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San Diego Zoo 

 

The San Diego Zoo is a zoo in Balboa Park, San Diego, California. It  is home to more than 4,000 

animals representing 800 species, thousands of them are on the endangered species list and many that 

are rarely seen at other zoos. 

The San Diego Zoo is one of the best zoos in the US and possibly the world’s best zoo, or at least the 

most famous. Since opening in 1916 in Balboa Park, San Diego Zoo has grown to become the most 

visited zoo in the country (with more than 4 million visitors a year) and a main attraction of the city. 

The zoo is divided up into eight different exhibits themed around geography and habitat. 

The San Diego Zoo was a pioneer in the concept of open-air, cageless exhibits that recreate natural 

animal habitats.   

History 

The San Diego Zoo grew out of exotic animal exhibitions abandoned after the 1915 Panama-

California Exposition. Dr. Harry M. Wegeforth founded the Zoological Society of San Diego,  which 

met in October, 1916, for the first time. He served as president of the society until 1941. A permanent 

tract of land in Balboa Park was set aside in August 1921. It was agreed that the city would own all 

the animals and the zoo would manage them. The zoo began to move in the following year. In 

addition to the animals from the Exposition, the zoo acquired a collection of wild animals  from the 

defunct Wonderland Amusement Park. Ellen Browning Scripps financed a fence around the zoo so 

that it could begin charging an entrance fee to offset costs.  

The San Diego Zoo was a pioneer in building "cageless" exhibits. Wegeforth was determined to 

create moated exhibits from the start, and the first lion area at the San Diego Zoo without enclosing 

wires opened in 1922.  Local architect Louis John Gill designed the original buildings, cages and 

animal grottos in 1926. 

Until the 1960s, admission for children under 16 was free, regardless of whether they were 

accompanied by a paying adult.  

The zoo's Center for Reproduction of Endangered Species (CRES) was founded in 1975. In 2009, 

CRES was significantly expanded to become the Institute for Conservation Research. 

After the development of the moats in the 1960s, the next era of exhibit design changes began in the 

1980s and came into full force in the 1990s. This design concept was intended to replicate nature as 

much as possible; animals and plants that co-habitated in the wild were situated together in the Zoo. 

Areas and attractions 

Exhibits at the zoo are often designed around a particular habitat. The same exhibit may feature many 

different animals that can be found side by side in the wild, along with native plant life. Exhibits 

range from an African rain forest (featuring gorillas) to the Arctic taiga and tundra in the summertime 
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(featuring polar bears). Many exhibits are "natural", with invisible wires and darkened blinds (to view 

birds), and accessible pools and open-air moats (for large mammals). 

The Zoo is divided into more than 20 sections: Monkey Trail and Forest Tales, The Owens Aviary, 

The Scripps Aviary, Parker Aviary, Polar Bear Plunge, Wildlife Explorers Basecamp, Lost Forest, 

Elephant Odyssey, Gorilla Tropics, Absolutely Apes, Tiger Trail, Australian Outback, Africa Rocks, 

Cape Fynbos, Madagascar Forest, Sun Bear Forest, Ethiopian Highlands and others. 

San Diego Zoo offers numerous activities and attractions not to be missed! One of the shortcuts for 

getting across the park is the Skyfari Aerial Tram, which offers spectacular views of the zoo and 

surrounding Balboa Park. It's a real treat and a quick ride. Meet Animals Up Close! is a special treat 

for ages 5 and up. This is a fun and interactive experience, as the animals are brought out to you for 

an up-close view. Elephant Play Yard is an open-air and hands-on play and exploration area for 

kids, and kids at heart. Kids can work off some energy with a maze of elephant satellite tracking 

collars, a play fossil dig, and puzzles to solve. Crazy about Cats is a  90-minute tour, you will be 

escorted onto Zoo grounds before the Zoo opens, and travel by cart and on foot to see some of the 

Zoo's most iconic and fascinating wild cat species. You’ll learn about cats of all sizes, how they are 

cared for, and what you can do to help cat species worldwide. You will even get to meet one special 

cat up close!  

Research & Educational Centre  

The zoo is renowned for its endangered species breeding programmes and conservation efforts; the 

department of Conservation and Research for Endangered Species conducts research with such 

animals as pandas, tree kangaroos, clouded leopards, gavials, meerkats, and Tasmanian devils. The 

Frozen Zoo contains frozen specimens of tissue and genetic material that are used for research on and 

breeding of endangered species. As a result, they have reintroduced more than 30 endangered species 

back into the wild. They also have over 200 conservation scientists working in 35 countries around 

the world. 

Zoo Corps is a volunteer programme at the San Diego Zoo that enlists high school students to teach 

guests at the zoo about the animals they are seeing and their place in the ecosystem. It enrolls 

students between 13 and 17 years of age. The goals are to promote public education about animals 

and conservation, and to help the students develop their ability to speak in public. The programme 

runs year round in two sessions, one from May through November and one from January through 

May. 

Notable animals 

Karen the Sumatran orangutan perks up around zookeeper Mike Bates. Born with a life-threatening 

hole in her heart, Karen in 1994 became the first ape to undergo open-heart surgery. With her 

recovery touch and go, a concerned Bates spent sleepless nights rocking Karen to sleep under an 

oxygen tent. At the orangutan-viewing window, visitors can go nose to nose with Karen, now fully 

recovered, rambunctious, and inquisitive. And don't miss little Aisha, the zoo's youngest orangutan, 

who is often found swinging from ropes and cuddling with her mom, Indah. 

Four U.S. zoos shelter giant pandas, but only one is home to mama bear extraordinaire Bai Yun, the 

most prolific giant panda in captivity outside China. Middle-aged at 24, the mother of six (and one of 

three giant pandas at the zoo) has earned the right to relax: Bai Yun enjoys climbing elm trees and 

curling up in her hammock but may surprise visitors with a somersault. 

 Location and travel options for visitors 

 The zoo is located within beautiful Balboa Park and extremely easy to access from sunny San Diego. 

There are 3 ways to get from Downtown San Diego to San Diego Zoo by bus, taxi or on foot.  

The MTA public transportation service will also bring visitors to Balboa Park from anywhere in the 

city. In addition, feature hourly express shuttles that run from your hotel’s front door to the zoo, so 

you don’t have to waste your day navigating public transportation and parking. 
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