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Natural Hazards and Zoos
Function of Zoos against Natural Hazards and Disasters
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It is said that zoos (including aquariums) play the following four functions: (1) recreation, (2)
environmental education, (3) species conservation, (4) research studies. All over the world, in a year,
more than 700 million people visit the zoos with such various functions to enjoy them and,
sometimes, to learn from them. The number of annual visitors of North American zoos reached 136
million indeed, and this number was more than the total number of annual visitors of baseball,
basketball, hockey, and soccer matches. Thus, the zoos have many visitors, but have many problems
related to natural hazards and disasters.
Examples which are still fresh in my mind are some disaster- stricken zoos and aquariums in
the Tohoku region as a result of the Great East Japan Earthquake on March 11, 2011. The fourteen
zoos and aquariums located in the Tohoku and Kanto regions and others were stricken by the
earthquake. Among them, the Yagiyama Zoo in Sendai City, Marine Science Museum in Fukushima
Prefecture (Fukushima Aquamarine), and Marinepia Matsushima Aquarium suffered enormous
damages. The disaster-stricken zoos and aquamarines became busy with their restoration operations
for a long time and were forced to close. Helping hands were extended in Japan and from overseas to
the disaster-stricken zoos and aquariums. By the end of June 2011, 1,013 financial assistance offers
in Japan and 13 offers from the overseas were made, and the total amount reached nearly 50 million
yen. Other zoos and aquariums in Japan started assistance operations immediately after the disaster
hit, and have provided emergency evacuation places and feed for animals. Since there is a possibility
for Japan’s zoos and aquariums to encounter similar natural hazards and disasters in future, the
Japanese Association of Zoos and Aquariums (JAZA) has set up a natural hazard and disaster
measure office in its safety measure committee, and has undertaken rescue and assistance training
activities related to natural hazards and disasters.

During the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake on January 17, 1995, about sixteen years before
the Great East Japan Earthquake, the Kobe City Oji Zoo where I worked was affected, and I actually
experienced the effects of the natural hazard and disaster on the zoo and captive animals. At the
same time, it became an opportunity to recognize the zoo’s function as the city’s park that became
one of the disaster prevention places to carry out restoration, reconstruction and other operations
when the earthquake-related disaster occurred. That is, I learned that the zoo had the function as the
evacuation place to accommodate some evacuees from the areas surrounding the zoo and to protect
the evacuees’ lives against fire and other matters in the urban area. Immediately after the Great
Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake, the Oji Zoo became the station base for the Japan Self-Defense Forces
and the evacuation place for the surrounding residents. In addition, the zoo’s facilities were partially
used as mortuaries. Before this earthquake-related disaster, I questioned the fact that the zoo was
designed and constructed in anticipation of earthquakes with magnitudes greater than 7. However, I
felt ashamed of my ignorance, having experienced the zoo’s function as the evacuation place after
the earthquake-related disaster.
Moreover, the zoos and aquariums need monitoring and protection measures against
infectious disease such as avian flu and foot-and-mouth disease occurring mainly in the livestock
production sector although the implications are a little different from natural hazards and disasters in
general. When foot-and-mouth disease incidents happened in Miyazaki Prefecture in 2010, the
Miyazaki City Phoenix Zoo closed temporarily to prevent this domestic animal contagious disease
from infecting and to protect the zoo’s animals. Similarly, if avian flu is observed in chicken farms
and wild birds, Japan’s zoos are required to close or reduce their bird exhibition.
As seen above, I would like to point out that the zoos are making various efforts to provide
places for visitors to enjoy safely while giving thoughtful consideration to such disaster prevention
measures on the assumption that diverse natural hazards and disasters could happen.
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