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Beverly Burge, Section Head - Hospital/Quarantine Unit

I hope all of you had a good holiday and are now safely back at work
and school. In this chapter of Zoo Tails I thought I would take the
opportunity to share a very difficult topic. I must admit, it has been a
hard article to research and write. I would like to extend a sincere
thank you to the keeper staff here at the zoo who allowed me ask hard
questions and sometimes, open old wounds.

Even in the very best of zoos, sometimes, bad things happen. A
mother won't or can't take care of her offspring, or even kills it at
birth; animals get incurably ill or old and die. Or a tragic accident
can happen, resulting in the loss of an animal. As many of you know,
recently the zoo lost 2 young giraffes to an unexpected problem that
occurred during the final stages of shipment to Cyprus. Despite all
the pre-planning, care and preparation, the ultimate tragedy
occurred, leaving the zoo staff in shock. Many people have asked us
how we, as zookeepers, deal with the death of an animal that we have
cared for and loved.

Any death of a friend or loved one, be it human or animal, arouses
intense feelings that range from sadness and loss to anger, frustration
and guilt as well as a host of other emotions. Methods of dealing with
these emotions are an important issue for all of us at the zoo.

When a keeper looses an animal in his or her charge, more often
then not, that animal was a friend. The loss of that animal leaves a
big gaping hole. The keeper must deal with that loss on a personal
level as well as being aware of and sensitive to the reactions of the
other members of the animal's group with the potential of causing
further problems.

There seems to be 7 stages in grieving - shock and disbelief; anger;
alienation and distancing; denial; guilt; depression and resolution.
We keepers go through all the stages, sometimes in spades, but
because of the job, we keep on. Falling apart is not an option. Since
zookeepers universally share a deep love of animals, we have an in-
house support system available and can use each other for
emotional backup and as an outlet to freely speak about the loss and
what it means. Other keepers understand on deep level what the loss
of an animal we have been responsible for means and can allow for
the full expression of emotions, be it anger, frustration or tears.

The zoo holds staff meetings to review what happened and why, and
importantly, what can be done, if anything to prevent what happened
from reoccurring. An important part of dealing with a zoo death is to
try to learn from it and, whenever possible, to pull something
positive from it. These staff meetings are held for the entire keeper
staff, not just the involved section, and in a way, can serve as a sort of
group therapy session.

To close, while each life is in and of itself, unique and irreplaceable,
sometime, as in the case of our lost giraffes, we all felt a bit better
when the next day a birth occurred in the group. Life does go on and
we can only continue to do the best we can to provide the best care
and comfort to all our charges. Take care and be well.
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