
  

Have you been to Taronga Zoo and seen the 

amazing array of animals but always 

wondered what would it have been like for 

them back when the zoo first opened 100 

years ago? Read on to discover the history of 

Taronga Zoo from concrete to conservation. 

Imagine; tigers roaming free in their vast rainforest enclosures, bears 

curled up in their warm hammocks nestled high amongst the tree 

canopy, possums running carefree in their enclosures of perpetual 

darkness and elephants splashing playfully in their cool 3 meter deep 

pool with waterfall and giant toys. What’s not to love for the animals, 

right? 

Well, that is what Taronga Zoo is like now but when Taronga Zoo was 

officially opened at Mosman on October 7th, 1916 things were very 

different.  In just 100 years you’d be surprised to find out just how 

much has changed. 

100 years ago, animal enclosures were made with concrete.  Hard, cold, 
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 The floral clock's internal mechanisms are heritage listed. Photo courtesy: The NSW State Library archives. 



uncomfortable concrete. All of that concrete was just for the sake of cleaning. Yes, cleaning.  Concrete was the go-

to building material as it was easy to clean out with the spray of a hose.  

Fast forward 100 years and gone are the days of pure concrete. Now they have open enclosures with lush trees for 

monkeys, ponds for platypuses and dark enclosures for bats.  

“The enclosures have changed a lot, they are more to do of where the animal comes from, so maybe tropical or 

maybe a cold environment, and so we’ve got people who actually work to make the exhibits very comfortable for 

the animals,” Joe a former onsite resident said.  

In the early days of the zoo, the focus was on entertainment for the public. Monkeys were forced to have tea 

parties, ride motorbikes and dress up whilst the public watched on in amazement and laugh like their life 

depended on it. Visitors could also ride an elephant if they got tired. 

Luckily, a critical review in 1967 spurred crucial changes at Taronga Zoo. In particular, the focus shifted towards 

animal conservation, education and scientific research.  As part of this the zoo created nocturnal and platypus 

houses, waterfowl ponds and a walk in aviary. A vet and education centre was also established. The zoo lost their 

circus image by removing the elephant ride, monkey circus and carousel. 

 “The zoo’s changed a lot over the years, the exhibits are so much better for the animal these days. We also have 

probably 3 times as many staff as we had back then. I think there was about 20 keepers when I was a kid and 

now there’s probably about 200,” Joe said.  

In 2002, a 12 year master plan began which saw $250 million invested in the zoo. This led to the building of the 

Backyard to Bush Precinct, Wild Asia with its Asian Elephants, Great Southern Oceans sea habitat, an updated 

chimpanzee habitat and a redeveloped front entrance.  

Nowadays, Taronga Zoo are leading the way in animal conservation, setting up their 10 for 10 programs. As part 

of this initiative, Taronga Zoo has pledged time and money to help 10 critical species from Australia and Asia 

including the Regent Honeyeater.  
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Regent Honeyeaters live in native Iron bark forests.     Photograph: Dean Ingwersen 

 



Why are they endangered? 

People are cutting down an alarming amount of their Box-Ironbark forest which is impacting on their food source 

heavily. Moreover, these magnificent birds are being forced to fly large distances to find what little remaining 

forests still exist and this is having an impact on reproduction rates as they find it harder to find a partner.  

Why is the Regent Honeyeater so important?  

These stunning birds help maintain healthy and strong populations of our well-known eucalyptus through 

pollination of native plant species. This also is helping us by providing important food and habitat for many 

other native animals including the Koala. Efforts to save the Regent Honeyeater will also help to conserve 

remnant communities of other threatened animals and plants, including the Swift Parrot, Superb Parrot, Brush-

tailed Phascogale, Squirrel Glider and Painted Honeyeater.  

What’s Taronga Zoo doing? 

Taronga has established a Regent Honeyeater breeding program which has so far, seen almost 200 birds being 

released into the wild. Their Youth at the Zoo program also supports the BirdLife tree planting weekends which 

are held twice a year. On these occasions, staff and volunteers from the zoo lend their support in the Capertee 

region, planting thousands of native iron-bark trees.  

 

The Sumatran Tiger  

Why are they endangered? 

The Sumatran Tiger is considered critically endangered, with their number as low as 400 in the wild. The two 

major threats to the survival of the Sumatran Tiger are habitat destruction and poaching. In Indonesia, anyone 

caught hunting tigers could face jail time and steep fines. But despite increased efforts in tiger conservation-

including strengthening law enforcement and anti-poaching capacity- a substantial market remains in Sumatra 

and the rest of Asia for tiger parts and products. 

 

 



What’s next? 

With all their conservation efforts, it’s hope the numbers of the Ten Legacy Species will move further 

away from their extinction to where they can be self-sustaining in the wild. 

 

 

 


