GEORGIA AQUARIUM: KEEPERS OF THE DEEP
– Documentary Reveals How Scientists, Engineers and Veterinarians Are Managing the Largest Aquarium in the World –

In November 2005, Bernie Marcus, philanthropist and co-founder of retail giant Home Depot, opened the doors to the Georgia Aquarium in Atlanta. Measured by water volume at more than eight million gallons, with 550,000 square feet — and 120,000 fish and animals — the Georgia Aquarium is the largest in the world.

GEORGIA AQUARIUM: KEEPERS OF THE DEEP goes behind the scenes to see how scientists, engineers and veterinarians are creating and managing this “aquarium of aquariums,” located nearly 300 miles inland from the nearest ocean. The program illustrates how medicine, biology, zoology, nutrition, environmental science and engineering each play a vital role in the management of the aquarium. The program, airing on PBS Sunday, November 5, 2006, 10:30-11:00 p.m. ET (check local listings), also highlights aquarium residents, including whale sharks, beluga whales and a couple of spunky California sea otters named Oz and Gracie. 
Michael Britt, writer and producer of GEORGIA AQUARIUM, had the unique opportunity to direct his crew in shooting the documentary before the facility was opened to the general public.

“For the production crew to be able to stand and watch these animals while listening to the wonderful music especially composed for the Ocean Voyager exhibit with no other people around was truly a spiritual experience,” Britt says.
To fulfill the grand vision of opening an aquarium in a short time, Marcus assembled a team of experts that includes Georgia Aquarium executive director Jeff Swanagan, who came from the Florida Aquarium; Bruce Carlson, vice president, Education, Conservation & Exhibits, who came from the Waikiki Aquarium in Hawaii; and Ray Davis, vice president, Zoological Operations, who came from Sea World in Florida.

One of the first considerations for the aquarium, as GEORGIA AQUARIUM reveals, was its design. Because the animals come from around the world and each ocean body has a different chemical makeup, aquarium designers had to create multiple ocean exhibits that simulate their natural environment.

“We want to talk about the animals and their place in our world, and how we relate to that, and what are the things that we can do to help them succeed, because we need the biodiversity, within our environments, for the health of the planet,” Ray Davis says.

GEORGIA AQUARIUM: KEEPERS OF THE DEEP explores the practice of animal husbandry and how designated teams of scientists, engineers and veterinarians work around the clock, seven days a week to care for the aquarium’s growing population of animals. 

“The main focus of the husbandry staff is two-fold,” says Tim Binder, director of husbandry. “One is making sure that the animals are happy and healthy and thriving, and number two is making sure that our exhibits are ready and presentable to the public.”

Food preparation and diet administration are aspects of animal husbandry that continue throughout the day and require innovation, as the program illuminates in a feeding session with whale sharks. 

Feeding time provides opportunities to work one-on-one with the animals on environmental enrichment activities, such as playing with toys, that stimulate them mentally. Two of the aquarium’s most playful residents, shown during a game of toy retrieval, are Oz and Gracie, a pair of California sea otters. Sea otters were on the brink of extinction, but as GEORGIA AQUARIUM explains, Oz and Gracie are a testament to survival.

GEORGIA AQUARIUM: KEEPERS OF THE DEEP reveals how routine observation and care of the animals sometimes require extraordinary efforts as veterinarians seek new ways of doing things when there is no textbook answer. Viewers see how doctors and biologists work with specialized design elements and equipment to give animals such as beluga whales the care they need and study them in ways impossible in the wild. Beluga whales are the most tracked of any marine mammal species, yet scientists know little about them. The work of the Georgia Aquarium and other facilities is starting to change that.

Viewers will also learn about the important role the aquarium plays in teaching visitors about the relationship between humans and the well being of the planet’s sea life.

“We don’t want it to be a trivial menagerie of animals,” Bruce Carlson says. “We really want to have people engaged with these animals, learn more about them and go away saying, ‘I really think the ocean’s special.’ I think if we can start to achieve that, we’ll have really made it.”
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