Key Findings: The Closure of Bristol Zoo Gardens

This report challenges the decision by Bristol Zoological Society (BZS) to close its historic Bristol Zoo Gardens site and
consolidate operations at the Bristol Zoo Project (BZP) in South Gloucestershire. Based on evidence from the BZS's
own accounts and other strategic documents, it finds almost all the Society’s 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 and consequently, this led to a less than satisfactory decision-making process.

1. The Financial Reality: From Stability to "Crisis"

While BZS leadership claimed "unsustainable finances" to justify the sale of BZG, the actual records tell a different
story:

e Pre-Closure Stability: In 2019, BZS saw a “£2.5 million increase in profitability” according to its accounts.
Including voluntary income, donations, investment and rental income, the Society was in profit for eight out of
the nine years leading up to 2020.

e The Current Deficit: Since closing BZG in 2022, BZS has faced combined losses of £9.9 million (2022—-2024,
excluding capital income and one-off grants). In 2024 alone, the Society made a £2.265 million loss and broke a
loan covenant, leading trustees to have to justify the Society’s status as a "going concern".

o The "Crisis" Narrative: BZS recently blamed a "financial crisis" and staff redundancies on £300,000 in legal
costs. However, this amount represents less than 10% of what was spent on governance between 2019 and
2022, indicating a more systemic issue than a single legal case.

2. Questionable Projections: An "Exponential" Gamble

The strategy for Bristol Zoo Project (BZP) at Cribbs Causeway relies on visitor and income growth that is
unprecedented in the UK zoo industry based on all available evidence:

e Unattainable Visitor Targets: BZS projects a jump to ¢.810,000 annual visitors by 2026—a 138% increase from
projections made in 2023. This would require BZP to overtake established attractions like the Eden Project,
Hampton Court and Longleat.

e Historic Context: Chester, London and Dublin Zoos have never experienced an increase in their visitor numbers
of more than 30% across a three-year period, making BZS’s 138% target highly "questionable".

e Lost Audience: Since closing BZG, the Society has lost nearly half a million annual visitors (a 58% decrease), with
no evidence that the one-site strategy can recover them.

3. Glowing 2018 DEFRA Zoo Inspection Report
Zoo inspection reports contradict BZS’s descriptions of its own zoo. Why?

e Glowing Report: Since announcing the closure of Bristol Zoo Gardens in November 2020, Bristol Zoological
Society has frequently publicly described BZG as "not fit for purpose.” This directly contradicts a 2018 DEFRA
Zoo Report which described Bristol Zoo Gardens as "one of the leading zoological collections in the UK" and
"applauded" its commitment to conservation and education.

e EAZA High Standards: Bristol Zoo was a member of the European Association of Zoos and Aquaria (EAZA),
which requires higher standards than a standard UK zoo licence: Bristol Zoo consistently passed these rigorous
inspections.

4. Leadership and Governance: A Sharp Rise in Spending
A significant shift in how the Society has been managed since 2018:

e Governance Spend: Between 2018 and 2021, governance spending rose by 864% and between 2019 and 2022,
Bristol Zoological Society’s aggregated governance costs were £3.252 million. Under current leadership, the
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Society spent more than double on governance in four years than it did in the previous thirteen years
combined.

Comparative Excess: BZS's spending on governance as a proportion of income was, on average, 15 times higher
than other UK charitable zoos during the 2019-2022 period.

Salary Increases: Since becoming CEO in 2018, Dr. Justin Morris’s salary bracket has risen from £80k—£90k to
£130k—£140k.

5. Challenging the "One Site" Narrative

BZS leadership have claimed the Society could not run two sites and that zoos cannot exist in residential areas.
There is much global evidence to suggest otherwise:

Global Precedent: ZSL (London Zoo/Whipsnade) and RZSS (Edinburgh Zoo/Highland Wildlife Park) are just two
of many examples of Zoological Societies that manage two sites successfully.

Residential Success: Renowned zoos in Dublin, Berlin, and Vienna continue to thrive in residential settings, just
as BZG did for nearly 200 years.

The "136-Acre" Myth: While the new site is promoted as 136 acres, only about 25.78 acres are actually usable
for animal exhibits due to heritage and environmental restrictions.

The “Only Option” Myth: Since 2019, BZS appears to have been planning to sell almost a third of its Cribbs
Causeway site for housing—valued at £9.5M to £12M. This contradicts what shareholders were told shortly
before the closure of BZG was announced: 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.”

6. Conclusion: A Risk of Financial Collapse

The decision to abandon Bristol Zoo Gardens in favour of the Bristol Zoo Project is high risk. With a credible plan
now existing to reimagine and reopen Bristol Zoo Gardens, the report asks why the Society would not pursue a
return to its successful two-site model to ensure its survival.



