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Essex County Turtle Back Zoo orders lockdown
after leopard eludes keepers
Published: Sunday, September 05, 2010, 5:25 PM     Updated: Monday, September 06, 2010, 7:40 AM

WEST ORANGE

(http://www.nj.com/west-orange)

— Patrons and staff had a brief scare

this morning at Essex County’s Turtle

Back Zoo after a leopard eluded her

keepers, causing the zoo to be locked

down and patrons moved to safe areas.

At around 10:45 a.m., Megan, an Amur

leopard, slipped from the sight of her

caretakers and hid behind a retaining

wall in a zoo service building. At no

time was she out among the general

public, but zookeepers issued a "code

red" and shuttered zoo gates when she

was discovered missing, according to

zoo officials.

"There was never any public at risk,"

said zoo director Jeremy Goodman. "As part of our protocol, we secure all public into a safe area."

The zoo, which opened early for the holiday weekend, closed down for about 45 minutes while

personnel sedated the leopard. The animal was then taken to an animal hospital for evaluation,

according to Essex County Executive Joseph DiVincenzo. The zoo opened again at 11:30 a.m.

"Our staff did a great job," Goodman said, adding that they were still investigating how the leopard

got loose.

Megan has resided at Turtle Back for about four years. Her species is native to Southeast Asia. Amur

leopards are threatened with extinction and only about 40 remain in the wild, mostly in isolated

areas of southwestern Russia, northeast China and North Korea, according to zoo information.

Staff writer David Giambusso contributed to this report.
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These types of incidents are not at all uncommon. Check out the AZA incidents and
other exotic animal incidents on Born Free USA's animal attack tracker
http://www.bornfreeusa.org/reports/
(http://www.bornfreeusa.org/reports/)
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It all turned out to be a simple misundertanding. The zoo keepers kept calling out the
big cat's name, "Megan, Megan here kitty kitty kitty" Turns out, she is a Def Leopard.
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(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-09-
08/12138479.html)

Reply

September 7, 2010, 7:57:16 PM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-09-
07/12136360.html)

Reply

bigcatrescue (http://connect.nj.com/user/bigcatrescue/index.html)

The following is a partial listing (603) of incidents in the U.S. involving captive exotic
cats since 1990. The U.S. incidents have resulted in the deaths of 21 humans, 16
adults and 5 children, the additional mauling of 198 more adults and children, 183
escapes, the killing of 94 big cats, and 126 confiscations.  There have also been 202
big cat incidents outside the U.S. that have resulted in the deaths of 70 humans and
the mauling of 105 humans by captive big cats.  These figures only represent the
headlines that Big Cat Rescue has been able to track.  Because there is no reporting
agency that keeps such records the actual numbers are certainly much higher. 
http://www.bigcatrescue.org/big_cat_news.htm
(http://www.bigcatrescue.org/big_cat_news.htm)

(http://nj.com/)

September 6, 2010, 2:33:49 AM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-09-
06/12113299.html)

Reply

thiswilldo (http://connect.nj.com/user/thiswilldo3/index.html)

thank god the leopard did not attack anyone.

(http://nj.com/)

September 5, 2010, 7:46:33 PM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-09-
05/12110532.html)

Reply

Grenex (http://connect.nj.com/user/Grenex/index.html)

My wife and I were also there with my mother and my daughter. Similar to Trossig,
we were actually ON the train ride just before it departed. A park member and the
conductor ordered us off the train and into a nearby building. When someone asked
"why?" the staff member said "I am not allowed to say, just please move quickly and
calmly". I knew right away that an animal must have been loose.
 
The rest (including times) is just as Windup and Trossig stated. We did not get back
inside until just a few minutes before noon (I just verified via my Facebook posting
times). 
 
There was indeed a bit of confusion as information was limited. Immediately rumor
started that the zoo was closed, then it was changed to "just a temporary thing".
THen we were asked to move out to the parking lot. Word spread that you could get
a refund, and many people started to leave.
 
All and all we just hung out in front until the "all clear" was given by police. We were
back in the learning center just before 12:00 and were about 10 feet from door
leading out to the zoo grounds when two zoo staff members ran up and said it WAS
NOT safe yet. They spoke to the policeman at hand for about 20 seconds and then
corrected themselves and let us in.
 
 
The rest of the day was pleasant and a great time.
 
 
There was one man who claimed to have seen the leopard while we were in the
education center. He identified exactly which animal it was before we knew for sure
from the staff. I assume from the offical response from the zoo that they are trying
to downplay the actual incident to avoid loss of attendance or review on their safety
measures, etc.
 
 
The staff did a great job to move us, keep us calm, and ensure safety. I agree with
Winedup that a PA system might have been better, but ensuring people stayed calm
was KEY in a scenario like this.
 
 
These things happen. It was quickly and safely taken care of. I would gladly return to
the zoo again.

(http://nj.com/)

winedup (http://connect.nj.com/user/gsigrist/index.html)

like trossig, i arrived at the zoo just after it it opened at 11am. I was walking with my
wife and 2 year old daughter nearing where the leopard enclosure is when several of
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Reply

the zoo staff (including a gentleman who seemed to be incharge) were rushing past
us in a cart. he yelled for us run because there was an animal loose. needless to say,
we complied quickly. we didnt make it all the way back to the main buidling before
several very kind zoo staffers hustled us into a nearby building. we were on the
second floor which had a good view of the staff and sheriff's officers heading toward
the enclosure. was also next to a staffer with a hand held radio the entire time (20 or
25 minutes). after about 7 or 8 minutes, there was a request over the radio for staff
to bring a tranquilizer gun. also got a good photo around that time of 4 staffers
rushing through the park... at one point, there was an all clear given over the radio
and they started to move us to the main building but the all clear was cancelled
before we made it too far. seems the sheriff's department wanted to be the ones to
give the all clear...
 
 
the biggest news of the day though really was the lack of a park-wide PA system. all
communication was via hand helds and yelling out to people. i was very surprised by
this which made me question the adequacy of the park's overall emergency response
system. having said that, i thought the zoo staff did a good job and, once we got
over the initial fright at being so close to the leopard enclosure when the code red
was called, we never really felt like we were in danger.

(http://nj.com/)

September 5, 2010, 5:50:46 PM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-09-
05/12109599.html)

Reply

justhadenough (http://connect.nj.com/user/nj_Jim/index.html)

I relize this is not the forum, though kinda, since parents might read this article. But,
I have sent for many years to the op-ed's and never posted
 
 
I believe Holloween should be on the last Saturday Before daylight savings time.
 
 
This way the children can walk in the DAYLIGHT
 
whereas if holloween is on say a Wednesday, most children have to wait for their
parents arrive home from work, and then walk in the DARK.
 
 
IF we all want to celebrate a pagan holiday, might as well do it in the light.
 
Just saying.
 
and as REAL says:
 
 
Thank You

(http://nj.com/)

September 7, 2010, 9:11:58 AM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-
09-07/12125970.html)

Reply

jetercrazed (http://connect.nj.com/user/jetercrazed/index.html)

Oh, cool!!
 
Since we're celebrating Pagan holidays before Daylight Savings, why
don't we pencil Christmas in right before Halloween? Great Idea!! That
way we can give Halloween gifts for Christmas 

(http://nj.com/)

freexpres (http://connect.nj.com/user/freexpres/index.html)

I would suggest that anyone who wants to see lions and tigers and bears, in their
NATURAL drug-free habitat, should watch Wild Kingdom on television.
 
 
SURFBOY is right! These are wild animals, and there is no way that any of those
leopards are relaxing or otherwise enjoying the company of the public.
 
 
The comments posted by TROSSIG are far more accurate and much more believable
than anything in the article. I believe that the comment he heard, “the door is open!
…” is the truth.
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Reply

These animals are hunters. When the tigers look directly at you, they are not just
being friendly or curious. They are sizing you up as their next meal. If the zookeepers
did not already drug them, you’d be dead.
 
 
Essex County Executive DiVincenzo reassures us that, “It never escaped.” Gee, that’s
nice to hear, however, it doesn’t need to escape to kill someone.
 

(http://nj.com/)

September 5, 2010, 5:20:43 PM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-
09-05/12109345.html)

Reply

freexpres (http://connect.nj.com/user/freexpres/index.html)

That's a nice follow-up article, but they are still investigating how the
leopard get loose. Not good.

(http://nj.com/)

September 5, 2010, 5:34:12 PM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-
09-05/12109482.html)

Reply

justhadenough (http://connect.nj.com/user/nj_Jim/index.html)

I'll second , freepress, I am one who also states, animals, should not be
in captivity, Look what happened at / and happened OFTEN, at seaworld.
Sit with your children, explain things, and watch it in HD ( it: animals and
thier NATURAL enviroment )

(http://nj.com/)

September 6, 2010, 9:24:40 PM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-
09-07/12122303.html)

Hibou (http://connect.nj.com/user/MissHibou/index.html)

This is one of the most depressing statements I've ever heard.
What a slippery slope until it becomes, "Why go visit
Brazil/Paris/the beach when we can just sit with our kids and show
it to them in HD on the television?" There is a quintessential
difference between looking at something and experiencing it
yourself, whether it's a pricey vacation or just a day at the zoo.
And with natural environments rapidly disappearing, the only hope
your children might have to see an animal in its original habitat will
be Planet Earth reruns. Go out, live life, and let your kid see
something cool at a zoo.

(http://nj.com/)

September 5, 2010, 4:57:57 PM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-09-
05/12109131.html)

Reply

skeat29 (http://connect.nj.com/user/skeat29/index.html)

It's a wild animal, Folks! He was doing what came naturraly. Was he supposed to
know that it was opening time and that he should let the humans know he was aware
and "in place?"

(http://nj.com/)

September 5, 2010, 2:46:26 PM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-09-
05/12107971.html)

Reply

surfboy (http://connect.nj.com/user/surfboy/index.html)

I'm not an animal psychologist but that leopard does not appear to be "relaxing" to
me. Poor thing.

(http://nj.com/)

September 5, 2010, 5:28:55 PM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-

justhadenough (http://connect.nj.com/user/nj_Jim/index.html)

IDK, surfboy, But you got my vote for " animal psychologist " of the year!

(http://nj.com/)
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Reply

September 5, 2010, 2:38:03 PM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-09-
05/12107893.html)

Reply

trossig (http://connect.nj.com/user/trossig/index.html)

This story has some untruths to it...I paid and entered the zoo at 11:04 am and
waited to board the train ride for 10 mins as we boarded the train I heard over the
train conductors radio another employee saying "the door is open! the door is open!".
Just before the train started the conductor asked everyone to exit the train and
immediately head for the reptile house. We were told that we were on lock down and
that it was a "code red emergency" and that an animal has gotten loose and they
were trying to contain it with the help of the Essex County Sheriffs Dept. All in all I
thought the staff handled the situation very well , but needless to say I decided to
take my family home when the Sheriffs dept said everyone had to move from the
building to the parking lot. Pretty Crazy!

(http://nj.com/)

September 5, 2010, 2:00:32 PM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-09-
05/12107525.html)

Reply

el_fenomeno (http://connect.nj.com/user/el_fenomeno/index.html)

Let the leopard out occasionally for some real excitement. Most Jerseyans are soft
and weak and experiencing nature will help toughen us up. Look at our governor for
how clueless and stupid we are for electing him

(http://nj.com/)

September 5, 2010, 5:24:22 PM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-
09-05/12109381.html)

Reply

justhadenough (http://connect.nj.com/user/nj_Jim/index.html)

I guess you also mean the conundrum people are feeling about the
President they voted for.

(http://nj.com/)

September 5, 2010, 7:55:14 PM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-
09-05/12110606.html)

triplechin (http://connect.nj.com/user/govinablanket/index.html)

they BOTH suck!!

(http://nj.com/)

September 6, 2010, 11:04:35 AM EDT
(http://nj.com/news/index.ssf/2010/09/essex_county_turtleback_zoo_re.html/post/2010-
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I kind of like Christy. I may not agree with everything he's done or
will do but compared to King Jon or Prince Jim the guy's great.
 
 
It's all relative
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