
CAREERS THROUGH MATHS: ANIMAL HANDLER

JOB DESCRIPTION

An Animal Handler is responsible for the daily care, management,  and welfare of

animals in a variety of settings, including zoological collections like ZSL London Zoo

or Chester Zoo, wildlife parks, animal rescue centres such as those run by the RSPCA,

research  facilities  (under  the  Animals  (Scientific  Procedures)  Act  1986),  and

equestrian  centres.  Their  work  environment  is  physically  demanding  and  varied,

requiring both outdoor work in all weathers and indoor work in specialised facilities

like quarantine areas or veterinary theatres. Key duties extend beyond basic feeding

and  cleaning  to  encompass  behavioural  observation,  environmental  enrichment,

assisting  with  veterinary  procedures,  maintaining  detailed  records,  and  ensuring

compliance with strict UK animal welfare legislation and industry standards.

The  role  is  deeply  practical  but  relies  heavily  on  methodical,  data-driven

approaches. For example, a handler at a UK dairy farm is not just moving cattle; they

are calculating the optimal stocking density for a barn to prevent overcrowding and

ensure animal  welfare,  which involves precise area and volume calculations.  In  a

research  setting,  a  handler  must  meticulously  measure  and record  the  dosage of

medications  based  on  an  animal's  exact  body  weight,  requiring  confidence  with

decimals  and  ratios.  This  systematic  application  of  mathematical  principles  is

fundamental to providing high-standard care.

Mathematics  is  central  to  the  role,  forming  the  backbone  of  responsible  animal

management. Handlers routinely use calculations to prepare specific dietary rations,

manage  breeding  programmes  based  on  genetic  data,  monitor  growth  rates  by



interpreting  charts  and  graphs,  and  control  budgets  for  feed  and  equipment.  A

project might involve designing a new enclosure for a group of meerkats, requiring

the handler to calculate the amount of substrate needed, the perimeter for fencing,

and the spatial requirements to meet the Secretary of State’s Standards of Modern Zoo

Practice.  This  ensures that  animal welfare,  resource management,  and operational

efficiency are all achieved through quantitative reasoning.

HOW MATHEMATICS IS USED

Ratio,  Proportion,  and  Unit  Conversion: This  is  the  most  frequently  used

mathematical  area.  Handlers  must  accurately  calculate  medication  dosages,

anaesthetic  volumes,  and  nutritional  supplements  based on  an  animal's  body

weight (e.g.,  mg per kg).  This requires fluency in converting between metric

units (grams, kilograms, millilitres, litres).  For instance, calculating the correct

amount of wormer for a flock of sheep involves determining the total weight of

the flock, then converting the dosage from the product instructions (e.g., 5ml per

50kg) into the total volume required. Similarly, preparing a balanced diet for a

primate in a zoo involves mixing precise ratios of different food types according

to a nutritionist's formula.

Geometry and Area/Volume Calculation: Enclosure design and management

rely heavily on geometric principles.  Handlers calculate the area of  a  field to

determine safe grazing levels for horses, preventing overgrazing. They compute

the volume of a kennel block to ensure adequate air circulation or the volume of a

pond  to  correctly  dose  water  treatments.  When  creating  an  enriched

environment,  they  might  calculate  the  surface  area  of  climbing  structures  for

reptiles or the cubic volume of a aviary to ensure it meets the size requirements

for the species as outlined by organisations like the British and Irish Association

of Zoos and Aquariums (BIAZA).

Data  Logging  and  Interpretation: Meticulous  record-keeping  is  a  legal  and

ethical requirement. Handlers routinely log quantitative data such as daily food

intake  weights,  body  condition  scores,  behavioural  frequencies,  and

environmental temperatures. They must interpret this data over time, often using

basic statistical concepts like averages and trends. For example, a handler might

track the average daily weight gain of hand-reared fox cubs at a wildlife hospital
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to ensure they are developing normally, comparing it against established growth

charts.

Budgeting and Financial Management: In many roles, particularly in smaller

charities  or  private  establishments,  handlers  are  responsible  for  managing

budgets.  This  involves  calculating  the  cost  of  feed  per  animal  per  week,

comparing supplier prices, and forecasting annual expenses for equipment and

veterinary care. It  requires arithmetic skills and an understanding of value for

money to operate within the financial constraints of a UK-based animal welfare

organisation.

Statistical and Analytical Methods: While advanced statistics may be handled

by  specialists,  handlers  are  involved  in  data  collection  for  research  and

population  management.  They  contribute  to  programmes  like  the  European

Endangered  Species  Programme  (EEP),  where  data  on  birth  rates,  mortality

rates, and genetic diversity is analysed using statistical models to make informed

breeding recommendations. In an agricultural context, a livestock handler might

analyse  conception  rates  or  milk  yield  data  to  inform  herd  management

decisions.

KEY SKILLS & TOOLS

Skill/Tool Application

Specialised

Husbandry Software

(e.g., ZIMS)

The Zoological Information Management System (ZIMS) is used

globally by accredited zoos, including in the UK. Handlers use it

to log animal data, which involves entering precise weights,

measurements, and medical records. The software itself uses

databases and algorithms to generate reports on family trees

and population viability, which handlers must interpret.

Weighing Scales and

Measuring Equipment

Using digital scales, measuring tapes, and calibrated containers

is a daily task. Handlers must accurately read measurements,

often to several decimal places, and record them. For example,

weighing a snake requires taring the weight of its container and

accurately logging its mass in grams for health tracking.
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Data Logging and

Spreadsheet Software

(e.g., Microsoft Excel)

Used for creating feeding charts, medication schedules, and

budget trackers. Handlers use formulas to automatically

calculate daily food totals based on animal numbers, or to track

cumulative medication doses. They create graphs to visualise

weight trends over time for veterinary review.

Environmental

Monitoring Tools

Using thermometers, hygrometers, and pH meters to monitor

enclosure conditions. Handlers must understand the scales and

ranges for different species (e.g., maintaining a specific

humidity percentage for tropical amphibians) and adjust

environments accordingly, which is a practical application of

measuring and interpreting numerical data.

Animal Training

Techniques (Operant

Conditioning)

While not a software, modern training is a science-based tool. It

involves precise timing and understanding of ratios (e.g.,

reinforcement schedules). A handler uses a clicker to mark a

behaviour with millisecond accuracy, a practical application of

quantitative timing to effectively communicate with an animal.

Communication and

Record-Keeping

Handlers must present numerical data clearly in written and

verbal reports to veterinarians, curators, and other staff. This

includes presenting weight charts, calculating projected food

orders, and explaining budget needs to management,

translating numerical data into actionable information.

Risk Assessment and

Biosecurity Protocols

Following mathematical models for disease transmission,

handlers calculate quarantine periods and implement cleaning

protocols that involve diluting disinfectants to specific

concentrations (e.g., a 1:10 dilution), applying ratio and

proportion to maintain a safe and hygienic environment.

Typical Pathway: A common entry route is through vocational qualifications, starting

with  a  Level  2  or  Level  3  Diploma in  Animal  Care,  often available  at  land-based

colleges such as Hartpury College or Reaseheath College. Strong GCSEs (or National

5s in Scotland) in Maths and Sciences are highly beneficial. Many candidates gain

essential experience through volunteering at local RSPCA centres, wildlife hospitals,

or stables. Apprenticeships in Animal Care and Welfare are increasingly available

and provide a direct pathway into the industry. Career progression can lead to senior

handler, team leader, or curator roles. Specialised roles may require further study,

such as  a  Foundation Degree or  BSc in  Animal  Science or  Zoology.  Key industry-

recognised  qualifications  include  the  Diploma  in  the  Management  of  Zoo  and



Aquarium Animals (DMZAA) for senior zoo professionals.

Industry Demand: Demand for skilled Animal Handlers in the UK remains steady,

with opportunities in the thriving zoo and wildlife park sector, an ongoing need in

agricultural and equine industries, and roles within veterinary practices and animal

welfare charities. The UK's strong focus on animal welfare standards and conservation

science  means  that  handlers  with  a  methodical,  data-literate  approach are  highly

valued. The National  Career Service highlights that  while competition for roles in

popular zoos can be high, there are specific skill shortages in specialised areas like

laboratory animal technology.

Real-World Impact: Animal Handlers are at  the forefront of  the UK's conservation

efforts, contributing directly to the success of breeding programmes for endangered

native  species  like  the  Scottish  wildcat.  They  play  a  vital  role  in  animal  welfare,

ensuring that the millions of animals kept in zoos, farms, and homes across the UK

receive scientifically-informed care. Their meticulous work supports the UK's world-

leading research institutions, contributing to studies that improve animal health and

our understanding of  species  biology,  which has a  significant  impact  on both the

economy and the nation's natural heritage.
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