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Sustainable by Design:
What the World Can Learn
from Zoo Boise

In 2007, a small municipal zoo in Idaho made an unusual decision: to embed conservation

into its very design. Every ticket, membership, and construction project at Zoo Boise would

henceforth contribute directly to protecting wildlife in the wild. What began as a local fund-

ing idea soon evolved into a working philosophy - one that measures success not by attend-

ance, but by impact.

That philosophy has since carried Zoo Boise far be-
yond its city boundaries. From the Boise Foothills to
Gorongosa National Park in Mozambique, its pro-
jects now restore ecosystems, rebuild communi-
ties, and reimagine what a public institution can
achieve when sustainability is built in, not added on.
It is a model that continues to grow - and one that
prompts a larger question: how did a small city zoo
come to influence the global conversation on re-
sponsible travel?

Rethinking the Role of a Zoo

For most of the twentieth century, zoos were judged
by the breadth of their collections. Zoo Boise began
with a different question: what if every exhibit, event,
and expansion could directly help save animals in
the wild? That single shift redefined its purpose from
entertainment to engagement.

Conservation is no longer an adjunct programme; it
is the foundation of operations. Every new construc-
tion project allocates an additional ten per cent of
its budget to wildlife protection. Visitors” admissions,
memberships, and event fees all contribute to this
same goal, creating a self-sustaining loop between
recreation and restoration.

The results have been tangible. Funds raised by Zoo
Boise have supported anti-poaching patrols, habitat
restoration, and species rehabilitation on multiple
continents. What began as a local experiment now
stands as a benchmark for ethical tourism-proving
that leisure and responsibility need not exist in op-
position.

Turning Visits into Action

If Zoo Boise’s philosophy is its heartbeat, its funding
model is the pulse that carries it forward. The idea is
disarmingly simple: every visit should make the world
tangibly better for wildlife. To achieve that, a portion
of every ticket, membership, and event is directed to
field conservation. Each capital project, from a new

enclosure to a visitor facility, also contributes an ad-
ditional ten per cent of its budget to global protection
work.

The effect is cumulative. What began as a munici-
pal experiment has channelled millions of dollars into
restoration projects that reach far beyond Idaho. In
Mozambique, the zoo's partnership with Gorongosa
National Park supports the return of elephants and
antelopes to a once-ravaged ecosystem. In El Sal-
vador, collaboration with Paso Pacifico has led to the
creation of a spider-monkey rehabilitation centre,
pairing scientific expertise with local livelihoods.

For visitors, those connections turn a family outing
into a glimpse of global interdependence. The ticket
in their hand is not just entry to a zoo but participa-
tion in an international network of recovery. And as
those links deepen, the model reveals a larger truth:
conservation succeeds not through distance, but
through shared responsibility.

Where Conservation Meets Community

That shared responsibility is most visible within Boi-
se itself. Zoo Boise treats education as a continuous
conversation, one that begins the moment a guest
walks through the gate. Keeper talks, volunteer pro-
grammes, and school partnerships are designed to
replace passive observation with active curiosity. The
message is consistent and clear - protecting wildlife
starts with understanding it.

Exhibit design reinforces that principle. Habitats are
built for species suited to the region’s climate and
connected to the zoo's partner projects abroad. The
Gorongosa exhibit exempilifies this approach, blend-
ing natural landscapes with cultural storytelling from
Mozambique. Visitors encounter not only African wild
dogs and baboons, but also the human communi-
ties whose fortunes are intertwined with theirs. It is an
experience that widens empathy while grounding it
in reality.



Through this fusion of education, design, and local
participation, Zoo Boise has made conservation part
of the city’s social fabric. The institution no longer
stands apart from its audience; it operates as a civ-
ic platform where recreation and responsibility co-
exist. That sense of unity extends beyond guests - it
shapes how every member of staff approaches their
work.

From Local Action to Global Influence

Zoo Boise's progress continues to reshape how civ-
ic tourism can work. Recent projects - such as the
Virginia R. Bartak Red Panda Passage and the Small
Animal Kingdom - illustrate growth guided by eth-
ics, with each expansion including its ten-per-cent
conservation allocation. A new Education Campus,
currently under construction, will extend opportuni-
ties for public learning and engagement, linking local
education to global sustainability.

These developments are part of a broader vision: to
make Boise a city where conservation is a commu-
nity value. By connecting local recreation with inter-
national partnerships, Zoo Boise demonstrates how
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urban spaces can foster global responsibility. Its suc-
cess has inspired other institutions across the United
States to adopt similar models, transforming the role
of the modern zoo from exhibitor to educator, from
caretaker to collaborator.

The Best Municipal Leadership for Sustainability 2025
award affirms more than operational excellence - it
recognises a civic movement built on shared ac-
countability. In an age when travel and conservation
often appear at odds, Zoo Boise offers a new para-
digm: tourism that protects, leisure that sustains, and
education that endures.

The story of Zoo Boise reminds us that change rarely
begins with grand gestures. Sometimes, it starts with
a single ticket, a family visit, or a moment of connec-
tion - proof that caring for the planet can begin in
one small city, and ripple far beyond its borders.
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