Feeding Behavior of Visitors at the Serengeti-Park Hodenhagen
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In classical zoos, animals are usually separated from visitors by centimeter-thick glass or meter-wide
moats, often in such a way that the visitor does not even notice how the enclosure functions. The
Serengeti-Park does not have to follow this modern zoo architecture with its drive-through safari, but
the changed barrier (the car) between animals and humans and the more private space in the vehicle
give visitors a new possibility of contact with the animals. However, this also makes it more likely
that many more animals will be fed by visitors in safari parks than in conventional zoos. Feeding the
animals poses a direct danger not only to the animal, but also to the visitor and his or her vehicle.
Each animal in a zoo is fed a strict and individualized diet, so the prohibited feeding presents an
unprecedented threat to the health of the animals.
In this project, the extent of feeding by visitors at the Serengeti Park Hodenhagen was investigated in
September 2021, as well as the correlation with the number of visitors:
-

On 12 days over a period of 3 weeks, the visitors were observed in two areas of the park. The
following 2 areas were used as observation sites: Europe (focus on tarpans, hereafter EU)
and East Africa (focus on giraffes, hereafter OA). The number of cars disregarding the feeding
ban was counted.

-

In addition, questionnaires were distributed to visitors: in one of the questionnaires, they
could indicate whether they had fed animals, in another whether they knew about a general
feeding ban. The results will be briefly explained below.

Results: During the observations, the animals mostly actively sought out the individual cars to beg for
food (Figure 1). However, if the animals were distracted by keeper feedings, the visitors in the cars
no longer had a chance to feed the animals. In this study, the relationship between the feeding cars
and those that had the opportunity to feed at all was examined.
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Figure 1: A giraffe eats a bun together with a bag. It has snatched both from the hands of visitors. One person is
already holding a carrot out of the window to lure the giraffe to the window. The photo was taken through
binoculars.

Of the 1514 cars/persons who had the opportunity to feed, feeding could be observed in 169 cars, on
average 9.56% (s = 3.63; n = 12). Since the feeding behaviour was only observed in a certain period
per day, it is not possible to say exactly how feeding depends on the total number of cars. During the
study period, with a maximum of 379 cars, a probably positive linear dependency could be observed
(see Figure 2). So, the frequency of feeding by visitors at Serengeti-Park Hodenhagen was related to
the total number of visiting cars. This suggests that learning behaviour started among the visitors
when they saw other visitors feeding.
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Figure 2: Plot of the ratio of the total number of cars to the ratio of feeding cars in OA (red) and EU (yellow).

In the surveys carried out, a similar number of visitors stated that they had fed animals (8.2%), as was
determined by the observations in the park areas. Another survey showed that only a very small
proportion (approx. 3%) of the visitors did not know about the general feeding ban. So, it can be
assumed that most of the "feeding cars" knew about the feeding ban. Now it is to be discussed
whether better education about the feeding ban (e.g. by flyers) could help to create a better
understanding of the ban among the visitors and stop the unauthorized feedings.
Stricter control could also be used to prevent feeding, but this could also have a negative impact on
the visitors well-being, as they could feel controlled and reprimanded. Another possibility is to start
with the animals and discourage them from approaching the cars through targeted activity, e.g.
through longer feedings ("difficult food", enrichment) at the time of the greatest number of visitors.

