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Adding Zip to Rhino Enrichment 
By Todd Maki, Keeper 1/, Zoo Atlanta, Georgia 

One of the 
black rhinos 
investigates 
browse on the 
Zip Line. 

The mission of the Behavioral Husbandry 
Committee at Zoo Atlanta is to develop 

and sustain a zoo-wide program of daily enrich­
ment for all animals in the collection. We believe 
that to create a more complete enrichment pro­
gram we must provide not only physical but also 
mental challenges for our animals to solve. This 
belief led to the use of a new technique in our 
rhino enrichment program. It began as an effort to 

simply 
increase 
feeding 
duration, and 
evolved into 
an attempt to 
challenge both 
the physical 
and intellec­
tual abilities 
of our pair of 
black rhinos. 

Like most 
captive 
animals, 

rhinos in zoos are often restricted in the time or 
energy used searching for food, compared to 
being in the wild. Wild rhinos typically range 
across large areas in order to find the appropriate 
types of browse and the. quantity needed, while 
captive rhinos are usually provided with easy 
access to a nutritionally balanced diet, removing 
the need to forage. Without the activity required 
for natural foraging, rhinos may develop prob­
lems with obesity or abnormal behavior. 

Our black rhinos are housed individually in a 
380-square-foot, indoor holding area at night, and 
do not have physical access to each other. In 
winter they may remain inside even during the 
day, when low temperatures prohibit their access 
to the outdoor enclosure. This setting is much in 
need of enrichment, be-cause it provides few 

sources of stimulation and 
little opportunity for the 
rhinos to interact with 
each other or their environ­

ment. 
To approximate natural activity 

patterns, we had to increase the length 
of time our rhinos spent obtaining and 
eating their diet. With this goal in 

mind, we developed a method of prohibiting easy 
access to the most desirable food items. We 
collected five-gallon plastic buckets with lids and 
drilled two-inch holes in the top and sides. We 
placed produce or grain in these buckets to create 
a simple puzzle feeder. To encourage the rhinos to 
use these feeders, we initially made the solution 
very easy by drilling many holes and put food 
both inside and on top of the buckets. We started 
by placing the buckets on the floor along with 
their normal evening hay and grain. The visibility 
of the food on top gave the rhinos the incentive to 
investigate these new strange items. By taking the 
visible food off the exterior of the buckets, they 
would eventually touch the buckets, causing them 
to roll. The food inside would then fall out 
through the holes in the sides. This resulted in a 
simple learned behavior that allowed us to create 
more complex puzzles. Adding hay to the buckets 
prevented the food from easily falling out of the 
holes. Even with the added difficulty, the rhinos 
very quickly figured out an easy way to get the 
reward by smashing the buckets against the wall. 
When smashed, the lids popped off and the rhinos 
could easily eat the food inside. To create a greater 
challenge, we had to prevent the rhinos from 
removing the lids. 

Suspending the buckets from a pulley and 
quick-clip that ran along a horizontal cable was a 
perfect solution. The elevation of the buckets 
prevented the rhinos from using their strength 
and weight to pop off the lids, as well as allowing 
the buckets to move more freely. Because the 
buckets slid along the cable, this prevented them 
from swinging back and causing any physical 
injuries to the rhinos. This feature became even 
more important when new enrichment devices 
were created and they became heavier. We named 
this horizontal cable system the Zip Line. 

To construct the Zip Line, a 29-foot, 3/8-inch, 
vinyl-coated steel cable was hung diagonally 
across the indoor stalls, 8 feet off the ground. All 
four corners of the stalls have a steel ring an­
chored into the wall. Luckily, the rings were 
already installed with the initial construction of 
the building. To begin, one end of the cable passes 
through one of the rings. The cable is then looped 
back and secured to itself with a 3/8-inch cable 
clamp. A 1/ 4-inch swivel hook with a safety clasp 
attached to a 3/8-inch block and pulley is slid 
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