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The Closure of Bristol Zoo Gardens: It Didn’t Need to Happen (20 page version) 
 

Foreword  
 

This 20-page document is a summary of the full 84-page report; ‘The Closure of Bristol Zoo Gardens: It Didn’t Need to 
Happen.’ The full report analyses the closure of Bristol Zoo Gardens as well as the projections upon which Bristol 
Zoological Society’s current one site strategy is based in great depth. Based on evidence from the BZS’s own accounts 
and other strategic documents, it finds almost all the projections to be unprecedented and therefore, highly 
questionable. The report argues that Bristol Zoological Society’s decision in 2020 to sell Bristol Zoo Gardens in Clifton 
and invest all the capital raised in its visitor attraction in South Gloucestershire was not made with all the relevant 
information. Consequently, this led to a less than satisfactory decision-making process which now calls into question 
whether the original decision to close Bristol Zoo Gardens needs to be revisited by Bristol Zoological Society’s 
Shareholders and Trustees. Over three years since the closure of Bristol Zoo Gardens, this assertion is further 
bolstered by Bristol Zoological Society’s self-declared “financial crisis.” 
 

Section 1: Resetting the Narrative & Dispelling the Myths – Bristol Zoo was a Good Zoo and 
Already a Conservation Zoo 
 
1.1 Below is a tiny selection taken from the many public statements the Society made about itself pre-November 
2020. The positive language is in contrast to that used by the Society, since the announcement to close BZG was made 
in November 2020. 
 
In 2017, Bristol Zoological Society said, “Bristol Zoo Gardens has been one of Bristol’s top tourist attractions for more 
than 180 years and is of both cultural and historical importance as well as being a significant visitor attraction.” 
 
In 2017, Bristol Zoological Society said, “BZS is a thriving and important charity.”  
 
In 2017, Bristol Zoological Society said, “We are the most popular and most visited paid-for attraction in the city.” 
 
In 2018, retiring Bristol Zoological Society CEO Dr. Bryan Carroll said, “The amount of conservation work, education 
work that we now do is infinitely more than it was before. [I’m proud of the] physical transformation of the Zoo, 
starting back in the 90’s when we created this magnificent Seal and Penguin Coast and have continued to develop the 
Zoo since. We’ve moved incredibly, such massive change. Bristol Zoo is a really special place [and] I never cease to get 
a buzz when I walk through the doors and feel myself in such a brilliant environment.”   
 
In 2019, Bristol Zoological Society said, “Across our two sites we remain one of the most popular zoos in the UK.” 
 
In 2019, Bristol Zoological Society said, “We are recognised as a leader in understanding and improving animal 
welfare among UK Zoos.” 
 
In 2019, Bristol Zoological Society said, “Today, we participate in 93 European Association of Zoos and Aquaria 
conservation breeding programmes, of which 15 are coordinated by Bristol Zoological Society staff. We are actively 
growing the number of breeding programmes that use animals born or reared in captivity for restocking and re-
establishing wild populations.” 
 
In 2019, Bristol Zoological Society said, “The Society established a research department in 2006, and this has grown 
significantly to become our Field Conservation & Science department. We conduct evidence-based conservation and 
research across 14 projects in 10 countries on 4 continents working through 31 local partner organisations. Our 
scientific work is broad in scope and covers field conservation biology and ecology as well as many aspects of zoo 
biology, veterinary medicine and social science. We regularly host national and international conferences and 
between 2007 and 2017, we published 136 peer-reviewed papers in scientific journals and books, averaging 12.4 
papers per annum. This puts us into the top 10 Zoos in Europe for peer-reviewed publications.” 
 

https://find-and-update.company-information.service.gov.uk/company/05154176/filing-history?page=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Uy4jDI2FpTI
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In 2019, Bristol Zoological Society said, “The Society’s two Zoos are often held up as exemplars of education in zoos, 
and we have won numerous awards for our education sessions.  
 
In 2019, Bristol Zoological Society said, “At both Bristol Zoo Gardens and Wild Place, we are the fortunate custodians 
of much valued built assets and historic landscapes, full of rich diversity that we must continue to cherish. We 
maintain many different habitats that hold great amenity value, across both our zoos, which we must protect for our 
visitors and future generations as the world develops around us.” 

 
Here are extracts from one of Bristol Zoo’s last inspections by DEFRA at the end of 2018. 
 
1.2 
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Section 1 (Resetting the Narrative & Dispelling the Myths): Conclusion 
 
1.3 There is a large amount of evidence to show that Bristol Zoo Gardens was a very good zoo with excellent animal 
welfare standards, doing valuable conservation work. 

 

Section 2: Finances  
 
Finances - Pre-Closure Announcement 
 
2.1 Financial difficulties were used as one of the reasons to justify closing and selling Bristol Zoo Gardens in November 
2020. However, Bristol Zoological Society’s 2019 accounts describe an increase in profitability of £2.5m due to 
“increases in visitor income, decreases in costs and gains on investments, investment properties and the actuarial 
pension scheme.”  

2.2 Bristol Zoological Society also benefited from a business interruption insurance pay-out of £2.5 million to 
compensate it for Covid-19 related losses. 

2.3 In 2020, Bristol Zoological Society said it had made an operating loss in “four of the last six years.” However, 
according to the Society’s own accounts which anyone can view, including voluntary income and donations, BZS only 
made an operating loss in two out of the previous nine years before 2020. 

2.4 Including voluntary income and donations as well as investment and rental income, BZS were in profit eight out of 
nine years, up until 2020. 

 

 

https://find-and-update.company-information.service.gov.uk/company/05154176/filing-history
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Finances - As of February 2026 

2.5 Bristol Zoological Society claimed challenging finances to justify the sale of Bristol Zoo Gardens, yet according to 
the Society’s 2019 accounts, its finances were healthy. However, since the decision to close BZG, the Society now finds 
itself with financial problems. BZS’s most recent accounts show: 
 
2.6 BZS made a £2.265m loss in 2024. 
 
2.7 BZS currently have a revolving loan facility of £15 million in place with HSBC. At the end of 2024, BZS had an 
overdraft of £3.75 million. 
 
2.8 In 2024, BZS broke a loan covenant. 
 
2.9 A whole page of the 2024 accounts (page 21) is used to justify that BZS is still a going concern. 
 
2.10 From 2022 - 2024 (excluding capital income and one-off grants), BZS have combined losses of £9.9m. This means 
that the gains from the West Car Park sale (circa £10.4m) have almost entirely been wiped out by the negative 
financial performance of the Society since BZG closed in 2022.  
 

Bristol Zoological Society Self-Declared Financial Crisis 
 
2.11 Bristol Zoological Society recently declared a financial crisis and announced redundancies, attributing these 
issues to £300,000 in legal costs incurred while defending private housing plans in a Judicial Review case. However: 
 

• £300,000 is less than 10% of what was spent on governance between 2019 and 2022 (£3.252 million). 

• £300,000 is just 2.38% of the £12.589 million that was spent on governance and Capex between 2019 and 
2022. 

• £300,000 is approximately 3% of the estimated cost of the new gorilla enclosure.  

• £300,000 is significantly less than what was spent on governance in just the first year of Covid with multiple 
lockdowns and associated income loss; 2020 governance spend was £572,000. 

 
The claim that £300,000 has precipitated a financial crisis and many staff redundancies for the Society does not 
appear to stand up to serious scrutiny. 
 
2.12 

BZS Judicial Review Costs vs Governance & Capex Spending, 2019 - 2022 
 
 

 

https://find-and-update.company-information.service.gov.uk/company/05154176/filing-history?page=1
https://www.bristolpost.co.uk/news/bristol-news/bristol-zoo-spends-300k-legal-10687009
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2.13 A more plausible and fact-based cause of the crisis would appear to be the loss of almost half a million annual 
visitors for the Society, following the closure of Bristol Zoo Gardens in September 2022. There is no evidence to 
suggest that one site at Cribbs Causeway will ever come close to recovering those visitors, but evidence suggests that 
reopening a reimagined Bristol Zoo Gardens would likely reclaim most lost visitors, and therefore significantly 
increase income. 

Financial Projections 

2.14 At the 2023 Bristol Zoological Society AGM, shareholders were shown a slide which projected BZS’s income in 
2027 rising to £18.465m, excluding capital fundraising. This figure is almost £7m higher than the Society’s previous 
highest ever income (excl. capital fundraising) in 2019 of £11.6m. 
 
2.15 The 2027 projected income figure is a rise of 59% on BZS’s previous highest ever unrestricted income figure in 
2019. 
 
2.16 The 2027 projected income figure is a rise of 173% in three years from 2024’s unrestricted income figure of 
£6.756m. 
 
2.17 Below, the graph in 2.18 shows the unprecedented rise in income these projections represent for BZS. The 
steepness post-2024 is in stark contrast to the more gradually rising line between 2006 – 2019, before Covid hit. 
 
2.18 

BZS Unrestricted Income & Unrestricted Projected Income: 2006 – 2027 
 

 
 
2.19 The huge rise in unrestricted income that BZS is projecting is by its own standards, completely unprecedented. 
 

Staff Costs 
 
2.20 BZS historically, has very high staff costs as a percentage of its income. 2.21 below shows that between 2012- 
2022, BZS spent more on staffing costs as a proportion of income than other top UK & Irish zoos. 
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2.21    

Between 2012- 2022, BZS spent more on staffing costs as a proportion of 
income than any other top UK & Irish Zoo 

 

 
 
2.22 Bristol is the world’s 5th oldest Zoo, Dublin the 4th oldest. They are both city zoos. In 2019, both Zoological 
Societies ran two sites – for BZS, Bristol Zoo and Wild Place, for Zoological Society of Ireland, Dublin Zoo and Fota 
Wildlife Park. Measured by most criteria including income and annual visitors, ZSI in 2019 was approximately twice 
the size of BZS.  
 
Below, 2.23 shows that across every year from 2012 - 2022, in real terms, BZS employed more staff than ZSI. 
 

2.23    
Comparison of BZS & ZSI Staffing Numbers: 2012 – 2022 

 
 

 
 
2.24 If a reimagined Bristol Zoo were to reopen, there would immediately be scope for reducing costs by employing 
lower overall staffing levels. The Wild Place opened with 10 staff members in 2013. In 2019, BZG was employing 110 
staff members to the Wild Place’s 33.  
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Section 2 (Finances): Conclusion 
 

• Based on the available evidence, Bristol Zoological Society’s claims about its negative finances to justify the sale 
of Bristol Zoo Gardens are questionable. 

• Where is the evidence to show that the Society’s financial projections are realistic?  

• Since Bristol Zoo Gardens closed in 2022, Bristol Zoological Society’s finances have significantly deteriorated, 
which has led the Society to declare it is now in “crisis.”  

 

Section 3: Visitor Numbers  
 
Visitor Numbers Part 1: The Reasons Given 

3.1 One of the fundamental reasons Bristol Zoological Society has given for its decision to close Bristol Zoo Gardens is 
a long-term decline in visitor numbers. Let’s look at the facts: 

3.2     

Total Visitor Numbers: Bristol Zoological Society (2012–2024) 

 
 
3.3 The graph above shows that broadly speaking, overall attendance figures for Bristol Zoological Society were 
increasing year on year from 2013 (when the Wild Place opened) until Covid in 2020. Whilst visitor numbers across 
both sites started to recover in 2021, after Bristol Zoo Gardens closed in 2022, BZS has lost almost half a million 
annual visitors, with no sign of any meaningful recovery. In 2019, Bristol Zoological Society said, “…across our two 
sites we remain one of the most popular zoos in the UK.” It is clear to see that since Bristol Zoo Gardens closed in 
2023, this is no longer the case. 
 
3.4 Visitor numbers at Bristol Zoo Gardens were very stable from 2005 through to 2020 when the pandemic hit, 
between 500,000 – 600,000 annually, as shown below in 3.5. They were already starting to bounce back in 2021 
despite more lockdowns at the beginning of the year. And despite the Wild Place opening in the summer of 2013, BZG 
numbers held up very strongly, demonstrating the strength of the BZG brand and the mutual compatibility of the two 
sites. There is no evidence to suggest that were a reimagined Bristol Zoo Gardens to reopen, visitor numbers could 
not recover to these levels over time. 
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3.5  

   Total Visitor Numbers: Bristol Zoo Gardens (2005–2021)

 
 

Visitor Numbers Part 2: Projections 

3.6 One of BZS’s stated strategic goals is to “engage and connect with more than 800,000 visitors and members per 
annum.” 

3.7 At 2023’s Bristol Zoological Society AGM, shareholders were told:  

• In 2023, Bristol Zoo Project (formerly Wild Place) visitor numbers were projected to be circa 340,000.  

• In 2024, Bristol Zoo Project visitor numbers were projected to be circa 440,000.  

• In 2025, Bristol Zoo Project visitor numbers were projected to be circa 690,000.  

• In 2026, Bristol Zoo Project visitor numbers were projected to be circa 810,000.  
 

3.8 We now know: 
 

• In 2023, Bristol Zoo Project (formerly Wild Place) received 317,242 visitors.  

• In 2024, Bristol Zoo Project’ received 347,389 visitors. 

• 2025 visitor numbers will not be released until later this year, but they are expected to be broadly the same, 
if not a little lower, than 2024. 

No visitor number projections were shown at the 2024 or 2025 AGMs. 

3.9 Based on the projections shown at the 2023 AGM, BZS’s current leadership were projecting in real terms, an 
additional 470,000 visitors by 2026, an unprecedented increase in visitor numbers of 138% across three years, from 
2023-2026. 

Context Around the 810,000 Projected Visitor Numbers in 2026 

3.10 The graph below shows where Bristol Zoo Project (formerly Wild Place) currently stands alongside other top UK 
zoos in terms of visitor numbers in 2024. 
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3.11    
2024 Top UK Zoos Attendance & Bristol Zoo Project 

 

 

3.12 The graph below shows where BZS hope Bristol Zoo Project’s visitor numbers will jump to by 2026 ((compared 
with 2024 numbers for other zoos, an imperfect illustrative comparison). If these projections are realised, BZP will 
leapfrog Twycross Zoo, Edinburgh Zoo, West Midlands Safari Park and Longleat as well as just coming up a little shy of 
the mighty Whipsnade. That huge rise is primarily based on a new gorilla enclosure.  

3.13     2024 Top UK Zoos Attendance – 
 Overlaid with 2026 Bristol Zoo Project Visitor Number Projections 
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3.14 To give some broader context in terms of where Bristol Zoo Projects ranks amongst ‘paid for’ visitor attractions 
in the whole of the UK, 347,389 visitors currently places BZP at no. 64, according to statistics from the Association of 
Leading Visitor Attractions - alva.org.uk. (It should be noted that not all visitor attractions are members of ALVA, 
including Bristol Zoological Society, although if you added in more attractions, it would only push BZP further down 
the list). Nonetheless, rising from 347,389 visitors to 810,000 visitors would represent a jump of 46 places to no.18 (if 
you overlay BZS’s 2026 projections onto 2024 data; once again, an imperfect but illustrative comparison).  

3.15 Furthermore, jumping into the Top 20 at number 18 would mean overtaking the likes of Hampton Court, the 
Eden Project and Buckingham Palace as well as the notable zoos shown in 3.12.  

3.16 Below, 3.16 shows how those projected visitor numbers for Wild Place/Bristol Zoo Project look on a graph 
following on from past actual visitor numbers. The dotted line represents a 133% increase in visitor numbers 
between 2024-2026. 

3.17     Wild Place/BZP Visitor Numbers: 2014 – 2024 
& Projections: 2025 – 2027 

 
 
3.18 Based upon exhaustive research of other UK and Ireland Zoo attendances across the past 10-15 years (excluding 
when a zoo has opened and gone from zero to X number of visitors in three years), all available data demonstrates 
that no other zoo (including when Wild Place opened Bear Wood in 2019) has experienced even close to this level of 
growth across two-three years. The next best is Yorkshire Wildlife Park which between 2013-2016 when visitor 
numbers increased by 320,000. This was an increase of 72% - less than half what BZS says it will achieve - but can 
largely be accounted for by the addition in those three years of a polar bear exhibit, and the birth of three tiger cubs. 
While ‘ABC Zoo Animals’ is not an exact science, it is fair to say that polar bears and tiger cubs rank higher than 
gorillas. 
 
3.19 According to available evidence, Chester, London, Twycross and Dublin Zoos have never experienced an increase 
in their visitor numbers of more than 30% across a three-year period. 
 

Visitor Numbers Part 3: The Situation Now 

3.20 In 2019, Bristol Zoological Society attracted 829,965 visitors across its two sites. 2023 was the first full year that 
Bristol Zoo Gardens was closed and BZS attracted 317,242 visitors to its one site and in 2024, 347,389 visitors. If you 
exclude the Covid-affected years of 2020-2022, since 2019, Bristol Zoological Society has lost almost half a million 
annual visitors, 482,576 visitors to be precise, or put another way, a decrease in visitor numbers of 58%. On a graph 
comparing 2019 to 2024 directly, those figures look like this: 

 

https://www.alva.org.uk/details.cfm?p=619
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3.21    
 

Bristol Zoological Society Total Visitor Numbers: 2019 & 2024 
 

 
 

3.22 This is an unprecedented loss of visitors and custom in such a short space of time. To give some context: 
 

• In 2012 - the final full year that Bristol Zoological Society operated just one site - Bristol Zoo Gardens attracted 
589,522 visitors. 

• To simply return to where the Society was in 2012 with one site, it needs to add 242,833 visitors to the 347,389 
visitors who visited BZP in 2024. 

• Once it has done this, it needs to add an additional 220,778 visitors to hit the 2026 target. All in the space of two 
years, based on a very limited visitor offering, far inferior to other comparable UK zoos that attract far fewer 
visitors than the projected 810,000. 

 
3.23 810,000 annual visitors average out as 67,500 visitors per month. For context, August is always BZS’s best month 
for visitors and its highest ever August attendance is circa 67,000 visitors. Hitting the 810,000 target means that BZP’s 
average monthly attendance needs to be higher than its current best ever August attendance. 

Section 3 (Visitor Numbers): Conclusion 

• Over three years since Bristol Zoo Gardens closed, it is now possible to see that Bristol Zoo Project’s visitor 
numbers have not risen in any meaningful way and have come nowhere near to what the Society was hoping for 
and projecting.  

• Bristol Zoological Society’s visitor number projections are exponential and without precedent. Whilst no one 
can predict the future, all evidence points to the fact that they are unattainable. 

• All financial projections are predicated on achieving these visitor numbers.  

Section 4: School Visits 
 
4.1 Another of Bristol Zoological Society’s stated strategic goals by 2035 is to “engage and inspire over 90,000 school 
children and students per annum, the conservationists of the future”. 
 
According to BZS’s accounts, Bristol Zoo Project (formerly Wild Place) received circa 17,000 school visits in 2024. (For 
context, in 2019, the last ‘normal’ year pre-Covid, there were 35,000 school visits to Bristol Zoo Gardens and 6,000 at 
Wild Place).  
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4.2 Notwithstanding everything presented in Section 3 re. visitor numbers, once again, this target is highly ambitious. 
An inaccessible location, the cost of coach travel, the lack of public transport and walking opportunities are all reasons 
why schools are still not visiting in anything like the numbers they were at Bristol Zoo Gardens. 
 
4.3  

Bristol Zoo Project (formerly Wild Place) School Visits: 2019 – 2024 
& Targeted Rise for 2035 

 
 

 
 

Section 4 (School Visits): Conclusion 
 
4.4 Statistically, growing 2024 school visits in real terms from 17,000 to 90,000, represents a percentage rise of 429%, 
As with the visitor number projections, there is no evidence to suggest this target is achievable when looking at 
comparisons with other UK and Irish zoos.   

 

Section 5: The CEO 
 
5.1 Dr. Justin Morris became CEO of Bristol Zoological Society in August 2018 with no previous professional Zoological 
experience and no background in conservation. He is by profession an archaeologist, previously having worked as a 
manager at the National History and British Museums as well as spending some time working in the private sector for 
John Lewis.  
 
5.2 Dr. Morris has received at least two pay rises since he became CEO in 2018. He started in a salary bracket of 
£80,001 - £90,000. This rose to between £110,001 - £120,000 in 2019 before jumping up to £130,001 - £140,000 in 
2022.  

 

Section 6: Governance Spending 
 
6.1 In its annual audited accounts, Bristol Zoological Society defines its governance spending by saying: 
“ Governance costs include expenditure on administration of the charity and compliance with constitutional and 
statutory requirements, and an appropriate apportionments of indirect costs.“  
 
6.2  

• In 2018, Bristol Zoological Society spent £110,000 on governance. 

• In 2019, BZS spent £656,000 on governance, a rise of 496% in one year. 

• 2020’s governance spend was £572,000. 

• 2021’s governance spend was £1.06 million. Within three years, governance spending rose 864%. 
 

https://find-and-update.company-information.service.gov.uk/company/05154176/filing-history
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6.3 This money was being spent at the same time and a year either side of shareholders being told in October 2020 (a 
month before being asked to vote to close BZG) that, “All capital expenditure has been stopped, ”Only essential 
maintenance is taking place,” and “The maintenance backlog at Bristol Zoo Gardens is in excess of £1.1m.”  (See 6.3 
below). It’s worth noting that there was always a maintenance backlog at BZG and that the leaking tunnel in Seal and 
Penguin Coast, pictured in 6.3, had leaked since the exhibit first opened, some 20 years before. 
 
6.4 

 
 
6.5 Between 2019 and 2022, Bristol Zoological Society’s aggregated governance costs were £3.252m and within that 
period, 7.52% of BZS income was spent on governance. To give that some context, Bristol Zoological Society’s 
aggregated governance costs between 2006 and 2018 were £1.507 million. 
 
6.6 In four years between 2019-2022, Bristol Zoological Society spent over twice the amount on governance than it 
did in the previous thirteen years between 2006 and 2018.  
 
6.7 Expressed another way, at Bristol Zoological Society’s pre-2019 rate of spending on governance, it would have 
taken almost 30 years to spend the same amount of money on governance as it did between 2019-2022.  
 

6.8  BZS Governance Spending Percentage of Income: 2006 - 2022 
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6.9 As a comparison, between 2019-2022, Zoological Society of London’s aggregated governance costs was £382,000. 
Its aggregated income within that period was £275.87m meaning it spent 0.13% of its income on governance 
compared to BZS’s 7.52%. 
 
6.10 Taking the comparison with other charitable UK zoos a step further, between 2019 and 2022, Bristol Zoological 
Society’s spending on governance as a proportion of income was on average, 15 times higher than any other 
charitable zoo in the UK. 
 
Section 6 (Governance Spending): Conclusion 
 
6.11 Bristol Zoological Society’s increase on governance spending since 2018 has been huge and unprecedented, 
spending large amounts on governance whilst simultaneously describing a prohibitive maintenance backlog and 
overall financial pressures. 
 

Section 7: Bristol Zoo Project Useable Space & Selling the Lower Fields 
 
Useable Space 

7.1 Another of the key reasons that BZS has given for its plans to moving its entire operation out of Bristol to Cribbs 
Causeway in South Gloucestershire, is the much larger size of the Hollywood Tower Estate where Bristol Zoo Project 
is located, frequently talking about its “136 acres.” The Society has repeatedly used this figure to justify the move.   

7.2 Although the site is indeed 136 acres in size, the actual useable space is far smaller than this figure. 

• The lower plateau (41 acres approx) is essentially undevelopable due to issues with access soil problems. 

• The Bear Wood exhibit is in ancient woodland, but no additional development will be permitted in ancient 
woodland so you can take away another 24 acres. 

• This leaves 65 acres of the upper plateau. 

• Existing restrictions on the upper plateau centre around heritage restrictions relating to Hollywood House and 
the Clock Tower in the Tower Field. In addition, Webb’s Brake – the woodland adjacent to the cheetah enclosure 
– although classed as useable space would be difficult to work with due to the nature of the woodland and issues 
around newts and badgers. 

7.3 The graphic below breaks down and outlines what is achievable on the upper plateau. 

 

https://bristolzoo.org.uk/our-strategy
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7.4 The headlines are as follows: 

• Once you have excluded heritage restrictions, Webb’s Brake, car parking, existing exhibits, back of house and 
staff areas, 18.58 acres of useable space remain to build actual animal exhibits. 

• Even if you add back on the 7 acres of existing attractions which could be re-purposed as new exhibits – for 
example, the cheetahs becoming another big cat enclosure - that still only leaves 25.78 acres. 

• That is 110.22 acres smaller than the 136-acre figure. 

Plan to Sell 41 Acres of Site 

7.5 Since 2019, BZS appears to have been planning to sell part of its site – 41 acres of its lower plateau - for a housing 
development. In the public domain on the South Gloucestershire Council Local Plan, is a document, of which an 
extract is shown below: 

 

https://hosted.southglos.gov.uk/callforsites/SG825.pdf
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Section 7 (Bristol Zoo Project Useable Space & Selling the Lower Fields): Conclusion 
 
7.6 What this shows is that since November 27th 2020, despite being continually told that the reason the Wild Place is 
so much better than BZG is because of its 136-acre size, actually since 2019, Bristol Zoological Society has been 
planning to sell about a third of the entire site for a housing development.  
 
Initial professional advice is that, if sold with planning permission, the land should have a value of somewhere 
between £9.5 - £12 million, and if BZS were able to lobby South Gloucestershire Council to increase the amount of 
housing they would allow, that figure could rise. 
 

Section 8 – The Role of the Shareholders & Raising Income Another Way 

8.1 BZS Shareholders were told at their AGM on November 27th 2020 - just hours before it was announced to the 
world, but three weeks before they were allowed to vote on the decision which needed their consent - that “the only 
option that would provide sufficient income for the next 25 years and be commercially viable was to relocate BZG to 
WPP and create a new, world-class, Bristol Zoo.” See below. 
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8.2 

 

8.3 Almost four years later, it is now understood that if BZS is successful at selling BZG for private housing, the money 
raised will be spent in the next few years, and certainly not across the next 25 years. It is also clear that this was not 
the only option the Society had in front of it, as it has since admitted that KPMG provided 7-8 options to consider 
before deciding to sell BZG. 

13.4 Other options that BZS could have considered and still could consider include: 

• Do a Better Job of Running Both of Its Sites 
 
As outlined in Sections 4 and 5, the data clearly shows that people had not stopped coming through the door at BZG 
or for BZS overall and as already outlined in Section 4, including voluntary income, donations, investment and rental 
income, BZS were in profit every year bar one from 2011 up until 2020. As also outlined in Section 4, BZS was 
spending a high proportion of its income in comparison to other zoos on staffing, as well as having high but 
unspecified ‘support costs’. Through a combination of bringing these costs down to be more in line with other zoos, 
allied with a much more focused attempt to attract more visitors to BZG, both during the day and via special events, 
and hugely improving the catering and merchandise options, becoming more profitable would seem to be eminently 
possible. 
 

• Sell Lower Fields of Hollywood Tower Estate 
 
As already outlined in Section 11, BZS has appears to have been planning to sell this land for a housing development 
for some time. When South Gloucestershire Council ran one of its ‘Call for Sites’ – BZS initially put in an application for 
between 410 - 825 units. The Council have since identified the land as being suitable for 95 houses - see image below 
– with an estimated land value of somewhere between £9.5 - £12 million.  
 

 

https://sgc3.participatr.io/index.php?contentid=193
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• Levelling Up Funding 
 
Twycross Zoo was awarded £19.9m of levelling up funding in 2021 to build its National Science and Conservation 
Centre. In January 2023, The Eden Project was awarded £50m to build a second Eden attraction in Morecambe, and 
Knowle West in Bristol was awarded £14.5m. There is government money available for projects if there is a compelling 
enough vision. 
 

• High Net Worth Individuals 
 

There is no shortage of hugely wealthy people in and around Bristol who if asked, may have – and still could – 
collectively contribute to ensure the continuation of Bristol Zoo Gardens. 
 
13.5 Conclusion: There is no guarantee that any of these options would have or still would raise any money. However, 
it seems likely that at least some of them would have and still could. Despite that, not one of these options was tried 
by BZS, before shareholders and the world were told that selling BZG was the only option. 
 

Section 9 - Parking at Bristol Zoo Gardens         
 
9.1 One of the main reasons BZS has given for why BZG had to close, is that the Society lost permission for its visitors 
and staff to park in its North Car Park (the main car park at the front of the Zoo) and on Ladies Mile. This was as a 
result of legal action by ‘Downs for People’ against Bristol City Council and the Downs Committee. This is a 
longwinded and complex issue, but headlines are as follows: 

 
Ladies Mile 
 
9.2 When studying the data, it is clear that Bristol Zoo Garden’s success and continuing viability was not contingent on 
the continuation of the use of Ladies Mile for overflow Zoo parking on busy days at certain times of the year, (see 
below). One of the main reasons that BZS lost the permission to park on Ladies Mile was because it couldn’t 
demonstrate that BZG’s viability was contingent on the continuing use of this area for Zoo parking.  
 

 
 
 
9.3 The graphic above shows that from 2016-2019, parking on Ladies Mile significantly reduced each year. 41 days use 
and 10,067 cars parked in 2016 reduced to 22 days used and 3499 cars parked in 2019. Anecdotal accounts from staff 
who worked as car park attendants on Ladies Mile report that they spent a lot of time twiddling their thumbs at the 
entrance of the near empty Ladies Mile car park.  
 
Losing the right for Bristol Zoo visitors to park on Ladies Mile was inconvenient for BZS and probably did negatively 
impact visitor numbers. However, it did not however present an existential threat to the continuing viability of BZG. 
 

 

https://twycrosszoo.org/latest-news/twycross-zoo-secures-199m-funding-to-fight-the-global-extinction-crisis/
https://www.edenproject.com/media-relations/eden-project-morecambe-awarded-ps50m-from-governments-levelling-up-fund
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/residents/planning-and-building-regulations/regeneration/knowle-west-regeneration/the-knowle-west-regeneration-project
https://www.oss.org.uk/the-downs-are-for-people-not-for-cars/
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North Car Park 
 
9.4 The Society losing the right to use the North Car Park was an unintended consequence of the legal action against 
BZS in 2021. Downs for People were not anti-Zoo or ever against the Zoo using the North Car Park for visitor parking. 
Losing the North Car Park only came about because it is Downs land – Clifton Down as opposed to Durdham Down – 
and therefore it got caught up in the scope of the High Court’s Consent Order, stating that the Zoo could not use any 
Downs land in the future for Zoo parking, notwithstanding the phased settlement agreed with Downs for People, 
whereby the Zoo could continue to use the North Car Park up until the end of 2023. 
 
9.5 Downs for People has since provided SBZG with the following statement: 
 
"Downs for People was set up to campaign against zoo parking on the grass off Ladies Mile. We opposed this parking 
because of the damage to the Downs, not because of the zoo's involvement. Many of us were zoo members. The North 
car park was not a target in our campaign.  Being part of the Downs, however, the car park came within the scope of 
the Consent Order granted by the High Court. Parking anywhere on the Downs is unlawful for non- Downs activities. 
 
Ideally Downs for People would like to see the former zoo North car park restored to amenity use. If this is not possible, 
we are unlikely to object to any other lawful use. If the zoo were to re-open in Clifton, this would include zoo parking, 
should a way be found to make it lawful. We recognise that the zoo was a valuable local amenity.  
 
We plan to wind up Downs for People once we are satisfied that the terms of the Consent Order are being honoured." 
 

Section 9 (Parking): Conclusion  
 
9.6 If all the relevant parties – Bristol Zoological Society, Downs for People and the Downs Committee – were 
supportive, it should be theoretically possible to find a way for BZS to once again use the North Car Park for its visitors 
in the future. 

 

Section 10: Operating Two Sites  
 
10.1 Bristol Zoological Society has frequently stated publicly that another reason BZG could not continue to operate is 
because BZS could not run two sites. There is much evidence to challenge that assertion. Here is a list of many 
Zoological Societies and organisations around the world that do operate two sites successfully, as BZS did successfully 
between 2013-2022, until it closed Bristol Zoo. 
 

1. ZSL - London Zoo and Whipsnade Zoo. Whipsnade was opened in 1931 and slowly and sustainably developed 
– 32.6 miles apart. 

2. RZSS – Edinburgh Zoo and Highland Wildlife Park. Highland Wildlife Park was opened in 1972 and slowly and 
sustainably developed – 116 miles apart. 

3. ZSI – Dublin Zoo and Fota Wildlife Park. FOTA opened in 1983 and was slowly and sustainably developed – 
161 miles apart. 

4. Libéma  – Paignton Zoo and Newquay Zoo – 76 miles apart. 
5. ZSEA - Banham Zoo and Africa Alive – 40 miles apart. 
6. Zoo Berlin (Germany) - Berlin Zoo and Tierpark Berlin – 9.8 miles apart. 
7. San Diego Zoo Wildlife Alliance (USA) – San Diego Zoo and San Diego Safari Park – 32 miles apart. 
8. Zoos Victoria (Australia) -  Healesville Sanctuary, Kyabram Fauna Park, Melbourne Zoo and Werribee Open 

Range Zoo. 
9. Wildlife Conservation Society - Bronx Zoo - Central Park Zoo - Queens Zoo - Prospect Park Zoo - New York 

Aquarium. 
10. Mandai Wildlife Group (Singapore) - Singapore Zoo - ‘Night Safari’ - ‘River Wonders’ and ‘Bird Paradise’ 
11. BZS – Bristol Zoo and Wild Place Project – up until 2022 – 5.4 miles apart. 

 
10.2 Whilst there are geographical variations in the distances between two sites belonging to the same Zoological 
Society, these are ten (or eleven including BZS pre-2022) concrete examples of how a Zoological Society/organisation 

https://www.zsl.org/about-zsl/organisation
https://www.rzss.org.uk/about-rzss/
https://www.dublinzoo.ie/about/
https://paigntonzoo.org.uk/news/zoos-future-secured-for-paignton-zoo-and-newquay-zoo/
https://www.zsea.org/reserve/about
https://www.zoo-berlin.de/de?gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAiAopuvBhBCEiwAm8jaMV3lPD08LSzziE-IABPzOi-sqZ48rdX7uk_Ho5QSh1K7LK6DvbC7URoCBfQQAvD_BwE
https://sandiegozoowildlifealliance.org/about-us
https://www.zoo.org.au/about-us/
https://www.zoo.org.au/healesville/
https://www.zoo.org.au/kyabram/
https://www.zoo.org.au/melbourne/
https://www.zoo.org.au/werribee/
https://www.zoo.org.au/werribee/
https://www.wcs.org/parks
https://www.mandai.com/en/ticketing/admission-and-rides/parks-selection.html?abandonedCart=true
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can commercially run two successful separate zoo sites. BZS’s (pre-Covid) 2019 visitor numbers perfectly demonstrate 
this. 
 

Section 10 (Operating Two Sites): Conclusion 
 
10.3 There is no evidence to suggest that a Zoological Society cannot run two attractions simultaneously. BZS was 
doing it successfully until 2022 and could do so again.  

       

Section 11 - Zoos in Residential Areas 
 
11.1 BZS has stated publicly that you cannot have zoos in residential areas anymore. The following successful zoos 
would all beg to differ: 
 

1. Bristol Zoo Gardens – until 2022 
2. Dublin Zoo 
3. Edinburgh Zoo 
4. London Zoo 
5. Vienna Zoo 
6. Paris Zoo 
7. Berlin Zoo 
8. Sydney Zoo 
9. Bronx Zoo 
10. Paignton Zoo 

 

Section 11 (Zoos in Residential Areas): Conclusion 
 
11.2 There is a huge amount of evidence to demonstrate that good evolving zoos located in residential areas continue 
to thrive, as Bristol Zoo Gardens had been doing for so long. 
  

Section 12: Conclusion       
 
12.1 There is an overwhelming amount of evidence to argue that the reasons Bristol Zoological Society gave for why it 
chose to close Bristol Zoo can be very strongly argued against. Bristol Zoo Gardens had thrived for almost 200 years 
and was one of the Top 10 zoos in the UK. It was internationally renowned and respected as one of the UK’s leading 
conservation zoos. There is no good reason why Bristol Zoo could not reopen and there are also very good reasons 
why Bristol Zoo Gardens should reopen.  
 
12.2 When analysing the available evidence, both past and projected data, repeatedly you see relatively ‘flat’ or 
steadily rising lines within the actual recorded data and ‘steep’ growth lines within the projected data. The steep lines 
bear no resemblance to either BZS’s past, or when compared to other top UK and Ireland zoos’ growth lines. 
 
12.3 Whilst no one can predict the future, there appears to be no available evidence to suggest that the Society’s 
visitor number and financial projections can ever be realised whilst operating a one-site strategy at Cribbs Causeway. 
Consequently, in a very short space of time, BZS has gone from being a successful two-site Zoological Society to a 
struggling one site Zoological Society. A credible plan now exists to reopen a new and reimagined Bristol Zoo Gardens. 
We are now at the eleventh hour and as a city we must act, before it really is, too late. 

* All figures quoted have been taken from Bristol Zoological Society’s or other Zoo’s published accounts and strategic 
documents. E&OE 

 


