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Abstract

Since 1829, classic aquaria as a part of zoos have attracted visitors to view the exotic wonders of the aquatic world. Invertebrates, fish, amphibians and reptiles and, to a certain extent, birds and mammals provide knowledge and understanding of freshwater and marine environments. Around 1960, a second generation of aquaria evolved with increased and somewhat more realistic information. All these institutions attract more visitors around the world than natural history museums and other comparable institutions. The conservation message of modern aquaria should not focus only on such charismatic megafauna as sharks, rays, coral reef ecosystems or schools of pelagic fish. It is equally essential to include carefully selected species of amphibians and reptiles closely associated with the aquatic environment to raise public awareness and provide professional training for future generations.

Résumé

Depuis 1829, le classique Aquarium de Zoo a attiré les visiteurs grâce à la présentation des merveilles exotiques du monde aquatique. Invertébrés, poissons, amphibiens et reptiles et, dans une certaine mesure oiseaux et mammifères, ont permis de faire connaître au grand public l’environnement marin et les milieux d’eau douce. A partir de 1960, une deuxième génération d’Aquariums a vu le jour, divulguant une information plus large et un message un peu plus réaliste. Partout dans le monde, toutes ces institutions attirent désormais plus de visiteurs que les musées d’histoire naturelle ou d’autres institutions comparables. Mieux perçu, ce message ne doit pas seulement se limiter à la méga-faune charismatique, comme les requins ou les raies, les écosystèmes des récifs coralliens ou les bancs de poissons pélagiques. Une multitude d’actions de conservation sont aussi nécessaires pour protéger les amphibiens et les reptiles. Pour les Aquariums modernes, il est donc essentiel de les inclure dans leurs collections, ne serait-ce que pour sensibiliser le grand public et développer des programmes de conservation bénéfiques aux générations futures.

People visit aquariums in their free time and thus are open to listen to the conservation message. However, this vital message of a modern Aquarium should not focus only on charismatic megafauna.

It is equally essential to include a careful selection of amphibians and reptiles associated closely with aquatic environment. Single species exhibits are still expected but mixed exhibits portraying communities of live plants and animals on both sides of the watermark contain a realistic message on biodiversity.

The following examples should be only considered as eye-openers to our message.

Giant Salamander

Andrias davidianus - Chinese Giant Salamander

Objective

The largest of all salamanders

Flagship species for Chinese freshwater communities

Restricted distribution: mountain streams, Eastern China

Parental care by male

Importance for humans: human consumption, traditional medicine

Exhibit

Exhibit aquarium for a large single specimen (landscape aquarium) including native fish.

Breeding facilities in the rear: A chain of inter-linked conventional aquariums to allow olfactory stimulation of individuals, climatically controlled (Herrmann, 1994).

The genus Andrias is linked to Central Europe: a fossil skeleton found on the shore of the Lake of Constance was described by Dr. Scheuchzer in 1726 as a human one (Homo tristis deluvii testis). Today, this species is named after its discoverer Andrias scheuchzerii.

Poison Arrow Frog

Phyllobates terribilis - Golden poison arrow frog

Objective

One of the most colorful and poisonous frogs

Flagship species for northern neo-tropical rainforest conservation

Restricted distribution: Quebrada Guangui, Columbia

Parental care: Transportation of tadpoles

Importance for humans: Pharmacological research

Exhibit

Large, multispecies rainforest exhibit, including snakes; with carefully selected life plants (diversity in rainforest), to allow natural niche occupation and thus development of full reproductive cycles within the exhibit.

Breeding facilities in the rear:

Spare terraria and aquaria for additional specimens and raising tadpoles and froglets. Variable food resources.

The Zurich Zoo bred more than 90 P. terribilis in 2000; this required some 15 minutes of care a day and a surface area of less than two square meters.

Large River Turtles of southeast Asia

Batagur baska - Batagur
Callagur borneoensis - Painted Terrapin
Orlitia borneensis - Malaysian Giant Turtle
Objective

Large river turtles are among the most threatened turtle species of the world.

Public awareness activities in the aquaria of their region must convince federal and state authorities to reduce the rate of habitat destruction and control water pollution.

Importance for humans: All large river turtles represent a potentially renewable resource. Local aquaria should support all conservation efforts.

Exhibit

Mixed exhibit estuarine habitat (landscape aquarium), mangrove swamps, colorful songbirds.

Breeding facilities in the rear: keeping pens, incl. land area, for extra adult specimens under optimal conditions; incubators and raising pens (Jenkins, 1995, Van Dijk et al., 2000).

The import trade of turtles into China is estimated at about 13 Mio kg per year. Considering that the average turtle weighs 250g, this means 60 Mio specimens each year! All southern and southeastern Asian turtles have been rapidly declining in the past decade, and many face extinction in the wild. Some Chinese species, such as Cuora mccordi are only known from markets. No information is available on their population status or their general biology. Cuora zhoni has not been available in markets for a couple of years despite huge amounts of money offered by western herpetologists. It must be feared that this species is already extinct, like many others, without ever being described by science. Of all chelonians, Cuora trifasciata, the golden coin turtle, is the species most in demand, with prices of $1,000 per specimen! Offering money for individuals is one of the surest ways of driving a species to extinction.

Sea snakes

Laticauda colubrina - Sea krait

This truly aquatic species comes ashore to rest, mate and lay eggs. Little husbandry data (Dunson, 1975).

Objective

The least known snakes of the world. Highly specialized, poisonous reptiles remarkably adaptation to a marine existence.

Importance for humans: the Philippines probably provides the richest fishing grounds for sea snakes; the extent of fishing is almost unknown.

Sea snakes as aphrodisiacs.

Sea snakes for meat.

Sea snakes for use of viscera.

Sea snakes for skins.

Exhibit

Mixed marine exhibit (landscape with mangrove swamps, rocky shore and flat beaches) with non-aggressive marine fish and/or mud skippers, colorful songbirds, artificial rain (Dunson, 1975; Shine, 1991; Slavens, 1998).

The WZO emphasizes that it is within the responsibility of a modern Aquarium to demonstrate the interdependence that exists between species and ecosystems, and that future life is dependent on maintaining such networks.

Currently the number of amphibian and reptile species considered threatened is relatively small. It is suspected, however, that this is connected with lack of attention on the part of the herpetological community and our ignorance of the biology of most tropical species.

The greatest threat to amphibians and reptiles is habitat loss, followed by hunting for commercial and medical purposes.

We chose these remarkable species, because they offer a challenge in terms of husbandry (Andrias, sea snakes), require concentrated education efforts (river turtles) or provide a very attractive platform to campaign for amphibian conservation (Phyllobates).

These species cannot be left to the very active private breeders; they require a background only well-equipped institutions can afford (Honegger, 1995).

It is essential for modern aquaria to include amphibians and reptiles in their collections, if only to campaign for public awareness and professional training activities of future generations.

We are convinced that there is still more fascination with live amphibians and reptiles than with computer animations.
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