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Animal of the Month 
 

Giraffe  Giraffa camelopardalis 

1. Animal Type: Mammal 
2. Conservation Status: Endangered (Giraffa camelopardalis peralta & rothschildi); Others are in decline, but not 

classified as Threatened or Endangered. 
3. Size 

a. Male: Height of 17.3’ (5300mm)  
b. Female: Height of 14.1’ (4300) 
c. Weight: Average of 1760 lbs (800 kg)  

4. Social Structure: Social, with small groups of 2 – 30 individuals; Males often solitary.  
5. Reproduction: 

a. Time of year: May occur year round; Births most common in summer.  
b. Number of young:  1-2   
c. Rearing / Mothering: Gestation for 20-23 months. Young remain isolated from herd with mother from for 

up to 30 days. Mothers nurse their young for up to 13 months.  Sexual maturity at 3.5 to 4.5 years.    
d. Special exhibit needs:  May need separate yard for males and ability to separate mother and newborn 

calves from the rest of the herd. 
6. Behavior 

a. Nocturnal vs. Diurnal: Crepsucular (dawn and dusk) 
b. Shy vs. Curious: In the wild, tend to be shy and timid with bouts of panic, but captivity decreases, not 

eliminate, these qualities.                       
c. Jumping Ability:  None 
d. Land speed: Max @ 56 km / hr 
e. Swimming speed:  Do not swim; Water is a barrier. 
f. Unique Behaviors:  Sparring between males for territory is accomplished by swinging their long necks and 

heads against each other. 
7. Captivity 

a. Frequency in captivity: Common 
b. Noteworthy exhibits: 

i. Woodland Park Zoo – African Savannah 
1. Size:  92 acres shares with hippos, grant’s gazelles, zebras, and etc.  
2. Opening date: summer of 1980.  Renovate in Summer 2007 

ii. Number of Animals: 11 
iii. Designer: PJA Architects 
iv. Studies completed on this animal: 

http://students.mim.iml.uts.edu.au/projects/zoo/PDF%20files/Giraffe_Husbandry_manual.pdf  
8. AZA Husbandry Recommendations 

a. Exhibit Area:  Minimum of 900 sf per animal 
b. Pool: None. 
c. Barrier:  

i. May use cable, chainlink, wood, block, or moat.  When spooked, animal may run without 
looking, so barriers should be visible.   

ii. PGAV suggested minimum of 6’ height. 
d. Air Temp Range: Giraffes can tolerate heat, but not cold.  Must be brought indoors in temperatures below 

40 deg F.  Air temps above 90 deg F require shade structures. 
e. Other Recommendations 

i. Indoor holding stalls to be 225 sf per animal.  Minimum height of 20’. 
ii. Substrate should be broom finished concrete or decomposed granite. 
iii. Cannot maneuver slopes steeper than 40 degrees.  
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9. Enrichment 
a. Zoo approved 

1. Proven enrichment techniques for giraffes often involve increasing duration of foraging behavior. 
There are various methods but most incorporate a tethered device containing food.  The openings in 
a feeding device should be just large enough for the giraffe’s tongue to increase difficulty. When the 
device is transparent it is more engaging for guests, enabling them to see the giraffe’s extremely long 
tongue at work 

a. Notable examples attach feeding devices to an unstable element such as a tethered cable to 
increase necessary effort. Another example is in an exhibit with a cable barrier on which the 
enrichment device slides back and forth with every movement of the giraffe 

b. Frozen treats have also worked well and can be used alone or incorporated in a feeding 
device  

2. Hanging of browse branches  
3. Tetherball game for one or more giraffe 

b. Untested 
1. Suspended treat pipes: Take a two foot long segment of pipe such as PVC, use a tool to spread a treat 

such as peanut butter on all the inside surfaces. The pipes could be suspended lengthwise with a 
longer hang chain increasing the challenge for the giraffe by decreasing stability. The length of two 
feet provides enough space inside for the tongue to be fully utilized with safe distance remaining to 
hanging hardware. If transparent pipes of the same size are available, visitors will see just how long 
the giraffe tongues can be! 

2. Faux forest: A permanent or semi-permanent element of the exhibit, the faux forest would consist of 
tall, leafless and solid trunk structures made of wood or another sturdy material. Lots of 2” diameter 
holes would be drilled into the upper half of the structures. When the giraffes are off exhibit, the 
keeper could climb a ladder and fill some of the holes with treats at random. The giraffes would 
exercise foraging behavior as they seek their treats in a different location each time 

10. Fun Facts 
a. Giraffes are the tallest living terrestrial mammal. 
b. Male giraffes have sexual interactions with other males more frequently than with females 
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