
NIABI ZOO OVERSIGHT COMMITTEE AGENDA -- 1/9/17 at 4:00 PM 
13010 Niabi Zoo Road, Coal Valley, IL – Administrative Building, Education Room 

Call to Order & Roll Call: 

Presentation – Review of 2016 and Strategic Vision Document – Lee Jackson & Amy 
Behning 

Consent Agenda**: 
Niabi Zoo Fund and Niabi Zoo Improvement Fund Budget Performance Report* 
Niabi Zoo Fund and Niabi Zoo Improvement Fund Balance Sheet Report* 
Animal Inventory Report for the month of December* 
Scarlet Behrens – Guest Services Manager December Report* 
Scott Hesselberg – Niabi Zoo Maintenance Superintendent December Report* 

Old Business: 
Approval of minutes from the December 12, 2016 meeting 

New Business: 
Update from Mr. Lee Jackson, Zoo Director 
Proposed Niabi Zoo membership fees and benefits adjustments 
Proposed train fare increase 
Institution of $3 per car parking charge 
Discontinuation of discounts on Tuesdays 
Update from Niabi Zoological Society – John Ferrell 

Task Force Reports*

Meeting Schedule 
4:00pm, Monday February 13th 
4:00pm, Monday March 13th 
Remainder of 2017 meeting dates/times/locations to be determined 

Public Comment: 

Adjourn 

The next meeting of the Oversight Committee will Monday, February 13th at 4:00pm 

* items are in members packets
**All items under the consent agenda are considered routine and will be approved by one motion. There will
be no separate discussions of these items unless a Committee Member so requests. In this case, that item will
move from the Consent Agenda to New Business to be considered.
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Niabi Zoo Oversight Forest Preserve report for January 2017 

Prepared by Lee Jackson 

Safety and security 

• Met with representative of the Coal Valley police department to begin the 
creation of an emergency management plan for the zoo. In mid-January I 
will begin a series of online courses offered by FEMA and the office of 
homeland security as part of this preparation. I am currently soliciting 
emergency management plans from similar sized zoological institutions as a 
first step in the process. 

• I am reviewing lethal force protocols we recently received from other zoos 
so that we can craft our own program. This is a requirement of the AZA and 
a needed step towards reaccreditation. 

• We have begun the systematic removal of extension cords throughout the 
park and are replacing them with hard wired connections. This is a 
significant improvement in safety as well as an action that is needed for 
reaccreditation. 

 

Facilities and Maintenance 

• The maintenance staff has been working to make improvements to the 
electrical service in the reptile house. 

• Keeper and maintenance staff have been working to remove the old thatch 
material from the reptile house and repair and paint the enclosure facades. 

• During the course of the work in the reptile building at least 12 enclosures 
were found to have deteriorated to the point that they pose a risk to 
animal and staff safety. Corrective measures are under way. 

• Improvements to the thermostatic controls of the giraffe house are 
underway. 

• Improvements were made to the thermostatic controls for the HVAC 
system in the reptile house. 

• Mike Petersen and his team came out and did native plant seeding on the 
area adjacent to the parking lot. 



 

Collections 

• The lorikeet flock has been halved over the last 5 or 6 years because of 
degenerative liver disease. In the last 12 months we have lost 4 birds. This 
is a dietary issue that is made much worse because the birds are fed nectar 
by the public so heavily during the summer months. At present we have 24 
lorikeets in the collection. Most zoos have moved away from lorikeets 
because of the widespread nature of this problem, and the lack of any 
forthcoming solutions. As such we will not be moving lories back into the 
outdoor aviary in the spring. In order to ethically manage what remains of 
our flock we must institute a more controlled feeding and overall 
management plan. We will replace the lories with budgies (parakeets) that 
can be fed seeds by our guest thus maintaining the interactive experience. 
We plan on bringing in 200 budgies. The cost of the animals (before 
shipping) is 1,900 dollars. Even if we could resolve the lorikeet health issues 
we could only add 4 to 6 new lorikeets for the same cost as adding 200 
budgies. 
 

Guest services 

GIFTSHOPS: 

• Shipments will be arriving in January. 

MEMBERSHIP:  

• Membership is open Mon, Wed and Friday’s 10am-12pm. 
• Funbundle ($174) and Funbundle + ($223) revamped with Family Museum 

no longer participating and River Bandits joining for the + version.  
• MindFire is currently working on a new decal for the membership and 

adopt program. 

ADOPT:  

• Working on some changes to the Adopt program. We are looking to push 
for more individuals and groups to utilize our Adopt program.  



• We are currently updating the animals in the program, adding different 
benefits, new look to the adopt certificate/fact sheet and getting new 
pictures of the animals in the program.  

POS SYSTEM: 

• Almost complete with the layout for the new chart of accounts. Once it is 
laid out how we want it, a Gateway tech will put it into our system.  
 

Conservation 

I have begun work on the development of a number of in-house conservation 
initiatives for the Niabi Zoo. Below is information on what these programs will 
look like in general, as well as a description of the first program to be 
implemented. 

These initiatives will all have a number of things in common. 

• All will be unique to Niabi. This means that no other zoological institution in 
North America (and in most cases, North America and Europe) will be doing 
what we are doing. This will of course change in the future as we bring 
others onboard, but we will be the leaders. 

• All of these projects will take very little space. In most cases they will 
occupy a 4 x 6 shelving unit to start. 

• These projects do not require new staff, and we may be able to use interns 
and volunteers to do most, if not all, of the work. 

• They will be inexpensive. I foresee none of these early projects costing 
more than 2,500 dollars to get off the ground. 

• None of these projects will require building new structures or modifying 
existing ones. At least not early on. 

• Partnerships with universities, Botanical gardens, and other interested 
zoological facilities will be pursued as part of initial planning. 

• No charismatic megafauna. We are not being honest with ourselves, each 
other, and the general public, if we claim to ever be able to play a real role 
in the conservation of elephants, blue whales, giraffes, rhinos, polar bears, 
or tigers. Let alone lead in those efforts. However, the partnerships we 
develop may in some cases allow us to help support the work of those who 
do. 



All of these initial programs will fall into one of 3 broad categories 

• Freshwater fishes and invertebrates  
• Terrestrial invertebrates 
• Herpetology 

 
The first project will focus on the endemic fishes of Southeast Asian Peat forest.  

Overview 

Freshwater ecosystems are the most endangered on earth. More so than coral 
reefs and rain forests. The lakes, rivers, swamps, and streams of the world make 
up only 0.01 percent of the planets water, but is home to over 40% of the more 
than 30,000 described species of fish. 

After South America, Southeast Asia contains the highest diversity of freshwater 
fish on the planet. Peat swamps are poorly understood aquatic habitats in 
Southeast Asia. They form an extremely challenging habitat for any aquatic animal 
to live in. They are extremely acidic (sometimes as low as 3 pH) and low hardness 
and oxygen levels. The water is almost black due to the leached tannins from the 
spongy floor of slowly decaying vegetation that makes up its substrate. 

These areas are under tremendous threat because of drainage for agriculture 
(especially palm oil), destruction for fuel (the areas are drained and the peat 
harvested for burning in homes), and from logging, both legal and illegal. Another 
important reason to preserve these remaining areas beside for their intrinsic 
value, is the fact that they serve as huge carbon sinks. Destroying these habitats 
would increase the carbon released into the atmosphere from Southeast Asia by 
at least 20%. 

The birds and mammals of this biome have been fairly well studied. They include 
some of the region’s most iconic species such as orangutans, and hornbills. Very 
little is known about the reptiles, amphibians, invertebrates, and fishes that live 
here. About 60% of tropical peat lands are found in Southeast Asia.  Indonesia, 
home to the largest intact tracts of peat swamp left in existence, saw a 41% loss 
of this habitat in just 15 years between 1990 and 2005. Only 9% of what remains 
is protected. 



The fishes from these waters represent a significant portion of the areas fish 
diversity. It’s believed that up to 20% of the regions fish fauna are found in these 
waters and nowhere else. That comes out to about 200 species. That’s about the 
same number of species of fish as found in all of Illinois. 

Potential Partnerships 

I’ve gotten enthusiastic interest from the Botanical Center, The Toronto Zoo, 
Tennessee Aquarium and the Department of Zoology at Northwestern Illinois 
University. We will be meeting after the holidays to discuss our collaboration. I 
will be reaching out soon to the Chester Zoo in England. I’ve worked with them on 
a frog project few years ago and the Director there is also heavily focused on 
freshwater fishes. The Botanical Center participates in no conservation programs 
to speak of with the possible exception of a pollinator program. We discuss telling 
the story of this habitat with some live plants and possibly turning their koi tank 
into a fish tank from the region. Because of the adaptations evolved in these fish 
to live in such extreme environments, the people at Western are interested in 
setting up studies investigating aspects of physiology, behavior, and reproduction. 
I see interns from this school doing a lot of the daily care of the animals once 
things get off the ground.  

Funding 

Initially our “roundup for conservation” and conservation Kiosk will provide more 
than enough to support this work. After an initial investment of about 1,500 
dollars, we are looking at about 20 dollars a month to manage the animals. 

 

Staff 

• Tammy Schmidt has accepted the Assistant Director position. We hope 
to have her onboard by the end of January. 

• We have begun scheduling interviews for the Curator of Education 
position. 

• Rose Johnson started as a new keeper. 



Report 

To:  The Zoo Oversight Committee 

From:  The Oversight Board Proposal 
Committee: 
  Terry Brahm, William Nelson, Lee Jackson 
 
Date:  January 3, 2017 
 

Background: 
At the recent Zoo Oversight meeting, the Sub Committee presented a report that outlined a 
number of considerations for a “Public – Private Partnership” and the inability for the total 
operation of a publicly owned facility to be turned over to a private entity to run.  
The Sub-Committee was then asked to follow up with proposed operational plan to submit to 
the Oversight Board.  
 
Terry, Lee and Bill met to explore an operational structure for the zoo that provided oversight, 
procedure and policy review, and a process for fund raising and society participation. As a part 
of that discussion, we kept an eye on the strengths of each of the partners, as well as what 
could be legally supported. The following are a list of those considerations that continued to 
come to the forefront:  

• The Forest Preserve has taxing ability, and is legally the “parent” operating board. 
• The Society has the ability to raise tax deductible donations through volunteer efforts. 
• The Forest Preserve has the ability to obtain tax deductible donations. 
• The Forest Preserve has the ability to obtain government grants. 
• The Society has access to private funding sources as a result of their personal 

connections and personal commitment.  
• The Forest Preserve has responsibility to follow governmental and association guidelines 

and rules. 
 

Report: 
 
In our discussion, we continued to come back to a few primary themes.  



• The primary purpose of the zoo and any affiliated groups is to Educate, Promote 
Conservation and Entertain.  

• While the present Forest Preserve elected leadership is supportive of a professional 
staff, there is a concern that it could return to a less professional leadership style.  

• It is important to recognize the positive influence of past work by the society and their 
part in moving toward a more progressive approach to the zoo operations.  

• Future improvements to the zoo will require a cooperative spirit toward what could be, 
and less on what has been.  

 
The following is a proposed structure that we believe is the appropriate direction. 
 
In an effort to think of the individual groups in a new light with new responsibilities, the Forest 
Preserve Board is referred to as the “Forest Preserve Commission”. The Oversight Committee in 
this report will be referred to as the “Zoo Board”. The Society will be referred to as the 
“Foundation”.  
 
The Forest Preserve Commission is charged with providing Park Services to the county of Rock 
Island. This includes natural resources, camping, boating access, golf, the zoo and other 
outdoor oriented facilities. They approve all policy, work agreements, hire and fire personnel, 
and are responsible to the people of Rock Island.  
 
The Zoo Board is an advisory committee that is tasked with setting procedure and 
recommending policy to the Forest Preserve Commission that pertains to the zoo. They are 
responsible for setting short and long term goals and plans for the zoo, and reviewing any 
capital purchases over a set amount. (Recommendation is $10,000 at this time.) The Zoo Board 
would review and recommend a budget to the Forest Preserve Commission.  The Zoo Board 
would request that the Foundation raise funds for specific projects that support the zoo’s 
mission. Foundation fund raisers would be approved by the Zoo Board and recommended to 
the Forest Preserve Commission.  
 
The Foundation is a volunteer organization that is an emissary for the zoo and its programs. 
They would select fund raising projects that the Zoo Board has requested, which support the 
mission of the zoo. The Foundation would lead a primary fund raising event each year in 
addition to other seasonal or special event fund raisers that support the zoo mission.  
Foundation events that use zoo staff or zoo volunteers would be approved by the Zoo Board 
with a written agreement and may require that staffing costs be offset. Fund Raising events 
that are staffed primarily by foundation volunteers would require approval by zoo staff, with 
the understanding that the funds and sponsorships raised, go to the foundation for capital 
improvements to the zoo. The Foundation members would be a support contact (in 
cooperation with the zoo director or staff) when approaching funders for sizable donations.  



There is additional work that needs to be carried out on this proposal, however, we believe it is 
a good start of a long term partnership between the zoo, the Forest Preserve and the Society 
for the following reasons:  
 
Final policy, employee relations, legal requirements and certifications lie with the staff and the 
Forest Preserve Council. This does not require special insurance requirements or operational 
agreements between the Forest Preserve and a separate agency.  
 
The Zoo Board would be responsible for helping to set procedures, policy recommendations, 
operation concerns identified by staff, long and short term plans as identified by the zoo 
director and the Forest Preserve Council. The Zoo Board would have a direct link to the Forest 
Preserve Council as they select the Zoo Board members. On the other hand, as a result of the 
Zoo Board having an “operational interest”, and working closely with Zoo and Forest Preserve 
Staff; they become a support group to ensure that operations do not return to non-professional 
decisions.  
 
The Foundation becomes the cheerleaders for the Zoo by raising funds, working with the Zoo 
Board on long term goals for the zoo, and providing media enticing events that support the 
mission of the zoo. As a result of the actions of the Foundation, meaningful upgrades and 
additions to the zoo are celebrated because of their community endeavors.   
 
 

Recommendation: 
 
The Sub-Committee recommends that the Oversight Board accept the report as the proposed 
template for a public-private relationship. The Oversight Board may have some suggestions or 
changes that should be included and we look forward to any discussion that might move this 
along.  
 
If this is the template that the Oversight Board accepts, they may wish to set a new 
subcommittee to work out details, or they can be done over time as the Oversight Committee 
moves forward with more responsibility setting procedures and policy for the zoo.  
 
 

Submitted by: 
Terry Brahm, William Nelson, Lee Jackson    
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