


Animal Welfare
Animal welfare refers to an 
animal’s state or feelings. 
An animal’s welfare state 
can be good, neutral or bad.

An animal’s welfare has the 
potential to differ on a daily 
basis. When an animal’s 
needs - nutritional, 
behavioural, health and 
environmental - are met, 
they will have good 
welfare.  

A good life in captivity 
might be one where 
animals can consistently 
experience good welfare 
throughout their entire life. 



Understanding that animals 
have both sentient and 
cognitive abilities as well as 
pain perception, reinforces 
the need to provide 
appropriate husbandry for 
all captive animals, to 
ensure good welfare.

In captivity, the welfare of 
an animal is dependent on 
the environment provided 
for them and the daily care 
and veterinary treatment 
they receive.



The hippopotamus are 
large herbivores. Their 
weight ranges from 
1500kg to 3000kg. 

They spend much of the 
day in water, living in 
family groups. They 
come out of the water at 
night to feed.

They were once found 
across sub-Saharan 
Africa and the Nile river. 
Their natural range has 
been greatly reduced 
through changes to 
their water habitats and 
hunting.

Hippopotamus  are 
classified as Vulnerable 
by the IUCN



Hippopotamus’ need 
to graze
Hippopotamus’ are 
predominantly grazers, eating 
short grasses but also some 
leaves and aquatic plants. They 
use their wide mouth and lips to 
crop the grass as they walk along. 
In the wild hippopotamus’ will 
emerge from the water at night 
to feed.

Positive behaviours to 
encourage

Having large grass areas for the 
hippo to naturally graze is 
important. Scatter feeding of 
grass and hay and offering grass 
and hay throughout the night can 
help replicate their feeding 
behaviours. Feeding fruits, 
vegetables and leaves in the 
water can be good enrichment.



Hippopotamus’ need 
water
The social life of a hippopotamus 
revolves in and around water. Water is 
very important for hippos, not only for 
behaviour and communication, but also 
for physical and mental health. Hippos 
will spend all day in water, diving, 
swimming, resting on basks or in the 
shallows. They will leave the water to 
feed but will always return to the water 
to rest.

Positive behaviours to encourage

Water bodies must be large enough to 
accommodate a family group. It must be 
at least 2 metres deep to allow for 
complete submersion. It must have 
shallow edges for ease of access for the 
animals and to allow them to rest in the 
shallow water.



Hippopotamus’ like 
to socialise 
In the wild hippopotamus’ are 
found living in large groups or 
pods. They are very social animals 
and enjoy the company of other 
hippo. To keep hippopotamus’ in a 
natural group you need large 
enclosures and large water 
bodies.

Positive behaviours to 
encourage

Keeping hippopotamus’ in natural 
family groups is very important 
but they need to have choice to be 
able to move away from the group 
if they choose. Most of their social 
behaviour and activity is in water. 
They are generally solitary at 
night when feeding.



Hippopotamus’ 
need to roam
Because hippopotamus’ are so 
large and spend much of the day 
inactive it is important they have 
the space to exercise when  they 
are feeding. They can easily 
become over-weight.

Positive behaviours to 
encourage

The size of the enclosure is 
important in keeping a large, 
group well in captivity. It needs 
to be complex as well, with 
plenty of grazing opportunities, 
logs and rocks, different 
substrates and mud wallows. 
Allowing hippo to create 
“middens” (specific areas where 
they will defecate on land) is 
important for communication.



Hippopotamus’ like 
shelter
Hippopotamus’ like to be able 
to bask in the sun but if the 
temperature drops they will 
need access to heated housing 
and indoor pools. They need to 
be able to choose if they wish 
to shelter from different 
weather conditions and 
housing. Shelters gives them 
this choice.

Positive behaviours to 
encourage

Giving hippopotamus’ the 
space and opportunities to 
decide where they want to 
spend their time is important. 
Having shelters and housing 
gives them choice in different 
weather conditions.



Hippopotamus’ like a 
mud wallow
Mud wallows are good 
environmental and behavioural 
enrichment, but they are also 
good for skin health. The mud 
helps protect the hippos skin 
from the sun and biting insects.

Positive behaviours to 
encourage

Social interaction and play are 
stimulated in and around a mud 
wallow. As well has health 
benefits to the hippopotamus’ 
skin, mud wallows are important 
for mental and physical health. 
Care must be taken to monitor 
the mud to make sure it does not 
become stagnant.



Hippopotamus’ 
enjoy…
A stimulating environment with 
lots of opportunities to swim, 
wallow and socialise.

They will spend much of their 
time in water. To keep a 
natural, social group they need 
large bodies of water. Most 
social activity takes place in the 
water. 

It is important to consider the 
amount of space a large, group 
living animal will need to give 
them the best possible welfare.


