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Jacksonville Zoo and Gardens Announces Executive Director Retirement 

Longtime zoo executive, Tony Vecchio, to retire in early 2022 

 

Jacksonville, FL. (October 6, 2021) —Jacksonville Zoo and Gardens announced today that Tony Vecchio, 

Executive director, plans to retire in early 2022.  The Board of Directors has hired executive search firm, 

DHR International, for Vecchio’s replacement.  Vecchio will continue to serve as Executive Director until 

a successor is identified and will work closely with the Board to ensure a smooth transition. 

Tony Vecchio started Jacksonville Zoo and Gardens in 2009, yet his 45-year zoo career began as a 

teenager at Pittsburgh Zoo where he worked in food service.  Vecchio also held positions at Riverbanks 

Zoo, Zoo Atlanta, Roger Williams Park Zoo, and Oregon Zoo where the zoo achieved record attendance 

in nine of his eleven years as Executive Director.   

“On behalf of the Board of Directors, the leadership team, and employees, we want to thank Tony for 

his leadership and impact during his tenure.  Most recently, Tony has been instrumental in guiding 

Jacksonville Zoo and Gardens through the COVID-19 closure in 2020 and the recovery since reopening,” 

said William Rowe, Board Chair.  “Tony has been a mentor to many, and his influence leaves an indelible 

mark on Zoo employees.  We admire him not only for his strategic leadership, but also for his devotion 

to animal and plant health, protection, and conservation at the Zoo and around the world.” 

“Leaving after more than 12 years is bittersweet for me.  I love coming to work every day.  Working for a 

committed Board of Directors and alongside a dedicated, passionate staff has made this job more fun 

and rewarding that I would have ever dreamed possible,” said Vecchio.  “But, after spending my entire 

life working to save wildlife and wild places, I am eager to travel the world to see and experience the 

nature that I love so much and worked so hard to save.”   

Vecchio faced his biggest challenge of all during the COVID-19 pandemic that closed the Zoo and 

threatened the future of many zoos and aquariums across the globe.  Committed to retaining staff 

employment, he worked with local government and the Zoo’s leadership team to advocate for federal 

support while leading the Zoo with empathy, hope, and care.   

### 



  

Vecchio continues to chase bold dreams with the recently announced a five-year $50 million capital 

campaign renovation to improve education and global conservation and broaden the care of critically 

endangered species with a wellness-inspired habitat for Florida’s beloved manatees.  

“Throughout my zoological career I have worked with exceptional teams who drive my passion for big 

and audacious dreams.  The capital campaign to expand Jacksonville Zoo and Gardens is one of those 

dreams.  I look forward to watching the Zoo become the very best zoo in the country,” said Vecchio. 

Vecchio holds a Master of Science, Biology, from the University of South Carolina and a Bachelor of 

Science, Environmental Resource Management/Wildlife Conservation from Penn State University.  He is 

a member of the board of director of Visit Jacksonville and a previous member of the American 

Association of Zookeepers; Animal Behavior Society; American Society of Society of Primatologists; 

International Bear Biology Association; Society for Conservation Biology; American Mammalogists, and 

the American Federation of Herpetoculturists.     

 

 
About Jacksonville Zoo and Gardens 

 

For over 100 years, the Jacksonville Zoo and Gardens has aimed to inspire the discovery and appreciation 

of wildlife through innovative experiences in a caring environment. Starting in 1914 with an animal 

collection of one red deer fawn, the Zoo now has more than 2,000 rare and exotic animals and 1,000 

species of plants, boasting the largest botanical garden in Northeast Florida. The Jacksonville Zoo and 

Gardens is a nonprofit organization and a portion of every ticket sold goes to the over 45 conservation 

initiatives Jacksonville Zoo and Gardens supports around the world, and here in NE Florida. JZG is proud 

to be an accredited member of the Association of Zoos and Aquariums. For more information, visit 

jacksonvillezoo.org. 

 

 


