
ANIMAL HEALTH
CARE
 Specifics in captive animal husbandry and
welfare practice related to animal health.



ANIMAL HEALTH & WELFARE 

AIMS

OBJECTIVES

REASONING

To gain knowledge and understanding of:

The importance of routine health checks by all staff.

Effective veterinary and preventative medicine programmes to ensure best practice of health

care. 

Why understanding species’ biology and species-specific needs is vital to be able to

recognise behaviours indicative of pain or suffering.

Evaluate the importance of good animal health as

a component of good animal welfare.

Recognise the components of a visual health

check.

Identify indicators of acute and chronic pain in zoo

animals.

Identify factors that identify poor health and how

to minimise them.

Prompt veterinary diagnosis and treatment is

essential in minimising any impact of pain, injury or

disease. 

Developing good animal welfare practices will

minimise the likelihood of poor health outcomes,

disease transmission and injury.



The knowledge and understanding which animal care staff have in regards to the species (and the

individuals) within their care is vital in maintaining good health and welfare of captive animals. 

Carrying out a regular visual health check of an animal forms an integral part of this ongoing

knowledge and understanding. 

A visual health check allows for abnormalities in health or behaviour to be promptly identified,

reported and any relevant action taken. This will help to ensure consistently good animal welfare

standards.

WHAT IS A VISUAL HEALTH CHECK?

Inspect all animals daily through health and

behaviour observations.

However, don’t use a daily inspection if it may

negatively affect the animal, for example,

disturb a stage of the breeding cycle.

If the animal is trained to voluntarily sit on

scales, weighing that animal weekly or

monthly can assist in early identification of

health problems and give a good indication of

physical fitness.

The Visual Health Check

 

 

Remember! 

Visual health checks should be part of

your daily routine. Don't do a health check

only when you think there may be a problem,

but instead assess each animal daily to help

you identify early warning signs. Make sure

you record the data for others to be able to

access (e.g. in a daily diary).

Know Your Animals.

Learn to spot injuries or sickness by regularly

checking and recording what you observe.

 

A bright, alert animal that reacts to new or

unexpected stimuli.

Good physical condition of the animal.

Absence of pain, disease, trauma or distress.

Development and expression of natural

behaviours.

Normal levels of growth, development,

reproduction and life expectancy.

Active interaction with environment and

normal behaviours (e.g. rest and play).

As an animal carer, it is important that you can recognise

and observe good health and welfare signs in your

animals. These include:
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A diseased or injured wild animal will often hide obvious

signs of being ill. This is why it is important to be very

observant to even the smallest changes in movement,

body and skin condition, dietary intake or behaviour that

deviates from what is normal for that individual. Different

species will show that they are unwell in different ways.

For example, a social animal may stop interacting with

others in a group and could be subject to bullying. 

It is important that you know your animals and can tell if

they are not acting normally. If an animal in your care is

displaying any of these signs, you should inform

your vet immediately:

RECOGNISING PAIN - WHAT TO LOOK FOR

Lethargy, excessive sleeping or depression.

Injury such as lameness or abrasions.

Vomiting.

Unusual levels of aggression.

Reduced social interaction in a normally

social species.

Social conflict.

Hiding for extensive periods of time.

Over-grooming (may have parasites).

Reduced appetite.

Abnormal repetitive behaviours.

Sometimes it is obvious if an animal is
unhealthy, but at other times an animal will
try to hide that it is unwell. Showing illness

in the wild would put them at risk of
predation or competition. It’s important to

know your animal so you can easily and
quickly spot any changes to its behaviour

that may indicate poor health. Animals will
incur minor injuries from time to time, but

it's important to be able to recognise when
to act on them.

Injuries or Disease

Q. How would you identify if one of your animals was in pain? What
would your next steps be to help that animal?

We must pay close attention to animal behaviour and activity levels, and investigate any changes in

behaviour which may be associated with pain. Pain can by divided into two categories:

Acute pain – short-term pain, usually in response to an injury or surgery. This pain is more easily

recognisable as we may see the injury, or notice a specific sign such as sudden lameness.

Chronic pain – long-term pain which often develops slowly over time and can be difficult to detect as

the animal may modify its behaviour to ‘mask’ the pain. It is associated with degenerative health

problems such as osteoarthritis, dental disease, ocular or skin disease. 

IMMEDIATE ACTION MUST BE TAKEN IF AN ANIMAL IS INJURED OR UNWELL OR IF POOR WELFARE

IS IDENTIFIED AT ANY TIME. Report to your supervisor or senior personnel and consult a veterinarian.
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The Daily Visual Health Check

EYES. Are they clear, bright, free from secretion and reactive to the

environment?

EARS & NOSE. Are they free from secretion and clear of debris e.g. skin sheds

in reptiles. Are ear tags still present (if used)? Is there any sign of injury? Has the

position of the ear changed which might indicate pain?

MOUTH/TEETH/BEAK. Are there any sores on the mouth, broken teeth, or an

overgrown, damaged or injured beak? Are there signs of pain whilst eating?

HOOVES/CLAWS/HORNS. Are they overgrown, damaged, cracked or

impeding movement? Do they need trimming/shaping or the addition of

objects or substrates to help wear them down in the enclosure?

MOVEMENT. Is the animal moving and behaving normally? Is there a limp or

change in gait? Is the animal showing signs of pain when moving or reluctance

when weight-bearing on a particular limb?

COAT/SKIN/FEATHER/SCALES. Is the coat shiny, even and parasite-free? Do

feathers look smooth and uniform? Are there any scales out of place or retained

scales from sheds? Are there any growths, scratches or other signs of injury? Is

there any damage to fins, tentacles or antenna?

HINDQUARTERS/FAECES. Is the back end clear from parasites and clean of

faecal matter? Do the faeces look normal and well formed?

BODY CONDITION. Does the muscle definition and general physical status of

the body look normal and healthy?

https://wildwelfare.org/wp-content/uploads/Glossary.pdf
https://wildwelfare.org/wp-content/uploads/Glossary.pdf


You can tell a lot about an animal's health from its poo. Whilst cleaning

it up, it's a good idea to check that it looks normal in colour and

consistency. Changes could indicate a health or nutrition problem that

should be investigated and a potential dietary adjustment made. A diet

that is too high or low in a particular nutritional element could cause

faecal consistency changes, for example, normally firm stools might

become more liquid. Be aware that other aspects can also have an

impact. For example, feeding beetroot will turn stools red! Faecal

screening twice a year is advised, to check for infections and parasites.

Below is an example of a stool chart. This example shows how you can

classify and compare what you are seeing in one species. These charts

can also be a useful training tool for less experienced animal care staff.

Stool Charts
Faecal analysis

Bongo (Tragelaphus eurycerus) faecal scoring chart - created by Rachel Puncher.

1 - Optimum. Leaves the body as small
firm pellets, Firm and dry.

2 - Individual pellets but moist, mis-shapen and
clumped. Will hold their form but sticky to touch.

3 - Pellets still apparent but forming
sticky clumps and very sticky to touch.

4 - Leaves the body as a
large clump. Quite fibrous in

texture.

5 - Appears to be one unit.
Loose in texture, does not
hold form when picked up.

6 - Requires effort to expel from
the body. No defined shape,

leaves a very sticky residue and
falls apart when picked up.

7 - Falls easily from the body,
splatters on the ground, very loose,

no texture and extremely sticky.
Leaves residue on the animal.

Non-mammalian species  - If you notice sudden changes in colour, texture or odour of droppings in

reptiles and birds, this might indicate a problem which could require veterinary attention. For example, in

many reptile species that originate from desert regions, excretions should be relatively dry so apparent

diarrhoea could be an indication of a health issue. However many of these species can also use liquid

excretions as a defence mechanism in stressful situations. Birds, reptiles and amphibians all excrete

urine and faeces from one opening, the cloaca, which is why poo from these species has white deposits. 



Geriatric Care
Many animals live longer in captivity than their wild counterparts, due to a reduction in the pressures

experienced in the wild. These could include the necessity to find enough resources to sustain

themselves and the lack of risk of being attacked by a predator. In captivity, the provision of good

nutrition, a safe environment and medical care can extend longevity. Caring for elderly animals can be

challenging as they will experience physical and mental changes as they age. These changes will

require extra consideration in terms of husbandry to ensure a good standard of welfare is experienced

throughout their entire life. 

 

Dental problems such as tooth fractures, gum

disease and missing teeth.

Lethargy and reduced activity levels.

Degeneration of joints and compromised mobility.

A change in body composition e.g. decreased

muscle mass and increased body fat.

Increased chance of disease development.

Poorer skin, feather and coat condition.

Pain.

Some of the most common ailments related to the

physical aspects of ageing are listed below. 

In addition, mental changes such as a gradual

deterioration of cognitive and sensory function as well

as changes to sleep cycles, appetite and social

behaviours may occur too.

 

Quality of Life Assessment

As animals age, their quality of life can be impacted by multiple

health problems. When the welfare of an individual is

compromised due to poor physical or psychological health. It is

up to animal care staff and veterinarians to continually assess the

quality of life experienced by the animal. Regular assessment can

help decide when geriatric problems are no longer manageable

through husbandry and medicinal practices. If quality of life is

continuously impaired, euthanasia should be considered.

Managing these changes through observations and health assessments are important, as well as

ensuring that the elderly individual still experiences opportunities to problem solve, make choices and

express rewarding behaviours. It is also important to ensure that the enclosure meets the varying needs

of the animal throughout their life. Managing pain through medication should be discussed with a

veterinarian and continually assessed for effectiveness. Dietary supplements can help ease symptoms

of joint degeneration, and food presentation can go some way into the management of dental issues. 

Q. How would you plan to assess and measure the quality of life for an
ageing animal at your facility?
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Prompt veterinary diagnosis and treatment are critical to minimise the impact of pain, injury and

disease in the animals within your care.

Clear communication between veterinary staff and competent personnel is vital. 

Veterinary treatment must only be administered by appropriately qualified veterinary personnel

who are professionally competent to do so, or under guidance and instruction by qualified

veterinary personnel if appropriate. Veterinary personnel have a legal obligation to ensure the

health and welfare of all animals under their care.

Veterinary drugs must be stored in accordance with local legislation. Expiry dates should be

checked and out of date drugs should not be used. Safety protocols should be in place for

handling and administering of all drugs/medication.

Veterinary facilities should be in place for the safe examination, diagnosis and treatment of

animals, with a dedicated room with examination table, hot and cold running water, lighting, power

and safe storage of all veterinary equipment and drugs.

Managing Animal Health 

Consider all individuals in your care and what their specific health needs might be (e.g. elderly,

lactating, recovering from injury etc).

Consider the diseases which commonly occur in your country or are found in that particular species.

Ensure health screening protocols are in place which include urine, faecal and blood tests.

Have regular veterinarian visits if there is not a veterinarian on site.

Keep full detailed health records for all animals in your care so you can easily share information with

your veterinary support team.

Consider chronic diseases which may need different treatments to acute health problems e.g.

chronic arthritis.

Post-mortem examinations of any animal that dies within the facility should take place by a

veterinarian.

Review of historical health records to identify on-going/long-term issues.

PREVENTATIVE MEDICAL CARE

As an animal carer, you should regularly consult with your manager or the resident

or local vet to ensure appropriate treatment and veterinary care is being given. It is

useful to think about the following during your veterinary consultations:

Q. How do you communicate health concerns to your veterinarian? Is
this method effective in ensuring health concerns are rectified quickly?
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Administering Medication
Whilst it is always important to remember that trained

professionals such as veterinarians should be the ones to

administer medication through injections, it can be useful for

animal care staff to know how to administer oral medication as

this will sometimes be required on a daily basis. Training your

animals for this and to voluntarily accept veterinary treatment

makes management easier for you and less stressful for the

animals. 

Remember: positive reinforcement training leads to compliant

behaviours. Punishment and forceful restraint leads to avoidance

behaviours that are both stressful and sometimes dangerous.

When giving an animal medication, it is

often best to hide it in a favourite treat.

This treat should be of a very high

reward value for the animal (e.g. honey

for a bear). Try to avoid offering the same

treat every day during the course of

treatment as the more the animal

receives it, the less of a reward value it

holds, particularly when it tastes of

medication. It is sometimes a good idea

to separate the individual from the group

to ensure they get the entire dosage.

Photo by James Bibby

Training your animals to voluntarily take part in

their own health care can make procedures

much easier. Using positive reinforcement

training, you can train for:

Training for vet care

Conscious blood draws.

Conscious x-rays and ultrasound scans.

Conscious foot exams and hoof trims.

Conscious beak/claw trimming and

shaping.

Weighing of animals.

Injections/vaccinations.

Eye drop administration.

Trust building (for you and the vet).

Medication can come in pill, powder or liquid form.

Capsules can sometimes be split to access the

powder inside which might make it easier to

administer although check with a vet in case this alters

the effectiveness of the drug. Learn which type of

medication your animals may be more likely to take

and the best ways in which to hide them.

Training using punishment is unacceptable.
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Do you know what the biosecurity protocols are in your
facility and do you think they are adequate?

Quarantine of new animals is necessary to safeguard existing animal health and welfare. This will

prevent the spreading of disease and allow thorough examination of new arrivals. All animals in

quarantine should be adequately examined to assess their health status before they are introduced

to the facility and before meeting other animals. A minimum period of 30 days in quarantine is a

good guideline to use. Strict personal hygiene for animal care staff must be adhered to, as well as

complete segregation between quarantined and non-quarantined animals.

A safe and effective pest control programme must be in place which also considers the most ethical

methods for humane extermination. These methods must not cause harm to non-target species and

not cause any undue pain or distress to target species.

Animal carcasses should be correctly handled and disposed of. 

Staff should wear appropriate personal protective equipment (e.g. gloves, boot covers etc)

whenever necessary to prevent the risk of a potential zoonosis, which is a disease that can be

transmitted from animals to humans. Protective equipment will also prevent the transmission of

reverse zoonosis, which is a disease that can be transmitted from humans to animals. 

Staff should report to their supervisor if they become ill with any infection they believe could have

come from, or be passed to, an animal within their care.

Staff should follow all institution protocols at all times, reporting to their supervisor if they have any

concerns. 

biosecurity protocols
Biosecurity is a series of measures to protect against the entry and spread of pests and diseases.

Adequate biosecurity is vital for the safe health and welfare of animals, as well as for personnel

and the zoo visitors. When considering your biosecurity protocols, give thought to the following: 

Do you know what the biosecurity protocols are at your facility? Do
you think they are adequate to protect animals and staff?

Although a quarantine area will not be on-

show to visitors, it is still important to ensure

that it provides for all the behavioural needs

of the animals it is holding. This could be

meeting the climbing needs of a primate,

the swimming needs of a crocodile or the

perching needs of a bird.

Quarantine areas should be thoroughly

disinfected between the time when one

animal moves out and another moves in.

This includes all features of the enclosure

such as toys, feeding apparatus, floors and

bedding. Bedding such as straw or soft

matting should be completely changed or

disinfected for any new animal brought in.
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SUMMARY 
Being able to carry out a health check for the animals in your care is extremely important because poor

health care is a significant contributor to poor welfare. Simple observations and knowing specific

species', and individual animal’s behaviour, can help to quickly identify whether an animal is in pain or

suffering. 

It’s very important to have a good relationship with your vet and ensure that they are informed as soon

as possible if you think an animal needs to be checked. Not informing a vet may lead to that animal

suffering further or even dying. Setting up a regular form of communication between the zoo and a vet

should be considered normal practice. 

Preventing poor health in the first place is important – conducting a daily health check, ensuring up to

date health records are kept and having the knowledge of known diseases is a good start. Working

with your vets to carry out regular, non-intrusive health checks can also prevent diseases and ensure a

healthy individual or population. 

Know your animal – understanding their individual needs and behaviour will help you prevent injury,

identify diseases or poor health and ensure they get the proper treatment and care that may be

required.

Health checks can be non-invasive and simple.

Visual health checks should be part of your everyday routine as an animal carer.

Knowing your animal’s individual needs and behaviours can help identify problems more

quickly.

Prevention is better than cure – know how to prevent diseases or injuries taking place.

Set up good lines of communication between your zoo and a vet to ensure animals are

regularly checked and cared for.

Look out for obvious signs of ill health, but remember that some animals will try and hide that

they are ill.

Observation is key to ensuring good animal health. Observing your animal's physical health as

well as psychological well-being through behavioural observations is important. Faecal matter

can also tell you a lot about an animal's health.

Strict quarantine protocols are essential to prevent the spread of disease. Although areas must

be easy to clean and disinfect, animal welfare should still be considered. Behavioural needs

must also be met within a quarantine facility, for example. through environmental and

behavioural enrichment provision.

IMPORTANT POINTS TO REMEMBER
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QUICK QUESTIONS

What are the signs that an animal is in good health? How often would you check for this?

What are the signs that an animal is in poor health? How often would you check for this?

What would you include in your daily health check? When would you avoid conducting

a daily health check?

What aspects of faecal matter would you analyse to understand more about each

animal's individual health? How would you easily compare findings between staff?

What behavioural indicators might indicate a potential health problem? What would

you do if you noticed one?

Do you know who your vet is? How would you inform them that an animal is sick? 

Can you remove a sick animal easily to get it treated? If not, what is your contingency

plan?

How can you help prevent disease and injury happening to animals under your care?

Animal Health

Biosecurity

Quarantine

What measures would you take to ensure a quarantine area is adequate to prevent the

spread of disease? Is there anything that you could do to improve how effective and

efficient this process is?

What items of clothing would you wear to protect yourself and prevent disease spread

within a quarantine area? Do you have an adequate supply of these items and a safe

space to dispose of them as you exit the quarantine area?

Why are quarantine areas such a vital aspect of ensuring a good standard of animal

welfare across an entire facility?

Do you understand the concept of biosecurity and how these protocols are applied at

your zoo? If not, do you know where to find more information about it?

Do you know how your facility safely disposes of animal carcasses? Why is this

important for animal care staff to know?



ACTIVITIES
A) Go to an enclosure in your zoo. carry out an

observational health check, noting down what you

would observe. Things to Consider:

How easy is it for you to observe this/these animals? Consider if you can observe all

animals in a group and if not, how you could remedy this?

Is the observation non-intrusive? Does your presence have an impact on the behaviour

of the animals? Is it a positive or negative impact?

what condition should your animal be in? Do you know what a healthy species looks

like? What health indicators should you be looking for? what do you know about this

species - do they have any specific nutritional, physical or behavioural needs?

What abnormal behaviours are you observing – is this poor health? 

Can you see any injuries? remember injuries can be obvious (such as cuts) or less

obvious (such as lameness). you will need to be able to observe your animal for a long

enough period of time and compare to what you know is normal for that individual. 

What other health checks could you carry out to support your observations? 

How are you going to record these observations? 

B) YOU HAVE DISCOVERED THAT TWO OF YOUR TIGERS HAVE

BEEN FIGHTING AND ARE NOW INJURED. DEMONSTRATE HOW YOU

WOULD RECORD, REPORT AND FOLLOW UP THIS CONCERN TO

ENSURE THE ANIMALS GET THE CORRECT TREATMENT. THINGS TO

CONSIDER:

How will you record the injuries? 

how urgent do you believe the concern is? Consider if the injury is severe or

superficial. Are the animals showing other behavioural concerns?

How will you report the injuries and to whom? consider what vets are available and

if any other members of staff need to know.

how will you follow this information up to ensure the animals are getting the

correct treatment?

How will you support the vet team in providing treatment. Consider what will be

required to manage the treatment of the animals - medicine, isolation, detailed

records etc.

Consider how you will monitor the condition of the tigers and prevent future injuries.



ACTIVITIES
c) If your zoo has a quarantine area, arrange permission

to inspect it. Do you think it is adequate in terms of

biosecurity measures? What would you want to change

about it? How could improvements be made?

D) An animal in your care requires daily oral medication

but that individual does not trust you or the vet. How

would you go about planning to ensure this animal gets

its medication and how would you ensure that this is done

in a way that promotes good animal welfare?

Are there foot dips and hand washing facilities at the entrance/exit?

Does your facility provide protective equipment such as face masks/overalls/gloves

etc if required?

Are the animals inside in true isolation from each other?

are their welfare needs still being met?

Is there a specific waste disposal facility for the quarantine area to prevent cross

contamination?

Do you have a set protocol for the area for all staff members to follow?

are you keeping accurate records within the quarantine area?

How would you go about building trust with the animal?

Is it possible to get the vet (or strangers to the animal) involved with training and

trust building so that the animal has less stranger aversion?

What type of training should you use?

Can you identify some favourite foods to hide medication in for that particular

individual?

Is separation necessary for the individual during medication administration? If so,

how would you go about this in a way that considers good animal welfare

practices?

Are there different forms of the same medication to test which one the individual

accepts most readily?
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