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There is little doubt that 2020 presented unprecedented challenges.  Some challenges were small, but 
many were large, and they were all new and frequently changing.  While I have always been proud of 
the zoo staff and their adaptability, during 2020 they demonstrated unparalleled determination and 
stamina in their efforts to continue to provide the animals with the best welfare, develop and maintain a 
safe atmosphere for the animals, guests, and themselves, and to find new and creative ways in which to 
share the zoo’s important conservation messaging with our supporters.  In addition, without 
compromising animal care, we worked to reduce our expenses where possible and partnered with our 
fundraising consultant and marketing staff to successfully raise funds to offset the loss of revenue which 
occurred during our nearly four-month closure. 
 
While many similar institutions across the country were in dire straits, the herculean efforts by Cosley 
Zoo staff paired with people’s need to get outdoors during the pandemic, provided the opportunity for 
the zoo to end 2020 in a positive financial position and still able to fulfill its mission: 
 

To create connections between people and animals that will inspire lifelong conservation of the 
natural world. 

 
As with all challenges we face, there are opportunities to learn and grow.  In the process of navigating 
the difficult year that was 2020, the zoo discovered some true “silver linings”, which included: 

• The pivot from in-person programs to virtual programming.  Our creative education staff worked 
to develop more than 130 new virtual opportunities to keep our visitors engaged.  These virtual 
opportunities will continue to be a part of our program library going forward. 

• The use of an on-line registration system for individual programs.  This allowed the zoo to more 
quickly offer new programs and attract a higher number of registrants. 

• The ability to attract program participants from a larger geographic area.  The zoo welcomed 
participants from Wisconsin, Southern Illinois, Maryland and Rhode Island. 

• The collection of more detailed data and contact information from all zoo guests via our new 
online timed-ticketing system.  This translated to the acquisition of more than 300 new donors 
who contributed in excess of $19,000, and a new audience to target market events and 
programs. 

 
There is no question that 2020 was a difficult year for everyone from a personal as well as a professional 
perspective.  However, 2020 provided the zoo with new and unique opportunities that will positively 
impact operations far into the future, and it once again demonstrated what I already knew: that our 
team is strong, dedicated, passionate, creative, and downright determined to make the zoo succeed. 

Respectfully,  
 
 
 

Susan L. Wahlgren 
Cosley Zoo Director 
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Cosley Zoo’s animal care program is centered 
around animal welfare.  Our proactive program 
for managing welfare ensures that not only are 
the animals receiving proper nutrition, living in 
clean environments and seeing veterinarians 
regularly, but also that they have mental 
stimulation, choice and control in their 
environments, and opportunities to develop 
species-specific behavior.  Regular welfare 
assessments are conducted for each animal and 
habitat at the zoo, giving us a scientific, 
objective way to analyze each animal’s welfare 
and ensure that we are providing it with an 
excellent life experience.  Our dedication to 
animal welfare is one of the factors which has 
led to Cosley Zoo’s accreditation by the 
Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA). 

 
 
 

 
Cosley Zoo has been accredited continuously by 
AZA since 2000.  AZA accreditation is known in 
the field as the “gold standard” for animal care 
and welfare, and applicants undergo a rigorous 
evaluation process when being considered for 
accreditation.  Accreditation lasts for five years 
and the application process must be completely 
restarted in each new cycle, with no preference 
being given because a facility has previously 
been accredited.   

 
Cosley Zoo last earned accreditation in 2015, 

and therefore was due for inspection again in 

2020.  Early in the year, before the COVID-19 

pandemic resulted in the closure of the zoo, 

staff worked diligently on the extensive 

application, spending considerable time 

compiling and submitting the required 

documents and preparing for the onsite 

inspection that was to take place in the 

summer. The inspection, however, along with 

those of all the other facilities applying for 

accreditation in 2020, was cancelled when the 

AZA team was unable to travel due to the 

pandemic.  Cosley Zoo’s accreditation, due to 

expire in September 2020, was extended for a 

year, and the zoo is now scheduled to go 

Animal Welfare our primary focus 

Look for the AZA accreditation logo to ensure that the animal care 
facility you are visiting meets the most rigorous standards of 
excellence. 

Conducting behavioral analyses and welfare assessments provides 
Cosley Zoo’s animal care team with scientific data used to assess 
each animal’s life experience. 
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through the onsite inspection process in the 

summer of 2021. 

 
Of course, the delay of the accreditation 
inspection was not the only challenge faced by 
the zoo team in 2020.  However, while the year 
brought challenges in many areas of zoo 
operations, one thing that never changed was 
the top-notch professional care that Cosley 
Zoo’s animals received.  As frontline workers, 
the zoo’s animal care staff continued to report 
to work each day, operating under new COVID-
related guidelines related to social distancing 
from each other and enhanced sanitation 
protocols to keep themselves, the animals and 
each other safe.  Because COVID-19 is primarily 
a disease that is transmitted from human-to-
human, there were minimal changes to the 
zoo’s animal care protocols.   

 
One of the very few adjustments involved Val, 
Cosley Zoo’s bobcat.  Because there is evidence 
that felines can be susceptible to COVID-19, 
zookeepers adjusted their procedures when 
working in the bobcat area to prevent them 
from being within 6 feet of Val.  They even 
devised a food delivery chute to use during 

training sessions, ensuring that they could 
continue the sessions while still maintaining the 
necessary distance from the cat.   
 
As we continue to learn more about COVID-19 
and the effects of the new variants, we will 
remain vigilant, assessing and changing 
husbandry techniques as necessary, so that our 
staff and animals remain as safe as possible 
under the ever-changing conditions of the 
pandemic. 

 

While the COVID-19 pandemic presented some 

challenges in the world of animal welfare, it also 

provided many opportunities for learning and 

sharing information.  In September, Zoo 

Director Susan Wahlgren was asked to speak at 

the Association of Zoos and Aquariums’ Annual 

Conference, which took place virtually.  Sue’s 

presentation was part of a panel entitled 

“We’re All in This Together: Multi-Disciplinary 

Collaboration to Maximize Animal & Human 

Health During a Pandemic”, and her portion of 

the session dealt with the unique set of 

challenges faced by small zoos during the 

pandemic.  In addition to Sue’s presentation, 

several other zoo staff members took part in 

Zookeeper Heather Christophe feeds bobcat Val his training diet 
through a chute which allows her to stand 6 feet away from him 
while feeding, reducing the risk of COVID-19 transmission. 

Lead Zookeeper and Animal Welfare Coordinator Jenny Theuman 
steadies Norwegian fjord horse Gretchen while her hoof is x-rayed. 
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various webinars and training programs that 

became much more accessible when they were 

converted from in-person to virtual during the 

pandemic, eliminating costs involved with travel 

and lodging.   

For example, zookeepers Erin Stephens and 

Christina Carlson-Haas participated in a virtual 

Ambassador Bird Welfare Workshop hosted by 

Zoo Atlanta, where they gained valuable 

information on working with birds in an 

educational setting.  Several other staff 

members also participated in virtual programs 

related to pandemic-related animal health and 

welfare protocols. 

Another opportunity resulting from the 

pandemic was a partnership with a small 

company that manufactures animal enrichment 

items.  Zoo Enrichment Lab is owned and 

operated by two former employees at another 

zoo who were laid off due to the pandemic.  

They decided to start their own enrichment 

business and inquired about beta-testing their 

products with Cosley Zoo’s animals.  In return, 

Cosley Zoo will have access to their high-quality 

enrichment items (valued at several hundred 

dollars each) at no charge. 

 

 

 

Helping to oversee the health and welfare of 

Cosley Zoo’s animals, a new veterinarian joined 

the Cosley Zoo team in 2020.  Dr. Laura Meals 

comes to Cosley Zoo with vast animal 

experience, having previously worked at 

Brookfield Zoo, Lincoln Park Zoo, the Oregon 

Department of Fish and Wildlife and 

Willowbrook Wildlife Center.  In addition to her 

work at Cosley Zoo, Dr. Meals is employed by 

Glen Ellyn Animal Hospital.  We are pleased to 

welcome Dr. Meals to the Cosley Zoo team! 

  

Dr. Meals conducts a wellness exam on one of Cosley Zoo’s Pekin 
ducks. 

American guinea hogs Chopper and Harley investigate a puzzle 
feeder donated by Zoo Enrichment Lab.  Photo courtesy of Zoo 
Enrichment Lab. 
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In 2020, despite some new challenges, Cosley 

Zoo continued its participation in the 

conservation initiatives that are a critical 

component of the zoo’s mission.   

The Blanding’s Turtle Head Start Program 

continues to be Cosley Zoo’s primary field 

conservation initiative.  Working in conjunction 

with the Forest Preserve District of DuPage 

County and several other area organizations, 

Cosley Zoo staff rear young state-endangered 

Blanding’s turtles for the first year of their lives.  

At the time of their release, the Head Start 

turtles are considerably larger than turtles 

growing up in the wild, and therefore better 

able to protect themselves from the predators 

that pose a significant threat to the Blanding’s 

population. 

In the fall of 2020, Cosley Zoo staff joined 

ecologist Dan Thompson to release 55 yearling 

turtles into a DuPage County natural area.  

Since beginning work on this project in 2001, 

Cosley Zoo staff has helped to raise and release 

more than 3,000 young turtles.  Additionally, 

the zoo houses seven sub-adult males with 

valuable genetics for use in a future breeding 

program. 

In addition to the zoo’s work with Blanding’s 

turtles, Cosley Zoo participates in large-scale 

conservation initiatives for four animals/groups 

through the Association of Zoos and Aquariums’ 

Saving Animals From Extinction (SAFE) 

programs.  SAFE programs harness the 

collective expertise of accredited zoos and 

aquariums across the country to help save 

imperiled species.  SAFE programs in which 

Cosley Zoo participates are: 

• North American Songbird – Nationwide, 

songbird populations are in jeopardy 

due to factors such as habitat loss, 

wildlife trafficking, collisions with glass, 

predation by free-roaming cats, and 

pollution.  The Cosley Zoo team works 

to protect songbirds by promoting 

citizen science initiatives which provide 

scientists with valuable information 

about factors affecting bird 

populations.  

Conservation making a difference 

After hatching, this young Blanding’s turtle will live at Cosley Zoo 
for the first year of its life before being released back into the wilds 
of DuPage County. 

The Cosley Zoo team works to protect songbirds like this 
blue grosbeak by engaging the public in citizen science 
initiatives. Photo courtesy of Eric Peterson. 
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• Vaquita – Cosley Zoo helps to raise 

awareness for this endangered porpoise 

by serving on the SAFE program’s Public 

Engagement Team.  Using social media 

and onsite activities, zoo staff educate 

visitors about the plight of the world’s 

most endangered marine mammal. 

• Monarch – The orange-and-black 

monarch butterfly is an iconic species 

that is well known for its impressive 

3,000+ mile migration.  Unfortunately, 

monarch populations have declined 

significantly in recent decades.  Cosley 

Zoo is part of a working group tasked 

with creating and protecting breeding 

habitat for monarchs.  

• American Turtles – Cosley Zoo’s Lead 

Zookeeper and Animal Welfare 

Coordinator Jenny Theuman represents 

Cosley Zoo on the steering committee 

for this SAFE program which is working 

to protect several species of turtles, 

including Blanding’s turtles.  The 

steering committee is currently 

finalizing a draft conservation action 

plan which will guide the future 

activities of the program. 

 

Cosley Zoo also works throughout the year to 

raise funds for conservation both locally and 

worldwide.  The zoo’s Coins for Conservation 

kiosk invites visitors to put their spare change 

to good use by choosing a species to donate 

towards.  In 2020, these coins added up to 

donations of $250 for red wolf conservation, 

$250 for giraffe conservation, and $313 for 

Blanding’s turtle conservation.  The zoo’s Guest 

Services staff members also ask guests if they 

would like to add donations when making 

purchases, and these donations (totaling $1,552 

in 2020) directly benefit the Blanding’s Turtle 

Recovery Project. 

 

In addition to the zoo’s active participation in 

conservation efforts, our staff also trains 

members of the public to participate in citizen 

science, a practice in which individuals actively 

contribute to scientific research by making 

observations and submitting data.   

 

In February, Educator and Teen Specialist Jackie 

Karnstedt trained 24 individuals (ranging in age 

from teenagers to adults) to take place in The 

Great Backyard Bird Count, an annual event in 

which birdwatchers worldwide make 

Monarch caterpillars require specific milkweed plants on which 
to lay their eggs.  Cosley Zoo Animal Curator Angie Dosch 
participates in the Monarch SAFE program’s working group 
tasked with protecting monarch breeding habitat. 

Cosley Zoo visitors donated $250 worth of spare change 
towards giraffe conservation in 2020. 

Cosley Zoo visitors donated $250 worth of spare change towards 
giraffe conservation in 2020. 
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observations over a single weekend to help 

scientists assess bird populations.  Seventeen of 

the individuals trained were Cosley Zoo’s Junior 

Zookeepers, who spent a collective 60 hours 

birdwatching during the event, recording 661 

sightings representing 34 species. 

 

In a typical year, Cosley Zoo also hosts two 

training sessions for potential FrogWatch USA 

volunteers.  In this program, an Association of 

Zoos and Aquariums initiative, amphibian 

monitors listen for frog and toad calls for 

several three-minute monitoring sessions over 

the course of the breeding season (February-

August).  While the 2020 training programs 

were cancelled due to the pandemic, volunteers 

associated with Cosley Zoo still submitted 33 

observations over the course of the year. 

 

Citizen science trainings are just a few of the 

opportunities hosted by Cosley Zoo which 

encourage members of the public to become 

involved in conservation efforts.  Even though 

the zoo was closed to the public for more than 

three months, Cosley Zoo still was able to 

facilitate the following initiatives: 

• Partnering with Village Tavern & Grill in 

Carol Stream to host an Eat Out to Help Out 

event benefiting the critically endangered 

pangolin. 

• Collecting cell phones and other small 

electronics for the multi-institutional 

Gorillas on the Line Recycling Program, 

which resulted in more than $2,000 being 

raised for gorilla conservation. 

• Hosting a virtual Shark Day event in August, 

allowing families to learn more about 

sharks and their conservation from their 

own homes. 

• Becoming a Challenge Sponsor for the 

Coalition of North American Zoos and 

Aquariums’ Plastic Free EcoChallenge, 

which encourages participants to make 

small changes to their daily habits to reduce 

their single-use plastic consumption.  Cosley 

Zoo’s team, with 27 participants, placed 38 

out of 205 teams in the challenge. 

• Facilitating a clean up event in which 

members of the public joined zoo staff and 

volunteers to remove debris from Cosley 

Zoo’s adopted section of Winfield Creek. 

• Initiating a Christmas light recycling 

program. 

FrogWatch USA volunteers play an important role in amphibian 
conservation by monitoring local frog and toad populations and 
reporting their observations to scientists. 

More than 100 strands of holiday lights totaling 164 pounds 
were diverted from the landfill as a result of Cosley Zoo’s 2020 
Christmas light recycling program. 
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Historically, Cosley Zoo staff has offered 

programs in a wide variety of styles to 

accommodate every learner’s needs.  Our 

education team works with audiences ranging 

from school and scout groups, teens, childcare 

facilities, senior citizens, and family groups.  We 

have conducted programs both onsite and 

offsite, in both formal and informal settings.  

Despite the variety of types of programs, 

however, until March of 2020, these offerings 

all had one thing in common; they were all 

done in person, usually with staff and visitors in 

close proximity of each other and the animals.   

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, the zoo’s 

education staff had to make significant changes 

to all their program offerings.  Where possible, 

modifications were made that allowed 

programming to continue in person under the 

guidelines of the Restore Illinois Plan.  These 

modifications changed frequently as DuPage 

County moved between different tiers of the 

plan and guidelines regarding program capacity 

were adjusted.  While the alterations to           

in-person programs were significant, they were 

minor in comparison to the transition to virtual 

programming that was also required.  For many 

groups and individuals, coming to the zoo was 

no longer an option, so the zoo’s education 

team worked to modify old programs and 

create new offerings that participants could 

access from their own homes.  Programs were 

marketed to schools, scout groups, libraries, 

and individuals and families.  The education 

team soon learned that a fringe benefit of 

virtual programming was the ability to market 

and present programs to people in a wider 

geographic area than we had reached 

previously, with participants now joining 

programs from as far away as southern Illinois, 

northern Wisconsin, and Rhode Island.  Virtual 

programs that the zoo offered in 2020 included:  

• Cosley Zoo-m Animal Chats, in which an 

educator introduces students to an animal, 

shares information, and answers questions. 

• Pre-recorded Zoo to You programs sharing 

information on topics such as insects, 

animal habitats, or animal classification. 

• Zoo-m Educational Programs, which have 

topics similar to Pre-recorded Zoo to You 

programs but involve live interaction 

between instructor and participants. 

• Problem-Based Learning Programs which 

allow students to explore a subject in detail 

through in-depth research and a creative 

project 

• Virtual Scout Programs in which a live 

instructor introduces participants to zoo 

animals virtually, and then provides them 

with activity instructions they can use at 

home to complete badge activities. 

• Individual/Family Registration Programs, 

which were developed late in 2020 to debut 

over winter break and continue into 2021.  

Some of these programs included History of 

Cosley Zoo (adults), Animal Training 

(families), Zoo Scientists (ages 8-10) and 

Biomimicry (Ages 8+). 

• The Junior Zookeepers Program, Cosley 

Zoo’s year-round teen program, formally a 

Education sharing the message 

Education Supervisor Natasha Fischer prepares for a virtual 
program with a blue-tongued skink. 
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in person experience, was modified to 

include mostly virtual components.  

• Virtual Animal Greetings for birthdays, 

holidays and other special occasions.  Live 

and pre-recorded options were available. 

 

While creating the content for these programs 

was a large undertaking, there were many other 

details that had to be considered for virtual 

programs to be offered.  New technology was 

acquired, reservation forms were created, 

leader packets for scout programs were 

developed, and confirmation material was 

produced. 

In addition to the programs listed above, Cosley 

Zoo staff worked to seek other ways in which to 

keep people connected to the zoo when they 

were not able to visit, and to gain new 

followers.  Zoo staff considerably increased the 

frequency of social media posts and saw a 

considerable increase in visitor “likes” and 

comments, especially during the period during 

which the zoo was closed.  We also created a 

private Facebook group for our Junior 

Zookeeper alumni to keep these young adults 

involved.  For current Junior Zookeepers, 

Educator and Teen Specialist Jackie Karnstedt 

worked with representatives from 11 other 

AZA-accredited zoos to develop and present a 

series of six virtual programs that were offered 

to almost 250 teens across the country.  Cosley 

Zoo staff members Heather Christophe 

(Zookeeper), Natasha Fischer (Education 

Supervisor), Amanda Rensch (Zookeeper) and 

Jenny Theuman (Lead Zookeeper and Animal 

Welfare Coordinator) served as panelists. 

 

While the majority of our 2020 programming 

took place virtually, zoo staff also offered 

modified in-person programs when allowed by 

state COVID regulations. Programs were offered 

onsite for small groups with participants 

wearing masks and social distancing, and offsite 

as well under similar conditions.  Education staff 

continued to work with Wheaton College to 

offer an opportunity for psychology students to 

train the zoo’s chickens as part of their 

coursework on behavior and learning.  Perhaps 

the largest undertaking was the reformatting of 

Spooktacular, the zoo’s annual Halloween 

event.  The new “Spooktacular Halloween 

Stroll” was a socially distanced event in which 

costumed participants arrived at staggered 

entry times to walk around the zoo, enjoying 

Zookeeper Caryn Johnson and Franklin the llama film a birthday 
greeting for a young animal lover. 

Education Supervisor Natasha Fischer (top right) participated in 
one of several virtual programs for teens nationwide.  These 
programs covered topics such as zoo careers, conservation, and 
animal welfare. 
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live animals, spooky decorations, and goody 

bags to take home. 

 

While the reinvention of programs and events 

was time and labor-intensive, it had many fringe 

benefits that were not necessarily expected at 

the onset of the process.  Virtual programming 

allowed us to reach a wider audience, appealing 

to participants in other states who would not 

have been able to attend an in-person program 

even had the pandemic not been an issue.  

Reformatting events such as Spooktacular 

provided us with new ideas which we will 

continue to use even when there are no longer 

capacity restrictions in place.  The many lessons 

learned during 2020 will continue to impact our 

education programming not just in the 

immediate future, but for years to come.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
  

Educator and Teen Specialist Jackie Karnstedt sets up a selfie station 
for guests during the reformatted Spooktacular Halloween Stroll. 
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While Cosley Zoo is best known for the animals 

residing here, the people associated with the 

zoo play as large a role in its success as the 

animals do.  From the staff members who work 

here to the volunteers who donate their time to 

the visitors who walk through the gates each 

day, each person plays a role in helping the zoo 

fulfill its mission “to create connections 

between people and animals that will inspire 

lifelong conservation of the natural world”. 

 

Two zoo staff members celebrated milestone 

anniversaries in 2020.  Marcia Fertig, who works 

in Cosley Zoo’s gift shop, celebrated her fifth 

anniversary on October 26, and Zookeeper 

Caryn Johnson marked her ten-year anniversary 

on September 3.  Congratulations, Marcia and 

Caryn! 

To promote the zoo’s initiatives, ensure an 

excellent visitor experience, and promote a 

culture of safety, the zoo has established 

several interdepartmental teams of staff 

members.  These teams achieved a number of 

accomplishments in 2020. 

• Diversity, Equity and Inclusion: This 

team created a mission statement 

(“welcoming all communities and 

celebrating diverse peoples without 

exception to inspire connections with 

the natural world”) and began 

developing a three-year strategic plan. 

• Emergency Preparedness Team: The 

team facilitated four emergency 

response drills, arranged for 

representatives from the Wheaton 

Police Department to conduct ALICE 

Active Shooter training for all zoo staff, 

and began work with other small Illinois 

zoos to create a Memorandum of 

Understanding and resource list which 

can be used to facilitate collaboration in 

the event of a large-scale emergency. 

• Animal Handling Team: This team works 

to ensure that all staff members who 

handle ambassador animals are 

thoroughly and consistently trained in 

safe handling practices and 

presentation skills. 

• Conservation Team: The Conservation 

Team facilitated recycling drives for cell 

phones and holiday lights and hosted a 

stream cleanup for members of the 

public and zoo staff.  

 

Volunteers have always been an integral part of 

Cosley Zoo’s team.  These dedicated individuals 

People making connections 

Members of the local community join Cosley Zoo staff and 
volunteers for a workday to remove litter from the zoo’s adopted 
section of Winfield Creek. 

In this pre-COVID photo, Cosley Zoo staff and volunteers pause for a 
quick break from their animal care duties. 
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help the zoo to fulfill its mission by interpreting 

zoo exhibits, assisting with animal care tasks, 

and keeping the zoo grounds free from litter.  

While pandemic-related restrictions required 

that we ask volunteers to remain at home for 

most of 2020, we continued to maintain 

relationships with them, working to keep 

volunteers connected to the zoo in preparation 

for their eventual return.  We provided 

volunteers with opportunities to participate in 

zoo programs, citizen science training 

opportunities and a pre-conference session of 

the Association of Zoos and Aquariums’ Annual 

Conference.  Some volunteers were able to 

assist from home, contributing by donating trail 

cameras to monitor animal behavior after hours 

and compiling e-mail addresses for an 

education program marketing campaign.  We 

look forward to welcoming volunteers back 

onsite in 2021 when COVID regulations allow. 

Despite operating at reduced capacity and 

being closed for several months due to the 

pandemic, Cosley Zoo hosted more than 

104,000 visitors in 2020.  The timed ticketing 

which we were required to implement in order 

to manage our capacity (which was restricted 

by the Restore Illinois Plan to 25% of our 

maximum) resulted in a more accurate 

assessment of visitor numbers, allowing us to 

obtain an exact visitor count that had not been 

possible previously.  The new ticketing system 

also provided us with information needed to 

remain in contact with our guests after their 

visit, allowing us to share information about zoo 

news, events and programs and fostering 

relationships with numerous new zoo 

supporters.   This access to visitor contact 

information also resulted in a significantly 

higher number of donations for the zoo’s fall 

and year-end appeals. 

The zoo’s visitors came from 3 countries and 40 

US states, as well as the District of Columbia 

and Puerto Rico.    Of the 104,333 visitors 

entering the zoo, 98% were from Illinois, 64% 

were from DuPage County, and 20% were from 

Wheaton.  The maps on the following pages 

show a more detailed breakdown of our 

visitors’ residency.
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Budgeted revenue for 2020 totaled $1,686,702 with actual revenue of $1,470,038.

 

Budgeted expenses for 2020 totaled $1,789,174 with actual expenses of $1,286,608.  The zoo 

experienced a net income of $183,430.   

Earned 
revenues**, 
$542,311 

Donations*, 
$57,000

Foundation 
support, 
$25,000

Earned 
revenues**, 

$587,381

Tax 
receipts, 

$1,017,321 

Budgeted Revenue Fiscal Year 2020

Donations*, 
$154,259 

Foundation 
support, 
$30,000 

Earned 
revenues**, 

$263,473
Tax 

receipts, 
$1,022,306

Actual Revenue Fiscal Year 2020

*Donations include Holiday Wish Tree, Coins for Conservation, donations through the zoo’s online ticketing system, and conservation 
donations requested at the gift shop register.  Actual revenue from donations was much greater than the budgeted amount due in large 
part to a generous donor who contributed $75,000 in operational support. 
**Earned revenues include admission fees, penny and wind machine income, animal adoptions, facility rentals, program revenue,    
    sponsorships, grants, credit card rebates and interest. 

Finance dollars and sense 

Services, 
$66,811 

Supplies, 
$209,046 

Zoo staff 
wages, 

$791,148 

Global 
wages, 

$189,035

Capital, 
$11,725

Fund 
balance 
reserve, 

$220,000

Budgeted Expenses Fiscal Year 2020

Capital, 
$6,708 

Services, 
$35,684 

Supplies, 
$127,908 

Zoo staff 
wages, 

$715,155 

Global 
wages, 

$174,501

Fund 
balance 
reserve, 

$0 

Actual Expenses Fiscal Year 2020

Contractual,
$226,652

Contractual, 
$301,409 
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To ensure that we are consistent with industry 
standards, Cosley Zoo participated in several 
studies through the Association of Zoos and 
Aquariums (AZA), including the State of the 
Industry study, Member Compensation Survey, 
and Small Zoo Benchmarks Survey. Participating 
in these studies allows us to compare our 
practices, earned revenues, and expenses with 
those of other facilities. 
 
Cosley Zoo was the recipient of several grants in 
2020, including the following: 

• A $2,000 grant from Glen Ellyn Rotary 
for the purchase of a portable PA 
system, interpretive cart, and animal 
artifacts to enhance the zoo’s 
interpretive programs. 

• A $10,000 grant from an anonymous 
donor for a new Blanding’s turtle 

sculpture in the zoo’s interactive play 
area. 

• A $5,000 grant from AZA’s Zoo and 
Aquarium All Hazards Preparedness 
Fusion Center, to be shared with three 
other small Illinois zoos, that will 
support the development of a formal 
Memorandum of Understanding and 
resource list to be utilized in emergency 
response situations. 

 
Cosley Zoo receives revenue from a variety of 
sources, including both the Wheaton Park 
District and the Cosley Foundation.  The 
following data is for Wheaton Park District 
revenue only.  Information pertaining to Cosley 
Foundation revenue may be found on page 30.

 

  

Wheaton Park District Earned Revenue Sources, 2016-2020 

Revenue Source 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020e 

Donations, 
sponsorships and grants 

$12,569 $23,538a $32,981c $66,184d $163,536 

Penny and wind 
machine 

$6,972 $6,417 $5,048 $5,220 $74 

Animal adoptions $2,169 $1,709 $1,095 $865 $1,688 

General admission $258,812 $348,853b $287,566 $278,933 $199,495 

Programs, Events and 
Rentals  

$171,468 $182,389 $194,394 $220,106 $36,808 

Cosley Foundation 
support 

$18,750 $18,750 $25,000 $25,000 $30,000 

Total revenue $470,740 $581,656 $546,084 $596,308 $431,601 
a Cosley Zoo received two AZA/Disney Nature Play Grants in 2017 for a total of $10,000. 
b The admission fee increased in 2017 from $5 to $7 for non-resident adults and from $4 to $6 for non-resident seniors.  
c Donations increased significantly due to a new donation program at the Wild Side Gift Shop point of sale and a personal contribution. 
d There was another significant increase in donations due to an increase in the previously mentioned personal contribution and several new event 
sponsorships, including one from MedExpress to host a Teddy Bear Clinic at the zoo. 
e The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a four-month zoo shutdown in 2020, which had a significant impact on many sources of revenue. 
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Established in 1986 to raise funds for the 
development of Cosley Zoo, the Cosley 
Foundation is an integral component of the 
zoo’s overall success.  The volunteer foundation 
board works diligently throughout the year to 
ensure the zoo receives the support it needs to 
grow and fulfill its mission.   
 
The Cosley Foundation board continues to 
expand and offer strong support as we look to 
the zoo’s future.  The board welcomed two new 
members in 2018.  As of December 31, 2020,   
the Cosley Foundation board consisted of: 
 
Susan Varcak, President 
Larry Kmiecik, Vice President 
Michael Benard, Secretary 
Matt Szafranski, Treasurer 
Jennifer Clark 
Phyllis Geyer 
Brandon Janowiak 
Shayne Purdue 
Larry Work 

 
The Cosley Foundation sponsors several events 
throughout the year to raise funds for capital 
projects and support operations.  In 2020, 
despite the pandemic, the Foundation hosted 
several very successful fundraisers, including 

the Virtual Run for the Animals, Cosley Classic, 
Festival of Lights and Tree Sales (which 
recognized its second-highest net revenue in 
history) and Pumpkin Fest, which garnered a 
record amount of income over previous years 
(see Cosley Foundation Net Revenue table, 
following page).   

 
Additional funds were raised through various 
avenues including retail revenue and zoo 
memberships.   

 
The Cosley Foundation continued to make 
progress with fundraising efforts, working with 
Relevant Strategies and Solutions, a 

Cosley Zoo member families 2018-2020 

 2018 2019 2020 

Number of families 662 848 618 

Cosley Foundation a path to the future 

Cosley Foundation board members join Zoo Director Susan 
Wahlgren to welcome visitors back to the zoo after an almost  
four-month closure due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Logan Underhile proudly finishes the Cosley Zoo Run for the Animals 
Kids’ Race, which took place virtually in 2020.  Photo courtesy of 
Laura Underhile. 
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management consulting firm.  When the COVID-
19 pandemic forced a months-long zoo closure 
beginning in March, the focus of our fundraising 
efforts shifted from earning capital donations to 
operational donations to help recover lost 
revenue.  Several generous supporters offered 
matching incentives during the zoo’s traditional 
year-end appeal and an additional new fall 
appeal, and the Wildlife Champions Society was 
created to recognize donors contributing a 
minimum of $1,000.   

As a result of these efforts, along with over 
$14,000 of online donations through Eventbrite, 
the zoo’s online ticket reservation system, the 
zoo experienced a record amount of donations 
in 2020. 
 
The following chart shows the amount of 
revenue gained from Cosley Foundation 
fundraisers, as well as a five-year comparison of 
funds earned.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
  

Cosley Foundation Net Revenue, 2016-2020  

Revenue Source 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020a 

Zoo Membership $23,188 $29,331 $36,462 $54,471 $34,129 

Retail Revenue $113,896 $110,653 $104,527 $110,129 $72,666 

General Donations $34,429 $27,100 $43,913 $68,149 $119,042 

Capital Donations (Renew the Zoo)b $0 $70,724c ($15,719) $14,546 $148,279 

Run for the Animals $49,763 $56,045 $64,114 $64,702 $23,239 

Cosley Classic Golf Outing $36,563 $38,646 $40,161 $39,743 $15,643 

Pumpkin Fest $9,218 $9,113 $15,717 $12,730 $16,998 

Festival of Lights & Tree Sales $99,298 $101,753 $102,188 $117,429 $113,216 

Total net revenue $369,600 $443,365 $391,363 $481,899 $543,212 

a Many areas of revenue experienced a significant decrease in revenue in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
b All expenses for both general and capital donations were taken from the gross Capital Donation proceeds.  
c In 2017, the Cosley Foundation was not actively pursuing capital donations, focusing instead on a capital campaign planning study. 
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In January of 2020, the marketing team began 
discussions about marketing and development 
goals for the upcoming year.  We organized a 
monthly calendar to outline our various 
initiatives, events and projects.  Unfortunately, 
when the pandemic hit and the zoo was forced 
to temporarily close, the marketing plan was 
put on hold.  As we prepared to reopen the zoo, 
the marketing focus turned to creating 
announcements and designing signage related 
to ticketing and COVID-19 safety protocols and 
guidelines.  
 
Every year, our objective is to have a 
comprehensive plan that focuses on sharing the 
Cosley Zoo story and driving attendance 
through public relations, email marketing, social 
media and online and print media.  
 
In 2020, we continued to provide the 
community with information on conservation 
initiatives and animal care, while also sharing 
information related to COVID-19 effects on zoo 
operations, including ticket reservations,  
changed/reformatted special events and the 
increased need for financial support.   

 

 
We issued a total of 3 press releases, 
distributed 40 email blasts and designed 407  
 

 
social media posts.  Email marketing has proven 
to be one of our top methods of marketing due 
to our targeted subscriber data base, as many 
have individually opted in to receive our 
communications. The average open rate is 29% 
and click through rate of 11%.   
 
Our social media engagement continues to be 
effective as facebook reached over 162,000 
people and Instagram reached 2,300 people in 
2020.   

 
Additional marketing highlights in 2020 
included: 

• Creating direct mail and email 
promotions for area schools, childcare  
centers and park districts to promote 
virtual programming.   

• Printing signage for zoo displays. 

• Featuring zoo programs and events in 
the quarterly Wheaton Park District 
digital program guide. 

• Promoting fundraisers including the 
Virtual Cosley Zoo Run for the Animals, 
Mike Williams Cosley Classic Golf 
Outing, and an online auction, all of 

Marketing communicating our vision 

Wheaton Park District’s marketing team worked with zoo staff to 
create signage alerting guests to COVID-related changes to their zoo 
experience.  

Cosley Zoo’s 2020 social media photos prominently featured staff 
and visitors wearing masks, encouraging guests to demonstrate safe 
behaviors during the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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which benefitted the Cosley 
Foundation. 

• Distributing three Cosley Tails e-
newsletters highlighting various 
animals, staff members and 
conservation efforts.  In 2019, 
newsletters were direct mailed and 
included a donation envelope.  Due to 
pandemic-related budget cutbacks in 
2020, we elected to only produce digital 
newsletters in 2020 and moving 
forward into 2021. 

• Participating in an interview regarding 
the zoo’s re-opening with Naperville 
Community Television (NCTV-17).  

• Producing a re-opening video for guests 
to view before their visit that helped 
them to navigate the numerous 
changes to the zoo experience. 

• Highlighting event and daily activity 
messages on the television screen 
displayed in the Wild Side Gift Shop. 

• Posting news, photos and program 
information on social media.  Facebook 
followers increased to 20,000 from 
18,000 in 2019.  Instagram followers 
increased to 2,500 from 1,210 in 2019.   

• Maintaining profiles and links from 
various advertisers such as kidlist.com, 
timeout.com, yelp.com, 
chicagoparent.com, and 
discoverdupage.com. 

• Continuing our profile presence on 
yelp.com.  The page received a slight 
decrease in user views, down to 2,300 
as compared to 3,000 in 2019.   

Cosley Zoo’s website, cosleyzoo.org, continues 
to see an increase in visitation. In 2020, the zoo 
had 229,882 unique visitors as compared to 
165,253 in 2019. 
 
The top five frequented pages were: 

1. Homepage: 152,937 
2. /plan-your-visit/tickets/: 79,788 
3. /plan-your-visit/: 36,494 
4. /event-calendar/festival-of-lights-and-

tree-sales/: 27,893 

5. /plan-your-visit/fees-reservations/: 
22,216 

 
The top 10 referral sites were:   

1. facebook .com 
2. mykidlist.com  
3. hedgehogworld.com  
4. timeout.com  
5. chicagoparent.com  
6. alittletimeandakeyboard.com  
7. discoverdupage.com  
8. duckduckgo.com  
9. wheatonparkdistrict.com  
10. eventbrite.com  

 
Mobile devices are still representing a high 
majority of users at 62% as compared to 57% in 
2019. 
 
The collage on the next several pages highlights 
various ads, signage, eblasts, and other graphics 
created for Cosley Zoo in 2020. 
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