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Some will ask ‘Why a conservation education strategy for EAZA?  Why now?’.  Why indeed.  EAZA does not need a conservation education strategy, not if it is simply a nice looking document that sits on a shelf.  Not if it’s an exercise to keep us busy, that makes us feel that we are progressive.  
But we do need it if it provides a visionary look at the future of education in EAZA member zoos, if it stimulates discussion of where are going, and most of all if its accompanied by a rigorous, and hopefully bold, action plan with clear and measurable targets, then yes, we need, and should have, a conservation education strategy to help us connect people and wildlife.
The world around EAZA is changing.  We already know that the 2010 biodiversity targets will not be met.  We know that traditional conservation paradigms are failing in the face of new and emerging drivers of extinction.  EAZA itself is changing and this proposed strategy will lead the discovery and learning elements of that change.  EAZA has a new strategic plan for 2009-2012, a new Code of Ethics is being developed, new Education Standards were approved in 2008 and new opportunities are emerging to use the USP or Unique Selling Point of zoos and aquaria - the live animals we present.  Not videos, not television or the internet.  Real live animals. 

In a time where people are more and more disengaged from the natural world zoos act as a bridge to wildlife.  Zoos are more culturally inclusive than museums and science centres, a fact we should promote to governments and international bodies – in fact I would attest that zoos are the real-world science centres.  We are all aware that children spend much less time playing in nature.  They probably know far more ‘information’ or ‘statistics’ about the loss of nature and wildlife than we did as children – but do they care?  The opportunity to take part in ‘re-wilding’ European childhood requires a clear plan and ambitious aims, including integrating tools already available, like the CEPA toolkit, and gaining deeper dialogue with the IUCN Commission on Education and Communication.  This is something we should embrace, but it won’t happen accidentally.  It needs to be planned, it needs to be resourced and EAZA’s educators need to believe that they are amongst the most important conduits to real-world learning and emotive experience for Europe’s citizens.  Facts and figures rarely change hearts and minds, but profound experience of benefit to wildlife is imperative to the future of our planet.  EAZA member zoos and aquaria can provide the opportunities for this experience and will through this important meeting begin the process of planning the strategic blueprint needed to be truly effective advocates for conservation.  This is an ambitious target.  Can we do it?  To quote from the new President of the United States of America, Yes We Can.
