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Foreword
Zoocheck Canada is a national animal welfare charity established in 1984 to
promote the interests of wildlife in captivity and in the wild. For the past twenty
years, Zoocheck has carried out assessments of captive wildlife husbandry and
housing conditions in a wide range of facilities; evaluated and addressed public
safety and security issues related to wildlife in captivity; and evaluated the
effectiveness of live animal-based education and conservation programming.
The World Society for the Protection of Animals Canada (WSPA) is the Canadian
branch of an international network representing more than 400 humane societies
and other animal protection organizations in more than 90 countries. Through
direct field work, campaigning, legislative work, humane education and training
programs, WSPA strives to raise the standards of animal welfare worldwide.
Zoocheck and WSPA have been monitoring the conditions in zoos across
Canada for many years. Guzoo Animal Farm near Three Hills, Alberta has been
a concern to both organizations for several years due to its substandard animal
husbandry conditions and safety practices. Zoocheck and WSPA have
documented many of these concerns in a variety of reports and papers.
The Province of Alberta, while it does govern the keeping of wildlife in captivity
under the Wildlife Act (RSA 2000), has failed to provide specific standards for the
housing and care of captive wildlife. As well, there are no federal laws mandating
specific standards of housing and care for captive wild animals in Canada.
Under the Wildlife Act, all Alberta zoos must acquire a zoo permit and adhere to
a few general conditions, such as acquiring liability insurance to cover injuries,
submitting a development plan for the zoo, providing for veterinary care and
having appropriate veterinary services, a quarantine facility and facilities
appropriate to the species being held. Guzoo's current permit expires on
November 30, 2004.
Guzoo’s current permit also has some more specific conditions attached
(Schedule I)1. These conditions, specific to Guzoo, were imposed by Alberta
Sustainable Resource Development in June 2004, are designed to address
specific concerns at this facility and are considered integral to the permit.
Section 12 (3) of the Wildlife Act states: A person shall not contravene any of the
terms or conditions of a licence or permit and Section 86 (2) indicates, a person
who contravenes any provision of this Act is guilty of an offence.
Guzoo has also been subject to criteria established by the Alberta Health
Authority. In 2002, Health Authority 5 summarized the biting incidents at Guzoo
(Appendix II), provided a list of requirements to Fish and Wildlife Services that it
1

Guzoo permit conditions and Alberta Health Authority documents were obtained under the Alberta
Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act.
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wanted incorporated into the zoo's operational plan (Appendix III) and sent an
Order to the owner of Guzoo to make appropriate changes to reduce the risk of
injuries at Guzoo (Appendix IV).
In an effort to fairly evaluate both zoo conditions as well as Alberta’s current
permitting regime, Zoocheck and WSPA have drawn on professional zoo
association standards both in Canada and abroad. For example, both the United
States and the United Kingdom have legislated standards and robust licensing
schemes, including regular inspections, that serve as useful points of
comparison.
In July 2004, Zoocheck and WSPA commissioned a report on the conditions at
Guzoo, by Richard Farinato, Captive Wildlife Specialist, Humane Society of the
United States. Mr. Farinato has more than 15 years experience managing zoos
accredited by the American Zoo and Aquarium Association (AZA). He is well
versed in both husbandry practices of professionally operated zoos, as well as
the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) standards for captive wild
animal housing and care.
During Mr. Farinato’s inspection of Guzoo, which is the basis for this report,
several violations of Guzoo’s current zoo permit requirements were noted. As
well, numerous other animal housing, care and safety concerns were observed.
Many of the concerns outlined in the Farinato report have been identified
previously in other Zoocheck and WSPA reports. Some of these are available at
www.zoocheck.com and www.wspa.ca
It is the hope of both Zoocheck and WSPA that Mr. Farinato’s report will highlight
the ongoing and unresolved problems at Guzoo Animal Farm. Deficiencies in
animal care and public safety have been identified over many years without
substantive improvements having been made to the facility. Given this, and the
documented permit violations during the current permit period, we recommend
that the Alberta Wildlife Management Branch not renew the zoo permit of Guzoo
on December 1, 2004. Having done that, the Province needs to revise its zoo
licensing regime by enacting comprehensive zoo standards so that these
problems do not continue to occur in future.
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ASSESSMENT OF CONDITIONS AT GUZOO - Three Hills, Alberta, Canada
By Richard Farinato, Director
Captive Wildlife Protection and Wildlife Advocacy
The Humane Society of the United States
November 15, 2004
Introduction
On July 7, 2004, I visited Guzoo, a roadside zoo facility in Three Hills, Alberta.
The comments below represent my evaluation of what I saw at the zoo that day.
They are based on more than 15 years experience of managing native and exotic
wildlife in the zoo profession in the United States, at facilities in Boston, MA, and
Greenville, SC. Both these facilities are licensed and inspected by the United
States Department of Agriculture (USDA), a legal requirement for any zoological
exhibition in the U. S.; both are also institutions accredited by the American Zoo
and Aquarium Association (AZA), of which I have been a member for the past 18
years.
General Comments
Guzoo is a facility commonly described as a privately-owned roadside zoo or
menagerie. It is a varied collection of wild and domesticated animals housed in
enclosures and cages that range from minimally adequate (some hoof stock) to
dangerous and inappropriate (large carnivores) to inhumane and unhealthy
(birds, small mammals, primates).
Based on the facility and conditions in which animals were kept that I witnessed
on this visit, Guzoo would not be allowed to operate in the United States, as it
would not meet the Animal Welfare Act federal standards for licensing as an
exhibitor, administered by the USDA. The physical facilities, state of cleanliness,
provision of food and water, visitor access to animals, and environmental
enrichment issues were substandard for even the most basic of zoo facilities,
regardless of location.
This report highlights the most egregious conditions and situations that I
witnessed, which are the most in need of attention.
In my opinion, unless substantial changes are put in place to meet the basic
husbandry needs of animals held in this facility, it should not be allowed to
continue operations, as it places both the animals held there and the visiting
public in unhealthy and dangerous situations, in addition to the obvious animal
welfare and humane concerns
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Animal Enclosures
1. Cleanliness and Sanitation
With the exception of a few larger paddock areas which, simply because of size
and the nature of the animals in them, are not particularly problematic in terms of
sanitation, the overall state of hygiene and cleanliness of enclosures was very
poor. In some cases, the conditions in which animals were living were, in my
opinion, a threat to their health and survival, due to accumulations of feces,
buildups of uneaten and moldy food, and bare earth floors that are difficult, and
almost impossible, even under the best management systems, to keep clean and
sanitary. It appeared that cleaning of enclosures was not being carried out on a
regular basis, regardless of time interval.
Bare earth floors were found in
almost all enclosures throughout
the facility. Good management
would mean that such floors
were raked on a daily basis, and
that areas soiled by feces or
urine were dug out and replaced
as necessary. The appearance
of the cage floors and that state
of the bare earth did not suggest
that such routines were part of
the activity of cage cleaning. As
it is impossible to effectively
disinfect a dirt substrate, the
above routine is critical for the maintenance of animal health. The small size of a
number of enclosures also makes maintenance of the substrate critical. In the
one instance where staff was observed cleaning a dirt-floored enclosure, the
minimal amount of material being removed and the condition of that material
suggested that substantial renewal of soil substrate is not a common practice.
2. Cage Shelters
Shelters for animals within enclosures were of such design, materials, and
placement that maintaining them in a clean state is impossible. Shelters that
were present were soiled and stained, in various stages of deterioration or rot,
and impossible to sanitize. Their dilapidated state made them a threat of
physical injury to animals using them.
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Wooden boxes that were provided
for animals other than ungulates
were often inappropriate for the size
or number of animals in the cage.
In almost all cases, these boxes
were filthy and falling apart. I saw
no bedding of any kind in any
shelter box.
Shelters in paddocks or pens for ungulates were no better. Again, the state of
disrepair and the condition of the materials from which they were made rendered
them ineffective in terms of protection from the elements.
Some cages had piles of brush or tree limbs or rocks that I assume were
covering den or hide areas, but it was impossible to determine if such shelters
were functional or appropriate.
3. Cage Furniture and Staging
There was little or no effort made to provide adequate and appropriate features
to allow animals to make use of the space they lived in. Rocks, tree limbs, brush
piles, perches, and climbing structures, although in evidence, were simply
distributed about some of the cages in a seemingly helter-skelter fashion, with
the result being the look of a trash dump. It appears that no plan or effort is in
place to make these items as useable as possible to animals, based on their
needs as determined by natural behavior.
4. Safety of Animal Enclosures for Animals
Many of the enclosures and cages in this facility pose a physical risk of injury to
the animals contained in them. Poor or no ongoing maintenance, inappropriate
materials or items placed in animal enclosures, and unsafe materials or designs
of enclosures were noted in many areas.
•

Dangerous and/or
inappropriate items
(old farm
implements, metal
pipe playground
equipment, loose
chains and ropes)
were present in
several enclosures
and cages.

Bear enclosure containing old playground equipment – inappropriate for species
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•

•

Loose and/or damaged fencing, rusted wires, sharp objects, metal pipes,
and other items in need of repair or removal were evident in many
locations
Fencing and/or construction of fences were insufficient to safely contain
the animals within the enclosures

Overall, the construction, materials used, and maintenance of animal enclosures
were unacceptable, and would not meet minimal professional standards for such
facilities.
Foods/Feeding/Water
1. Foods and Feeding
Foods fed to animals appear to be left in cages for days at a time, judging from
the amounts and states of food items in almost all enclosures. Food was often on
the floor of the cage as opposed to in a container that could be sanitized between
uses, adding to the overall lack of proper hygiene. In those cages where food
bowls were present, their condition and appearance did not suggest that they
were routinely cleaned.
Parts of carcasses were evident in almost all the carnivore cages, in various
stages of consumption and deterioration. Wet and moldy bread, moldy grain,
spoiled fruit, and foods contaminated by feces were evident throughout the
facility.
2. Provision of Water
There did not appear to be a consistent effort to supply all animal areas with
water. There was evidence of small automatic water bowls serviced by an
above-ground plastic waterline at some hoof stock yards, which would, of course,
be non-functional for a portion of the year due
to freezing temperatures. An odd assortment
of containers were noted in roughly three
quarters of the other cage areas. In most
cases where water was present, both the
container and the water were dirty, and again
did not appear to be maintained on a regular
basis, or chosen and placed with any
consideration of what a species of animal
might need. Metal water containers showed rust. In some cases, there were
what I would consider inappropriately sized containers placed in enclosures
(cattle tub in a yard with wolves, plastic half-barrel in snow macaque’s cage);
their large size allowed animals to sit or stand in them. I suspect such large
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containers allow caretakers to avoid refilling them on a frequent basis, which is
exactly what you do not want to do.
Animal Health Issues
The following conditions and practices in evidence at Guzoo are problematic in
terms of maintaining animals in good health.
•
•

•

•

•

•

•

Basic requirements like healthy and fresh food and sufficient clean water
are compromised or unmet.
Poor or no cleaning of
animal cages and lack of
sanitation invites disease
and parasite problems.
Overcrowding of
enclosures and cages can
contribute to health and
behavioral problems.
Mixing species together
(domesticated dogs, lions)
increases potential for
injury or disease
transmission.
Free-roaming domesticated dogs and cats in the zoo are vectors for the
transmission of disease and parasites, as well potential causes for
dangerous and destructive behavior from large carnivores and hoof stock.
Inadequate shelter from the elements exposes animals to extremes of
weather in all seasons (hoof stock, macaques, big cats), with little or no
mitigation of their effects.
Unrestricted feeding of bread provided free to the visitors by Guzoo to all
animals compromises the nutrition of every animal at the facility, impacting
on overall state of health.

Several examples of animals with apparent health issues or physical conditions
in need of veterinary assessment were noted. They include a camel with no hair
on its hindquarters shoulders, chest and neck; several domesticated goats and
cattle with severely overgrown hooves in need of trimming; a tiger with front paw
(possibly declawed) problems that was limping; and an Amazon parrot with
extremely poor plumage. The single biggest issue, once again, was the filthy
state of animals living quarters.
Public Safety
Safety barriers to keep the visiting public away from animal cages are not
present in all areas of the zoo, allowing direct contact between the public and
7

wild animals. Indeed, the public is encouraged to have contact with animals. In
addition, the design, construction, and maintenance of several enclosures are
inadequate to securely confine the animals contained in them, increasing the
safety risk for visitors by their very nature.
1. Public/animal interaction and contact
Public interaction with wild animals is allowed and encouraged. In two sections
of the zoo the public has free access to animals: one is an enclosed room with a
sign at the door that says the visitors may handle any animal whose cage is not
locked; the other is the “official” petting zoo section, where free roaming
domesticated animals and hand-reared wild animals are available to handle or
pet.
The enclosed room is one of the worst areas of Guzoo in terms of animal care,
and public and animal contact. Cages, water bowls, bottles, and feed dishes are
filthy, and appear to never have been cleaned thoroughly, judging from the layers
of dirt and grime and dust everywhere. One cage in particular stands out in this
area as an example of the care animals receive in this facility: a small corner
cage housing lovebirds and cockatiels. The floor of this cage was covered with
at least a 2 inch layer of bird feces, seed hulls, and other detritus. Feces covered
everything in the cage including perches, feed bowls, waterers. Dust covered the
wire from which it was made. There was insufficient perch space for the birds
kept in it. The birds themselves were in poor plumage, and appeared unthrifty.
What is so telling here is that these species of birds are staples in the pet trade.
They are not difficult to care for or manage. Guzoo was incapable of or not
interested in providing a clean environment, correct feed and feeding methods,
and adequate structures for the birds to perch comfortably. At the same time, it
was inviting the visitor in to an area that was a potential health hazard for
zoonotic disease transmission, due to the filthy and crowded conditions in the
room in general, and via the unsupervised handling of animals compromised by
these conditions.
The petting zoo area was also
problematic in terms of human-animal
contact, as it went well beyond traditional
livestock such as goats, sheep, cattle,
llamas, and rabbits. In a series of kennellike runs, there were a black bear cub, a
wolf pup, and a lion cub housed with a
singing dog. Another larger lion cub was
in a small cage nearby shared by a
domesticated dog. Three visiting children
entered the run with the wolf pup, and
proceeded to pick him up, carry him
around, and chase him around the cage
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with no supervision, despite the presence of three female zoo staff or volunteers
involved in cleaning an empty run. I would guess that the bear and lion cubs
have also been involved in this kind of public interaction.
The liability and safety implications for humans in this kind of activity, as well as
the welfare and humane issues for young animals treated in this fashion, are
numerous. I do not know of any legitimate zoo facility that would permit this kind
of interaction because the risks are so great. No petting zoo, either independent
or incorporated into a larger facility operates without a high degree of visitor
supervision, or allows public contact with wild mammals that cannot be
immunized against rabies.
2. Visitor Entry into non-public areas
In a similar situation, I observed a staff member take a group of visitors, including
a small child, inside the safety barrier and then into the exhibit cage of a New
Guinea singing dog, to allow
the child to play with the dog.
They then proceeded to the
African lion cage, where they
stood next to the chain link
fence containing a male and
two female lions. Along with
the people were a Basset
hound and a pug. The scene
therefore included one small
child and two small dogs in
close proximity to three
agitated lions, very focused
on the child and the dogs, as
Photo extracted from video taken during the visit
would be expected. Adding
to the unpredictability of the situation, the staff member stated that there were
three cubs in a den box in the center of the lion cage, less than a week old.
This incident to me is an example of the unprofessional and dangerous way in
which Guzoo appears to function. In the course of this incident, people and
animals were put in potentially fatal situations by the zoo’s staff. It demonstrates
a serious lack of judgment, and a failure to understand and carry out the basic
components of animal care and zoo operations regarding animal care and visitor
behavior.
3. Structural Integrity of caging
Many cages and enclosures were, in my opinion, constructed and maintained in
so poor a manner that animal escapes are a constant and serious risk in this
facility. Poor condition of wire fencing, poor attachment of wiring to cage frames,
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loose fence bottoms, gaps in gate panels or doors, severe rusting of
components, jury-rigged overhangs, insufficient height of fences, no safety doors,
and lack of tops in some cages raise the risk of escape and injury greatly.
Although much of what successfully confines an animal in a zoo to its cage may
be psychological, there are those moments when stress or excitement or a
perceived danger allow animals to behave in ways that no one has foreseen. It is
still the strength and integrity of the barrier that is the critical point in enclosure
construction and ongoing maintenance. The following examples illustrate my
concerns.
•

•

•
•
•
•

Mongolian wild horses were
able to push out the bottom
of the chain link fence,
getting their entire muzzle
outside the fence. There is
also no public barrier at this
paddock.
One of the tiger enclosures
has an open top, with fencing
and overhangs that are not
sufficient, in my experience,
to keep the animals safely
inside
The tiger and lion enclosures
that are covered by peaked roofs have chain link fencing that is not
secured at the roof line.
Large ungulates (bison, musk ox) are held behind wire fence and uprights
that are of insufficient gauge and strength to withstand the pressure such
animals can exert.
Black bears are kept in an open-topped enclosure that again is insufficient
in terms of fence, and overhang.
Lions and tigers in adjoining cages are separated by a single wall of chain
link fencing.

Even if there has never been an escape incident in this facility, it is irresponsible
and unprofessional to allow conditions to exist that jeopardize public safety and
animal welfare in such a manner.
Environmental Enrichment
The art and science of enrichment of environments for captive wildlife is
accepted as a necessity, as opposed to a luxury, for humane and appropriate
care for animals. It is part of the accreditation standards for professional
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membership in the AZA (and in Canada by the Canadian Association of Zoos
and Aquariums), and is mandated for some species by federal law in the US. It
is recognized as the component in the husbandry of numerous, if not all, species
kept in zoos that makes a critical difference in both physical and psychological
welfare.
Guzoo does not make an
effort to provide even the
simplest forms of enrichment
to its animals, based on what I
observed while on the
grounds. The featureless
environments that most
animals are kept in do not give
inhabitants any choices or
options for behaviors or
activities that could mitigate
the boredom of their lives.
Professional and appropriate
animal management begins
with the basic design of an
animal’s living space that
allows for the expression of normal and natural behavior. Such expression is
then promoted or supported by the environment, and enrichment items or
processes further enhance that expression. In the case of Guzoo, just the
opposite seems to be true. Design and staging (where it exists) does not take
into consideration the physical needs of the species housed, or its behavioral
capacity. The result is an overall depression of activity, and an exacerbation of
stereotypic behaviors.
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Conclusion
Based on what I saw during this visit, this facility would not be allowed to
continue operating as an animal exhibition in the U.S. due to the many
deficiencies in basic animal care, standards for which are mandated by federal
statutes. Since the standards for accreditation of zoos by the AZA are in fact
more rigorous, neither would it be considered a professional operation.
What is most troublesome to me is the apparent disregard for the welfare of wild
animals in captivity demonstrated by the filthy conditions in evidence at Guzoo.
Such abysmal care, regardless of why it exists, indicates a lack of understanding
of animals’ needs, and an inability to meet the most basic standards of humane
stewardship of wildlife in captivity.
Again, unless changes are made in the operation of this facility so that the
welfare of animals and visitors are not at risk from the current conditions, I
recommend shutting the facility down.

12

