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2024 CONTRIBUTION TO COMO PARK ZOO & CONSERVATORY

TOTAL CONTRIBUTION | $2,215,107
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When Como Friends was founded, polar bears lived in a cramped concrete space—
today, they’re thriving in a naturalistic habitat with a splashy saltwater pool and state-
of-the-art animal care resources.

When Como Friends formed, the historic Zoo and Conservatory were separate
entities, supported by four different nonprofits and docent groups—today, they’re
united by a single entry point, a shared vision, and a nonprofit fundraising part-
ner that’s invested over $52 million in donations from individuals, corporations, and
foundations and has leveraged an additional $50 million from the Minnesota State
Legislature through its advocacy work.

Look in every direction on your next visit to Como Park Zoo & Conservatory and you'll
see there’s not a corner that hasn’t been elevated and improved by the thoughtful
stewardship of Como Friends. From the operant conditioning animal training that’s
MARJORIE MCNEELY CONSERVATORY. . fuvt. o ottt : made Como Zoo a national leader in humane animal care, to major capital improve-
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ata Part ’ resources were first made possible with the support of Como Friends, and the grow-
‘enhous.e Shace Renzcenomi R W o AUSEEEEEEE T LA ing community of generous donors who have trusted us with their support.
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extraordinary things are possible when we come together around a shared vision.
................................................................ And working closely with generous donors like you, we’re confident that Como’s wild
........................................................ and precious plants and animals will have the resources they need to thrive, while
inspiring our visitors with the wonders of nature.
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The nonprofit that One of Como Friends’

became Como Friends  first major gifts gives the

is formed. Conservatory a new
name: the Marjorie
McNeely Conservatory.

2005

The historic Zoo and
Conservatory unite
through the new Visitor
Center and Tropical
Encounters, the immer-
sive rainforest habitat.
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As she prepares to retire, founding President
Jackie Sticha looks back at Como Friends’
long list of accomplishments

Como Friends was just an idea when Jackie Sticha first heard about
the new fundraising organization forming in 1999 on behalf of one
of the Twin Cities’ most iconic institutions. “What drew me is that
this was a brand new organization with some really big plans, she
says. “What brought people together was a deep love for what Como
meant to the community, the passion and knowledge of the Zoo and
Conservatory staff, and our shared vision for what could make Como

even better”

The long-tenured president of Como Friends, Sticha has man-
aged a 25-year to-do list that has transformed Como Park Zoo &
Conservatory for the 21st century. Since the organization’s found-
ing in 2000, Sticha has led annual fundraising strategy, advocacy
initiatives, and three successful capital campaigns that have contrib-
uted $52 million toward the historic Como Zoo and the Marjorie
McNeely Conservatory, leveraging an additional $50 million in
state funds made possible through Como Friends” advocacy work.
The infusion of new funding into Como’s century-old campus has
had a remarkable impact, creating new classroom space and educa-
tion programs that serve thousands of visitors every year, unveiling
cutting-edge habitats, and cultivating gorgeous new gardens, all while

protecting the free admission that Como’s community values.

“Unveiling the Visitor Center, Tropical Encounters, the new Fern
Room and the Orchid House in 2005 was the real turning point,
because it brought the historic Zoo and the Marjoric McNeely
Conservatory together with a shared entrance and a shared mission,”
Sticha says. “It was also the first visual demonstration of what the
future at Como would look like” Since then, Como Friends has
led the charge on two additional capital campaigns, one for Como

Harbor, and another to create Polar Bear Odyssey and The

Ordway Gardens. Como Friends also secured the major gift that renamed
the Marjorie McNeely Conservatory, and a $1 million endowment to
create a permanent source of support for the Charlotte Partridge Ordway

Japanese Garden.

During Sticha’s tenure, Como Friends finished each fiscal year with an op-
erating surplus and increased the annual contribution to Como Park Zoo
& Conservatory. Como Friends’ steady growth created a dependable source
for Como’s annual operations and ongoing improvements. When pub-
lic funding for Gorilla Forest was threatened, Como Friends expanded its
profile to include advocacy work, joining Como each legislative season to
support the campus’s role as both a community asset and an economic pow-
erhouse that welcomes nearly two million visitors each year—the largest
audience for any cultural institution in the state. Como Friends also successful-
ly diversified its revenue streams with a mix of popular fundraising events like
Bouquets, Sunset Affair, and Como After Hours; strong relationships with
foundations and corporate funders; growing individual giving programs; and

a successful gift shop operation, Garden Safari Gifts.

“Being at a job for 25 years is a long time, but I've never been bored because
Como is so dynamic, with living animals and gardens that are always chang-
ingand evolving,” says Sticha. “Between our staff, our board, and our donors,
there are so many wonderful people connected to Como. It’s been an honor
working with them, and working together for something that is so meaning-

o »
ful to our community:

“ Como Friends’ success, stability, and growth are due in large part to
Jackie’s leadership,” says Andy Davis, chair of Como Friends’ board
of directors. “Over 25 years, Jackie’'s commitment to Como has been
steadfast. She has built deep relationships in our community, helped
articulate a clear vision for the future, and has strengthened virtually
every facet of Como Park Zoo & Conservatory. If you look around the
campus it’s clear that Como Friends’ impact over the last 25 years

has been transformative. 99

—Andy Davis, Como Friends Board Chair

2008

New classroom space
allows Como's education
programs to expand six-
fold, making conservation
and environmental stew-
ardship the focus for field
trips and family programs.

2010

Polar Bear Odyssey
opens, marking the
tuming point toward
more naturalistic outdoor
habitats for animals.

2012

When public bonding for
Gorila Forest is threatened,
Como Friends steps up as
an advocate for Como’s
economic impact and
cultural importance.

2013

Paid for entirely by
contributions to Como
Friends, the new
Ordway Gardens wing
highlights Como’s
outstanding Japanese
horticultural resources.

2017

Como Friends launches
Conservation Champions,
sending Como’s professional
zookeepers and horticulturists
out in the field, sharing their
expertise with conservation
organizations, and retuming
with new insights to share with
Como Visitors.

2020

During the pandemic pause,
Como Friends’ funding
ensures stable operations
for Como Park Zoo &
Conservatory, as wel as a
new strategic plan for
education focused on pro-
moting empathy for animals
and plants.

2022

The new $21 milion
Como Harbor opens,
reimagining the Sparky
Show tradition for a
whole new generation
of young visitors.

2024

Como Friends reaches
amajor fundraising
milestone, having secured
more than $50 million in
private donations, while
leveraging more than $50
milion in public funding to
support Minnesota’s most
visited cultural destination.



“ Accessibility can’t begin and end with Como’s free admission. We also
need to make sure that when folks get here, they can experience
everything Como has to offer. Having signage in multiple languages,
ADA-accessible doors that work throughout the zoo, and improved ramps
and repaving is important for everyone who visits. One of the things | like
seeing in the Sunken Garden is that families don’t have to separate now,
leaving behind a relative who might have trouble with the stairs. With the
new ramps, the whole room is accessible, and gives families the chance to
immerse themselves and experience Como all together. , ’

—Laura Wake Wiesner, Visitor Services & Interpretive Programs Manager

2024 Annual Report 161 comofriends.org

stewarding acce'ssibility | AN EVEN WARAQ&R WELCOME
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Open every day of the year, and always free to every visitor, there are
few destinations as inviting as Como. And thanks to your support,
Como’s more than 1.9 million visitors in 2024 found even more re-
sources to access, discover, and appreciate throughout Como Zoo and

the Marjorie McNeely Conservatory.

Water Garden Renewal | Como’s ever-popular Victoria water
platters made a long-awaited return thanks to pool and plumbing
repairs provided by your contributions to Como Friends. One of
the most Instagrammable locations on Como’s campus also got a
Minnesota makeover, with native aquatic plants that connect Como

visitors to the wonders of the North Star State’s woods and waterways.

New Pathways | The Charlotte Partridge Ordway Japanese
Garden was made for meandering, but with rocky pathways prone to
washing out, accessibility was becoming a problem for many visitors.

To solve it, support from a Como Friends donor helped pave the

\

way with sturdier, stroller- and wheelchair-accessible asphalt that
visitors will see this spring. With new ramps also installed in the
Sunken Garden this year, and a smoother approach between the
Visitor Center and the Primate Building, your contributions are
helping to ensure that no corner of Como’s historic campus is

off-limits for visitors with mobility challenges.

Privacy Pods | Como is such a busy place, it’s not always possible to
find a quiet bench for nursing newborns. But thanks to a new lactation
pod in the gateway between the Fern Room and the Palm Dome, young
families can always find comfort and privacy as they tend to the needs

of breastfeeding babies.

Bathroom Inclusion Project | With a core audience of young
families, bathroom breaks also got a glow-up in 2024. Como’s public
restrooms are now equipped with step stools and Koala Seats to help

make trips to the bathroom a little easier for kids and their caregivers.
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With more than 1,000 animals of every shape, size, and species, caring
for the diverse health demands of Como Zoo’s animal ambassadors
is a never-ending project. From vaccinations for tiger cubs Maks and
Marisa to hoof care for Ivy the giraffe, your support equips Como
Zo0's dedicated keepers and veterinarians with the tools and resources

they need to keep the animals you know and love healthy and curious.

On-Site Vet Team | When zookeepers noticed that Mumford the
lion was suffering from frequent nosebleeds, it was time to see the
doctor—a process made much simpler thanks to Como Zoo’s new
on-site veterinary team. Supported by your contributions, this new
approach to animal care helps to minimize stress for animals and
allows veterinarians and keepers to collaborate more closely, manag-
ing multiple procedures to make the most of the time animals may

have to be under anesthesia.

Behind-the-Scenes Bonding | With the arrival of tiger cubs
Maks and Marisa, Como’s large cat keepers promoted trust and pro-

tected the bond between Bernadette and her twins by giving the

-

threesome both the quiet time and the enrichment experiences that

curious young cats need.

Orangutan Camera | With a troop of orangutans that are always
up to something, Como Zoo’s primate keepers can now monitor the
action with new cameras that give them a view of the great apes when
they’re outdoors. Investments like this allow keepers to deliver great

care, while encouraging animals to live their best lives.

Animal Care and Welfare Supplies | Two of the oldest polar
bears in North America, roommates Nan and Neil get tender
loving care from their keepers at Polar Bear Odyssey. In 2024,
Nan got a top-to-bottom health workup to help her stay fit and
feisty. Your support for Como Friends helps to ensure that Como
Zoo’s keepers and veterinarians have everything they need to
support cutting-edge health care, including improved lighting,
scales, feeding supplies, life support equipment, and enrichment

to keep animals of all ages fit and thriving.
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stewardifiaanimal care | ELEVATING ANIMAL CARE = & v

‘ ‘ Cats are very observant, so when tiger cubs Maks and Marisa noticed
their mom Bernadette was a little uneasy seeing us at the beginning,
they hung back and took it all in. But now Marisa gets so excited about
being fed that she lets out the cutest little scream. The two of them are
just incredibly adorable. 99

—Jill Erzar, Senior Keeper
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“ Within my first week here, every staff member | met apologized for
gushing and going on about what they’re interested in, whether that’s
staghorn ferns, or carnivorous plants, or orchids. That enthusiasm is
why the plants here are so beautiful and well cared for, and | think the
passion that people who work here have for plants evokes something
in visitors as well. ’ ’

—Ray Watson, Marjorie McNeely Conservatory Horticultural Curator
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From the Minnesota Garden that greets visitors at Como’ front door,
to the beautiful bromeliads that shelter under the Palm Dome, nearly
every plant you see on Como’s campus got its start in the Marjorie
McNeely Conservatory’s 30,000 square foot growing range—seeds,
bulbs, and plugs all brought to life behind the scenes. Your contribu-
tions to Como Friends are critical to this growth pattern, providing
Como’s talented team of horticulturists with the tools and resources

they need to bring it all into full bloom.

Native Species | When bison roamed what’s now Minnesota,
they thrived in the oak savanna, a lost ecosystem Como horticultur-
ists have been recreating around the campus. Paid for with contribu-
tions to Como Friends, little bluestem and blazing star are now some
of the featured plants inside and surrounding Como Zoo’s bison hab-
itat. The Minnesota Garden is also being reimagined with the phased
planting of a host of new native plants like rattlesnake master, prairie
dropseed, false indigo, and prairie alumroot. Highlighting prairie and

oak savanna plants helps to teach visitors about landscapes that pro-
ak pl help h bout landscapes that p

N 523

mote pollinators and other wildlife, while healthy native plants are also

more drought tolerant, strengthening Como’s climate resilience.

Palm Pruning | The brighter feel of the Marjorie McNeely
Conservatory’s historic Palm Dome is all thanks to an extensive tree
pruning project supported by Como Friends in 2024. Older palm trees
in danger of breaking through the glass cupola were removed, while
horticulturists rebalanced the design of the room with a beautiful un-

derstory of bromeliads and orchids.

Natural Habitat Upgrades | Plants and animals belong together,
and your support helped put down new roots in several habitats. Como
Zoo's orangutan, hoofstock, giraffe, and Dall sheep got new shade trees;
the bird yard patio is now bordered with arborvitae; and the crowned
cranes and nyala are now enjoying a new boma. Como Friends funding
also helped purchase new oak and honey locust plantings that will im-

prove Como’s canopy for years to come.
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With nearly 46 percent of visitors under the age of 18, Como Park
Zoo & Conservatory has long been Minnesota’s conservation class-
room, teaching nearly 800,000 school-age visitors about the life-giv-
ing connections between animals, plants, and people. In 2024, your
contributions to Como Friends deepened that commitment to youth

development, ensuring the next generation stays connected to nature.

School Partnerships and Scholarship Programs | Como
resumed its free field trip program with St. Paul second grade class-
rooms, offering free transportation and classroom programs to our
closest school partner. Como Friends also supported scholarship pro-
grams and a new sliding fee scale for summer camps, ensuring that ev-

eryone has access to exceptional educational opportunities at Como.

Curriculum Updates | With a growing focus on fostering empathy
with animals and plants, and more individual storytelling about the an-
imals in Como’s care, Como’s education programs are all about encour-

aging visitors to make a more personal connection to the natural world.

¥

Your support provided the education department with funds to purchase

new interpretive tools and biofacts to pair with the new curriculum.

Right Track | Unpaid internships and volunteer gigs have often been the
path to careers in animal care, but through St. Paul's Right Track program,
Como is helping youth from cost-burdened households access career-
building opportunities through paid part- and full-time apprentice
programs on Como’s campus. Your support helped to pay for uniforms,
sturdy work boots, and other tools that Right Track’s nine zookeeping

and four horticultural apprentices need to be successful on the job.

School Bus Scholarship Fund | With transportation costs that have
nearly doubled since the pandemic, Como Friends funding helps to ensure
that busing costs aren’t a barrier. Your support makes it possible for up to 30

classrooms to visit Como for field trips and environmental programs.

Nature Walk | Thanks to your support, Nature Walk volunteers
connected with 36,092 visitors, most of them younger children, role

modeling the ways that caring about conservation is cool.
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44 The overall curriculum of Nature Walk really does inspire a love for
natural science in any capacity, and learning about animals and
plants and being able to share that with people was really exciting.
| know it really cemented conservation in my mind as something |
want to continue doing. 99

—Wally Hlavac, former Nature \Walk Volunteer
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