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With Treetop Trail, Philadelphia Zoo Opens Grounds to Prowlers

By JON HURDLE

PHILADELPHIA — Near the
entrance to the Philadelphia Zoo,
a new, long tubular cage hangs
about 20 feet above the ground,
twisting through trees and
,around buildings as it leads into
the zoo’s densely packed campus.

If they are lucky, visitors will
see monkeys or lemurs that have
decided to leave their regular
quarters to explore other areas
using the stainless-steel mesh
structure,

The installation is part of the
200’s expanding trail system, de-
signed to provide more variety
and stimulation for the animals
and bring them closer to visitors.
1t is the start of a multiyear plan
that will extend throughout the
200's 42 acres, allowing a variety
of species, even bears and lions,
to wander from place to place
(though at different times) and
rotating them through habitats.

While other zoos, like Denver’s
and the National Zoo in Washing-«
ton, have adopted trail systems in
limited areas, the Philadelphia
Zoo is the world’s first with a plan

.to rotate animals throughout its
.grounds.
_* On a recent day, a red-capped
mangabey, a primate native to
West Africa, sat in the 700-foot-
long Treetop Trail, the first phase
of the project, attracting the at-
tention of schoolchildren pouring
into the zoo.

Farther along the trail, which
rises as high as 37 feet, a group of
white-faced saki monkeys ven-
tured out from the primate house,
where a notice explained their
absence.

“If you don’t see me here,
please look outside on the Tree-
top Trail,” it said.

The trails are the latest devel-
opment in a movement by zoos
worldwide to improve animal
welfare and to simulate the wild
more closely, said Paul Boyle,

A mongoose lemur strolled in an elevated trail at the Philadelphia
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Zoo, part of an expanding system to provide more stimulation.

senior vice president for conser-
vation and education at the Asso-
ciation of Zoos and Aquariums.
At zoos that allow animals to
move outside their traditional en-
closures, there are signs that the
animals breed more frequently
and are less likely to indicate
boredom, Dr. Boyle said. For visi-
tors, particularly children, en-
hanced animal mobility increases
understanding about how the
creatures live and may build sup-

port for conservation of endan-
gered species, he said.

“It’s a win for animals, a win
for people and a win for the zoo,”
Dr. Boyle said.

As a rare snow leopard slunk
across a bridge connecting two
parts of the Philadelphia Zoo
trail, visitors waiting below grew.
excited.

“I have a problem with animals
being caged,” said Robin DeL-
isser, 36, from Delray Beach, Fla.,

who was visiting with her chil-
dren, Dillan, 11, and Kaelyn, 10.
“This gives them more mobility.”

Starting next spring, the big
cats will be able to roam outside
their quarters on a new trail that
will also be -open, at different
timés, to great apes like orang-
utans.

The final stage of the project,
which officials hope will be com-
plete by 2017, will create a trail for
other large ground-dwelling ani-

mals including zebras, hippos
and the zo0’s solitary white rhino.

The last trail might also allow
the zoo to reintroduce elephants
after shipping out the last of its
much-loved pachyderms in 2009
because of concern that the zoo
would never have the space or fi-
nancial resources to ensure their
welfare, said Andrew Baker, the
200's chief operating officer.

For now, the zoo is raising
funds for construction of the sec-

ond phase, which is expected to
cost $5.5 million. The first phase,
which included a 1,035-foot exten-
sion of Treetop Trail, cost $5.8
million.

By allowing them to get closer
to the animals, the Philadelphia
Zoo hopes to encourage its 1.2
million annual visitors, particu-
larly children, to understand and
act on the conservation that is an
increasingly important part of its
mission.

Outside KidZooU, a children’s
section that opened in mid-April,
youngsters are encouraged to
“act like an animal” by climbing
rope netting shaped like the ex-
tension of the trail system next to
it, where monkeys and' lemurs
are allowed to wander.

The young visitors are then in-
vited inside the children’s zoo,
where hands-on exhibits make a
clear link between the survival of
familiar animals and everyday
choices that children can make.

As a model of a worried-look-
ing polar bear leans through a
living-room window against a
background of melting icebergs,
children can use a computer ter-
minal to win points for energy-
conservation measures like turn-
ing off lights to slow the climate
change that is threatening the
bear’s survival.

By loading cereal boxes onto a
conveyor for recycling, children
are told, they can reduce the en-
ergy consumption that is contrib-
uting to global warming and
threatening the habitat of the
much-loved budgerigar, or bud-
gie. A small flock lives next to the
recycling exhibit. » »

Like the trail:gystem, the chil-
dren’s zoo aimis"to foster a con-
servation ethic among the young-
er generation, Dr. Baker said.
“We are creating a high degree of
receptivity to the conservation
message that we have to share,”
he said.






