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T he Zoo is preparing to open its new, 12-acre conti-
nental region—Asia—in June of next year. If you visit 
the Zoo today, though, you can peek through the 

continent’s entry portal to imagine some of the experiences 
the new region might have to offer. Zoo designers fashioned 
this entrance to announce a major change of venue; one that 
leaves North America’s familiar forests to enter exotic green 

spaces fashioned around Far Eastern traditions. 
The continent’s entryway embodies this transition by 

leading guests through a façade that mirrors aspects of Asia’s 
most celebrated architectural achievements. The form and 
materials incorporated into this entrance replicate details 
made famous by Cambodia’s renowned temples of Angkor 
and Myanmar’s iconic temples of Bagan.

A glance through the open entryway reveals the begin-
ning of a 160-foot-long bridge leading down into the await-
ing continent. The lanterns lining the bridge, as well as the 
exposed roofline of Asia’s future restaurant, exhibit the clas-
sic upswept roofs, or “flying eaves,” that dominate traditional 
Chinese, Japanese, and Korean architecture. The visual mes-
saging is powerful: this space is new and strikingly different 
from other parts of the Zoo.

What Waits Beyond
The details of the habitats waiting at the other end of the 
bridge are not yet visible, and many are still under construc-
tion. Zoo Designers and Horticulturalists shuffle around 
inside the continent working to add finishing touches to 
Asia’s public spaces and habitats. Animal keepers bustle 
about to look after new species as they arrive at the Zoo and 
help them acclimate to their new living spaces. Planning and 
construction employees can be see coming and going, too, 
installing equipment, finishing out spaces, and inspecting 
areas. For now, people are the only animals visible in the 
awakening Asian continent.

 For now, guests will have to wait to see the Asian wildlife 
that will populate the new continent.  But, for now, we want 
to whet our readers’ appetite for what is to come by intro-
ducing a few of the species that will occupy Asia when it 
opens in 2026. 

White-cheeked Gibbons 
Two adult White-cheeked Gibbons have already arrived 
at the Zoo and promise to add delight to future Asian
visits. They are a hoot to watch and a hoot to listen to.

The gibbons will be fun to watch because the Zoo has 
taken great care to design a habitat that offers them the 
opportunity to live and move about much as they would in 
the wild. As you will see on a future visit, gibbons are not 
monkeys. They are arboreal apes that rarely come to the 
ground.

Gibbons’ arms are long and gangly, much like our arms 
and the arms of other apes. And we can all rotate our arms 
70 to 90 degrees in our shoulder sockets. This arrangement 
allows us to dangle below branches or the bars on jungle- 
gyms and to swing forward by shifting our weight from one 
hand to the other. Apes can move this way, monkeys cannot. 

Gibbons are masters of this type of locomotion, known 
as “brachiation.” Gibbons are such masterful brachiators 
that, in the wild, they rarely leave the trees. Their arms have 
evolved to such lengths that gibbons can’t position them-
selves to bend over and walk on all-fours. 

 Instead, they have to stand upright, extend their arms 
out to the side, and waddle forward, looking rather like an 
impaired driver trying to walk a chalk line. 

The Zoo has addressed their locomotion needs by build-
ing an arboreal habitat that includes a climbing structure 
and overhead pathways where they can brachiate from one 
side of their habitat to the other. Guests will be able to look 

Asia Opening Only a Year Away
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up to see gibbons swinging overhead. There is even a section  
of pathway that passes directly over the heads of guests  
walking below.

As for the hoots that guests can listen to, gibbons are pro-
lific hooters. They hoot in the morning to start the day and 
hoot intermittently through the day to check in with each 
other and announce territory ownership. With luck, some of 
our future visitors may encounter the male gibbon singing an 
elaborate duet with the female.

 Adult, male White-cheeked Gibbons are black (except for 
their white cheeks) and adult females are more of a buff color, 
much lighter than the males. The females also wear a black 
patch of fur on the tops of their heads.

Malayan Tigers
A diminutive, critically endangered cat, the Malayan Tiger, 
occupies a small range restricted to the southern end of 
the Malay Peninsula. Relegated to one of six subspecies of 
existing tigers, Malayan Tigers (Panthera tigris jacksoni) were 
only recently recognized as belonging to a genetically distinct 
group. Prior to 2004, they were lumped into the subspecies 

now reserved for the Indochinese Tiger—an equally endan-
gered tiger that ranges through the northern end of this 
peninsula. Although nearly identical in appearance, the two 
tigers exhibit genetically distinct patterns in their DNA.

Two Malayan Tigers, one male and one female, have 
already arrived at the Zoo and are living, out of public view, 
in the future Asian continental region. Keepers are helping 
the cats adapt to their new surroundings in preparation for 
Asia’s June 2026 opening. 

Sure to stand out as favorites in the future continental 
cluster, the two tigers will have access to two habitats. During 
much of the year, each habitat will house one tiger at a time. 
Tigers, like most cats, live solitary lives in the wild, so giving 
them time to be alone is a good thing. Of course, they will 
have time to be together, too, because the Zoo hopes to breed 
this critically endangered animal.

Several features distinguish Malayan Tigers from other 
subspecies of tigers. For one thing, Malayan tigers are sig-
nificantly smaller than the more familiar Amur (Siberian) 
and Bengal varieties. Malayan Tigers rarely weigh more than 
300 pounds. Bengals can weigh 600 pounds or more and 
Amurs as much as 700 pounds. Malayan Tigers also exhibit 
characteristic coat patterns. Their black stripes are narrow, 
short, and widely spaced. These stripes also extend over the 
Malayan Tiger’s shoulders and flanks to cross over its legs 
and streak across its white belly.  

The remaining wild population of Malayan Tigers is 
alarmingly small, probably numbering fewer than 300 
individuals. The Zoo’s Malayan Tigers will participate in the 
Malayan Tiger Species Survival Plan overseen by the Associa-
tion of Zoos and Aquariums. Species Survival Plans establish 
protocols for protecting the genetic diversity of rare species 
living under human care and contribute to efforts to help 
these species survive in the wild. These programs offer hope 
that Malayan Tigers will exist well into the future.

 

Other Species You Can 
Expect to See in Asia

Asian Small-clawed Otters
The smallest of all 13 living species of otters, Small-clawed 
Otters are native to South and Southeast Asia. Vocal, intelli-
gent, and active, Small-clawed Otters are nimble climbers as 
well as expert swimmers and, like typical otters, can be quite 
playful. It is not uncommon for family members to wrestle 
with one another, chase balls of dirt around, or play with 
pebbles or rocks.

These otters can be a bit chatty as well. They rely on a 
broad repertoire of chirps, barks, and other sounds to com-
municate with their family members. The calls communicate 
greetings, warn of potential dangers, and express threats to 
other family members.

AS
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Komodo Dragon
Komodo Dragons grow to a larger size than any other lizards 
and are among the elite few lizards that rely on venom for 
hunting and protection. Adults can reach lengths of 10 feet or 
more and can weigh more than 300 pounds.  

Depending on their age and size, Komodo Dragons con-
sume prey as small as insects and rodents or as large as water  

 
buffalo. They are also accomplished scavengers and have been 
known to consume smaller members of their own species. 

The Komodo Dragon is an endangered species. The species 
is particularly vulnerable to habitat decline because its range 
is limited to a few small islands in Indonesia. All of these 
islands are under threat from human population increases 
and climate change.                                                  continues >>>

AS

AS
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Warty Pigs
Another critically endangered species, the 
Warty Pig, like the Komodo Dragon, is 
endemic to a few small islands that are under-
going degradation. In the case of the Warty 
Pig, most of this degradation is from agricul-
tural expansion and logging. Approximately 
95 percent of the pig’s former habitat has been 
cleared for these two enterprises.

Conservationists estimate that fewer than 
400 Warty Pigs remain in the wild. A number 
of zoos worldwide are supporting Warty Pig 
conservation by breeding these animals under 
human care and releasing some of them back 
into the wild. The North Carolina Zoo plans to 
enroll its pigs in both types of programming.

There, Too, Will Be Birds
 Several small aviaries will house birds in the  
future Asian habitat area. Among the species 
slated to fill these aviares are White Storks, 
Demoiselle Cranes, and Cinereous Vultures. 
The aviaries will also host a number of smaller 
and more colorful birds, including Blue-
crowned Laughingthrushes, Red-breasted 
Geese, Vietnam Pheasants, and Bali Mynahs.

More to Follow 
Look for more stories about the upcoming 
Asian Opening to appear in future issues 
of the Alive magazine. We will keep you 
informed about the actual date of the opening 
when it is determined and about any activities 
that the Zoo plans to celebrate this event.

Protecting 
Elephants 
Via Satellite

AS = All photos in this article 
are from Adobe Stock

ING IMAGES

AS
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T he same Global Positioning technology we use to 
search and drive to a nearby coffee shop allows 
Zoo veterinarians to track wild elephants traveling 
through Africa. Zoo veterinarians follow these herds 

by attaching a satellite-tracking collar to a key member of 
a herd, usually a high-ranking female. Because herds stick 
together, she and her herd share the same location. 

GPS satellites connect with these collars once every 12 
hours to pinpoint their geographic locations. By marking 
these twice-daily spottings on a map, researchers can see 
where a herd has been and where it is likely going. Over 
time, the markings also outline the trails, migration routes, 
gathering areas, and watering holes herds rely on during 
their travels. With this information, researchers and wildlife 
officers know where to focus their attention to protect herds 
from poachers and what areas to protect to keep a herd viable.

Bring in the Satellites
The North Carolina Zoo’s veterinary staff began using 
GPS technology to protect wild elephants about 25 years 
ago. The project took shape when the Zoo’s then Chief 
Veterinarian, Dr. Mike Loomis, traveled to Cameroon to lead 
a team of wildlife officials attaching satellite-tracking collars 
to wild elephants.

Since beginning this work in 1998, Zoo veterinarians have 
worked with local conservationists to attach tracking collars 
to 45 elephants living in several African countries and in 
habitats as diverse as savannas and mountain forests. The 
data they generated have enriched our understanding of 
wild elephants and helped reduce the frequency of poach-
ing and human and elephant conflicts in study areas. These 
data also identified specific land areas that needed protec-
tion for elephants. Because several study herds pass back 
and forth between or among different countries, the GPS 
data have also been used to establish cross-border conser-
vation programs involving multiple countries.

Why Do Elephants Matter?
As the world’s largest terrestrial herbivores, elephants 
exert enormous ecological pressure on the landscapes 
they inhabit. Powerful enough to uproot trees and mas-
sive enough to consume tons of vegetation, elephants 
largely determine the amount and distribution of biological 
resources available in their habitats. This influence, and the 
elephant’s power and charisma, underlies the significant 
cultural, social, and economic value elephants assume in 
human communities. 

The extent to which elephants shape their environment 
is readily evident in West Africa, where North Carolina Zoo 
veterinarians, led by Chief Veterinarian Dr. Jb Minter, have 
begun tracking and working to protect the Forest Elephant 
species (Loxodonta cyclotis). These Forest Elephants are 
primarily responsible for engineering the physical shape 
and the biological workings of their forest habitat.

Elephants wield this power, in part, because they eat so 

much and consume so many different plants. Consequently, 
to survive in these forests, plants had to evolve to coex-
ist—or rely on—elephants’ activities. Many plants need 
elephants to knock over trees and open up places where 
sunlight can reach their seedlings on the forest floor. Other 
plants count on elephants to consume fast-growing species 
to keep them from crowding out slow-growing plants.

Some plants even rely on elephants to prepare their 
seeds for sowing and to transport them to distant reaches 
of the forest. Only an elephant’s mouth is strong enough to 
harvest and consume these fruits. Only an elephant’s gut 
can digest the seeds sufficiently to prepare them for germi-
nation. And, it is the elephants’ penchant for travel that car-
ries these prepared seeds long distances before dropping 
them in fertile, generous mounds of manure to take root. 
Without elephants, all of these plants and the wildlife that 
depend on them would disappear from the forest. 

Zoo Forest Elephant Conservation 
Within the last few years, Dr. Minter and other Zoo vet-
erinary staff have begun working in Côte d’Ivoire to help 
protect its declining elephant population. The country, 
historically a stronghold for West Africa’s Forest Elephants, 
has endured considerable environmental degradation. 
Agricultural expansion, deforestation, and poaching have 
restricted elephant populations to about 6 to 7 percent of 
the range they occupied in 1984. Forest Elephant popula-
tions have declined by nearly 60 percent since 2000. This 
rate is unsustainable and will likely lead to the extinction of 
the elephants if current trends continue.

A Path Forward for Forest Elephant 
Conservation
According to Dr. Minter, “The ultimate goal of the Zoo 
veterinary teams’ conservation work in Côte d’Ivoire is to 
help create a comprehensive conservation strategy that 
ensures the long-term survival of Forest Elephants. This 
strategy includes identifying new habitats for protection, 
expanding protected areas, and developing sustainable 
land-use agreements that allow both humans and elephants 
to coexist. We also hope to develop non-lethal methods to 
mitigate human-elephant conflicts, such as using deterrents 
like electric fences or crop protection methods.

“By using innovative tools like GPS tracking collars, we 
have an unprecedented opportunity to collect the data 
needed to guide conservation efforts and protect these ele-
phants from further declines. The challenges are immense, 
but the importance of Forest Elephants to their ecosystems 
and global conservation cannot be overstated. 

“While working for these elephants, we are also engaging 
with local communities, governments, and conservation 
organizations to address their concerns. Working together 
we can ensure that Forest Elephants can continue to roam 
the forests of West Africa, playing their irreplaceable role in 
this ecosystem for generations to come.”
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Remaining 2025 PUBLIC VIP TOURS* 
We schedule all public tours on Saturdays between March 1 and October 31. Start times and age requirement vary among 
the tours and are posted online where tickets are sold.
    Admission Prices: $115/per person for North Carolina Zoo Society members, $139/per person for non-members and  
covers Zoo admission costs. Learn more or purchase tickets by visiting nczoo.com and choosing VIP tours under 
“Extraordinary Experiences.”     
     Many tours sell out quickly, so consider buying them now. (We work with buyers who must reschedule or cancel.)  
Tours have posted age restrictions and are unsuitable for young children.  
A paying adult must accompany children younger than 18.

AVIAN (BIRD) PROPAGATION VISIT
Visit the Zoo’s secluded bird breeding site. 
Begins at 10:15 a.m.
Tour Date: Sept. 27

BLACK BEAR & GRIZZLY BEARS
A two-bear training adventure. Begins at 
1:30 p.m.
Tour Dates: June 7, July 26, Oct. 25

CHIMPANZEES IN TRAINING
Exclusive photo opportunity available but 
not ADA accessible. Begins at 3 p.m.
Tour Dates: June 7, Aug. 2, Oct. 18.

COUGAR CLOSE-UP
Managing swampy beasts. Begins at 1:30 
p.m.
Tour Dates: Aug. 23, Oct. 18

ELEPHANTS UP CLOSE*
See how keepers train and manage   
elephants. Begins at 1:15
Tour Dates: June 21, September 20, 
October 11.

MEET AND FEED GIRAFFES
All behind the scenes. Begins at 3 p.m.
Tour Dates: June 14,  Aug. 16, Sep. 20

GORILLAS’ HEALTH CARE & 
TRAINING*
Behind the scenes training gorillas to 
stay healthy. Begins 1:15 p.m.
Tour Dates: May 31, Sept. 6, Oct. 11

LION BEHIND THE SCENES*
Learn about lion training and feeding. 
Begins at 2 p.m.
Tour Dates: July 19, Sept. 20 
ADA Restrictions

MEET AND FEED AN OTTER
Guests learn about reptiles and such 
and feed an otter! Begins 11 a.m.
Tour Dates: July 19, Aug. 2, Oct. 4

PUFFINS & POLAR BEARS…
 … TOUR FOR ADULTS ONLY
A grown-up encounter. Begins at 10:30 
a.m.
Tour Dates: June 21, August 23, 
October 4
… TOUR AS A FAMILY AFFAIR
Modified for children to attend with 
adult. Begins 10:30 a.m.
Tour Dates: July 12, September 20

RHINOS—CLOSE ENOUGH TO 
TOUCH
Pet these gentle giants! Begins at  
10:45 a.m. 
Tour Dates: June 7, July 12, September 
27, October 18

WOLF HOWL
An after-hours walk into Zoo to learn 
about wolves and, we hope, hear them 
howl! 
Tour date: Sept. 27, 6:30 p.m.

PRIVATE BEHIND-
THE-SCENES 
TOURS 
We offer all public VIP tours as Private
Tours that admit up to six people. ALL
private VIP tours can be modified to
make them ADA Accessible. Elephant
tours cannot be modified to admit
wheelchairs, electric scooters, or  
service dogs.
     Private tour buyers choose the dates 
for their tours and may include up to 6 
people on the tour. Members pay $545 
for most private tours, non-members  
add $70. 

PRIVATE BISON & ELK SAFARI
We offer this safari ride through the 
Bison and Elk habitat only as a private 
tour. Limited to 4 people.  
ADA Accessible

Please Keep in Mind: Weather or other 
unanticipated challenges may necessi-
tate date changes. Full refunds or alter-
nate reservation dates are provided.
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Remaining 2025 PUBLIC VIP TOURS* 
We schedule all public tours on Saturdays between March 1 and October 31. Start times and age requirement vary among 
the tours and are posted online where tickets are sold.
    Admission Prices: $115/per person for North Carolina Zoo Society members, $139/per person for non-members and  
covers Zoo admission costs. Learn more or purchase tickets by visiting nczoo.com and choosing VIP tours under 
“Extraordinary Experiences.”     
     Many tours sell out quickly, so consider buying them now. (We work with buyers who must reschedule or cancel.)  
Tours have posted age restrictions and are unsuitable for young children.  
A paying adult must accompany children younger than 18.

Upcoming 2025 Special 
Events and Quiet Days 
at the NC Zoo
UPCOMING QUIET DAYS
To help meet the needs of guests who may be bothered by noisy 
distractions or who want to enjoy a serene walk in the Park, the 
Zoo schedules one Quiet Day a month. 
     The Zoo does not accept reservations for school field trips or 
other large groups and turns down the volume on music and infor-
mation normally broadcast in the Zoo.
     As a special treat, Zoo educators also set up quiet, sensory- 
play experiences in Kidzone. These calm, muffled playactivities 
are available from 10 a.m. until 2 p.m. on Quiet Days.

QUITE DAY DATES
June 17
July 15
August 19
September 16
October 21

Learn more at https://nczoo.org

Zoo Special Events
June   Canine Champions for Conservation (all month)

Last month to attend Canine Champions for Conservation.
This highly popular program returns for its third year.  
Free with general admission, Canine Champions for 
Conservation features frisky, high-energy, and exception-
ally well-trained dogs enjoying agility work-outs with their 
beloved trainers and companions. Fun for the entire family.

June 7	   National Trails Day    9 a.m. - 5 p.m.
	 Venture down one of the Zoo’s hiking trails. 
	 Visit https://www.nczoo.org/events/national-trails-day-0 to 
	 learn more.

September 6    Wake Up With the Animals
	 For Zoo Society Members Only

October 5    Kid Fest    9 a.m. - 4 p.m.
A day filled with exploration and play
Visit https://www.nczoo.org/events/kidfest to learn more

October 18-19  & 25-26     BOO at the NC Zoo   9 a.m. - 4 p.m.

November 1-8    Beloved Pet Ofrenda    9 a.m. - 4 p.m.

November 8-9    Pumpkin Palooza

Special Society Ride 
and Guide Offerings
Trained Society tour guides conducts tours using
quiet, electric golf carts. These tours are available
weekdays all year. Tours are not available on spring, 
summer, or fall weekends or on holidays.
     Reservations are required, and we offer only a few 
tours each day. Book your tour with one of our profes-
sionally trained guides early! Tours accommodate up 
to 5 guests per cart. 
     Call 336-879-7365 or 336-879-7270 to learn more 
or to begin the reservation process.

Keep in Mind: These tours are available on non-hol-
iday weekdays only. You can book a tour for 1.5 hour, 
2 hours or 4 hours depending on your plans. You 
choose the length that suits you best. Visit https://
nczoo.com/ride-guide to learn more or to learn more 
about scheduling a tour.

Curious About Zoo 
Veterinary Programs?
Check out the Zoo Society’s Shadow a 
Veterinarian offerings at https://nczoo.com/
veterinaryex-2025. 
     We offer a Shadow a Veterinary for 
Two program on weekends and a Shadow 
a Veterinarian for a Day (for one person) 
during the week. 

Zoo Society Veterinary Camps 
These programs are also available for 7th 
through 9th graders (one-day Junior Camp) and 
for 10th through 12 graders (two-day, overnight 
camp.). 

An upcoming Junior Camp is slated for 
Saturday, June 7.

Two upcoming Senior Camps are scheduled 
for August 9 -10, and September 13-14.  

Visit https://nczoo.com/veterinary-science-
camps-2025/ to learn more.

Learn more at https://nczoo.com
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Saving Species, Supporting People: 
The North Carolina Zoo’s Impact Across Africa
Drew T. Cronin, Ph.D., Acting Curator of Conservation & Science
Andy David, Associate Curator of Social Science

From Uganda’s rainforests to Namibia’s savannahs, the 
North Carolina Zoo impacts the future of wildlife populations 
across Africa. The Zoo proudly leads and collaborates on 
conservation initiatives that safeguard endangered species, 
protect ecosystems, and empower communities in multiple 
locations around  Africa. 

Our work distributes tools and knowledge that empower 
local people to take action for conservation. By equipping 
rangers with cutting-edge technology to stop poaching, 
educating the next generation of conservationists, and track-
ing the movements of critical species, our work extends far 
beyond the Zoo’s boundaries to protect some of the planet’s 
most iconic—and imperiled—wildlife.

SMART Conservation: A Global Tool for Local 
Action 
SMART is an acronym for “Spatial Monitoring and Reporting 
Tool”—a software application designed for rangers and other 
wildlife stewards to use to record data collected in the field 
and to analyze these findings to sharpen the efficacy of field 
conservation programming.  

The Zoo helped create SMART and continues to play a 
leading role in improving the software and in training other 
professionals to use SMART in the field. These outreach 
programs have helped spread SMART programming into over 
1,500 sites in 100 countries. Within this set, Zoo staff offers 
direct support to SMART teams protecting more than 30 of 
Africa’s most valued and important wildlife arenas.

For example, a North Carolina Zoo-led initiative put 
SMART technology in the hands of wildlife officials working 
in every one of Namibia’s national parks. The purpose was 
to strengthen programs safeguarding the world’s largest 
remaining Black Rhino population. The data collected and 
analyzed during this initiative allowed managers to increase 

the efficiency of ongoing ranger patrols and strengthen their 
anti-poaching efforts. In Zambia and other parts of southern 
Africa, field workers have integrated SMART into conserva-
tion programs designed to reduce threats to Lions, Cheetahs, 
and African Wild Dogs. Across West and Central Africa, 
SMART has helped lower poaching threats affecting endan-
gered Cross River Gorillas, Chimpanzees, and Red Colobus 
Monkeys.

Saving Chimps by Removing Snares 
Uganda’s Kibale National Park harbors East Africa’s most 
diverse set of primate species and one of the region’s last 
strongholds for wild Chimpanzees. Unfortunately, Kibale’s 
Chimpanzees face persistent and deadly threats from 
snares—wire loop traps that illegal hunters set to latch onto 
the feet or necks of passing animals. As an animal struggles to 
free itself, the loops tighten to inflict injuries. Estimates suggest 
that around one-third of Kibale’s Chimpanzees bear scars from 
snare-related injuries. 

The Zoo’s partnership with Ngogo Chimpanzee Project 
significantly scaled up the park’s anti-poaching patrols. What 
began as a three-person team in 2010 has mushroomed into a 
16-member patrol focused on removing snares and combating 
poaching. In addition, a four-person steward team also works 
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to prevent human-wildlife conflicts and promote peaceful coex-
istence between wild Chimpanzees and the human communi-
ties living alongside them.

Dr. Kevin Langergraber, the Co-Director of the Ngogo 
Chimpanzee Project, said, “I have been very lucky to observe 
many amazing things over the 20 years that I have studied the 
Ngogo community of Chimpanzees. But the most rewarding 
thing I have observed is the dramatic reduction in snare inju-
ries since we began our anti-poaching efforts.”

Since 2021, these teams have logged over 92,000 hours in 
the field, removed more than 2,000 snares, and dismantled 
over 230 poaching camps. They’ve also assisted in the arrest 
or deterrence of over 150 individuals engaged in illegal activi-
ties inside the park.

UNITE for the Environment: Educating for a 
Sustainable Future 
The Zoo considers education to be a keystone of building sus-
tainable environmental changes. Since 2002, the Zoo has led 
its UNITE for the Environment program to promote learning, 
conservation, and sustainability in communities near Kibale 
National Park. The program has since expanded to serve 
communities near Queen Elizabeth National Park.

Each year, UNITE works with teachers from 20-plus schools 
to sharpen their skills in composting, sustainable agriculture, 
building fuel-efficient stoves, and similar environmental prac-
tices. These teachers leave this training prepared to pass their 
skills on to approximately 10,000 students. 

In addition to these school-based programs, UNITE partners 
with local communities to promote sustainable livelihoods and 
reduce human-wildlife conflicts. Formal evaluations conducted 
in these communities suggest that households participating in 
the training have adopted and practiced 12 out of 13 sustain-
able behaviors at higher rates than households untouched by 
the training.

UNITE’s work benefits both local communities and the 
critical ecosystems these communities call home. To date, the 
program has promoted the construction of more than 1,000 
fuel-efficient stoves, overseen the planting of 5,600 trees and 

260 gardens, and installed 130 beehives.
“It is powerful to witness the impact of UNITE’s conservation 

efforts—evident in the sustainable projects implemented in 
schools, communities, and the homes of students and teach-
ers. By expanding our work to Queen Elizabeth National Park, 
we can share our long-term expertise in conservation edu-
cation and support another vital ecosystem in Uganda,” said 
Tinka John, UNITE Director.

Eye in the Sky: Protecting Africa’s Vultures

Vultures are essential members of healthy habitats. By con-
suming animal remains or “carrion” they clean up landscapes 
and prevent diseases from spreading. Yet, despite their value, 
they are in crisis across Sub-Saharan Africa as well as other 
parts of the world. In Africa, intentional poisonings and habitat 
loss are essential drivers of population decline. To help com-
bat these losses, the Zoo launched “Eye in the Sky,” a ground-
breaking partnership that linked 11 countries and more than 20 
organizations into a multi-nation effort to protect vultures. Eye 
in the Sky operates by attaching satellite-tracking tags to wild 
vultures and releasing them back into the wild. The tracking 
tags communicate with satellites to record the birds’ move-
ments. Researchers receive and analyze these data to gain an 
understanding of the vultures’ habitat.

“Despite the magnitude of the crisis, the widespread decline 
of African vultures is a significant conservation concern that 
rarely receives the attention it deserves,” says Storm Crews, 
the Zoo’s Associate Curator of Conservation Technology. 
“Together with a network of dedicated organizations across 
Africa, the Zoo uses modern technologies to inform and sup-
port actions to reduce the loss of these ecologically essential 
species.” 

By analyzing GPS movement data, researchers can pinpoint 
critical nesting and roosting sites, map key feeding corridors, 
and assess how much time vultures spend inside and out-
side protected areas. To date, the Zoo has tagged over 150 
vultures, and the data garnered from their activities has greatly 
expanded the information researchers can use to develop 
science-based conservation plans.

Eye in the Sky is revolutionizing how we protect vultures and 
the ecosystems they support.                            continues >>> 
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This technology-driven approach enables authorities and 
conservationists to respond more quickly and effectively to 
protect remaining vulture populations.

Gorilla Conservation in the Heart of Africa
The Zoo partners with the Diane Fossey Gorilla Fund 
to advance gorilla conservation in Central Africa. This 
collaboration focuses on improving monitoring efforts, pro-
tecting the region’s biodiversity, advancing research, and 
building the capacity of local people to participate in these 
activities. 

SMART plays a crucial role in these efforts, and the 
application is used in both Rwanda’s Volcanoes National 
Park and the Nkuba Conservation Area in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo. In Rwanda, SMART tracks the endan-
gered Mountain Gorilla along with other wildlife species 
to help develop a comprehensive view of biodiversity 

inside the park. In the eastern Democratic Republic of 
Congo, SMART is used to monitor the critically endan-
gered Grauer’s Gorilla to help identify threats like poach-
ing and habitat degradation. By systematically collecting 
and analyzing data on gorilla movements, threats, and 
broader biodiversity patterns, SMART empowers rangers 
and researchers to make more informed conservation 
decisions.

A Collective Effort for Wildlife
The North Carolina Zoo’s conservation work is a testament 
to the power of our collective. We rely on the efforts and 
commitment of our employees, Society staff and members, 
volunteers, donors, and guests to help us continue to make 
real, measurable strides to protect wildlife across Africa. 

Every snare our efforts remove, every vulture we tag, 
every ranger and student we empower advances the Zoo’s 
and Society’s shared missions of protecting wildlife and 
wild places and inspiring people to join us in conserving 
the natural world.

Plant Shorts
In recognition of the Zoo’s recent accreditation as 
a Botanical Garden, the Zoo Society has decided to 
occasionally enrich the pages of Alive with stories about 
the secret lives of plants. These stories, like our animal 
stories, will shy away from field guide writing and focus 
instead on exploring the diverse range of adaptations 
and activities lifeforms use to keep on living. 

Some, but not all, of the stories will focus on species 
included in the Zoo’s plant collection. Other stories 
will leave our local soils behind to feature plants with 
surprising, often rather animal-like capabilities. Such is 
the meat—or fiber—of the story below, which explores 
the strange behavioral capacities of a native North 
Carolina plant.

Venus Flytrap
Dionaea muscipula
Meet this green trapper, a feline-like ambush hunter 
endemic to a few waterlogged counties in North and 
South Carolina. As quick as a cat, this plant’s leaves 
snap shut to capture prey and tighten nearly as quickly 
to hold that prey inside a claw-like fringe protruding 
from the leaves’ outer edges.

 The capture is as strategic as it is quick. Venus Fly-
traps rarely fall for false alarms and avoid grabbing and 
eating the insects that pollinate their flowers. 

To avoid snapping up raindrops or rose petals, Venus 
Flytraps wait for confirmation that an insect has landed 
inside the target zone of their leaves. These leaves each 
have two lobes that face each other and are aligned to 
make it easy for them to snap together. 

Three delicate and quite sensitive hair-like cilia sit on 
the red interior surface of each lobe. These hairs tell the 
leaf when to snap shut—and keep it from snapping shut 
prematurely. Before a lobe can close, some prey—say a 
crawling insect—has to disturb one of these hairs twice 
or two of these hairs once within about 20 seconds. The 
second, timely brush against a hair prompts it to send 
a nerve-like signal that causes the leaf to close. Once 
shut, the leaf will squeeze even tighter if it senses move-
ment between its lobes. Within a few short minutes, the 
lobes will begin secreting digestive juices to render the 
captured prey edible.

Venus Flytraps use a more straightforward method 
to protect their pollinators. They just grow their flowers 
atop very long stalks. Attracted to petals well aloft of 
the plant’s snares, pollinators easily avoid becoming a 
flytrap’s dinner guest.
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Thank yous go out to the very generous donors who provided gifts of $1,000 or more from 
12/1/2024 through 2/28/2025.
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Tails from the Trails
Why Walk When You Can Ride? The Ultimate Zoo Hack for Happy Feet
Brandon Rhoten, Society Donor Relations Officer and Ride-and-a-Guide Manager

Picture this: You arrive at the Zoo, brimming with excitement and maybe 
a large, iced coffee that will definitely come back to haunt you later. The 
sun is shining, the birds are chirping, and you’re ready for a day of unfor-
gettable animal encounters. 

You start strong—power walking past the entrance like an Olympic 
speed walker, determined to see everything. But then, somewhere 
around mile two, a thought creeps in… Was the Zoo always this big? 

By mile three, your legs are filing a formal complaint. By mile four, 
you’re seriously considering flagging down a zookeeper to ask if they’d 
let you hitch a ride on a Bison (spoiler: they won’t). The good news? Ride 
and a Guide is here to save the day (and your feet). 

This golf cart tour is perfect for anyone who loves animals but not 
the idea of training for a marathon just to see them. Whether you have 
mobility concerns, toddlers with even tinier patience, or simply a deep 
appreciation for not sweating, this tour is your golden ticket to a stress-
free, seat-cushioned adventure. 
 
Less Walking, More Laughing 
Let’s break this down. Our Zoo has nearly five miles of trails—which, for 
context, is longer than most theme parks, multiple laps around a football 
field, and roughly 4.9 miles longer than you may actually feel like walking 
when the temperature crosses into “why did I wear jeans?” territory. 

Ride and a Guide eliminates all that unnecessary cardio. Instead 
of hoofing it (pun fully intended), you’ll cruise around in a comfy golf 
cart with your own personal tour guide. And the best part? The animals 
provide top-tier enjoyment along the way. 
 
The Great Rhino-Skunk Standoff 
 If you’ve ever assumed that being the size of a small car automatically 
makes you the boss, allow us to introduce you to three full-grown rhinos 
and one tiny skunk. 

One fateful day, during a Ride and a Guide tour, our guests wit-
nessed an encounter that can only be described as a masterclass in 
confidence. 

The rhinos, weighing in over a combined 10,000 pounds, were mind-
ing their own business when they noticed an unexpected visitor in their 
habitat. A skunk. Small. Striped. Unbothered. 

The rhinos, intrigued yet painfully 
aware of what skunks are capable 

of spraying, approached with the 
slow, cautious curiosity of creatures 
that had seen some things. The skunk,  
on the other hand, was on a tight  
   schedule and had no time for  
    nonsense. 

With the confidence of a tiny  
   emperor dismissing unworthy  
    subjects, the skunk turned, aimed,  and fired. 

 The rhinos’ reaction? Not fear. Not panic.
Just… deep... personal... offense. 

They didn’t run. They didn’t stampede.  
They just stood there, processing their life choices, while the skunk strut-
ted away like a victorious gladiator. 

The Ride and a Guide Guests? Cackling. 
 
Why Ride and a Guide is the Best Way  
to See the Zoo 
Look, you could walk the whole Zoo. But why do that when you could ride 
in style and get a VIP-level tour filled with unforgettable moments? 
With Ride and a Guide, you get: 
  • An effortless, sweat-free adventure in summer and a cozy, warm one 
in winter. No sore feet. No worries about getting to the bus on time or 
seeing all your favorite animals in record time. No problem keeping your 
kids amused and curious. 
  • A guide who knows all the best animal stories. Yes, including the 
rhino-skunk standoff. 
  • Surprise animal encounters. Some adorable, some chaotic, all worth 
the price of admission. 
  • The sheer thrill of hearing a lion roar. Which, honestly, is reason 
enough to book. 
 
Book Your Ride Today! 
So next time you visit, ask yourself: Why walk when you can ride? 
Hop on, sit back, and let us take you on a tour that’s as entertaining as it 
is effortless. 

You’ll laugh, you’ll learn, and—most importantly—you’ll leave 
relaxed and happy after a day at the Zoo. 
Because at this Zoo, adventure isn’t 
just around every corner. It’s 
just a cart ride away! 
 

INGIMAGES
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Bringing In the Birds!
Change is in the air. The Zoo’s Asian continental region will open next year. Already 
visible from the public walkways, the future continent projects a distinctly Asian flare. Its 
entryway looks and feels like a companion to Cambodia’s Angkor Wat. Asian lanterns dangle from 
poles lining the continent’s entry bridge. A pagoda-like roof sweeps up and over a future restaurant. 
The architecture leaves no doubt that this place is different from other areas inside the Zoo.

With the continent’s infrastructure completed, the building contractors have moved 
out, and the Zoo’s staff has moved in. From now on, it will be up to the Zoo’s artists 
and designers, horticulturalists, and animal curators to transform the existing 
hardscape into an exotic, vibrant landscape representing Asia’s wildlife wonders.

Adding these living creatures takes time and skill to transport them here and  
help them settle into their new surroundings. Plants have already arrived by the 
truckload, and several animal species are already here or nearly on their way. 

Among the first arrivals are some of nature’s most delicate and stunning creatures—birds of all shapes 
and sizes. Several of these newcomers will seem familiar to our members and donors. They were 
among the species that lived in the RJ Reynolds Forest Aviary—endangered Bali Mynahs, Roulroul 
Partridges, and Green Junglefowl. Most of the species, though, are new to our Zoo. They include White 
Storks, Himalayan Monals (top), Blue-Crowned Laughingthrushes (2nd), and more.

As these birds make their way into the Zoo, I hope that you—our members and donors—will consider 
donating to help the Zoo Society cover the cost of transporting these birds and other animals safely 
into the Zoo. The Zoo Society pays for these delicate transportation arrangements, which must be 
planned and undertaken with the utmost care. 

Your gift will help ensure that these birds and other animals arrive safely to populate Asia and will 
allow the Zoo to push forward in planning and building an extraordinary new tropical aviary to 
replace the one the Zoo was forced to close in 2024.

To make your gift, you can mail a check to the North Carolina Zoo Society; 4403 Zoo Parkway;  
Asheboro, NC  27205. You can also visit our website at nczoo.com and click on “Bring Back the Birds” 
under the Give to the Zoo menu option.

Thank you for supporting the Zoo. I hope to see you here soon.

Best wishes,

Cheryl Armstrong
Executive Director
North Carolina Zoo Society
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ELECTRONIC SERVICE REQUESTED
4403 Zoo Parkway
Asheboro, NC 27205
www.nczoo.com

The Dogs of Summer Days Are 
here! And we’re thrilled about it!
And you will be, too, when you see a pack of brilliant, active, and loving rescue dogs 
perform their stunts and tricks in their wildly popular Canines for Conservation show 

at the Zoo. The program runs from April 1 
through June 30th and is fun for everyone.
    All adopted from shelters, these dogs will 
amaze you with their moxie and their moves 
during programs scheduled every Tuesday 
through Sunday (weather permitting, of 
course!)

Don’t miss it!
June is the last month.
These programs are free 
with the price of Zoo 
admission and will leave 
you feeling warm and 
friendly about dogs and  
all they have to offer  
when they bond with  
caring trainers.
   Check out the Zoo’s 
website, nczoo.org to 
confirm the times and 
places of these scheduled programs. 
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