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G I V E  M E  S H E L T E R

Out of
the Wild
In our era of human-controlled lands and waters, are  
animals better off braving the challenges of nature 

or sheltering under our imperfect care? By Temma Ehrenfeld

T
he video, which went viral 
not long ago, was painful 
to watch. An emaciated 
polar bear on Baffin Island 
in the Canadian Arctic is 

searching for food in a trash can, 
apparently starving because of 
human-induced climate change. 
(When temperatures warm and 
seasonal sea ice melts, polar bears 
end up consuming more of their 
body fat, putting them at risk.) 
Starving to death is a normal  
event for wildlife. But with his 
natural habitat disrupted, this  
bear appeared to be suffering 
because of us.

 “There’s no such thing as a truly 
uncontacted place on the planet,” 
Robert John Young, PhD, chair 
in wildlife conservation at the 
University of Salford, explains. 

“The planet is a human-managed 
ecosystem,” Marc Bekoff, PhD, 
co-chair of the Ethics Committee of 
the Jane Goodall Institute, adds.  

When wild animals suffer 
because of human activity, there’s 
an especially strong case for 

protecting them. Ideally, we’d 
stop paving paradise and putting 
up parking lots. In the meantime, 
wildlife lovers witnessing the 
damage done by people push for 
preserves that, to some degree, also 
safeguards wildness itself. If that 
space is unavailable, we sometimes 
pluck animals from wild lives and 
put them in zoos, lest they have 
no life at all. Are we dooming 
these animals to boredom and 
unhappiness? Can wild creatures 
be happy when we’re in charge? 

It depends. “There are unhappy 
wild animals and happy captive 
animals,” Bekoff says. “You have to 
look at individuals” to see what’s 
best for each.

RULES OF CAPTIVITY
Of course, there are some rules 
that apply to whole species, across 
the board. Cetaceans—a group 
that includes dolphins, porpoises, 
beluga whales and orcas—do 
especially badly in captivity.  
“Dolphins and whales need to be 
in the ocean,” Lori Marino, PhD, 
a neuroscientist animal behavior 
expert and founder of the Whale 
Sanctuary Project, says. (See  
her story on page 62.) The wilder 
their environment, she says, 
the better. They “need to be 
able to use their minds to solve 
problems,” she explains. 

Zoos, the most studied human-
managed habitat, can be especially 
problematic. Polar bears and 
elephants, evolved to range over 
large areas for food, do poorly 

Wild dolphins love swimming about 40  
miles a day but in captivity, they face the 

stress of swimming in endless circles.

Scientists estimate that  
there are between 25,000 

and 31,000 polar bears  
left on Earth today. 
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with so much containment. As 
Bekoff notes, a good bit of science 
supports the idea that “animals 
enjoy being challenged and 
working for food. A wolf that isn’t 
allowed to hunt isn’t really a wolf.” 

And we don’t always know how 
much space—what Young calls the 
“minimum habitat requirement”— 
a given species really needs. For 
instance, tigers roam the wild, but 
Siberian tigers cover much more 
territory than their counterparts 

in India. Without research into 
the innate needs of a species, it’s 
hard to justify restrictions, even as 
habitats shrink. 

Breeding and child-rearing are 
other critical issues. Tigers breed 
so readily that cub-petting became 
a cottage industry in the Tiger 
King TV series. But baby zoo 
elephants have abysmal survival 
rates. If you’ve ever seen the joy 
elephants express at a birth, you 
know those losses must cause huge 
suffering. Meanwhile, eels don’t 
breed in captivity at all.

THE PROBLEM OF  
OFF-KILTER CHEMISTRY
Scientists also look at stress 
chemicals to gauge animal 
welfare, though they compare 
wild animals to domesticated 
counterparts—rather than to the 
same wild animal in a reserve or 
somewhere else. It’s less stressful 
to be domesticated, even for trout 
and salmon. However, scientists 
suggest, an increase of chronic 
stress in the wild may not always 
boost physiological signs of stress. 
For example, when wolves were 
reintroduced into the Yellowstone 
ecosystem, elk populations 

plunged. But measurements of 
stress chemicals in elk feces didn’t 
link up to the number of wolves. 
Interestingly, stress chemicals 
reflected human experience more 
closely in studies of wild baboons. 
They’re like us: They spend a lot of 
time making each other miserable.  
Your stress levels decline as you go 
up the hierarchy (more power and 
prestige) until you reach the top 
when you hit the baboon version of  
Game of Thrones.  

Longevity is another measure 
of well-being: In 2016, a group 
of European scientists concluded 
that 84 percent of wild species in 
European zoos enjoyed longer lives 
than they would in the wild. Even 
polar bears live longer in captivity, 
however unhappily. 

It’s clear that individual animals 
can adjust to zoos. “When you talk 
to zookeepers, you hear stories 
about animals who get out and 
have a wander around the zoo and 
then just go back,” Young said, 
recalling a male sea lion with this 
habit. He also remembers a female 
collared anteater, at Belo Horizonte 
Zoo in Brazil, who escaped more 
than once to find a mate in the local 
forest but when pregnant returned 
to the zoo for child-rearing help.    

FIRST DO NO HARM
If humans adopted a “first do no 
harm” philosophy we wouldn’t 
be keeping any wild animal in a 
restricted environment for our 
profit or entertainment, but we 
would provide some protection, 
not least from us. 

Consider the history of elephants 
and humans. Squeezed into 
ever-smaller patches of land, wild 
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Zoos support the survival of endangered 
species by breeding them in captivity 

and reintroducing them to the wild.

A mother tiger takes 
meticulous care of her 

cubs, teaching them to 
survive as territorial adults.

Tigers may be 
apex predators, 
but moms spend 
two years caring 
for their young.
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elephants raid crops and villages, 
and farmers kill them. Years of 
being captured for sale to zoos 
or poached for their ivory tusks 
have diminished their numbers. 
In Mozambique, research suggests 
that about a third of younger 
female elephants never develop 
tusks—a sign that poaching favored 
tusklessness, which normally 
occurs in as few as 2 percent of 
female African elephants. Many 
Indian elephants are half-free, 
working in the timber industry but 
with free roaming time. 

Elephants live about twice as 
long in a protected area as they do 
in zoos. Sadly, steering clear of us 
without protection isn’t an option. 
And even in areas set aside to 
protect wildlife, about a third of it 
retains signs of human occupation, 
containing roads, mines, logging, 
highways, railways, oil wells and 
illegal plantations.

BACK TO THE WILD
If we could return captive animals 
to the wild, that would be ideal, 
and sometimes it works well. We 
took the last California condors 
into a captive breeding program 
and saved the species. Zoo-bred 
golden lion tamarins have been 
reintroduced into forests in 
Brazil. But those are exceptions: 
Captive life isn’t usually a good 
way to nurture and replenish 
endangered species.  

Animals born in captivity need 
sanctuary if freed—or intense help 
to become wild again. A dolphin 
born in a tank and fed dead fish 
doesn’t “even know that a live 
fish is food,” Marino explains. 
Keiko, an orca from a Mexico City 
theme park, needed four years 
of instruction before he could set 
off on his own. Conservationists 
intended to release captive-born 
collared peccaries into the wild in 
Minas Gerais state, in southeastern 
Brazil—until they were warned 
that the animals couldn’t identify 

predators. In 2014, when British 
aristocrat Damian Aspinall released 
11 of his captive-bred lowland 
gorillas into the wilds of Gabon, 
five died quickly and the others 
disappeared. Even when relocating 
wild animals, conservation 
biologists need to think more about 
the stress on individual animals. 
“They would capture the animals 
as quickly as possible, transfer 
them and release into new areas,” 
Young notes. He and others argue 
that animals need time to de-stress 
between changes, or they might 
become more susceptible to disease 
and predators.  

In the end, it remains 
mysterious why some animals 
require freedom and others don’t 
(or not as much) and details count: 
Lowland gorillas breed and play 
tag  and live about a decade longer 
in captivity. Mountain gorillas 
die. In our “human-managed 
ecosystem,” as Bekoff puts it, 
preserving wildness will require 
that we manage an environment 
for the good of the animal. “It 
might be that middle-ground 
environments are better for many 
animals than fully captive or wild 
environments,” said New York 
University philosopher Jeff Sebo, 
PhD. “If so, then we should create 
more parks, reserves, sanctuaries 
and mixed-species communities, 
where nonhumans can be relatively 
free while still receiving some 
human support.” 
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Providing  
Sanctuary

Marae Moana, Cook Islands
maraemoana.gov.ck

 The ocean reserve, which 
includes a volcanic island, is 

home to 136 species of coral, 650 
species of fish and several kinds 

of shark, while 22 species 
of cetaceans live in the open 

ocean nearby.  

Serengeti, Tanzania
tanzaniatourism.go.tz/en/

destination/serengeti- 
national-park 

Home to the yearly great 
migration of wildebeest and 

zebra, the Serengeti protects lions, 
cheetahs, elephants, giraffes, 

black eagles and black rhinos. 

Torres del Paine, Chile
torresdelpaine.com

Here in the Patagonia region, 
you might see pumas, rare foxes, 

the endangered huemul deer, 
eagles, condors, black-necked 

swans and flamingos.   

Galapagos, Ecuador
galapagos.gob.ec/en/ 

national-park
Because of its isolation, this 

volcanic archipelago harbors 
species found nowhere else, most 

famously giant tortoises. Also 
more than 45 species of birds, 

42 types of reptiles, 15 mammal 
species and 79 species of fish.  

Kakadu, Australia
parksaustralia.gov.au/kakadu
 This aborigine land is rich in 

crocodiles and especially famed 
for bird life, including raucous 

cockatoos and galahs, brightly 
colored dollar birds, rainbow 
pittas, chestnut-quilled rock 

pigeons, elusive Gouldian finches 
and hooded parrots.

Elephants are emotional, 
caring and intelligent 

animals with a strong sense 
of family and community.

Nonhuman primates survive 
in the wild through family units, and  

many species can use tools. 

Some 15 percent of all   
land has been set aside to 
protect wildlife. The most  

spectacular preserves  
on Earth include: 


