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September 20, 2013 

 

 

Ms. Kristin L. Vehrs 

Executive Director  

Association of Zoos & Aquariums  

8403 Colesville Road, Suite 710 

Silver Spring, MD 20910-3314 

 

 

Dear Kristin, 

 

My name is Judy Avey-Arroyo and in 1992 I founded, with my late husband Luis, the Sloth 

Sanctuary of Costa Rica.  I have dedicated the past twenty years of my life to help understand 

and sustain these amazing animals in Costa Rica.  Our facility is unmatched in the world as it 

relates to the research, care and knowledge of both the Bradypus variegatus and Choloepus 

hoffmanni species of sloths.  

 

We have rescued over 500 two and three-fingered sloths; 151 are permanent residents of the 

sanctuary, and presently we have ten that are infants in incubators. One hundred and two sloths 

of both species have been rehabilitated and returned to their home in the forest. Most of the 

permanent residents were infants when they arrived, and without their mother’s care and 

teaching, are unprepared for life in the forest. At this time we do not know enough about their 

habits in the wild to teach them what they need to know to be successful in the forest.  However, 

Rebecca Cliffe, a graduate student from Manchester University in the UK is spear-heading a 

long-term research project on sloths in the wild, working under Dr. Rory Wilson (Rolex Award for 

Enterprise with daily diary invention) from Swansea University. 
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In 2003, the Sloth Sanctuary formed a very important alliance with Daryl Richardson, owner of 

The Dallas World Aquarium. Over the years Daryl / DWA has played an integral part in the 

Sanctuary’s conservation and education programs, supporting our work with sloths through the 

years. Six hand-reared sloths, three Bradypus and three Choloepus, from the sanctuary are 

now at home in Dallas. Over the years, Daryl has generously provided computers, medical and 

dietary supplies to the Sloth Sanctuary. They recently had the architectural plans designed for 

our medical facility which the locals call the “Slothpital”.  

 

Our sloths that were relocated to Dallas have thrived.  The Bradypus are quite the finicky eaters 

and prefer the tender buds and leaves from the cecropia tree. The DWA imports these from 

Hawaii a few times each week and after a recent visit; I should add that their sloths are healthy 

and quite acclimated to their beautiful setting.  Children love sloths and it was very rewarding for 

me to see school children pointing and giggling at our sloths, while at the same time learning 

about their environment and what steps they can take to help out locally, such as recycling. 

 

Daryl approached me years ago about the precarious position of the Pygmy Sloth in Panama, 

when purportedly there were over 500 on the island.  I told him that unfortunately, until the 

locals embrace the fragility of the species and make an immediate and conscious attempt to 

change their cultural customs, the decline of the species is inevitable.  Undaunted, Daryl began 

working with the locals, educating them about their plight through circulars and even a book for 

the local school children.  It does frustrate me that several, well known institutions sit by idly, 

with no cohesive or contingent conservation plan while their numbers are decreasing each year 

at an alarming rate. 

 

When Daryl contacted me about his conservation discussion and plans with ANAM I was 

ecstatic and relieved. Our facility is in fairly close proximity to Bocas and I offered the full 

support of our staff for DWA’s conservation efforts in Panama.  Our veterinarians Marcelo 

Ramirez and Francisco Arroyo, along with me and Becky Cliffe were actively involved with 

DWA’s work in Escudo.  As I had suspected, the damage to the mangroves and cecropia trees 

was minimal and it did not appear that there was a food source issue for the sloths.  The 

animals that we viewed appeared quite healthy, so it is unlikely that a disease is the culprit. It is 

my opinion, and that of many other locals, that the precipitous decline of the Pygmy Sloth is 

from the actions of local fisherman who descend upon on the island each year during their 
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fishing season. For many locals, fish are their only source of income and rather than consume 

their catch, years ago they began capturing and killing this docile creature as a food source 

while on the island. 

 

Other than the Sloth Sanctuary of Costa Rica, The Dallas World Aquarium is the only facility in 

the world that has sustained a healthy population of Bradypus. ANAM has admitted publicly that 

Panama does not have the infrastructure or knowledge for such a sensitive project.   With no 

other organization in the world coming forward with a concerted conservation plan, without 

action, I am afraid the Bradypus pygmaeus will be extinct within the next few fishing seasons.  

Unequivocally, no one else in the world had a better chance at sustaining this species than The 

Dallas World Aquarium.  When Daryl called about his plans for Panama, we knew that this was 

a daunting task, but coupled with my staff and our years of experience with the Bradypus, we 

were absolutely prepared and committed to the challenge.  

 

Unfortunately, all of our work was thwarted by a few, uninformed locals who have sat idle for the 

past several years while their neighbors and relatives are on Escudo decimating these peaceful 

animals.  It is truly heart wrenching and though we departed Bocas with no sloths, we did still 

travel to Dallas as planned and were rewarded by seeing our sloths prospering and doing so 

well under the care of Daryl and his staff.  Please feel free to call or correspond if you would like 

any additional information.  If you, or a member of your staff, visit Costa Rica, please try to plan 

a visit to our facility. 

 

Kind regards, 

 

Judy Avey Arroyo 

judyaveyarroyo@gmail.com 

011 506 2750-0775 

 


