use of a nebulising machine, which, given 
time, will pump medicine directly into the air-sac. This is a gradual 
process and not painful and the use of positive reinforcement 
means that Emma is a very willing patient!

Senior Keeper

Chimps at Budongo Trail



Presentations Section  
The summer months have come to an end and we say a 

fond farewell to our summer shows.  Our animals were fantastic 
this year and the shows included tawny owls, lorikeets, turkey 
vultures, ground hornbills, falcons, and, of course, the Kune Kune 
pigs! The star, however, was our bateleur eagle, Cousteau.  Her 
flying skills have matured and we saw some amazing displays.
She heads far out towards the foot of the Zoo and then uses the 
wind to carry her back up to the arena, where she circles high 
above us – and then suddenly changes her flying pattern to land 
perfectly on her prey (a plastic snake!).

The work, however, doesn’t stop there. We now have to 
look at the behaviours to see which ones we can adapt and 
how we can make our shows even more exciting next year!
A black-capped lory has arrived recently and we have started 
training her.  We also have a new group of young rats ready to 
start training for their big rat race.  Watch out for our new-style 
winter shows taking place at weekends and also weekdays during 
school holidays, in the Education Lecture Theatre.  See page 14 
for more details on what’s happening this winter.

We have some more additions to our group in Rainbow 
Landings.  After passing all their quarantine tests, they are 
gradually being mixed in with our big group.  All three of our 
lorikeet chicks have now fledged.  One of the breeding pairs 
from last year has already laid eggs and is busy incubating these.
Our potoroo joey, Bouncer, left his mother’s pouch full-time in 
October and we are keeping our eyes peeled for any signs of 
another one on the way.  

Senior Animal Presenter

Bird Section
A thick-billed parrot chick finally fledged in August, but the 

parents were still keeping a watchful eye over the youngster in early 
November. You can easily identify the chick because it still has a very 
pale bill and usually sits on the lower branches while it gets used 
to the new surroundings. You can see these in an aviary near the 
barbary macaques.

In late October two of our three hammerkop chicks left the 
enormous nest which the adult birds had built in the African Aviary. 
Also in the Aviary, three of our Von der Decken’s hornbills departed 
for other zoos as part of the European breeding programme. 
Edinburgh Zoo has been one of the most successful collections 
in the breeding of this species and we will soon receive a new 
pair, something that is genetically very important for the captive 
population.

A new species to the Zoo is the chestnut-backed thrushes; 
Edinburgh is one of only five zoos in the UK to hold the species. 
This thrush is predominantly a ground-dwelling species, endemic 
to the Indonesian islands of Lombok, Timor and Lesser Sunda. The 
species is rapidly declining in the wild. Our pair are currently housed 
off-show.  We hope to breed from them to contribute to the UK 
captive population, currently standing at 24. 

Our Montserrat oriole pair reared four chicks, a valuable 
contribution to this critically endangered species. 

Keeper

Reptile Section
The large fish tank in the Discovery Centre now has a 

population of eleven electric yellow cichlids, which are found 
only in Lake Malawi, East Africa. These fish are mouth-brooders ie 
the female cares for her young in her mouth until they are ready 
to fend for themselves; the water temperature determines the 
length of time they remain in the mother’s mouth. She will care 
for the young for a week or so after they leave her mouth. We 
have had the fish for only a few weeks and we are pleased that 
they have started to breed; if you look closely at the rocks in the 
tank you should see some young.

We will soon be sending a large population of partula snails 
to Copenhagen Zoo where they will join the partula captive-
breeding programme. 

In June London Zoo sent us 16 Partula mooreana snails. 
These snails are extinct in the wild and are extremely rare 
in captivity.  Edinburgh Zoo is one of only three collections 
anywhere in the world to have them. We hope that our 
experience of the management and breeding of partula snails 
will result in an increase in the population.

Keeper

Potoroo joey



Primate Section 
This is an enriching time for both the primates and the 

keepers. Many of the enclosures have had an autumn make-
over, with new branching and new ropes, whilst others have also 
had new plantings. 

A lot has been happening at the Magic Forest; the cotton-top 
tamarins gave birth to triplets, but sadly one was weak and did 
not survive. Triplets were also born to our pygmy marmosets, 
but two did not survive, although the remaining one seems to be 
doing well. A red titi monkey female arrived from France for our 
male; they are getting on fine and can often be seen with their 
tails entwined. A golden-headed lion tamarin female arrived to 
be paired with our male and they are also bonding well. A young 
Goeldi’s monkey was born and can now be seen away from the 
parents and jumping around the enclosure.

Four new Barbary macaques arrived, bringing our total to 
twelve. Once their quarantine period is over they will go to their 
original enclosure which is above that of the polar bear. Diego, 
our hand-reared, baby black howler monkey, is now just over six 
months old and, to coin a phrase, is a cheeky little monkey! He is 
being introduced to his father and siblings via a small cage in the 
howler enclosure and he and his older brother, Dargie, are very 
interested in each other. The eldest youngster, Pantanal, left on 
30 September to be with two females in a zoo in Poland. We are 
expecting the arrival of a new adult female for our group and it 
will be an interesting time when we introduce her to Diego.

Keeper

Living Links
All our monkeys have settled in well at Living Links and are 

enjoying the unlimited access to both their indoor and outdoor 
enclosures. As the weather turns colder most are likely to be 
found inside, but on a sunny day the capuchins often play-
wrestle outside and the squirrel monkeys can be seen basking 
or foraging for insects. One family group of squirrels has taken 
up residence in the capuchin indoor enclosure and often sit 
below the feeding capuchins, catching falling bits of food, much 
as they would do in the wild. As long as the squirrels keep 
away from their favourite resting sites, the capuchins seem to 
tolerate this arrangement quite well.

Our two newest capuchin additions, Pedro and Mekoe, 
are now often seen off their mothers’ backs (Lana and Sylvie), 
exploring or wrestling with their older siblings. Many of our 
female squirrel monkeys are heavily pregnant; Jasmin was 
the first to give birth this year and the baby looks healthy and 
bright, so we look forward to the rest of them giving birth in 
the next few weeks. Look out for the babies clinging on to the 
females.

Our animal training programme continues and all the 
monkeys are responding well to using the areas where the 
research is being undertaken. We have had students studying 
food preferences (where, not surprisingly, broccoli was low 
down on the monkeys’ list!) and related food-calls.  We 
continue to use honey-dipping trials to try and discover if our 
capuchins will use sticks as tools to reach for a honey reward.

Senior Keeper 

Carnivore Section
As many of you will be aware from the extensive media 

coverage, our pair of Amur tigers, Yuri and Sasha, have left us 
for the colder climes of the Highland Wildlife Park. Although 
sad to see them go, we are happy that they have settled so 
well into their fabulous new home. Within a week of the tigers’ 
departure from the Zoo, a pair of young Sumatran tigers were 
due to arrive so we had to move quickly to ensure that the 
required quarantine facilities were in place.  This meant a lot of 
moving about of animals within a short time, but with the help 
of all departments, we got there in the end and now have a 
very different-looking section.

The Sumatran tigers, Chandra and Tibor, are housed in the 
old jaguar enclosures, because they must complete six months 
of rabies’ quarantine. They are both just one year old and 
look very different from Yuri and Sasha, being much smaller 
and with a much darker coat and a prominent ruff round the 
neck. Because the tigers are housed in the jaguar enclosures, 
we decided to move the latter into the old tiger enclosure, 
where they too have settled in very well.  Whilst moving the 
jaguars we took the opportunity to do a full health check and 
both appear to be in good health, so we hope that they may 
eventually give us some youngsters.

Speaking of new arrivals, our bush-dog puppy is now doing 
well despite an outbreak of illness which swept through all the 
bush-dogs and left the pup seriously ill for a while. Thankfully, 
with round-the-clock care and many sleepless nights, she 
pulled through and is, we hope, on the mend.

Finally, more new arrivals include a pair of European otters 
which are currently being housed in the old barbary macaque 
enclosure; both are settling in well although very elusive and 
difficult to spot.  They have given us some interesting times, 
especially when we routinely check them in the mornings and 
they decide to play hide and seek.

Head Keeper
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a species saved by accident?
Since February 2005, the Society has been involved in one of the most 

interesting avian conservation projects of recent years. It includes 
sea-faring scientists, sheep, cats and a small, brown dove from an 
island in the Pacific Ocean, hundreds of kilometres west of the 
Mexican coast. It is the story of the Socorro dove; its extinction 
in the wild, its accidental salvation and the hopes for its future. 

The Socorro dove is on first appearance a plain, dark-brown 
dove with nothing remarkable about it. Closer inspection, 
however, reveals black spots on the wings, rich cinnamon-
brown upper parts and iridescent-pink neck patches – and its 
history is even more interesting. 

The species was first described by naturalists who were 
visiting the remote Revillagigedo Archipelago in 1867. 
However, not much was written about the species during 
the subsequent century, which was in some respects a 
missed opportunity because the Socorro dove was last 
recorded in the wild in 1972. Expeditions in 1979 and 
1982 failed to find any evidence of the bird on Socorro 
and it is considered Extinct in the Wild by the IUCN 
(International Union for Conservation of Nature).

Several factors are thought to be responsible for its 
extinction: over-hunting following human settlement of the 
island in 1957, predation by feral cats, and over-grazing by 
introduced sheep who removed the vegetation that the doves 
probably depended on.  By remarkable good fortune, some 
birds were brought to the US by the 3rd Expedition of the 
California Academy of Sciences in 1925. Their offspring were 
later shared with some breeders in the United States and Europe 
and it is these birds that were to be the lifeline for the species. 
Their descendants are the basis of today’s European Endangered 
Species Programme (EEP), which is co-ordinated by Dr Stefan Stadler 
at Frankfurt Zoo, with participants in eight European countries, and about 
one hundred birds in the programme. 



Aviaries built by the Mexican Navy 

© Juan Martinez, ‘Island Endemics’
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The Society first became involved in February 2005 with the arrival of three males from 
Paignton Zoo, later joined by females from Frankfurt and from Paignton. Trial pairings were 
done in order to establish what would work, because males can be notoriously aggressive 
and introductions have to be carefully managed. Our first chick hatched in December that 
year and since then we have bred fourteen youngsters to three different pairings. 
Breeding was suspended in late 2006 while the genetics of the EEP population were 
   assessed, leading to birds being transferred between zoos to form new breeding pairs. 

          In October this year five birds from Edinburgh and seven from Paignton made 
       the long journey across the Atlantic to the States. The birds underwent 
        pre-export screening in Edinburgh and, after getting the all-clear, were flown 
           to Los Angeles. After undergoing a thirty-day quarantine period they will 
             be moved to Albuquerque Zoo. Although this transfer may sound 
              straightforward, it involved an enormous amount of work on import / export 
                  legislation, shipping organisation, veterinary checks, etc to make it all
                   happen. These birds will form a back-up population in the States 
                      and help to relieve some of the pressure on the European zoos. 

                                     Meanwhile, back on Socorro, as part of a future reintroduction
                                  programme, a variety of organisations, including NGOs 
                                   (non-governmental organisations) such as Island Endemics and its
                                     Mexican counterpart, Endémicos Insulares, and the Mexican
                                      Navy have been working hard to prepare the island for the 
                                        return of the doves. The Mexican Navy has provided logistical
                                           support and constructed aviaries where the birds will be
                                            held prior to any release programme. Although any
                                             reintroduction project is extremely complex and there is still 
                                               a long way to go, the glimmer of hope that the Socorro 
                                               dove will once again be found on its ancestral island has
                                                   just got a little bit brighter.

Head Keeper
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Can you help us find the following members?
Last year one of our life members lost a medal in the Zoo 

whilst attending a function in the Mansion House. The medal has 
now been found, but unfortunately we don’t know the identity of 
the owner. We would love to return it, so if you are the owner, 
or know who he is, please contact Tracy Hope in the Membership 
Team on 0131 314 0305.

Did you work for the Salveson Whaling Company, or know 
about the transportation of gentoo penguins from the Falkland 
Islands to Edinburgh in the early part of the 20th century?  We 
are keen to find out more about this historic trip and to establish 
just where the penguins were collected from.  This will help us 
to identify the sub-species of our gentoo penguins’ ancestors.  If 
you can help, please contact Darren McGarry, Animal Collection 
Manager on 0131 314 0314 or email 

Supporters Events in 2008
2008 has been a bumper year, packed full of exciting events for 

members and supporters.
We introduced a programme of free members’ talks which 

aim to give members an insight into our conservation, education 
and research work and over 300 members came to events in the 
Budongo Trail lecture theatre.  In May our Chief Executive, David 
Windmill, gave an insight into the role of modern zoos in his talk 
and in October talks were given by Iain Valentine, Head of Animals, 
Education & Research, focusing on the Society’s involvement in the 
Scottish Beaver Trial Project. The next members’ night will be held 
on Wednesday 25 March and will focus on the Society’s Centenary. 
To reserve a place, please call Kerry MacKay on 0131 314 0334,
or email 

Animal adopter events have proved to be popular for adopters 
and their guests, with over 3,200 coming to meet the keepers and 
to learn more about their favorite species in the Zoo and the Park.  
The next event for adopters will be on Saturday 28 February and 
invitations will be sent early in the New Year.  

Oxgangs Primary School has been an adopter for thirty years 
and currently have a Platinum Level adoption of Mercedes, the 
Zoo’s polar bear. Primary 6 pupils take responsibility for collecting 
pennies from other pupils every week and at the end of the year 
they donate the funds and choose which species they want to 
adopt.  Keith Berkley, the Head Teacher, said, “The pupils really 
enjoy collecting money for a Scottish animal charity which allows 
them to visit their animals at Edinburgh Zoo.  Animal adoption 
provides a unique learning experience about endangered animals 
for our pupils and encourages them to appreciate the wonder of 
living things.”

To celebrate this outstanding contribution, Budongo Senior 
Keeper Claire Johnston visited Oxgangs Primary School to thank 
the pupils at school assembly for their support and to tell them 
more about the animals at the Zoo and the Highland Wildlife Park.

Animal adoption is a unique way for people with a passion for 
animals to play their part in conserving threatened species and 
their habitats. With over a hundred different species to adopt, 
there is an animal to suit everyone!  Packages start from as little 
as £40 for the whole year and adopters receive a personalised 
certificate and a fact sheet about the animal, a magazine, invitations 
to special events, and much more.  For information on our 
adoption categories and animals, visit  or call 
0131 314 0374 to speak to a member of the adoption team.

Finally, 115 daredevils took part in our sponsored events during 
the year, raising over £22,000 for the Society’s work. People 
abseiled off the Forth Rail Bridge, drove fire engines in a driving 
challenge; and walked across burning embers in our Firewalk 
Challenge! Thank you to everyone who took part; your support is 
greatly appreciated.

The next Firewalk Challenge takes place in the Zoo on Friday 
24 April.  If you would like to walk over hot coals for the Society 
or if you are interested in raising sponsorship through your own 
activities, please contact Kerry Mackay on 0131 314 0334 or 
email

Keith Berkley with Claire Johnstone and some Oxgangs pupils




