
Girafficide
The killing of a young giraffe at a Danish 
zoo caused a media outcry. Liz Sheffield 
explores the issues

Despite an international campaign to save him, 
a healthy young male giraffe was killed at 
Copenhagen Zoo on 9 February: http://tinyurl.

com/mh9ej9z
The zoo justified this on the grounds that the giraffe’s 

genes were too similar to those of other giraffes in a 
breeding programme run by the European Association 
of Zoos and Aquaria. Thousands of zoo animals are 
killed every year: http://tinyurl.com/l9aamdn but very 
few are killed to prevent inbreeding. Breeding animals 
that share genes increases the chances that rare, 

deleterious genes will be expressed in their offspring. 
This is because two copies of every gene are inherited 
— one from each parent. If one of these copies is 
harmful but the other parent carries a non-harmful 
version of the gene, pairing them up does not result in 
any adverse consequences for offspring.

One reason for the outcry about the killing was that 
a private individual and other institutions had offered 
to take the animal, but a zoo spokesman said that all 
alternatives had been considered and discarded. One 
offer was from Yorkshire Wildlife Park but a brother of 
the animal that was killed already lives in the herd in 
Yorkshire, and it was argued that space should be given 
to a ‘genetically more valuable giraffe’. Another factor 
to consider is that giraffes normally live in groups with 
a single male and many females, and males compete 
for their positions. These fights can be fatal.
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Waste not want not?
Another cause for outcry was that the zoo dismembered 
the carcass in front of an audience including children, 
and fed some parts to lions and other carnivores in the 
zoo: www.youtube.com/watch?v=M_qrDQ2RPVo

Peter Sandoe, professor of bioethics at the University 
of Copenhagen, who is well acquainted with the zoo, 
said ‘When small children can go and see this giraffe 
and see it being turned into lion food, it’s a very good 
picture of what nature is like.’ On the savannah, Sandoe 
explained, ‘many [giraffes] will die young, killed by 
lions, killed by diseases, killed by accidents, by lack of 
food’. Channel 4 News held an interview with the zoo’s 
scientific director, Bengt Holstz, and suggested that the 
killing was cruel and that such dismemberment would 
not be tolerated in the UK: http://tinyurl.com/ptd956l 
but Holstz justified both the killing and the educational 
benefit of the dismemberment. If the carcass had 
not been given to lions, they would have been given 
alternative dead animal tissue, which in many zoos 
can be domestic beef — much higher in saturated fat 
than the meat from the prey species normally killed by 
lions: http://tinyurl.com/ko5xbb5

The only alternative to culling of surplus animals 
produced in captivity is contraception. This is not a well-

developed process for most captive animals, however, 
and when it involves tranquilising the animals, it can 
be very risky for giraffes (which can break their necks 
if they fall). Furthermore, the contraceptives may result 
in side effects that could shorten the life of an animal, 
or in illness. Is that an acceptable risk to take when the 
alternative is producing offspring for which the zoos 
within a given network can’t provide?  http://tinyurl.
com/muewl7e

The staff in Copenhagen Zoo believe that allowing 
captive animals to display at least some of their natural 
behaviours, such as mating, should be encouraged: 
http://tinyurl.com/m4uc62w
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Activities
1 Find out how studbooks help zookeepers to 

ensure the genetic health of their giraffes. For 
example, see: http://tinyurl.com/ncd4pcj

2 See how intense the battles for females can be 
between male giraffes at: www.youtube.com/

watch?v=fKVYAqtKBVI and www.youtube.com/

watch?v=VDhNutbXpFE

3 Find out why giraffes are high priority for 
captive breeding. For example, see: http://

tinyurl.com/p8djlf7

4 Debate the pros and cons of contraception in 
captive animals with your course-mates. For 
example, see: http://tinyurl.com/q2tgck3

5 Find out why some lions at Longleat Safari Park 
in Wiltshire, England were recently ‘destroyed 
because of genetic defects’. For example, see: 
http://tinyurl.com/ohfshu9
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