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										Berlin, 28 July 2017
Press release
A hands-on experience for kids
New: Petting zoo gives children the chance to play at being a zookeeper
The African pygmy goats and Mongolian sheep are clearly enjoying the attention they are getting from the young animal lovers. Here at the Tierpark’s petting zoo, children can get up close to the animals and find out what it’s like to be a keeper as they stroke, groom, and muck out the adorable animal inhabitants. 

Children who aren’t afraid of a little hard graft can roll up their sleeves and get to work with kid-sized wheelbarrows, brooms and shovels. And being a keeper for a day is proving very popular! When the work is done, the children’s efforts are rewarded with a few appreciative licks from their animal friends as they hand-feed them with food from the on-site dispensers. 

Playing keeper at the Tierpark’s petting zoo is a great activity for the summer holidays. “In our rapid-paced, digital modern society, there is a high risk that people will lose their connection to the natural world,” says Tierpark Director Dr Andreas Knieriem. “Zoos are where many city-dwellers have their first contact with the animal kingdom.” These kinds of animal encounters leave a lasting impression, particularly on children. 

Of course, the inhabitants of the petting zoo are free to decide whether they are in the mood to be stroked – if not, they can withdraw to the area reserved just for the animals. Although the children may be familiar with conventional goats and sheep, the animals in the petting zoo are particularly rare examples of their genus. Many of these old domestic breeds are now threatened with extinction, sadly including our Geschecktes Bergschaf (spotted Alpine sheep), Mongolian sheep, and Rouge du Roussillon. The latter, a reddish-skinned sheep originally from the Pyrenees, almost died out completely. In 1979, the very last herd were on their way to the slaughterhouse when they were rescued in the nick of time. Small herds of Rouge du Roussillon have since been bred in several zoos, and those at Tierpark Berlin are doing well. This February, we welcomed two pink-hued lambs to the fold.

Why are so many old domestic breeds under threat? “These breeds are vanishing primarily due to the rise in intensive farming since the 1950s,” says Tierpark curator Dr Florian Sicks. “Increased rearing of a few high-performing breeds has led to the ousting of the less productive but more robust breeds.” If these old breeds become extinct, entire genetic reservoirs and important examples of cultural heritage will be lost forever. And such breeds still have an important function in this day and age. For example, rare breeds born at Tierpark Berlin are contributing to the Hutewald project at a sheep farm in Saxony. The project, which received an important state environmental award, is using robust domestic sheep breeds to protect the Hutewald ecosystem (wood pasture) with its unique flora and fauna. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Fun fact: The floppy-eared spotted Alpine sheep should be coping fairly well with Berlin’s summer weather this year, as their rough wool is perfectly adapted to rainy climes. 
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