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Sisters Nababiep, 3, front, and Shera, 2,
explore their new habitat. The zoo also has a
newly acquired male lion, Luke, 1, for a total of
four. (By Jacquelyn Martin -- Associated Press)
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What's New at the National Zoo?
By Debbi Wilgoren
Washington Post Staff Writer 
Saturday, December 23, 2006

A toothy 24-pound cat known as a clouded leopard
seized an opportunity yesterday and escaped from its
enclosure at the National Zoo.

The zoo went on emergency alert, but as it turned out,
no harm was done. The leopard, named Mook, was
found lying inside the zoo grounds not far from its
enclosure and was safely returned to custody.

However, the clouded leopard exhibit, which is along
the Asia Trail, has been temporarily closed while
officials review security.

Mook fled her enclosure after she or her mate clawed
or chewed a hole in the fence, zoo spokesman John
Gibbons said. He said the hole was about the diameter
of a soccer ball.

"We're looking at heavier-gauge wire for the mesh so
they wouldn't be able to create a hole again," Gibbons
said. "It seems that the mesh was too thin."

Gibbons said zoo officials do not think it's necessary to
examine any other security measures. "Most of our
larger mammals are contained through a moat system,
rather than a netting system," he said.

Gibbons said the leopard habitat on the Asia Trail,
which opened in October, is completely enclosed by
wire mesh affixed to a metal frame 20 feet tall. Some
zoo officials believe Mook was not acting on an
irresistible urge to be free but rather simply saw a hole
and stepped through.

Mook was reported safely inside the exhibit
during evening rounds Thursday, Gibbons
said. But when zookeepers returned shortly
after 7 a.m. yesterday, they spotted her
outside, partially hidden by a boardwalk that
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leads from the clouded leopards to the sloth
bears.

A "Code Green" alarm was sounded, the
gates to the zoo -- which open at 6 a.m. --
were shut, and joggers and other early-
morning visitors were rounded up and
escorted off zoo property, he said. The zoo
remained closed for a half-hour. Animal
keepers and veterinarians, armed with nets
and tranquilizer guns, surrounded Mook and
anesthetized her with a dart gun, Gibbons
said. She was taken into a building that is

part of the enclosure she shares with Tai, the zoo's 15-pound male spotted leopard, but is
not open to the public. Both cats are 5 years old.

"We do drills throughout the year for this very type of situation," Gibbons said. The zoo
reopened at 7:40 a.m.

It was not immediately clear yesterday what might have happened if the zoo's emergency
alert system had not worked so well.

Clouded leopards, according to zoological Web sites, hunt small mammals, including
squirrels, wild pigs, birds and even deer.
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