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AASAG 
The mission of the Ambassador Animal Scientific 

Advisory Group (AASAG) is to develop cooperative 
relationships between the education, research, and 
animal welfare interests of the zoo and aquarium 

community around the topic of ambassador animals 
(a.k.a. program animals). 

  



AASAG 
The primary functions of the AASAG are: 

◦ To emphasize the importance of ambassador animals in zoo/aquarium 
education. 

◦ To support professional standards in the management and handling of 
ambassador animals. 

◦ To provide a forum for those involved in ambassador animal research to 
share their findings. 

◦ To establish a resource for new AZA members to get information about 
ambassador animals. 

◦ To ensure that the topic of ambassador animals is continually addressed 
at AZA meetings. 

  Conservation Education Committee - but have standing positions that liaise with RTC, AWC, WCMC, and the PPAM course. 



 Initiative #1:  Best Practices 

◦ Objective:  Establish and disseminate best practices for care, management, and welfare of Ambassador Animals as 

well as for the unique educational experiences that Ambassador Animals provide. 

 

 Initiative #2:  Sustainable Collections  

◦ Objective: Facilitate collaboration with AZA animal programs (SSPs, TAGs & Studbooks) to enhance sustainability of 

populations for both breeding and educational program use. 

 

 Initiative #3:  Support Research 

◦ Objective: Support research around ambassador animal related topics, including welfare and the impact of 

ambassador animal messaging. Assist in communicating the results of this research within the AZA community 

  

 Initiative #4:  Professional Development 

◦ Objective:  Provide support for Ambassador Animal professionals at all levels and career stages.  

 

 Initiative #5: Communications 

◦ Objective: Provide multiple channels for dissemination of the work of the AASAG, opportunities for members of the 

ambassador animal community to communicate with each other and with the AASAG. 

  

 



 Welfare, care and handling are important to examine, evaluate and disseminate. Serve as 
advisors, share information on AASAG related activities and initiatives on the Network, 
Ambassador Animal Guidelines 

 Working with collections to maximize sustainability means we are cognizant of the roles that 
Ambassador species play outside of the ambassador field, and that everything we do, from 
collection planning, to rearing, to use, to roles affects some populations’ ability to be considered 
viable. 

 Research, working closely with both AWC and RTC, support and promote studies.  



Welfare Assessment 
We recommend the same assessment tools and parameters to be used for all avian species, 
regardless of their role in your collection. E.g.: 

 Physiological health 

 Expression of a range natural behavior 
◦ Breeding and social interactions 

◦ Locomotion and foraging 

◦ Successful interaction with the environment and habitat 

 Expression of a desirable behavioral repertoire 
◦ Cognitive and social behaviors 

◦ Resilience and ability to respond to changes in their environment 

◦ Caretaker relationships 

If welfare goals are the same, what should we have in mind for ambassadors? 



 Though some of these measures may stand out as being more important or pressing to address 
when working with ambassador species. Conversely, there may be advantages that exist when 
trying to optimize certain welfare aspects when working with ambassadors. Diet consumption 
and ability to manipulate diet, more hands-on close inspection, more relationships mean easier 
detection of subtle changes in behavior. If breeding and sustainability are issues for a species, we 
have an obligation in the ambassador world to understand how we can contribute to those 
goals.  



Common Considerations / Inputs 
Social Behavior and Housing:  

 Often seen housed solitarily for ease of use / collection make-up, 
rearing history, etc. 

 Special attention should be paid to that effect on their overall welfare.  

◦ What opportunities for social interactions do they have? 

◦ If not with conspecifics…  

◦ Considerations for collection planning and acquisitions 

 What about breeding? 

 
Social species that don't live with conspecifics: house them within sight of 
conspecifics or, wherever possible, trying to make the shift to acquiring multiple 
individuals when it comes to social species (at least pairs) so they are not 
housed solitary - even if it's only pairs. 



Common Considerations / Inputs 
Flight restriction (e.g. clipping, tethering, other):  

 Clipping: semi-permanently restricts flight  

 Tethering: can be a temporary management 
strategy, or permanent through it’s application.  

 

  



Common Considerations / Inputs 
 Clipping: The companion parrot world is coming forward with support to allow 
parrots full flight capabilities starting at fledging.  

 Benefits of allowing flight:  
◦ Holistic sensory development 
◦ Physical Development / conditioning 
◦ Improved Vision 
◦ Physical safety 
◦ Better social function 
◦ Psychological benefits (autonomy and control) 

 

https://blogpamelaclarkonline.com/2019/03/27/part-two-the-benefits-to-
them/?fbclid=IwAR0H8HUb1k1DocCmb1djEqyGROCGWSbZn3dgY54M-LhF1YDuMC66mRr4cwY 
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 Steve Hartman of The Parrot University writes: “Babies learn best when multiple senses are 
stimulated simultaneously (i.e.; sight, sound, taste, touch, and smell). The best opportunity for a 
parrot to learn is when a combination of senses are experienced at the same time. The senses of 
sight, sound and touch take on a very different nature during flight. When a particular skill is 
being developed or experienced by different senses at the same time a different neuropathway is 
reinforced for each sense creating a much stronger neurocircuitry for that skill or knowledge 
being learned.” 



Common Considerations / Inputs 
 Tethering: can be a temporary management strategy, or permanent through it’s 
application.  
◦ Species? 

◦ Use and purpose? 

◦ Training? 

◦ IAATE position statement (under revision) 

  

 

  

Look at position statement, IAATE SUPPORTS USE OF JESSES AS A SAFETY MEASURE, NOT A TRAINING 
TOOL, DOES NOT SUPPORT TETHERING OF NON-RAPTOR SPECIES. (Mention of possible partnering with 
ASAG.) Examples of birds not tethered. 



Common Considerations / Inputs 
Caretaker relationships & handler training:  

  

 Because of the increased interaction 
between ambassador birds and their 

handlers, this is highly important. 

  

  

    



 If it is a situation of skilled handlers, adept at reading and responding to body language, and 
giving full choice/control to the bird - this kind of relationship can add to increased welfare. It can 
provide some social elements for social species, more opportunities for choice/control, 
opportunities for free-flight and all the enriching qualities therein.  

 However, the absolute reverse is true in situations where unskilled or lower skilled individuals are 
permitted to handle birds. In these cases, the increased interaction levels can be detrimental to 
welfare because the animals are more likely to be "abused" through coercion and force, control 
removed, learned helplessness... yada yada.  

 So... skill level of individuals working with birds is absolutely critical to welfare, in my opinion. 

  



“Positive attitudes towards the animals, good subject knowledge and 
familiarity with the species are linked to positive behavioural responses in a 

range of exotic species” (Ward & Melfi, 2015). 

  

 

  

  

  

“It is vital to recognize that animal 
keepers are a central element of 

each zoo animal’s environment and 
that the quality of a given keeper-
animal relationship may influence 

an individual’s well-being” 
(Whitham & Wielebnowski, 2013).  

Research shows that caretaker skills, attitude and even job satisfaction correlate with welfare measures. 



Common Considerations / Inputs 
Training Related Goals: 

Usual husbandry –  scales, crating, nail trims, and even 
more advanced behaviors 

Additional: desensitization to stimuli on programming 
(people, new environments, travel, etc), multiple 
handlers 

Demonstration related:  

(Non flighted behaviors and flight) 

  

    

When evaluating their ability to successfully cope in their 
environment / resilience, etc. 
Flight requires a number of skills, can add things like telemetry, 
recalls,  



Common Considerations / Inputs 
 Usage parameters (time and type of usage):  Not a "one size fits all"  

 Know your animals, have welfare measures designed to pick up 
important behavior indicators that allows you to set usage limits as 
needed, if needed. 

  

Type of program may determine 
how much this is needed. Type of 
programming. Type of animal and 
what they are trained for. 



AZA Ambassador Animal Guidelines (AAG) provide a compilation of 

knowledge provided by recognized animal and education experts based on 

the current science, practice, and technology of ambassador animal 

management and presentation.  

 

Each AAG assembles basic requirements, best practices,  

and animal care recommendations to maximize capacity for excellence in 

animal care and welfare of ambassador species. 

Ambassador Animal Guidelines 
(AAGs) 

New resource. First species was the tawny frogmouth, other species in the works: 
Penguin, Eurasian Eagle Owl & Milky Owl, Kookaburra, Kea, Flamingo 



AAGs recommendations 
 
• Are considered a work in progress since practices continue to evolve 

through advances in scientific knowledge. 

 

• Should be used in accordance with all local, state, and federal laws 

and regulations concerning the care of animals; the AAGs are not all-

inclusive. 

 

• Are not meant to be exclusive approaches, and may require 

adaptation in each institution. 

Yes:  The AAG will be incorporated into the ACM development process or integrated as 
appropriate at the next scheduled revision.  

No:  The AAG would continue through the development and revision process outlined by AZA. 



1. Husbandry 
1.1 Housing 
1.2 Diet 
1.3 Enrichment 
1.4 Animal Training 
1.5 Social Grouping 
1.6 Signs of Stress 

3. Handling and Staff Training 
3.1 Handling Limits 
3.2 Handlers and Handler Training 
3.3 Handler Certification 

2. Programs 
2.1 Program Types 
2.2 Temperature Guidelines 
2.3 Transport 
2.4 Display Options 
2.5 Messaging 

Table of Contents 

tawny frogmouth, eagle owl,  



  
The Conservation Education Committee recommends that facilities design 
educational experiences with ambassador animals with one or more the 
following outcomes in mind: 
  
1. Species information: Understanding of the species natural history, 

role in the ecosystem, and/or status in the wild. 
2. Animals in human care: Understanding of the commitment of AZA 

facilities to excellence in animal care and conservation and 
appropriate pet choices, where applicable. 

3. Empathy development: Foster a sense of empathy and wonder by 
connecting visitors and audiences to the individual animal. 

4. Conservation action: Empower audiences and visitors to take action 
to protect the species and wildlife in general.  

  
 This part was developed by the CEC for the Tawny Frogmouth AAG, and 
we encourage the use of this framework for all AAGs. 

 





CORNERS LIMITED 

IS THE PROUD SPONSOR OF THE  

2019 ASAG WORKSHOPS 


