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Perspectives in Conservation
Colette Adams is the Deputy Director and Chief Operating 

Officer at the Gladys Porter Zoo in Brownsville, Texas. She has 
been with the zoo for 44 years. She was interviewed by Section 
Editor Jennifer Stabile in January 2020. 

What sparked your interest in reptiles and amphibians?

I grew up in a suburb of Chicago. In terms of wildlife, my 
outdoor stomping grounds were pretty sterile. So, my idea of 
exotic wildlife at the time was a sparrow that crashed into our 
window or a cottontail rabbit that ran through the yard. I came 
from a family that didn’t particularly want to be encumbered 
with pets, so I spent a great deal of time outdoors trying to 
make friends with anything that I could catch, which was 
pretty limited. I was fascinated with earthworms and tended 
caterpillars and grasshoppers, which I kept in jars. I suppose 
that was some foreshadowing. 

When I was about 5 years old, my mother pointed out to 
me that ladybugs were “good” insects. In my five-year-old 
mind, that meant that ladybugs would be allowed in the house. 
I spent hours and hours picking ladybugs off a hedge that we 
had at the edge of our patio. I can still recall their pungent smell 
to this day. Once I had a good handful of them, I would open 
our back door and turn them loose on a white wall just inside. 
I just loved seeing all of these ladybugs crawling up the wall. I 
did that repeatedly as a child because I thought there would 
be nothing better than having ladybugs walking over all of the 
walls in our house, not realizing that they probably would like 
something to eat, and they wouldn’t find it in our house.

When I was nine, I was uprooted from my neighborhood of 
bunnies and birds and ladybugs, and my family ended up in 
Brownsville, Texas. I guess our movers got lost along the way, 
so we spent several weeks living in a hotel. It was summer and 
quite hot outside. On our way to the hotel restaurant for dinner 
one night, I spotted a toad! The first live amphibian I had ever 
seen. Losing all interest in family and food, I grabbed it with 
glee. After much protest, I reluctantly left it in a shallow hole 
under a bush outside the restaurant. Of course, after gobbling 
my dinner, I returned and found the toad was no longer 
there. The following morning, I interviewed the grounds staff, 
inquiring if they might have seen my toad. They had not, and I 
can still remember my feeling of loss! 

Eventually, our furniture arrived, and we moved into our 
new home. I guess I have always been a creature of habit, and 
I didn’t like the change. In fact, I wasn’t so sure I would ever 
get used to South Texas. The friendly fireflies I was used to in 

Illinois seemed to have been replaced by crunchy, glowing-
eyed click beetles that popped and jumped in my hand when 
I caught them. One steamy afternoon, I stooped over to rescue 
a fledgling bird I planned to adopt, and its fiercely protective 
mockingbird parents dive-bombed and shrieked at me until 
I put it down. And, walking barefoot in the grass was done at 
one’s own peril! It seemed quite hostile to me that nearly every 
tree I could play on or under sported its own lethal variety of 
thorns. In my mind, Texas was a savage place, and I wanted to 
go home.
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Fig. 1. Colette Adams (2012). 
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But then, that first summer, something magical happened. 
I woke up in the middle of the night and on my window screen, 
backlit by the moon, was the outline of a small lizard! Ahhhhh!! 
I snuck outside and grabbed it. Once secluded in the bathroom, 
I inspected my new pet. I found an empty plastic bottle and 
slipped it in, headfirst, marveling over how his sticky toe pads 
kept him from falling to the bottom. Then I tried to extract 
him by the tail… when, much to my horror and amazement, it 
broke off in my hand. I remember looking at that wiggling and 
jumping tail on the bathroom floor, and a picture I had seen in a 
book on reptiles from the Time-Life series came to mind. There 
was a little line drawing in the book, illustrating a gecko that 
had dropped its tail. So, with all of my nine years of wisdom, in 
that instant, I was convinced that my family had moved to the 
place they write books about! And I was home. 

That was really the beginning of my passion for reptiles and 
amphibians.

It sounds like you were meant to be in South Texas.

Yeah, I was out in the neighborhood looking for critters and 
catching everything that I could catch. I would walk the alleys, 
stalking whiptail lizards, and I would try to set up habitats in 
odd containers for my catch of the day. I dreamed of one day 
teaching the large Sceloporus [spiny lizard] I caught to walk 
on a leash but could never get the harness design quite right. 
Those were magical times. Everyone didn’t get it, though. Once, 
I decided to give my fifth-grade teacher a birthday present. I 
found a beautiful white cardboard cake box and filled it with 
hibiscus leaves and flowers. Then, I added the best present of 
all—a huge Sceloporus! I’ll never forget the look on her face 
when she opened it. She smiled… until the lizard popped out, 
and then there was a scream and the horrified covering of her 
mouth. Of course, I was embarrassed. My classmates thought 
I was weird. But I didn’t see why anybody wouldn’t want their 
own Sceloporus for a birthday present. So, that was kind of my 
childhood.

 
How did you turn that childhood passion into a career 
in herpetology?

In 1971, when I was in high school, the Gladys Porter Zoo 
opened not far from my house. I was babysitting for some 
neighborhood children and their mother thought it would be 
great if I would accompany them to the Zoo. When we got to the 
Herpetarium and my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I focused on 
the rows of beautiful habitats, each housing a perfect reptile. I 
thought, “This is where I need to be.” From that day forward, I 
just couldn’t wait to be old enough to work at the Zoo. 

When I turned 18, I put in an application, and I finally got a 
call from their animal health facility. I took a part-time job—20 
hours a week at $2 an hour. I “worked” from 7:30 until 11:30, just 
cleaning cages and feeding the animals. At the end of the shift, I 
swept and mopped the floors and took out the trash. Then I went 
home, feeling very fortunate. My paycheck, every two weeks, was 
exactly $80. I needed to make more money, but was biding my 
time, waiting for an opening in the reptile house. That time came 
in 1977 and I moved to a full-time job there. For over 30 years, 
the Herpetarium was my home away from home. I moved up 
slowly from keeper to head keeper to assistant curator and then 
to curator. I reluctantly moved out in 2007 when I was promoted 
to general curator (Fig. 1). 

What role do you feel the Gladys Porter Zoo played in 
natural history awareness at that time?

The Zoo had a big job to tackle in South Texas. The community 
here was made up of people with farming and ranching 
backgrounds; they had rather utilitarian views when it came to 
wildlife. Back in the ‘80s and early ‘90s, my children would ask me 
to go talk to their classes about animals and I would volunteer to 
do the whole school. I would take a handful of local herps and 
teach them to identify our local venomous snakes and how to 
tell a frog from a toad. Most of them were afraid of all reptiles, but 
they were curious little sponges (Fig. 2). Nowadays, and I would 
like to think the Zoo is partly responsible for this difference, 
school-aged kids can name our local venomous snakes, so the 
incidence of death-by-shovel, which was the fate of many in the 
past, is rare. In fact, kids today know much more about all of their 
local fauna, and they appreciate it. Our education department 
does its part and focuses heavily on endemic species.

As general curator, I began writing grants with titles like 
“Meet the Neighbors,” proposing we take the Zoo on the road 
and present about local animals at schools that either couldn’t 
afford to send their students to the Zoo or at schools that were 
a little farther away. Of course, most of what we brought were 
herps, since herps travel well in zoomobiles. I like to think that 
things have changed for the better because of our efforts. I don’t 
see kids sitting on the banks of our waterways shooting turtles 
anymore. In fact, every time I pull over to help a turtle or tortoise 
across the road, there’s a line of other cars that are stopping to do 
the same thing. So, I am pretty sure the Zoo has had a positive 
impact.

 
Speaking of positive impacts, did you have any role 
models during your early zoo days?

There was a gentleman, a retired high school biology teacher, 
who worked in the reptile house. His name was Theodore (Ted) 
Frank Beimler. At one time, Ted actually worked for Marlin 
Perkins at the St. Louis Zoo. When I was in high school, everybody 
knew that when you took biology, you had a 30% chance of 
getting Mr. Beimler as your teacher. Ted’s classes were rumored 

Fig. 2. Colette Adams introducing an Australian Blue-tongued Skink 
to schoolchildren as part of the Gladys Porter Zoo’s educational out-
reach program.
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to be a real hoot. He kept, among other things, an indigo snake 
in his classroom. I was not so fortunate to have been in his class, 
but shortly after I moved to the Herpetarium as a keeper, he was 
hired out of retirement as our head keeper. And so it all worked 
out! 

Ted had an innate respect for all creatures, and a particular 
passion for herps. He had been a student of Dr. Trigant 
Burrow, a famous medical doctor and psychologist, and 
coffee break discussions often turned to phylobiology and the 
interdependence of mankind. He never felt the need to criticize 
anyone and would explain away anyone’s poor behavior by 
noting that they were products of their past. Then he would 
just sit quietly and think. He owned very little, except tools, and 
lived in a cabin he had built himself. Ted was fascinated by the 
simplest of things and had a soft spot for water snakes. When 
Ted was in his mid-70s, he cut his own hours to part-time, and 
I became his boss. Because of who he was, this switching of 
roles made no difference to him. Ted is no longer with us, but 
he played a significant role in forming who I am today. I hope he 
somehow knows that. 

I understand you wear many hats, what are some of your 
other roles in herpetological conservation? 

I have a soft spot for Galapagos Tortoises (Fig. 3). We are 
fortunate to have a dynamic little herd of them here at the Zoo. 
My contribution to Galapagos Tortoise conservation is sharing 
what I have learned about rearing babies properly. Besides being 
the Vice Coordinator for the AZA Galapagos Tortoise Species 
Survival Plan (SSP), I am the Vice Chair of the International 
Iguana Foundation. And I am the Vice Chair of the AZA Crocodile 
Advisory Group and a member of its steering committee. This 
group focuses on promoting the conservation of crocodiles by 
serving as a resource to zoos. It also champions endangered 
species such as Orinoco, Philippine, African Slender-Snout, 
Cuban, and Siamese Crocodiles as well as Chinese Alligators, 
Tomistoma, and Indian Gharial. In addition to helping create 
sustainable populations in human care, we work to increase 
funding for in situ programs through the public education 
that comes from exhibiting these species in zoos. Finally, I am 
a member of both the IUCN-SSC Crocodile Specialist Group 

and IUCN-SSC Iguana Specialist Group, diverse international 
groups of researchers, conservationists, and biologists who 
work together to protect and preserve crocodilians and iguanas 
worldwide.

 
Your name is somewhat synonymous with crocodile 
conservation. Let’s talk crocs.

Thanks to the location of Gladys Porter Zoo, it is well-suited 
for crocodilians. Ever since the beginning, crocodiles have been 
an important part of its herp collection. In fact, one of the first 
duties I had as a reptile keeper was scooping out the paper cups 
that our visitors had thrown into our Cuban Crocodile exhibit. 
I remember thinking, as I finagled a long skimmer pole out of 
the reptile house (trying not to scratch the ceiling), that there 
probably wasn’t anyone quite as lucky as me! After all, who gets 
to start their day strategically dodging the jaws of crocodiles 
while skimming paper cups out of their water? Gladys Porter Zoo 
has always had a fine crocodile collection. In addition to Cuban 
Crocodiles, we have Orinoco Crocodiles, Saltwater Crocodiles, 
and Philippine Crocodiles, American Alligators and Cuvier’s 
Dwarf Caiman.

Philippine Crocodiles are a relatively small, feisty, athletic 
species. Very few are left in the wild and they are seldom found 
in facilities outside of the Philippines. They are listed as Critically 
Endangered and they are likely the world’s rarest crocodilian. 
We had two males that came to the Zoo in the early 70s and we 
were able to pair one of them with a small female in the late 80s. 
Interestingly, this rare little crocodile was the first species ever 
bred at Gladys Porter Zoo and we produced quite a few babies. 

I thought that since we had been so successful, we should 
share our good fortune with the Philippine government and send 
some back to the wild. So, I began international government 
communications, which at that time was kind of like putting a 
message in a bottle. There was no email and faxes didn’t always 
go through. In time, we actually did return five Philippine 
Crocodiles to the Philippines (Fig. 4). 

About that same time, the Philippine government changed 
the way they viewed their wildlife and declared ownership of 
all Philippine species outside of the country. Then came the 
lengthy paperwork process of trying to create a memorandum 
of understanding with the Philippine government to work on 
Philippine Crocodile conservation in North America. So, my 
love of Philippine Crocodiles turned into an introduction to the 
paperwork necessary in the world of conservation.

 
You have seen the evolution of zoos. How has social 
media impacted these facilities? 

Social media provides a platform to reach millions of people 
quickly and with little expense. It gives us a place to share our 
stories. Every animal in a zoo has a story. If we don’t share 
those stories with our guests, they make up their own. This is 
particularly true in an age when so many believe that animals 
are “happier” in the wild. Many of our guests simply do not 
know about the pressures wild animals face from increasing 
human populations. They don’t know that in many cases, there 
is little “wild” left. Consider the case of exhibiting geriatric 
animals. Imagine a very old sun bear that spends most of her day 
stretched out on a log in the sun. Her hair coat is patchy, and 
she certainly doesn’t prowl around the way she used to. Visitors 
see her and their first impression might be that the zoo has not 

Fig. 3. Colette Adams with part of the Gladys Porter Zoo’s herd of 
Galapagos tortoises. The zoo has a 30+ year history of successfully 
breeding and rearing these gentle giants. 
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taken very good care of her. They assume she needs more food 
and vitamins and maybe even a good grooming. She resembles 
the sun bear on the graphic only vaguely. But, if the zoo puts 
posts her “story” on social media, and places a sign at her exhibit 
that says “Grandmother Bear”—with facts about how she has 
outlived her wild counterparts by many years, and how she will 
live out the rest of her days in the comfort of her own exhibit—
understanding replaces the tendency to judge. We have a chance 
to tell the world about the work we are doing to conserve species 
and the latest happenings at the zoo. The possibilities and 
opportunities with social media are vast. It is an exciting time to 
work in the zoo field. 

What do you think makes a conservation program 
successful? 

People. Effective conservation addresses the people first, not 
as an afterthought. For instance, crocodilians are apex predators, 
and the people who are most tolerant of crocodilians are the ones 
who have historically lived with them. In the case of Philippine 
Crocodiles, there are areas in northern Luzon with very few adults 
left. The forest has been destroyed by logging and the rivers have 
been over-fished. If you want to bolster the number of crocodiles 
in that area, the people have to be convinced that good things 
will come if the crocodile population is restored. There must be 
buy-in from the community. And the conservation strategy, if it 
is going to last, must include tangible benefits for the people who 
will have to learn to live with crocodiles once again. 

I respect the way that the Mabuwaya Foundation began 
their work in northern Luzon. They held meetings with the 
locals, in rural areas where there may have only been a few 
families present. The foundation spoke about the Philippine 
Crocodile and how their presence helps keep the water system 
healthy, which in turn makes for better fishing. The Mabuwaya 
Foundation also helped them create buffer zones around the 
waterways by supplying fruit trees for planting. The community 
had a reason to protect the crocodiles, knowing that their 
families were protected and something good came from the 
crocodile’s presence. Prior to that, the loggers had cleared 
everything right to the water’s edge. So, if the crocodiles went 
anywhere, it was in somebody’s yard. 

The buffer zone eventually produced fruit. Locals were 
deputized to protect the crocodiles. Additionally, the foundation 
awarded compensation for each crocodile nest that a community 
protected. In turn, the community could build something they 
needed. I saw a basketball court that was built by consensus, 
and the concrete flooring doubled as a place to dry corn. As the 
crocodiles got larger and their numbers increased, pump wells 
were installed away from the river’s buffer zones so that water was 
available without the need to fetch water from the river’s edge. 
Unfortunately, all it takes to destroy the effort is one crocodile-
related tragedy. Conservation has everything to do with keeping 
people positive and engaged. Without the support of the people, 
there are no long-term conservation programs that prevail.

Let’s discuss a conservation program you are particularly 
proud of.

 
My role at GPZ has shifted tremendously over the years. I 

do less each day to directly care for animals and more to ensure 
species will continue to exist. So, I would have to say I am proud 
of the role I play with CrocFest. This is a grassroots fundraiser 

for crocodiles in peril that takes place twice a year in Florida. 
At present, I am one of three organizers, although I was the 
last person to join. The others are Curt Harbsmeier and Flavio 
Morrissey. And, in terms of real conservation, my involvement 
with CrocFest has likely had the highest impact. We raise money 
for researchers and conservationists working in the field. And we 
have a blast doing it!

Can you tell us more about CrocFest?

The idea of CrocFest started when Ralf Sommerlad, a 
crocodile expert from Germany, was visiting Florida to meet 
up with other crocodile aficionados in the U.S. His friend, 
Bruce Shwedick, would announce to herp folks, which are 
numerous in Florida, “Ralf is in town. Let’s get together for a 
cookout.” During a backyard BBQ with Ralf one evening, Flavio 
Morrissey said, “You know what? If we had a gathering like this, 
and everybody just brought a little money, we’d probably have 
something really great here. We could donate it to a crocodile 

Fig. 4. In 1993, the Glady Porter Zoo was able to send captive-hatched 
and raised Philippine Crocodiles back to the Philippines, where they 
were to become part of a conservation breeding program at Silliman 
University.
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conservation project.” And that is where that idea for CrocFest 
was born. 

The idea was conceived back in 2009. So, the next time 
that they got together, they brought some auction items. They 
drank some beer, ate some food, and they had fun. They raised 
$1,000 during that first event, which went to Chinese Alligator 
conservation. CrocFest really took off from there. The following 
year we raised $3,000 for Philippine Crocodiles. Fast forward to 
2017. We had a lot of fun raising money for everyone’s favorite—
Cuban Crocodiles—and we raised $48,000 at that one summer 
event. To date, we have sent over $460,000 directly into many 
different countries for crocodile research and conservation. 
The entire reptile community supports CrocFest. So do zoos, 
universities, and corporations. The event and its purpose is 
now way larger than any of us. And we have so many generous 
people that we count on to keep it going. 

  
What piece of advice could you give the next 
generations of reptile and amphibian conservationists?

Honestly, I didn’t really think that I’d ever amount to much in 
this field. When I was young, I would go to conferences and watch 
people who were giving presentations, and I thought it was all 
extremely complex. The necessary components of a conservation 
program seemed overwhelming to me. Once I quit worrying about 
my abilities and did the best I could at what I was good at, only 
then was I able to make real contributions in conservation. 

Focus on what you love. Following your passion is motivating 
and energizing. Set reasonable goals for yourself and don’t forget 
to recognize progress. Silence your judgments and be kind. When 
you get older, you will find your job is to train your replacements; 
your passion will be contagious if you find the right person. 

I often think about how privileged I am to be able to make a 
living doing what I love. From the day that I went out to skim those 
paper cups out of the crocodile pools, I knew that I was a very, very 
fortunate person to have landed in a field like this. There’s never 
been a day when I don’t think about my many blessings. 


