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Foreword

Animals enrich our planet and our lives with the power to inspire us, heal us, sustain us, and — by teaching us about the world and ourselves — make us more human. They are a vital part of the web of life on Earth upon which all of us depend, and it is essential not only to protect the remarkable creatures with whom we share the planet, but to teach today’s young people to value and preserve this rich legacy for future generations.

In the face of what experts are calling a “Sixth Mass Extinction,” with animal species disappearing so fast that two-thirds of all wild animals could be gone by the end of the decade, today’s zoos, aquariums, and conservation centers have become modern day arks of hope for many species.

These institutions serve not only as vessels to safely house and help sustain populations of critically endangered animals, but perform rescues of wild creatures, and fund thousands of conservation projects. Perhaps equally important, they play a critical role in serving as vital ambassadors for wildlife, introducing millions of people to and helping them care for these unique creatures.

After all, people won’t protect what they don’t love. And they can’t love what they don’t know.

To help preserve and ensure that these treasured creatures are well cared for, American Humane, the country’s first national humane organization and the largest certifier of the welfare of animals in the world, launched the first-of-its-kind American Humane ConservationTM program. This global effort works to help ensure the welfare and humane treatment of the millions of remarkable and endangered creatures living in zoos, aquariums, and conservation centers, as well as shine a light on the leading institutions that have voluntarily stepped forward to meet and regularly verify rigorous, science-based standards of care created and backed by many of the most iconic names in science, animal welfare, and the conservation field.

In this series of grade-appropriate books aimed at teaching the value of humane conservation, we seek to introduce children to the amazing animals — from wily wolves to endangered elephants to a penguin with a problem — who share and enrich our world, and the critically important work that is being done to help them survive.

Through these stories it is our goal to help build a new generation of ambassadors and advocates for unique and endangered animals. Most of all, as they read these colorful, engaging stories and develop key literacy skills, we hope to nurture in our children a love of the remarkable animals with whom we have shared the world since time immemorial and inspire them to help preserve and protect those creatures in all their splendor, richness, and variety. If we can do this, we will have fulfilled the purpose of these books . . . and our historic mission.

~Dr. Robin Ganzert,
President and CEO of American Humane
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Nickel’s Reef

Knock, knock, knock.

Michelle Sattler taps on the edge of the platform three times and waits. Soon she sees ripples in the water. Then Nickel, a green sea turtle, pokes up her head.

Michelle reaches out and pats Nickel’s wide shell. The sea turtle swims closer, ready to eat her lunch.

Michelle has taken care of Nickel since 2003. That’s when the turtle came to live at Shedd Aquarium in Chicago. She had deep cuts in her shell from being hit by a boat where she used to live, in Florida.

After a turtle is hit by a boat, it may have trouble swimming the same way as other turtles. The doctors at the animal hospital in Florida helped Nickel get better, but now the way she swims makes it unsafe for her to live in the ocean.
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When Nickel arrived at Shedd Aquarium, the veterinarians examined her closely. They took an X-ray and discovered something strange in her throat. It looked like a coin!

The doctors used a small grabber tool to remove it. It was a 1975 nickel, and that’s how Nickel got her name. Ever since, Nickel has been a healthy and active turtle, even though she still swims funny — with her head down and her bottom up.

Nickel’s home now is the Caribbean Reef habitat at Shedd. She shares the habitat with several hundred other reef animals, such as stingrays, parrotfish, and eels.

When Michelle and other animal care staff members call Nickel, she usually comes right away. They teach her how to help them care for her by showing her how to position her body. She learns quickly through positive reinforcement, which means she gets a reward whenever she does a certain kind of behavior. For instance, Nickel has learned to recognize a shape or target that is only used for her caregiving. It’s a yellow circle with black stripes. Through training, Nickel has learned to swim onto a special platform. The platform lifts out of the water so she can be weighed regularly. She weighs nearly 200 pounds. That’s more than many grown-up people! Whenever Nickel swims to her target or onto the platform, she gets a reward.

What kind of reward does Nickel get? Often it’s food: usually a piece of a sushi roll — without fish — made for her each day. The staff members who prepare the food start with a slab of gel that is filled with vitamins and other nutrients Nickel needs. They wrap it with nori, or seaweed, just like sushi. Then they wrap it in lettuce leaves. Then they roll it again with more nori. They cut the roll into small round slices and serve them to Nickel one by one during her training sessions.

Nickel likes to eat so much that she sometimes tries to steal a snack when it’s feeding time for other animals in the Caribbean Reef.
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