2019 American Association of Zoo Keepers Awards


AAZK Lifetime Achievement - Professional Service Award 
Heather Vrzal, Happy Hollow Park and Zoo. This award is in recognition of her outstanding commitment to professionalism in her distinguished career as a zoo keeper. During her 30 year career, which includes holding roles from zookeeper to acting director and now as the Curator, her unique blend of compassion, grit and tenacity has set her apart. Specifically noted is her adoption of the Whole Life Training Program which positively impacts animals, staff and volunteers. This merit-based program was listed by the AZA as an exemplar for other facilities and demonstrates her commitment to the wellbeing of staff and animals alike. Also notable is her support and direct involvement in fundraising for the zoo’s annual Heart of the Congo event and her coordination of the zoo’s “Jeans for Giraffe” conservation initiative, collecting more jeans than any other participating facility. She was awarded “The Change Makers Medal of Honor” for demonstrating a career-long investment in animal welfare. She demonstrates courage and compassion in times of crisis and loss and has always worked to bring and uphold the best practices in the field. She is a highly valued member of her staff with a distinguished work record and high personal integrity. Heather is a great example of leadership and professionalism and most deserving of this award.
AAZK Meritorious Achievement Awards
Paul Breese, Honolulu Zoo Director Emeritus.  Paul Breese served as director of the Honolulu Zoo from 1947 until his retirement in 1965, and was highly respected in his field.  Mr. Breese was able to turn the small Honolulu zoo into one of the country’s finest. Mr. Breese was a longtime member and ardent supporter of AAZK and animal keepers and was a frequent contributor and collaborator with the Animal Keepers’ Forum.
Gary Clarke, Former Director - Topeka Zoo.  In 1963, Clarke, became the Topeka Zoo’s first director and remained as director until his resignation in 1989. Mr. Clarke a founding member of a group who drafted papers for the zoo accrediting organization American Association of Zoological Parks and Aquariums (AAZPA) and Aquariums Gary Clarke became its first president in 1971. That organization is now the Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA).
Lutz Ruhe – AAZK Professional of the Year Award
Alexis Williamson, Louisville Zoo.  This award is based on her outstanding commitment to professionalism in her distinguished career as a zookeeper. Specifically noted are her conservation efforts which include contributions to Plinko for a Porpoise, generational record contributions for the gorillas housed at Louisville Zoo, and flagship conservation efforts for the black-footed ferret. In addition, she has been vital in the formation of the Enrichment Tree Program at Louisville Zoo while also serving on the enrichment committee. Finally, Alexis has been president of her AAZK Chapter for the past 14 years and has worked tirelessly to establish a relationship with the animals in her care in order to provide the best care possible. She is the consummate professional.
Jean M. Hromadka – AAZK Excellence in Animal Care Award 
Celine Pardo, Woodland Park Zoo. This award is based on Celine’s outstanding efforts in Humboldt penguin husbandry. She achieved expertise from greater than 70 successful Humboldt penguin hatches in ten years. Celine’s dedication to Humboldt penguin conservation and education both to the public and colleagues, her commitment to wild Humboldt penguin conservation and research, and Celine’s several decades-long commitment to AAZK on a Chapter and national level is admirable.
Nico van Strien – AAZK Leadership in Conservation Awards[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Sponsored by the International Rhino Foundation] 

Mike Bona, Los Angeles Zoo and Botanical Gardens for his work in Giraffe Conservation.  He created and developed “Laugh for Giraffes” and by bringing in partners, it has doubled the funds raised in one year.  He has worked in field conservation in Kenya and Namibia.  In addition, Mike is active on both local and national levels and increased the Chapter profile through local media. It is his mission to raise public awareness of the potential demise of giraffes.
Erica Royer, Smithsonian Conservation Biology Institute, runner-up for her integral work in breeding and increasing awareness of the, extinct in the wild, Guam rail (Hypotaenidia owstoni). Erica assisted in a repatriation trip to reintroduce the rails into their native habitat; some were individuals that Erica helped hatch after decades of SCBI being unsuccessful. Erica trained the researchers in Guam on how to DNA sex eggs in order improve their management. To raise awareness for the Guam rails, Erica pioneered the idea of hand-raising a male as an ambassador animal, which has allowed visitors to create a connection with a species they would not have known otherwise.
Lee Houts – AAZK Advancement in Enrichment Award   
Ann Gutowski, Smithsonian’s National Zoo, or demonstrating an excellent use of recycling and repurposing to build novel enrichment items for the animal inhabitants of the Small Mammal House. Ann demonstrated ingenuity and creativity when providing enrichment for animals in a mixed-species exhibit and she developed an enrichment schedule to ensure ease of preparation and novelty. Through her collaboration with her team, zoo nutritionists and management, Ann helped develop a weight loss and enrichment schedule for coatis and skunks which successfully lead to weight loss and the adoption of similar calendars for all animals in the collection. Ann strives to provide variability and goes above and beyond with environmental enrichment offerings. 
Barbara Manspeaker AAZK Chapter of the Year Award
 Jacksonville AAZK Chapter, Jacksonville Zoo and Gardens
AAZK Certificates of Recognition
Bethany Bingham, Utah’s Hogle Zoo, for serving on the AAZK Board of Directors and as Vice President and President 
Mary Ann Cisneros, Disney's Animal Kingdom Lodge, for serving on the AAZK Board of Directors and as Vice President
Bill Steele, Chicago Zoological Society at Brookfield Zoo, for serving on the AAZK Board of Directors
Hardy Kern, Columbus Zoo and Aquarium, for serving on the AAZK Board of Directors
Janet McCoy, Oregon Zoo, for serving as Chair of the Awards Committee 31 years  
Christy Poelker, Saint Louis Zoo, for serving as Chair of the Conservation Committee 
Jessica Biggins, Milwaukie County Zoo, for serving as Chair of the Grants Committee
Ellen Vossekuil, Ochsner Park Zoo, for serving as Chair of the Professional Development Committee
Kristen Scaglione, Akron Zoo, for serving as Vice Chair of the AAZK Resource Committee
Kaitlyn Wiktor, Fort Wayne Children’s Zoo, for serving as Vice Chair of the Behavioral Husbandry Committee
AAZK Certificates of Special Recognition
Marta Mathis, Topeka Zoo, for Heroic Action
Elise Neuer, Topeka Zoo, for Heroic Action
Kelsie Bomke, Topeka Zoo, for Heroic Action
Abbie Doan, Indianapolis Zoo, Denver Zoo, 2019 National AAZK Conference Chair 
AAZK Certificate of Appreciation
Indianapolis Zoo, 2019 AAZK National Conference Host Institution
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