
Ethics at the Zoo: The Case of Marius the Giraffe

making him a so-called “surplus animal.” Despite the international outcry against it, the 
giraffe was euthanized, a necropsy was performed by scientists while educators explained 
the dissection to the gathered crowd, and hunks of meat were fed to the zoo’s lions, polar 
bears, and other carnivores.

The event reveals an ethical dilemma that rests at the core of zoo management: what 
tradeoffs are acceptable when it comes to animal welfare? 

The reality is that zoos have an obligation to manage their populations as sustainably 
as possible, and that includes avoiding overpopulation and preventing inbreeding. Zoos 
operate at what is called “carrying capacity,” which is the upper limit on the number of 
individual animals for any particular species that a given amount of space can sustain. 
In the wild, the carrying capacity of a geographic area is defined by the territory needs 
of individuals, and the amount of food and water available to sustain them. In a zoo, in  
addition to space, other limiting factors include the time available to care for animals and 
to maximize their welfare by keepers, curators, and veterinarians, and cost. And welfare is 
about more than just avoiding illness, injury, or boredom. 

The Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA), which oversees the Species Survival 
Plans for over 500 species in North American zoos, and other organizations like it (have  
developed) population management plans.

These plans consider the available space and resources that each participating zoo has in 
order to determine how many individuals of each sex and age class can receive adequate 
care. Combined with information about the genetic lineage of each individual animal, they 
can develop breeding recommendations. 

How can zoos prevent individuals who have not been given a breeding recommendation 
from producing offspring? There are several approaches: they can be housed in a single-
sex enclosure, they can receive contraception, they can be permanently sterilized, or if 
there is no space for the animals, they can be transferred to other institutions, or they can 
be euthanized. 
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Last weekend, a healthy juvenile male reticulated  
giraffe at the Copenhagen Zoo was killed. His 
name was Marius. The reason given was that his 
genes were already sufficiently represented in the 
giraffe population across the zoos of the European  
Association of Zoos and Aquariums (EAZA) – his 
brother lives in a zoo in England, for example – 
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sible for the animal’s welfare for the duration of its life. To that end, animals should only 
be transferred to places that can provide adequately for their health and welfare, which 
includes appropriate socialization (for social species, like giraffes). 

What happens if there is no space to hold and care for an animal, and there are no  
suitable alternative facilities? Some would argue that it is better to euthanize the animal 
than to send it to a facility where the quality of its life would suffer. As Ingrid J. Porton 
points out in Wildlife Contraception, “there are records of transferred zoo-bred mammals  
from big cats, lemurs, and chimpanzees to a range of ungulate species that have  
eventually reached roadside animal attractions, circuses, for-profit animal breeding  
facilities, exotic animal auctions, and the pet trade.” Should length of life be privileged 
over quality of life? 

Assuming that there is space to keep a non-breeding animal, contraception might be a 
better approach. Unlike sterilization, contraception is meant to be reversible. But the issue 
is that in most cases and for most species, contraception is still considered experimental.  
For some species, it isn’t clear yet whether an animal can become pregnant and give birth 
to viable offspring after months or years of contraceptive administration. What if the  
contraceptives result in side effects that could shorten the life of an animal, or in illness? 

Another downside to contraception, according to some, is that it deprives animals of  
expressing behaviors related to mating, reproduction, and parenting. They argue that if 
zoos endeavour to allow the animals in their care to express the widest range of species-
typical behaviors as possible, that necessarily includes breeding. 

Here lies the critical tradeoff at the heart of the controversy surrounding the death of 
Marius at the Copenhagen Zoo.

On the one hand, those against the killing argue that the welfare of the animal in question 
(Marius) is of paramount importance. They might offer that contraception would have 
been a better alternative to prevent his birth in the first place, but that once he was born, 
the zoo has an obligation to continue caring for him. They might argue that he could be  
given contraceptives or sterilized to prevent him from breeding. Each of those arguments, 
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Each of those approaches comes with positive  
outcomes as well as tradeoffs with respect to  
animal welfare.

The issue with permanent sterilization is that, in most 
cases, it can not be reversed. While a given animal  
might not get a breeding recommendation this 
year, they might next year. While sterilization  
addresses the inbreeding problem, it doesn’t  
address the overpopulation problem.

The problem with transferring the individuals to 
other institutions is also fairly straightforward.  
Having cared for an individual animal since birth, 
one might argue that zoos are collectively respon-
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the artificial ecosystem created by a network of zoos, and without the selective  
pressure offered by predation, starvation, or drought, zoos must restrict population 
growth by other means.

For those who are horrified by the idea of Marius’s euthanasia, I would ask what  
alternative they would choose, given the risks and downsides associated with each. And 
for those who supported the euthanasia, I would ask whether the parents’ ability to  
experience mating and parenting behaviors was worth the uncomfortable outcome for 
the juvenile.
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of course, has its own downside as described 
above.

By definition, zoos are an imperfect system  
insofar as they can not care for an infinitely  
increasing population and it would be irresponsible  
to allow them to do so. But that’s not to say that nature,  
red in tooth and claw, is any less imperfect. A  
giraffe in the wild who is too weak, or too slow, or 
injured, will be taken down by a hungry lion, with 
no regard for the welfare interests of its meal, nor 
for the rest the giraffe’s social group who bear  
witness to that predation. No natu-
ral ecosystem can support an infinite-
ly increasing population any more than 


