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Getting Serious About Small Felids: The Necessity for Broader Zoo Involvement

Bill Swanson, Cincinnati Zoo & Botanical Garden

Of the world’s 36 felid species, 28 are classified as small cats, with average body mass of

less than 20 kg. Many of these species face grave threats to their survival in the wild but,

historically, have been relatively neglected in conservation and science circles. In 2001,

the Felid Taxon Advisory Group established its first Species Survival Plans (SSPs) for

small-sized felids, specifically for the ocelot, Pallas’ cat, fishing cat, sand cat and blackfooted cat. Three other species, the caracal, serval and Canada lynx, were selected for inclusion in Population Management Plans (PMPs), and may eventually be managed as SSPs. Over the past four years, substantial progress has been made in developing effective captive breeding programs for the five SSP species. New founders for each population either have been imported in recent years or are currently being identified for future importation. For some species, such as fishing cats and ocelots, captive breeding programs are being managed in range countries to produce potential founders for the SSP populations. For all of these SSP species, offspring now are being produced on an annual basis, based on SSP breeding recommendations, and typically are available for placement at any interested AZA institution.

Reproductive research, using fecal hormone analysis and semen collection to characterize

basal reproductive parameters, either has been completed or is ongoing with each SSP

species. This basic reproductive knowledge is invaluable for improving captive breeding

success as well as facilitating development of assisted reproductive technology, including

artificial insemination and embryo transfer, for improved population management.

Similarly, disease issues that affect some of these species, such as toxoplasmosis in Pallas’

cats and transitional cell carcinoma in fishing cats, are being actively investigated to

understand disease etiology and develop strategies to mitigate disease effects on population

viability. Finally, in situ research and conservation programs have been established for four

of the five SSP species, including camera trap surveys, radiotelemetry, disease surveillance

and habitat restoration.

Each of the small felid SSP populations currently is comprised of 16 – 71 cats, with founder

sizes ranging from 5 to 26 individuals and genetic diversity from 0.85 to 0.94. Based on

available cage space for small cats (i.e., 80-150 spaces per species), each SSP population

theoretically has ample room for expansion. However, population modeling suggests, that

even with these more optimal population sizes, genetic variation will be lost dramatically

over the next 50 years as a consequence of genetic drift. For most SSP species, genetic

variation is projected to decrease to 0.75 or lower in this time period unless 1) population

sizes are increased substantially, 2) generation intervals are prolonged, or 3) new founders

are introduced periodically. The best management strategy would be to use each of these

options in combination to their maximal advantage. To achieve this goal, it is critically

important that more AZA institutions become actively involved with small felid

conservation efforts.

At present, there are ~231 AZA accredited zoos, aquaria and related facilities. Of these

institutions, only 72 or 31% maintain at least one of the small cat SSP species within their

collections. Excluding those 32 institutions housing ocelots only, just 40 AZA institutions

exhibit any of the other four SSP species. In total, only 199 cage spaces (of the projected

500 available for small cats) actually contain the targeted SSP populations. To support

small felid conservation, each AZA institution is requested to take four actions: 1) commit

to maintaining one or more small cat SSP/PMP species within its collection, 2) become

involved in SSP/PMP programs and the activities of the Felid TAG’s Small Cat

Subcommittee, 3) participate in TAG/SSP endorsed research projects, and 4) provide

financial support for in situ conservation programs focused on small felids.

