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LEFT: Turtle Back Zoo’s original main entrance is still recognizable today. Construction to update the entrance will begin in 2018. RIGHT: Our state-of-the-art animal
hospital provides medical care to the entire ambassador animal population at Turtle Back Zoo.

TURTLE BACK ZOO
ON A MISSION
by Marguerite Hunt
Curator of Education, Turtle Back Zoo

A Little History
When Essex County Turtle Back Zoo (TBZ) opened its
doors in 1963, we were a small Hans Christian Andersen
themed animal park that catered to local families with small
children. A visit to our 16 acre campus might include a
picture with an Aldabra Tortoise, a walk through the “Okky
the Giant Octopus” exhibit to see the fish tanks, or a stop
at the Mayflower as you entered the Children’s Zoo. Of
course, no visit was complete without a ride on our zoo train,
which carried visitors from the Zoo out into the pine forest
adjacent to the Orange Reservoir at the South Mountain
Reservation. Indeed, many of our adult visitors recount to
us their fond memories of visiting TBZ as youngsters.
In our earliest days, we showcased about 140 animals
spread over 40 species and were an exciting destination
for the growing Essex County region. Over the years, TBZ
grew as well, adding new animals and exhibits, and adding
or repurposing buildings and spaces as we expanded.
In accordance with greater societal concern over
conservation issues, Turtle Back Zoo also shifted its focus
to Conservation Education, both at the zoo and within the
greater community. By the early 1970s, a full staff of Zoo
Educators were teaching animal- and conservation-themed
programs to more than 15,000 outreach and 36,000 visiting
students per year. Keeper Talks at the exhibits allowed
visitors to meet a Keeper and animal up-close. Dedicated
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professional Educators, Keepers, and Docents (our
volunteer department began in 1984) reached thousands
of adults and children with up-close experiences, sharing
their passion for the animals with appreciative audiences.
By the early 1990s however, Turtle Back Zoo had fallen
out of favor and was suffering. A lack of funding from
the former county administration and an unwillingness to
support an outdated zoo left TBZ in danger of closing. At
the same time, TBZ was trying to earn its Association of
Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) accreditation, and wouldn’t
be able to do so without costly improvements that were
now unavailable. It was a dire situation. But in 1996,
with the rallying support of the Zoological Society of
NJ and the renewed commitment of the Essex County
community and the Board of Chosen Freeholders (led by
future County Executive, Joseph DiVincenzo Jr.) we were
afforded a second opportunity to be a valued community
resource. Since then, Essex County Turtle Back Zoo has
not only recovered, but is thriving and serving a mission of
conservation, education, research, and recreation for the
community.
Realizing Goals and a New Vitality
With the renewed support from Essex County, Turtle Back
Zoo has expanded the zoo’s footprint to over 25 acres and
updated or added new exhibits with a wider collection of
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animals. Most significantly, we were finally able to complete
the updates necessary for attaining AZA accreditation in
2006, an important milestone that propelled us to a higher
level as a modern, forward-thinking zoo. The updates
included the addition of the state-of-the-art Essex County
Animal Hospital, complete with a fully functional surgical
suite and quarantine areas, and replacing 1960s-era
enclosures with thoughtfully-planned, culturally connected,
naturalistic, and immersive exhibits that promote excellent
health and natural behaviors in the animals.
Accreditation is an important continuing goal for TBZ.
Currently, we maintain accredited status from the
Association for Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) and the
Zoological Association of America (ZAA), and we recently
earned our Humane Certified designation from American
Humane. These organizations set the highest standards
of care for our animals and perform inspections, ensuring
that the needs of the whole animal – mental, emotional,
and physical – are met while under our care. Essex
County Turtle Back Zoo and our partner organizations are
caretakers and environmental advocates, dedicated to
providing the healthiest environments for the animals that
serve as conservation education ambassadors.
Many people don’t appreciate that zoo animals are
ambassadors. However, every individual animal – from
hissing cockroach (yes!) to giraffe – represents and
advocates for its wild counterparts and native habitats.
Ambassador animals are the essential connections
between zoo visitors and wildlife that are paramount
to creating public advocates and better environmental
stewards. Turtle Back Zoo provides our community
with accessible and educational family-friendly learning
experiences that support investment in the environment,
especially for visitors that may never have opportunities to
travel the world.
As a continuing member of AZA, Turtle Back Zoo
participates in three global conservation initiatives:
conservation project funding, Saving Animals from
Extinction (SAFE) program, and Species Survival Plan
(SSP) program.
In 2016, AZA-accredited facilities
contributed over $200 million to conservation initiatives
around the world; Turtle Back Zoo’s $200,000 share of that
is contributed by the Zoological Society of NJ, the nonprofit arm of TBZ. These funds benefitted over 800 species
and supported many projects spearheaded by individual
zoos. The SAFE program (https://www.aza.org/aza-safe)
is a global conservation program sponsored by AZA, and
is instrumental in developing immediate conservation
strategies that increase the survival of several critically
endangered species, including the African Penguin (a TBZ
ambassador animal).
AZA “Species Survival Plans” (SSPs) are specialized
breeding programs that create compatible animal pairs
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© Photographs provided by Turtle Back Zoo
TOP: Wolf Woods opened in 1990 - Arctic Wolf; CENTER: Turtle Back Zoo’s
premier Giraffe exhibit opened in 2016. The exhibit celebrates the natural
history of its species by highlighting how multiple species share and interact
within the same space. Multispecies exhibits promote better health and more
natural behaviors; BOTTOM: White-cheeked Gibbon, NA River Otter, and Amur
Leopard are part of Turtle Back Zoo’s Species Survival Plan (SSP).
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Rehabilitating sea turtle at Essex County Sea Turtle Recovery. Once recovered,
the sea turtles are released back into the ocean.

© Photograph provided by Turtle Back Zoo

based on genetic and behavioral characteristics. Creating
compatible breeding pairs is painstaking, but SSPs
ensure that zoos need not remove animals from their
wild environments. Eventually, AZA breeding programs
may become solely responsible for the survival and
management of critically endangered species and species
that have been extirpated from the wild due to population
or habitat collapse.

care, enrichment and habitat design, and conservation
programming. In the last two years we debuted several
new exhibits including Masai Giraffe, Maned Wolf & Giant
Anteater, Andean Condor, and African Lion & Spotted
Hyena. These new exhibits were thoughtfully and carefully
designed to champion the wonder and excitement that
is inherent to those animals. Essex County Turtle Back
Zoo, the Zoological Society of NJ, Prudential, Horizon Blue
Cross Blue Shield of NJ, PSE&G, Matrix Development
Group, and Sea Turtle Recovery collaborated to create the
Essex County Turtle Back Zoo Sea Turtle Recovery – a
4,000 square foot rehabilitation facility that provides medical
care to ill or injured sea turtles and then returns them to the
ocean. This partnership was a natural extension of our
commitment to conservation, and has been a wonderful
experience for the visitors, staff, and partners. We hope to
create more conservation partnerships in the future.

Turtle Back Zoo’s Future
As a modern zoo, our grand mission is conservation,
education, research, and recreation; we are proud to
be a conservation resource and teaching facility for our
community. TBZ participates in local, regional, and global
initiatives that positively impact our world and we promote
and model better stewardship attitudes and behaviors for
over 800,000 annual visitors. Every day, our passionate
and devoted zoo professionals help the community make
the connections to their environments that are vital to
promoting investment in wildlife and wild places.
As we face the first mass extinction to be caused by humans,
zoos will be an integral part of global conservation. Along
with other conservation organizations, we must assume
an increasing role as guardians of and advocates for the
global environment. Essex County Turtle Back Zoo’s
commitment to local, regional, and global conservation will
continue with our financial contributions to conservation
initiatives through our Zoological Society and participation
in AZA’s SSP and SAFE programs, as well as tackling new
conservation opportunities as they arise.
We also will continue to evolve as a modern zoo,
incorporating new best practices in husbandry, veterinary
Nature’s Newsletter		

Turtle Back Zoo will continue to update and expand; zoos
are dynamic spaces and should constantly change and
adapt to best practices. For TBZ in 2018, that means
updating our main entrance to better accommodate our
growing number of visitors. It’s also time to design and
build a new enclosed habitat for our endangered African
Penguins so they can enjoy successful breeding. Many
visitors remark that TBZ looks different every time they
visit. We’re proud of the changes and improvements, and
the hard work and commitment that makes our evolution
a reality. TBZ strives to offer the best experience to our
visitors, each visitor becoming a better environmental
steward in turn. A lofty, but worthwhile mission indeed.
Come visit Essex County Turtle Back Zoo!
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© Photograph provided by Turtle Back Zoo
African Penguins are a temperate species native to southern Africa. Experiencing
a very rapid population decline, their conservation status was promoted to
“endangered” in 2010.

A NOTE TO THE ZOO VISITOR
You are vital to the continued success of your local zoo’s
mission of conservation and education. Turtle Back Zoo’s
ambassador animals, exhibits, and staff are here to provide
a conservation-based context to your interest in animals.
Here are a few important points for you to consider when you
visit our, or any accredited zoo, aquarium, or nature center.
Patronize institutions that are accredited, certified, or
members of professional oversight organizations. Institutions
work hard to earn those badges of honor, and they assure
visitors of a high standard of care.
Become a member and learn how your financial contribution
supports the institution. Take part in the benefits that
membership has to offer.
This may include special
members-only events, early access to events, or reduced
fees for programs. Take ownership. Share your pride of the
institution.
When you visit, you are supporting the mission of the
institution. Do you know what the mission is? Talk with the
educators, docents, and keepers; ask questions about the
animals that you visit and learn something new. Make that
connection, then ask how you can get involved.
Learning about animals is a great way to get outdoors,
connect with your environment, and become a better
environmental steward. Have fun!
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION
Turtle Back Zoo is a facility of the Essex County Parks
Department. Funded by the County of Essex as a service
to the residents of the County and the surrounding areas,
its mission is to provide an enriching recreational experience
that fosters excellence in wildlife education and wildlife
conservation, so that present and future generations are
inspired to understand, appreciate and protect the fragile
interdependence of all living things.
http://turtlebackzoo.com/
The Zoological Society of NJ, Inc. is the fundraising branch
of Turtle Back Zoo; a not-for-profit organization that helps to raise funds for improvements / to stimulate the public’s
interest in the growth, improvement, and development of
Turtle Back Zoo through education and research with an
emphasis on natural conservation of all species of animals.
http://zoologicalsocietyofnj.org/
County of Essex New Jersey
http://essexcountynj.org/
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