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The True Story of How We Bought a Zoo

When we first mentioned the idea of buying a zoo, most people laughed. “You're kidding,” they said. “A zoo is a
huge responsibility, a massive financial undertaking, and a complex regulatory maze.” But the dream was real, and
it was rooted in a shared passion for wildlife, conservation, and community education. What followed was a journey
that tested our resolve, stretched our budgets, and ultimately reshaped a small town’s identity. This is the true story
of how we bought a zoo, the challenges we faced, the triumphs we celebrated, and the lessons we learned along
the way.

1. The Dream That Started It All

1.1 A Shared Love for Animals

Growing up, my partner and | spent countless hours volunteering at local wildlife shelters and visiting national
parks. We both knew that the connection between humans and animals goes beyond mere fascination; it's about
stewardship and responsibility. We dreamed of a place where people could see animals up close, learn about their
habitats, and understand the urgent need for conservation.

1.2 From Fantasy to Feasibility

In 2016, after a casual conversation over coffee, we decided to explore the possibility of owning a zoo. We didn’t
have a business plan yet, but we had a mission: to create a sanctuary that balanced entertainment, education, and
conservation. We began to research what it would take to acquire an existing facility versus building a new one.

2.The Search: Finding the Right Zoo

2.1 Criteria for Selection

We developed a checklist of essential criteria:

* Proximity to a population center for visitor traffic
¢ Existing infrastructure that could be upgraded

¢ Animal welfare standards already in place
Potential for expansion and new exhibits

¢ Financial viability and a clear debt structure

2.2The First Lead

Our search led us to a small, underfunded zoo in the Midwest that had been struggling for years. It had a modest
collection of mammals, birds, and reptiles, and the staff were dedicated but overworked. The facility had been built
in the 1950s, so many enclosures were outdated. Yet, the community loved the zoo, and the board of directors was
open to a sale.

2.3 Initial Visits

We visited the zoo three times. Each trip gave us a deeper understanding of the day-to-day operations, the
challenges of maintaining aging enclosures, and the emotional bond between the staff and the animals. We also



met with local officials, potential donors, and the board members, all of whom expressed a desire for a fresh vision
that could revitalize the zoo.

3.The Negotiations: From Offer to Agreement

3.1 Valuation and Financing

After a detailed due diligence process, we agreed on a purchase price of $2.5 million. We secured financing
through a combination of personal savings, a bank loan, and a partnership with a local philanthropic foundation that
shared our conservation goals.

3.2 Legal Hurdles

Acquiring a zoo involves navigating a web of regulations—from the Animal Welfare Act to state wildlife statutes. We
hired an experienced attorney who specialized in animal facility licensing. The legal team helped us draft the
purchase agreement, ensuring all animal health records were transferred, and that we complied with the Federal
Animal Welfare Act and the local Department of Natural Resources’ requirements.

3.3The Board’s Role

The zoo's board had to approve the sale. We presented a comprehensive business plan that outlined our vision,
projected financials, and a timeline for renovations. The board, impressed by our commitment and the detailed
plan, voted unanimously in favor of the sale.

4.The Transition: Preparing the Zoo for a New Era

4.1 Staff Retention and Training

One of our first priorities was to retain the existing staff. They were the heart of the zoo’s operations. We offered
them competitive wages, professional development opportunities, and a clear path for career advancement. We
also brought in external trainers to provide specialized animal care training, ensuring the staff were up to date with
modern husbandry practices.

4.2 Animal Welfare Improvements
Many enclosures were below current welfare standards. We immediately began a renovation plan that focused on:
e Enlarging enclosures to provide more naturalistic environments
« Installing enrichment devices to stimulate natural behaviors
e Upgrading veterinary facilities for routine and emergency care
¢ Implementing a comprehensive health monitoring program
4.3 Infrastructure Upgrades
The zoo’s original infrastructure required significant updates. We upgraded:
¢ Electrical and plumbing systems to support new exhibits

e Security systems to protect both animals and visitors
« Visitor amenities, including restrooms, dining areas, and educational kiosks

5.The Challenges: Facing the Reality of Zoo Ownership

5.1 Financial Constraints

Despite our best efforts, the initial investment was substantial. Operating a zoo requires a steady cash flow to cover
animal care, staff salaries, and maintenance. We addressed this by diversifying revenue streams: ticket sales,



membership programs, corporate sponsorships, and special events.

5.2 Regulatory Compliance

Maintaining compliance with the Animal Welfare Act, the Endangered Species Act, and local ordinances required
meticulous record-keeping and frequent inspections. We set up an internal compliance department to handle
documentation, audit schedules, and liaison with regulatory agencies.

5.3 Public Perception and Media Scrutiny

Owning a zoo means being in the public eye. We faced scrutiny over animal welfare concerns, especially during the
early days of our ownership. To build trust, we launched a transparency initiative that included:

¢ Regular newsletters detailing animal health updates
¢ Open house days for community members to tour the zoo
 Live-streamed behind-the-scenes footage of animal care routines

6. The Triumphs: Building a New Legacy

6.1 New Exhibits and Conservation Programs
Within the first two years, we introduced several new exhibits:
« A rainforest habitat for primates and tropical birds

¢ An African savannah enclosure featuring lions and zebras
¢ A marine aquarium showcasing local coastal species

Each exhibit was designed to provide enrichment for the animals and educational value for visitors. We also
partnered with national conservation organizations to support breeding programs for endangered species.

6.2 Community Engagement

We launched educational programs targeting schools, offering field trips, workshops, and science camps. The zoo
became a hub for community events—summer concerts, holiday celebrations, and fundraising galas. These
initiatives increased visitor numbers and fostered a sense of ownership among local residents.

6.3 Financial Turnaround

By 2020, the zoo’s revenue had increased by 35% year-over-year. Membership enroliment grew by 50%, and we
secured several corporate sponsorships that provided both financial support and in-kind donations. The zoo's
financial health stabilized, allowing for continued expansion and improved animal care.

7. Lessons Learned: Advice for Aspiring Zoo Owners

7.1 Do Thorough Due Diligence

Understanding the legal, financial, and operational aspects of a zoo is critical. Engage professionals—lawyers,
accountants, and animal welfare experts—to conduct a comprehensive audit before making an offer.

7.2 Prioritize Animal Welfare

The well-being of the animals should be your top priority. This not only meets regulatory requirements but also
builds public trust and ensures long-term sustainability.

7.3 Build a Strong Team

Recruit passionate, qualified staff and invest in their training. A dedicated team is essential for daily operations,
emergency response, and creating a positive visitor experience.



7.4 Diversify Revenue Streams

Relying solely on ticket sales is risky. Explore memberships, special events, merchandise, and corporate
partnerships to create a resilient financial model.

7.5 Engage the Community

Community support is vital. Offer educational programs, volunteer opportunities, and transparent communication to
foster a sense of shared ownership.

8.The Future: Vision for the Next Decade

8.1 Sustainable Practices

We are committed to reducing our environmental footprint by implementing renewable energy sources, waste
reduction programs, and water conservation measures.

8.2 Expansion Plans

We plan to add a new reptile house and an interactive science center. These additions will enhance educational
outreach and attract a broader audience.

8.3 Global Partnerships

We aim to collaborate with international zoos and wildlife conservation projects, sharing best practices and
participating in global breeding programs.

Conclusion

The true story of how we bought a zoo is not just a tale of acquisition; it's a narrative of passion, perseverance, and
purpose. From the initial dream to the present-day thriving institution, every step required careful planning,
relentless effort, and an unwavering commitment to animal welfare and community education. Owning a zoo is a
monumental responsibility, but with the right vision, team, and dedication, it can transform lives—both human and
animal—while inspiring future generations to cherish and protect our planet’s biodiversity.
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