
As temperatures rise here in Watertown, many of us will venture to Thompson Park to enjoy the 
outdoors and visit the zoo. Just like agriculture, zoos involve nature and its inhabitants, so CCE decided 
to catch up with Dr. Mark Irwin, Zoo Technology Program Director at JCC and Thompson Park 
Conservancy Chair, to learn a little bit more about the relationship between the two. Here is what we 
learned (responses edited for length and clarity): 
 
CCE: What do zoos and agriculture have in common? 
Dr. Irwin: There are a lot of similarities between zoos and farms. They share the challenges of animal 
care; both work very hard to keep their animals healthy. Every day can present a variety of issues, so 
problem solving is quite important. I've always advocated for zoos to look to agriculture for ideas and 
technology. Zebras aren't the same as horses, but they are similar and require a lot of the same care. In 
general, there is a lot more known about domestic animals than there is exotic, so agricultural 
knowledge and research can often be useful when it comes to zoo animal care.   
 
CCE: Besides knowledge and research, does agriculture play any other roles in zoology?  
Dr. Irwin: Zoos rely on local agriculture to provide food, such as hay, fresh fruits and vegetables, and 
feed mill products, for their animals. A lot of the products made for domestic livestock have been 
adapted to exotic animals by the same companies. There are even such things as commercially prepared 
monkey and moose chows. Generally, zoos also purchase a lot of the same agricultural products that 
farms do, like wood shavings and straw.   
 
CCE: How do you see the work that goes on in agriculture and zoology coming together in the future?   
Dr. Irwin: Zoos and agriculture will continue to collaborate in the ways I've mentioned, but there are 
other cultural changes coming that both will need to respond to. Zoos have a front row seat to changing 
attitudes about animal welfare and it is very easy for inaccurate narratives to spread through the media. 
Both industries will need to use science to advance animal welfare and communicate the good work 
they do. In North America, there seems to be a widening gap between those that raise food and those 
that consume it. As public venues, zoos can and should help the agriculture industry connect to the 
public. Almost every zoo has an area dedicated to domestic animals and I've seen some do an amazing 
job of providing interactive exhibits that teach zoo guests about how food gets to their plate. We need 
more of this. Lucky for us, our local zoo, the New York State Zoo at Thompson Park, has a small 
children's farm area. It is currently being renovated, but I hope that it becomes another place for our 
community to learn about the importance of agriculture and how food goes from farm to plate. If 
anyone is interested in supporting this effort, they should get in touch with us! 
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Dr. Mark Irwin grew up north of Toronto working on his grandparents’ dairy farm, while also sometimes raising 
rabbits and chickens. He enjoyed 4-H, showing cattle, tie-stall milking, and the early mornings. Working with the 
animals was always his favorite part of farm life, but he was particularly fascinated by wildlife species. He landed 
his first zoology job at Toronto Zoo in the animal care department working with the elephants because he knew 



how to move a hay bale. Dr. Irwin attended vet school and specialized in zoo animal medicine. Currently at JCC, he 
teaches one of only six Zoo Technology programs in the country that specifically prepares graduates to become 
zookeepers at accredited zoos. Their Introduction to the Animal Industries course gives Zoo Tech students a chance 
to work with Agribusiness students to care for some of the animals at a local farm while learning about agriculture.  

 


