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t’s not often that an actor’s job
consists of rubbing shoulders
with crocodiles, snakes, tortoises,
tigers and elephants on a daily
basis. But for Michael Balk – one
of the presenters at Australia Zoo – it’s
just another day at the office. Balk’s job
consists of presenting informative animal
shows around the park, including the
popular Wildlife Warriors show at the
Crocoseum and increasing awareness
about animal conservation. But he
doesn’t only hang out with the wildlife:
“I’m privileged enough to be able to
work with the Irwins and I get a lot of
very high profile celebrities as well,” Balk
says. “John Edward recently, the Veronicas,
Timbaland, Matthew McConaughey, you
name them. If they come to the zoo,
part of my work as the presenter is to
be involved with them and talk to them
about all the animals.” Through all this
excitement, Balk still has a very firm
favourite when it comes to working at
the zoo. “My favourite part of the day is
not necessarily any given time or show,”
he explains. “It’s when you get feedback
from a visitor that they have learned
something that makes them look at
things differently. It’s also when you have
a relationship with another animal, when
you know you have an understanding, it
makes you feel really privileged.”

8:30am:
Morning meeting and run down
“We meet up to talk through what’s happening for the day, who’s doing which shows
and to check in with the crew via radio. You
couldn’t survive at the zoo without one; you
have to be very aware of who’s where, and
how that could affect the other animals.”
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Preparation time
“Preparing for any show is always busy at
the zoo; a mic-up and a bottle of water is
generally all time allows for. There are always
last-minute changes to the shows, depending
on the animals, and this is the time to check
in with the team and take changes on board.”
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10:00am:
Tortoise demonstration
Land tortoises are one of the only species of
reptile that actually has personality. Goliath
[pictured] is one of my favourites. He has a
real affection for me. Most people just get a
bit of attention but he follows me around. I’ve
got a bit of a thing with him!
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11:00am:
Wildlife Warriors show
“The interaction with the audience is really
quite a powerful thing. As an actor, it’s not
everyday you get to stop a performance so
that you can make sure that everyone in
the audience understands where you are
coming from. It’s very different to working
off a completely fixed script.”
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“That’s ultimately
what we’re here
for... Keeping
Steve’s dream alive.”
2:00pm:
Second Wildlife Warrior show
“It’s really important that people don’t move
around the groud level during shows because
crocs have very movement-oriented eyesight,
and they move towards the vibrations of heavy
footsteps. The fences aren’t really designed
to keep crocs in, they’re more to keep people
out so the crocs don’t get distracted and our
staff stay safe.”
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“For me, my work is absolutely my
passion. Many years ago my uncle
gave me some defining advice:
perform the truth. As an actor I
never imagined I would use my
craft and the power of the well-told
story to achieve such important
things. Keeping Steve’s dream alive
is a satisfying way to spend my day.
In my own small way I feel I am
helping to conserve our planet.”

“The nature of working
with animals is such
that you have no control
over what they are going
to do at any one time.
If a bird flies away or a
koala attacks you, or an
elephant doesn’t want
to go anywhere, you
can’t force it. You have
to have the flexibility to
just go with it. It’s a great
skill for a performer.”

1:30pm:
Elephant feeding time
“This is the most humbling part of my day.
Actually getting to work with an animal this
size gives you an overwhelming respect for
them. They have such intelligence, you can
tell they know what’s going on.”
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3:00pm:
Post-show photo opportunity
“Kids are a huge focus of my work. The key
essence of what we do is to get kids to understand that our planet relys on the decisions
that they’re going to be making. So inspiring
kids, winning them over, and getting them
involved with the wildlife is really important.”
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