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I am delighted that in 2019, the focus of our Annual Symposium is bird conservation. 
Bird populations are declining worldwide, with 1,200 species facing extinction in the 
next century according to the Worldwatch Institute. There are many opportunities 
and challenges falling within this large and important topic, but fortunately there are 
many dedicated conservationists implementing key actions to protect threatened 
species. Bristol Zoological Society is leading the way with some of its conservation 
projects in Madagascar (for example the Endangered Madagascar sacred ibis, 
Threskiornis bernieri), and is implementing conservation projects in other areas of 
concern such as South Africa (Endangered African penguin, Spheniscus demersus) 
and the Philippines (Critically Endangered Negros bleeding-heart dove, Gallicolumba 
keayi). Globally, the biggest threats include human habitat conversion and climate 
change. Other anthropogenic threats to bird populations include overhunting, 
overfishing of prey, accidental mortality, pollution, predation by invasive species, and 
pesticide use.

Our Symposium will bring bird conservation specialists together to try to focus on 
overarching solutions for the future, and ignite a passion to succeed in a number of 
bird species areas of concern!

We are pleased to be linked with the Bristol Museum & Art Gallery for this venture. 
The Museum is showcasing a thought-provoking exhibition on nest building and egg 
collecting by artist Andy Holden. 

Trevor Franks
Curator of Birds, Bristol Zoological Society

A warm welcome to 
Bristol Zoological Society’s 11th 
Annual Symposium 



Bristol Zoological Society (BZS) warmly welcomes you to our 11th Annual 
Symposium. BZS, the world’s fifth oldest zoo, has a long tenure in wildlife 
conservation. The Society has been at the forefront of in-situ conservation of 
some of the world’s most threatened species, with notable field projects in the UK, 
Madagascar, Cameroon and Equatorial Guinea to name a few.

Registered delegates will have access to Bristol Zoo Gardens on the 3rd of 
September. The meeting will be based in two venues. The talks will take place in the 
beautiful Victorian Clifton Pavilion conference venue. A vegetarian lunch, included in 
the cost of your registration, will also be held in the Pavilion, where research posters 
will be displayed. Afterwards, a reception and archive tours will be hosted at the 
Bristol Museum and Art Gallery. During this event there will be a cash bar if you wish 
to purchase any drinks. 

After the Symposium, we encourage delegates with extra time in Bristol to 
visit our second zoo site, the Wild Place Project, which recently opened the 
innovative Bear Wood exhibit. Wild Place Project is easy to access off junction 17 
of the M5 motorway in South Gloucestershire. Entrance to Wild Place Project is 
complimentary; however if you wish to visit please express your interest on the sign-
up sheet at the registration desk upon arrival.

BZS organising committee
Mark Abrahams , Ali Cotton, Sue Dow, Trevor Franks, Daphne Kerhoas and 
Rhian Rowson. 

Welcome to Bristol Zoo Gardens

Reaching Bristol Zoo Gardens
The main entrance of Bristol Zoo Gardens is across the road from the beautiful 
open space of Clifton Down. The zoo is in a residential area with limited parking and 
therefore we encourage you to use public transport if possible. The zoo is reachable 
by bus (First Group service 8), and there are bikes for rent across the city (Yobike.
com). The zoo’s north car park is available for cars for a fee of £4/day, and there is 
ticketed parking on some of the residential streets surrounding the zoo. Our postcode 
for satellite navigation is BS8 3HA. If you need a taxi, we recommend Streamline Taxis 
(0117 926 4011). A journey between the city centre and the zoo will cost around £10.

Green meeting
We aim to make this meeting a “green meeting” as much as possible. We will not 
be printing copies of this delegate’s booklet so please download it to your laptop or 
tablet (or print your own copy ahead of the meeting if necessary). We will supply name 
badges for the conference but would be grateful if you could return them at the end 
of the event to allow them to be reused.

 
Please also remember to bring your reusable coffee cups and  
water bottles!

Practical information before you arrive



Delegates
We encourage delegates to use social media during the meeting, using the hashtag 
#BZSSymposium19. We assume that many delegates will want to take photos of 
presenters’ and/or their slides and tweet them; we ask that you please do so with
respect. We strongly discourage flash photography, and filming entire presentations 

is not permitted.

Presenters 

It is up to your discretion to say something like “Please don’t post any part of this 
presentation to social media”, or you could include a ‘no social media’ or ‘no 
photography’ icon on specific slides.

Diversity Rep 

BZS values diversity and strives to support equal opportunity. We hope all people 
will feel welcome at this symposium but if you experience behaviour that is contrary 
to this endeavour or would like to suggest ways for us to be more inclusive please 
contact - Dr Grainne McCabe - gmccabe@bristolzoo.org.uk / 0117 4285 471

Twitter handles:
Bristol Zoo Gardens @BristolZooGdns
Bristol Museum and Art Gallery @bristolmuseum

WiFi access: 
Clifton Pavilion
Network name: Pavilion WiFi
Password: 123456789a

Other information Schedule

09:30-10:00 Arrival and coffee

10:00-10:15 Welcome - Christoph Schwitzer,  
Chief Zoological Officer, BZS

10.15-10.20 Housekeeping - Ali Cotton, BZS

Symposium Session 1: Tropical Birds - Chair: Mark Abrahams (BZS)

10:20-11:20 Plenary: The Conservation Role of Zoos - Carl Jones,  
Durrell Wildlife Conservation Trust

11.20-11.45 The Asian Songbird Crisis - Andrew Owen, Chester Zoo

11:45-12:15 Tea/Coffee

12.15-12.40 Negros Bleeding-Heart in the Philippines - Nigel Simpson, BZS

12.40-13.20 Reintroducing Vietnam Pheasant - Nigel Collar,  
Birdlife International

13.20-13.25 Announcements - Trevor Franks, BZS

13:25-14:40 Lunch, posters and opportunity to see the zoo

Symposium Session 2: Seabirds - Chair: Daphne Kerhoas (BZS)

14:40-15:05 African Penguin Conservation - Ali Cotton, BZS

15.05-15.30 Understanding Threats to Seabirds - Tommy Clay, 
University of Liverpool

15.30-16.00 Tea/Coffee

Symposium Session 3: UK Birds & Veterinary  - Chair: Sue Dow (BZS)

16.00-16.25 Return of the Peregrine - Ed Drewitt, University of Bristol

16.25-16.50 Veterinary UK Avian Conservation - Elliott Simpson,  
Aquila Vet Services

16:50-17.15 Avian Conservation Medicine in Action - Michelle Barrows,  
University of Bristol / BZS

17.15-17.25 Closing Remarks - Grainne McCabe, BZS

18.30-20.30 Reception and VIP tours at the Bristol Natural History Museum



The Conservation Role of Zoos
Carl Jones, Durrell Wildlife Conservation Trust
  
Many of the most successful efforts to conserve endangered species have been 
driven by zoos, and occur at the interface between captive and wild populations.  I will 
demonstrate how the conservation role of zoos is changing and the most effective 
approach has often been the application of captive management and breeding 
techniques to free-living populations. I will illustrate my talk with examples taken from 
work that I have been involved with in Mauritius and elsewhere. Zoos have yet to wake 
up to the powerful range of techniques that they possess, or could develop, that could 
be applied to the conservation of world’s most endangered species.  

  
Professor Carl Jones
Carl is Chief Scientist at the Durrell Wildlife Conservation Trust 
and Scientific Director of the Mauritian Wildlife Foundation. He 
is an honorary professor in ecology and conservation biology 
at the University of East Anglia and winner of the prestigious 
Indianapolis Prize, which is deemed the highest accolade in 
the field of animal conservation. You may know him from his 
pivotal role in the conservation of such highly endangered 
species as the Mauritius kestrel (Falco punctatus), pink pigeon 

(Nesoenas mayeri) and echo parakeet (Psittacula eques). 

The Asian Songbird Crisis – 
The trade threat to Asian Songbirds
Andrew Owen, Chester Zoo

Southeast Asia is home to more than 850 bird species. Keeping songbirds is ingrained in 
Southeast Asian culture, birds may be seen as a social status symbol, with demand also 
arising from practices such as songbird competitions and religious releases. As a result, the 
region sees huge demand for domestic and international bird trade, involving countless 
individuals of hundreds of species. Many of these are now facing catastrophic declines. 
The IUCN Asian Songbird Trade Specialist Group (ASTSG) was established to prevent the 
imminent extinction of songbirds threatened by unsustainable trapping and the trade in 
wild-caught passerines.  In addition it seeks to address  the impact of the trade and to find 
solutions through which the growing threat to an ever increasing number of songbird 
species can be reversed and improve the conservation status of all species involved. 
Although there are various institutions working on songbird conservation issues, having 
a coordinated effort under this Specialist Group will create a synergy by bringing subject 
matter experts from different fields together for the common purpose of Asian songbird 
conservation. This presentation covers the threats faced by Southeast Asian songbirds and 
some of the efforts being made to protect and conserve these birds. 

  
Andrew Owen
Andrew is Curator of Birds at Chester Zoo in the UK, responsible 
for the large and varied bird collection, and the zoo’s bird 
conservation-breeding programmes. Andrew has been involved 
in the recovery of a number of highly-threatened bird species 
including the Mauritius Fody, Mauritius Olive White-eye, 
Montserrat Oriole and Gurney’s Pitta. Development of breeding 
and reintroduction initiatives in Indonesia for threatened songbirds 
and providing technical support to Cikananga Wildlife Centre 

in Java has been paramount.  Andrew manages the European Association of Zoos and 
Aquaria (EAZA) EEP studbooks for Javan Green Magpie and Sumatran Laughing thrush. 
An active member of a number of EAZA’s Taxon Advisory Groups (TAGs), including the 
Passeriformes TAG and its sub-group TASA, the Threatened Asian Songbird Alliance which 
focuses on the conservation of species primarily threatened by illegal trade. Andrew is 
Co-Vice Chair for Conservation-breeding and Reintroduction for the IUCN SSC Asian 
Songbird Trade Specialist Group and a member of the Bali myna International Advisory.

Invited speaker abstracts



Conservation challenges for a little-known ground 
dove: saving the Negros bleeding heart dove 
(Gallicolumba keayi)
Nigel Simpson, Bristol Zoological Society
  
The Negros bleeding-heart dove is a Critically Endangered endemic ground dove 
found on the islands of Panay and Negros in the Philippines. Despite this, very little 
research has been conducted on the species across its range. BZS has been working 
in the Philippines since 2013 in collaboration with local NGO partners, Philincon and 
Penagmannaki. Our work has focused on supporting fieldwork in Negros and Panay 
to identify the presence of the species within its range and support local communities 
to help protect these important forest areas. Alongside this fieldwork, we have been 
supporting the only three captive breeding centres that breed this species worldwide. 
The species range has been severely fragmented through deforestation across both 
islands with only between 5-7% of the original forest cover remaining on these 
islands. Most of this remaining forest is found at higher altitudes and is unlikely to be 
suitable for this lowland species. Historic information and suitable habitat maps are 
now being used to determine potential locations for further research and surveying 
to identify and clearly map out species presence across its entire range.

  
Nigel Simpson
Nigel is Head of Operations at Wild Place Project, before which 
he held the role of Curator of Birds at BZS for many years. His 
expertise and passion for bird conservation were pivotal in the 
development of BZS’s conservation projects in the Philippines. 
He is Vice Chair of the EAZA pigeon and dove TAG and stud 
book keeper for Mindanao bleeding-heart dove and Tarictic 
hornbill. He has worked in aviculture for over 40 years in 
several zoos in UK and overseas.

How much can recent research help shape plans to 
reintroduce Vietnam Pheasant to the wild?
Dr Nigel Collar, Birdlife International
  
Vietnam Pheasant Lophura edwardsi (including L. hatinhensis) is only known from a small 
area of central Vietnam where it occurred in wet forest below 300 m. It is probably extinct 
in the wild, but some 1,500 birds, derived from 28 individuals caught in 1924-1930, are 
thought survive in captivity, and a subset of these is available for reintroduction. Guidelines 
for reintroducing galliforms date from 2009. I review subsequent literature for new evidence 
to maximise the chances of reintroduction success. Studies confirm that non-parent-reared 
captive-bred galliforms survive poorly, primarily owing to reduced anti-predator responses. 
This deficiency derives from various circumstances that result in both genetic and ontogenetic 
unsuitability to wild conditions; progressive maladaptation of stock is related to the number 
of generations produced in captivity. By 2012 captive stock of Vietnam Pheasant had passed 
through 35 generations. To manage maladaptation in the species as far as possible, the 
reintroduction programme should use: environmental enrichment, dietary enrichment, 
parent-rearing over several generations, soft releases, anti-predator training, anti-predation 
release stratagems, and appropriate numbers of fully suitable releasees in naturally formed 
groups, including parent-guided juveniles. A multidisciplinary team should develop a detailed, 
comprehensive, fully budgeted plan, reviewing all aspects of the project, in order to maximise 
the probability of success and minimise reputational risk.

  
Dr Nigel Collar
Nigel Collar has worked in international conservation for 40 years, 
mostly with BirdLife International assessing the status and needs 
of threatened species, helping to develop the modern IUCN 
Red List criteria and co-authoring Threatened birds of Africa and 
related islands (1985), Threatened birds of the Americas (1992) and 
Threatened birds of Asia (2001). In the past 15 years he has co-
supervised 23 PhD students at six UK universities, mostly focusing 
on threatened birds, seeking simultaneously to build scientific 

and conservation capacity in developing countries. He is co-author of the two-volume 
HBW/BirdLife illustrated checklist of the birds of the world, chairman of the IUCN Bustard 
Specialist Group, and an honorary professor at the University of East Anglia (working on 
Asian Houbaras) and Manchester Metropolitan University (working on traded species such 
as parrots and songbirds).

Invited speaker abstracts



The Plight of the African Penguin
Dr Ali Cotton, Bristol Zoological Society
  
The African penguin, Spheniscus demersus, is facing huge challenges for its survival. 
In the last 15 years alone, the population has declined by over 70%, and there is no 
easy solution at hand. Both fishing pressure and climate change have contributed 
heavily to the decline, and research has demonstrated worryingly poor survival rates, 
particularly amongst juvenile penguins. This poor survival appears to be somewhat 
explained by recent work which has shown that dispersal patterns in young penguins 
appear to be quite rigid, and those from the west coast colonies are travelling up to 
feed off the coast of Namibia, which was historically a plentiful feeding ground, but 
is now a completely degraded ecosystem.  It appears that this species is caught in an 
‘ecological trap’, whereby they are unable to adapt to a changing marine landscape. 
In this talk I will discuss these issues and ideas in more detail, highlighting key areas 
of research that has illuminated our understanding of this charismatic species. In 
addition, I will expand upon the work that we, at BZS, are doing to help support the 
recovery of the African penguin, in conjunction with our colleagues in South Africa.

  
Dr Alison Cotton
Alison is an Evolutionary and Conservation Biologist. Hailing 
from New Zealand, she began her career in conservation, 
investigating the efficacy of the Kiwi Aversion Training that is 
done to deter dogs from killing kiwi. After a year working at 
animal conservation centres in Central and South America, she 
moved to England to do her M.Sc. at Oxford University where 
a love of evolutionary research was born. Alison received 
her M.Res. and Ph.D. from UCL on the evolution of sexually 

selected traits in stalk-eyed flies. This involved behaviour and genetic experiments, 
both in the laboratory and in the rainforests of Malaysia. She joined BZS in 2014, and 
as well as lecturing and supervising students, works for the IUCN primate specialist 
group, updating all the primate Red List assessments. She is the project lead for the 
BZS African penguin project.

Tracking down threats: how technology is improving 
our understanding of threats to seabirds
Dr Tommy Clay, University of Liverpool
  
Seabirds are one of the most threatened groups of birds. They occur in all seas 
and oceans worldwide and are widely acknowledged to be indicators of the health 
of marine ecosystems. Yet, their dual lifestyle, which involves breeding on remote 
islands and feeding at sea, puts them at risk from both terrestrial and marine threats. 
Albatrosses and petrels are a particularly threatened group, for which incidental 
mortality (bycatch) in fisheries remains a key driver of population declines. However, 
gaps in our understanding of where birds go when at sea have prevented accurate 
assessments of the threats posed by fisheries. Recent advances in remote tracking 
technology, such as GPS, now make it possible to gather detailed information on their 
movements. In this talk, I discuss recent work combining long-term tracking (800 
individuals from four species) and population models, to predict where and when 
birds are most at risk from bycatch, and which fishing nations are responsible. I also 
detail how risk can vary between adults, juveniles and immatures, emphasizing that 
tracking of all life-history stages, where possible, is crucial for accurate assessments 
of population-level threats. Ultimately, the hope is that through identification of 
problem ‘hotspots’ and fishing nations responsible, resources can be best targeted to 
maximise conservation success.

  
Dr Tommy Clay
Dr Tommy Clay is a Postdoctoral Research Associate at the 
Seabird Ecology Group, University of Liverpool. He completed 
his PhD jointly at the University of Cambridge and the British 
Antarctic Survey (BAS) in 2017, and continued on at BAS as a 
postdoc working with the RSPB, mapping overlap of seabirds 
with fisheries. He is particularly interested in seabird movement 
ecology, including how tracking can used for conservation.
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What have we learnt from the return of the peregrine?
Ed Drewitt, University of Bristol
  
During the 1950s and 1960s peregrines almost disappeared from the UK and became 
scarce across Europe and North America. The reason was organochlorine pesticides 
being used across the countryside; once banned the peregrine, along with other 
birds of prey, returned while in many countries they had to be reintroduced. Today 
in the UK we have over 1700 pairs of peregrines (up from just under 400 at their low 
point) and they are doing particularly well in southern England, becoming common 
in towns and cities as well as more traditional rural haunts on cliffs. However, there is 
no room for complacency – despite their return, in northern England and Scotland 
in particular, their numbers are going down for a variety of reasons. During this 
presentation Ed will explore why the peregrine is doing so well across much of its 
range, what we are learning from a bird that is exploiting urban environments and 
solutions to rising threats to its survival in the UK.  

  
Ed Drewitt
Ed has been studying peregrines for the past 20 years, in 
particular their diet and dispersal, and is author of the book 
‘Urban Peregrines’. Ed has worked in the field of learning and 
education, starting off at Bristol Zoo and then worked as a 
museum learning officer at Bristol Museum, and then on the 
Bristol Dinosaur Project at the University of Bristol. Today, 
he leads bird song and bird identification courses, develops 
high quality resources for learning providers, provides wildlife 

commentary on boat trips, writes for wildlife magazines and gets involved with bird 
ringing studies including peregrines and goshawks. 

Opportunities (and challenges) regarding veterinary 
involvement in avian conservation in the UK
Dr Elliott Simpson, Aquila Vet Services
  
The field of veterinary medicine is ever changing, and the needs of avian conservation 
globally are ever growing. With more and more veterinary surgeons showing an 
interest in aiding these species (within the UK as well as with projects abroad), skill 
sets learned from seeing those birds in private and zoological collections can be 
utilised in the wild. But this does not come without its own set of challenges and 
difficulties to overcome. However, the veterinary sector has a vital role to play within 
avian conservation worldwide, and this begins with the medical knowledge and 
surgical expertise learned in the UK. For wild birds in the UK, vets are often involved 
in the initial triage and point-of-care for these patients. However, the level of care 
provided ranges vastly from basic initial first aid, up to more established centres 
providing a further level of surgical intervention and on-going care for avian patients. 
As with other aspects of veterinary medicine, the level of care expected and provided 
for our avian patients is always improving, and in an age of rapidly increasing pressure 
on our wild populations, now more than ever we need to ensure that the UK vet’s 
contribution to avian conservation both home and abroad remains something to be 
proud of. 

  
Dr Elliott Simpson
Having completed an externship at the Abu Dhabi Falcon 
Hospital in 2013 and graduating from Bristol in 2014, Elliott 
went on to work in first opinion mixed practice in North 
Norfolk, focusing on zoo and avian work including wildlife, 
private bird collections, game birds and backyard poultry (as 
well as farm and equine). He is now setting up to be focusing 
on purely dealing with zoological, avian and wildlife patients 
on an ambulatory basis.
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Avian Conservation Medicine In Action
Dr Michelle Barrows, Bristol Zoological Society

Conservation medicine recognises the importance of wildlife health to many 
conservation programs, particularly those involving small and isolated wildlife 
populations.  Disease challenges resulting from anthropogenic ecosystem disruption 
include modification of disease transmission patterns, toxicoses and the emergence 
and redistribution of infectious diseases.  This presentation will highlight ways in 
which zoo veterinarians can use their knowledge and skills to contribute to the field 
of conservation medicine.  These include providing veterinary care for endangered 
species, investigating, preventing and treating disease outbreaks, biosurveillance 
for emerging diseases, wildlife rehabilitation, carrying out disease risk analyses 
for reintroduction or translocation programs and post-release health monitoring.  
Examples discussed will include treatment of injured and poisoned Cape vultures 
(Gyps coprotheres), intensive care of kakapo (Strigops habroptilus) suffering from 
aspergillosis, a paramyxovirus vaccination trial in southern ground hornbills (Bucorvus 
leadbeateri), veterinary contributions to a wattled crane (Bugeranus carunculatus) 
recovery program and a disease risk assessment for pink pigeons (Nesoenas mayeri) 
being reintroduced to Mauritius. 

Dr Michelle Barrows
Michelle is Head of Veterinary Services and Conservation 
Medicine for BZS and an Honorary Teaching Fellow at the 
University of Bristol Veterinary School.  She is also the unit 
lead for two modules on the MSc in Global Wildlife Health 
and Conservation run by the University of Bristol.  Previously 
she spent seven years working in South Africa, based at 
Johannesburg Zoo, where she was heavily involved in 
the Wattled Crane Recovery Program.  She is a European 

Veterinary Specialist in Zoo Health Management and an RCVS Specialist in Zoological 
Medicine (Avian).  She also has a Post Graduate Certificate in Conservation Medicine 
from Murdoch University and is the veterinary advisor to the EAZA Pigeon and Dove 
TAG and the pink pigeon EEP.
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To find out more about Bristol Zoological 
Society’s important work, please contact:

Bristol Zoological Society 
Bristol Zoological Gardens 
Clifton 
Bristol BS8 3HA

0117 428 5300
research@bristolzoo.org.uk

bristolzoo.org.uk/save-wildlife/ 
conservation-and-research

http://www.bristolzoo.org.uk/save-wildlife/conservation-and-research


Notes
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