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 March 31, 2015 

 

Honorable Tom Vilsack, Secretary 

U.S. Department of Agriculture 

1400 Independence Ave., S.W. 

Washington, DC 20250 

 

Mr. Kevin Shea 

APHIS Administrator 

U.S. Department of Agriculture  

1400 Independence Ave., S.W.  

Washington, DC 20250 

 

Re: Petition to Prohibit Public Contact with Big Cats, Bears, and Nonhuman 

Primates (Docket No. APHIS-2012-0107) 

 

 

Dear Secretary Vilsack and Administrator Shea,  

 

The Humane Society of the United States (HSUS), World Wildlife Fund (WWF), The 

Detroit Zoological Society (DZS), The Global Federation of Animal Sanctuaries (GFAS), The 

International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW), Born Free USA (BFUSA), The Fund for 

Animals (“The Fund”), and Big Cat Rescue (BCR) (collectively “Petitioners”) submitted a 

http://www.detroitzoo.org/
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rulemaking petition on October 18, 2012, (amended January 7, 2013) requesting Animal 

Welfare Act (AWA) handling regulations pertaining to big cats, bears, and nonhuman 

primates. 9 C.F.R. § 2.131(a),(c); 9 CFR § 3.77(g); 9 CFR § 3.78(e); 9 CFR § 3.79(d). The 

Petition (and our comments submitted on November 18, 2013) presented abundant 

scientific evidence that it is unsafe and inhumane for AWA-licensed exhibitors, breeders, 

and dealers to allow members of the public to have direct contact (or unreasonably close 

contact) with these dangerous wild animals, regardless of the age of the animal. See 78 

Fed. Reg. 47215 (August 5, 2013); 78 Fed. Reg. 63408 (Oct. 24, 2013). Further, such activity 

clearly undermines efforts to conserve endangered species like tigers and chimpanzees. See 

16 U.S.C. § 1531(c)(1) (requiring USDA to use its authority in furtherance of conservation).  

 

Further, recent HSUS undercover investigations revealed the extreme inhumane treatment 

of tiger cubs used for photo ops and play sessions (at the USDA-licensed Tiger Safari in 

Oklahoma, T.I.G.E.R.S. in South Carolina, and Natural Bridge Zoo in Virginia), as well as 

inconsistencies by USDA inspectors in monitoring these activities and enforcing the AWA. 

Thus, HSUS submitted a supplement to the Petition on December 2, 2014, with even more 

scientific evidence and expert support for the petitioned regulation. Since that time, HSUS 

has collected 44,618 signatures in support of the Petition (which is in addition to the 85,000 

signatures HSUS collected in 2013). Demonstrating the broad public support for this issue, 

WWF has collected over 250,000 signatures in support of increased federal protection for 

captive tigers and BCR has collected over 32,000 signatures through its online petitions 

opposing public contact. See Attached. 

 

The time for decisive agency action on this matter is long overdue. See 7 C.F.R. § 

1.28 (“petitions will be given prompt consideration and petitioners will be notified promptly 

of the disposition made of their petitions”); 5 U.S.C. § 555(b) (Federal agencies are required 

to definitively respond to petitions and must “conclude a matter presented” to the agency 

“within a reasonable time”); National Parks Conservation Ass'n v. U.S. Dept. of Interior, 

794 F.Supp.2d 39 (D.D.C.,2011); In re American Rivers and Idaho Rivers United, 372 F.3d 

413, 419 (D.C.Cir.,2004) (“a reasonable time for agency action is typically counted in weeks 

or months, not years”); Telecommunications Research and Action Center v. F.C.C., 750 F.2d 

70, 80 (D.C.Cir.,1984) (“delays that might be reasonable in the sphere of economic 

regulation are less tolerable when human health and welfare are at stake.”). 

 

Petitioners understand that APHIS has expressed its preference for accomplishing policy 

changes through non-regulatory mechanisms where possible, and we strongly believe that 

APHIS can substantially improve the welfare of captive big cats, bears, and non-human 

primates (as is the agency’s statutory duty) by amending the Animal Care Policy Manual to 

provide licensees with a clear interpretation of the AWA handling regulations (9 C.F.R. § 

2.131).  Attached hereto (Appendix A) is proposed language for a policy on public contact. 

 

Also attached (Appendix B) is yet another expert declaration in support of prohibiting 

public contact with big cats, bears, and nonhuman primates of any age, from Jason Pratte 

(the Behavioral Husbandry Manager and Animal Training Coordinator for Omaha’s Henry 

Doorly Zoo and Aquarium, which is accredited by the Association of Zoos and Aquariums 

(AZA)).   
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Petitioners strongly urge APHIS to immediately resolve the regulatory uncertainty 

pertaining to handling of big cats, bears, and nonhuman primates, which has not only 

resulted in unnecessary animal suffering, but also encouraged substandard facilities to 

pressure state governments to enact laws sanctioning this inhumane and unsafe activity.  

See Appendix C (letter from AZA opposing a 2015 Kansas bill to allow public contact with 

vulnerable newborn cubs). Petitioners are happy to provide any additional information that 

may be necessary to facilitate such federal action. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 
_______________________________ 

Anna Frostic 

Attorney for The Humane Society of the United States 

and The Fund for Animals  

 

_____________________________ 

Leigh Henry 

Senior Policy Advisor, Wildlife Conservation  

World Wildlife Fund U.S. 

 

 

____________________________ 

Carson Barylak, Campaigns Officer 

International Fund for Animal Welfare 

 

 

______________________________ 

Adam M. Roberts, CEO  

Born Free USA 
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______________________________________ 

Ron Kagan, Executive Director and CEO 

Detroit Zoological Society 

 

 

______________________________ 

Carole Baskin, CEO  

Big Cat Rescue 

 

 

 

_____________________ 

Kellie Heckman, PhD  

Executive Director  

Global Federation of Animal Sanctuaries 

 

 

 

cc:  

Dr. Chester Gipson 

Deputy Administrator 

USDA-APHIS-AC 

U.S. Department of Agriculture 

4700 River Road, Unit 84 

Riverdale, MD 20737-1234 
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APPENDIX A – DRAFT POLICY 

 

 

Policy #21  Handling of Big cats, Bears, and Nonhuman Primates 

References 

 AWA Section 2143 

            9 C.F.R., Part 2, Section 2.131 

History 

  Policy adopted on ______, 2015. 

Justification 

  Provides clarification for handling of big cats, bears, and nonhuman primates 

by licensed exhibitors, breeders, and dealers. 

Policy 

  As required by Section 2143 of the Animal Welfare Act (AWA), handling of 

animals by licensed exhibitors, breeders, and dealers must be done humanely.  As detailed 

in 9 C.F.R. Part 2, Section 2.131(b)(1), animal handling must be done as expeditiously and 

carefully as possible in a manner that does not cause trauma, overheating, excessive 

cooling, behavioral stress, physical harm, or unnecessary discomfort. Further, per 9 C.F.R. 

Part 2, Section 2.131(c)(1), animals must be handled so there is minimal risk of harm to the 

animal and to the public, with sufficient distance and/or barriers between the animal and 

the general viewing public. Pursuant to 9 C.F.R. Part 2, Section 2.131(c)(3), young or 

immature animals shall not be exposed to rough or excessive public handling or exhibited 

for periods of time which would be detrimental to their health or well-being.  Finally, per 9 

C.F.R. Part 2, Section 2.131(d)(3), during public exhibition, dangerous animals must be 

under the direct control and supervision of a knowledgeable and experienced animal 

handler. 

 

  This policy clarifies the requirements for handling of big cats (defined as 

tigers, lions, leopards, jaguars, cheetahs, cougars, and any hybrid thereof), bears, and 

nonhuman primates, regardless of the age of the animal. 

 

  Intentionally separating a big cat, bear, or nonhuman primate from its dam 

before the species-typical age of weaning is traumatic, causes behavioral stress and 

unnecessary discomfort, and violates the handling requirements of 9 C.F.R. § 2.131(b)(1), 

unless a licensed veterinarian confirms in writing that such separation is medically 

necessary for the infant or dam. 
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  It is a violation of the handling requirements in 9 C.F.R. § 2.131(c)(3) if a 

licensee allows any individual, other than a trained full-time employee of the licensee or a 

licensed veterinarian (or accompanying veterinary student), to come into direct physical 

contact, for any period of time, with a big cat, bear, or nonhuman primate who has not yet 

reached the species-typical age of sexual maturity, as such activity is detrimental to the 

health and wellbeing of the animal.  

 

Big cats, bears, and nonhuman primates are inherently dangerous species 

that pose a significant threat to public health and safety, and it is a violation of 9 C.F.R. § 

2.131(c)(1) and 9 C.F.R. § 2.131(d)(3) if a licensee allows any individual, other than a 

trained full-time employee of the licensee or a licensed veterinarian (or accompanying 

veterinary student), to come into direct physical contact with adult members of those 

species. 

 

  For big cats, bears, and nonhuman primates of any age, the “sufficient 

distance” between the animal and the public that is required for compliance with 9 C.F.R. § 

2.131(c)(1) is at least 15 feet, unless there is a permanent barrier(s) that prevents direct 

physical contact, or risk of direct physical contact, between the animal and the public. A 

leash or chain is not an adequate replacement for such sufficient distance or permanent 

barrier. 

 

  To promote consistent enforcement of the AWA handling regulations, APHIS 

hereby suspends implementation of the last sentence of 9 C.F.R. §§ 3.77(g), 3.78(e), and 

3.79(d), regarding public contact with trained nonhuman primates. Handling of primates 

must be done in compliance with 9 C.F.R. § 2.131 and this Policy. 
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APPENDIX B – EXPERT DECLARATION 

 

Declaration of Jason Pratte, M.A. 

State of Nebraska       ) 

                                     ) 

County of Douglas      )   

 

 I, Jason Pratte, hereby declare as follows: 

1. I have personal knowledge of the facts set forth in this declaration.  The facts set 

forth are true to the best of my knowledge and recollection.   

 

2. I received my Masters degree in 2011 from George Mason University’s 

Interdisciplinary Studies department, where I participated in the Association of Zoos 

and Aquariums’ leadership program.  I previously obtained a Bachelors of Science 

degree from the University of Alberta, majoring in Zoology and minoring in 

Behavioral Psychology.  In 2011, I received the American Association of Zookeepers 

Excellence in Journalism Award for a publication entitled “Training Bears for 

Voluntary Blood Collection”. I routinely speak at professional zookeeper conferences, 

contributing my research on large carnivore husbandry, and my work has been 

published in peer-reviewed scientific journals.  Further, I serve as an Adjunct 

Professor at the University of Nebraska at Omaha, lecturing and overseeing 

laboratory work on animal behavior and the psychology of human-animal 

interactions. 

 

3. Starting in 2010, I became the Behavioral Husbandry Manager and Animal 

Training Coordiantor for Omaha’s Henry Doorly Zoo and Aquarium (which is 

accredited by the Association of Zoos and Aquariums).  In this position, I develop 

programs to further behavioral husbandry and operant conditioning for all of the 

animals at the zoo.  This includes exhibit and enrichment design, research and data 

collection, behavioral assessment and management, and medical training programs 

to reduce the stress of – animals in human care.  Over the last two decades, I have 

done similar work at Zoo Atlanta, Dallas Zoo, Little Rock Zoo, and Calgary Zoo, 

focusing on the husbandry of large carnivores (especially big cats and bears). I am 

currently the Vice President for the Bear Care Group and have experience 

developing husbandry techniques for all eight extant species of bears. I am also on 

the National Behavioral Management Committee for the American Association of 

Zookeepers. 

 

4. My research goals are to focus on quantifying the benefits of operant conditioning in 

captive zoological environments. There are observable decreases in stress levels 

(measured through blood, fecal or salivary collection) when animals are managed 

with their cooperation and using a system of positive reinforcement, as compared 

with samples collected from immobilized, untrained animals under involuntary 
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anesthesia. I also seek to further behavior-based husbandry techniques (i.e., 

managing animals based on their species-typical and exhibited behaviors) 

worldwide.  

 

5. Unfortunately, - wildlife in human care is often managed based on predetermined, 

non-responsive guidelines, even though behavior-based husbandry improves the 

ability to humanely and safely manage wildlife in zoos and other captive facilities. In 

July 2014 I presented at the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Lions, Tigers & Bears 

Symposium, where I discussed the importance of using operant conditioning 

techniques for long-term behavioral management.  Many experts at the Symposium 

echoed my call for improving the management of - wildlife in human care in order to 

promote animal welfare, including improving Animal Welfare Act regulations to 

ensure that minimum welfare standards are met at exhibition facilities across the 

country. 

 

6. I previously worked with exotic animals used in the film industry (both on set and 

behind the scenes), and frequently objected to the methods used by animal trainers 

in the industry.  For example, in my experience the trainers using exotic animals for 

film and television often used harsh techniques (including the use of cattle prods) 

and attempt to dominate and punish dangerous wild animals in order to get them to 

perform unnatural behaviors and tricks.  Indeed, the exotic animals I saw during 

these days often exhibited severe stereotypies, including one bear who had one of the 

most elaborate locomotive stereotypes I have ever seen.  I was motivated to work 

with exotic animals through watching an old television show where the main 

character had a tiger as his sidekick – while I have since learned that the use of 

captive wildlife in entertainment is inhumane and unsafe, the use of wild animals 

for entertainment purposes continues, increasing the demand for exotic pets and 

encouraging people to seek unsafe interactions with wild animals (such as 

photographic opportunities and interactive experiences with big cats, bears, and 

nonhuman primates).  

 

7. Based on my significant experience as a caretaker for large carnivores, it is 

imperative that female big cats and bears are allowed to raise their young in a 

species-typical fashion. Simply put, premature maternal deprivation is inhumane.  

Hand-reared large carnivores often suffer from long-term behavioral abnormalities, 

as they are often overly-bonded to humans and do not know how to interact with 

their cohorts (especially when it comes to reproductive and other social acitivities).  

For example, at one facility where I worked, there was a female lion (an inherently 

social species) that had to be housed in social isolation because other lions she was 

introduced to reacted aggressively to her abnormal behaviors – this lioness would 

even direct sexual behaviors toward her human caretakers.  Similarly, I have seen 

hand-reared bears with long-term oral stereotypies, which can result when 

carnivores are bottled-fed and deprived of their species-typical suckling period.  In 

my experience, hand-reared large carnivores are often more aggressive than mother-

reared animals, in part because they lose their inherent wariness of humans when 

they are deprived of a normal social upbringing.  
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8. There is consensus among professional animal caretakers that proper husbandry of 

large carnivores can and should be done through protected contact.  For example, I 

have trained big cats and bears to present for blood draws and ultrasound for 

medical examination, all while maintaining a permanent barrier between myself 

and the animal. Even when large carnivores are very young, they are capable of 

causing harm to humans and it is especially unsafe to allow untrained members of 

the public the opportunity to interact with such animals. 

 

9. There is simply no reason to allow members of the public to have direct contact with 

big cats, bears, or nonhuman primates.  Such exhibition provides no value to the 

animal and is inherently dangerous to the people and animals involved, regardless 

of the age of the animal.  Only trained professional behaviorists should be 

interacting with large carnivores and primates, and even then such interactions 

should be facilitated through protected contact.  This is especially important when it 

comes to infant animals – juvenile big cats, bears, and nonhuman primates are in a 

critical period where they need to learn appropriate social and feeding behaviors and 

exercising self-determination to ensure long-term well-being – learning how to 

cuddle and pose for photographs is not necessary and is in fact detrimental to 

animal welfare.   

 

10. I strongly support this petition to prohibit public contact with big cats, bears, and 

nonhuman primates of any age in order to protect animal welfare and public safety 

and to promote conservation of endangered species.  I encourage the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture to immediately take action to amend the Animal Welfare 

Act handling regulations as requested in the petition. 

 

Pursuant to 26 U.S.C. § 1746, I declare under penalty of perjury under the laws of the 

United States of America that the foregoing is true and correct, based on my own 

personal knowledge, and as to those matters, I believe them to be true.  

Executed this 23rd day of January 2015, in Omaha, Nebraska. 
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APPENDIX C – AZA LETTER 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
March 17, 2015 
 
 
 
Dear Honorable Members of the Kansas Legislature, 
 
I am writing to oppose SB 97, legislation which would allow members of the public to 
have physical contact with certain dangerous animals. 
 
Founded in 1924, the AZA is a 501(c)3 non-profit organization dedicated to the 
advancement of zoos and aquariums in the areas of animal welfare, conservation, 
education, science, and recreation.  AZA is the independent accrediting organization for 
the premier zoos and aquariums in America and the world including seven institutions in 
Kansas:  Hutchinson Zoo, Lee Richardson Zoo, Rolling Hills Zoo, Sedgwick County Zoo, 
Sunset Zoological Park, The David Traylor Zoo of Emporia, and Topeka Zoo.  AZA-
accredited zoos and aquariums collectively draw more than 180 million visitors annually, 
generate more than $17 billion in annual economic activity, and support more than 
165,000 jobs.  They also spend annually $160 million on field conservation, supporting 
more than 2,600 projects in 130 countries.  Fewer than 10 percent of the 2,800 wildlife 
exhibitors licensed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture under the Animal Welfare Act 
meet the more comprehensive standards of AZA accreditation.  Please refer to the 
attached document which provides a general overview of some key areas of the AZA’s 
accreditation standards. 
 
The AZA recognizes the value of ambassador animals in delivering conservation and 
education messages to the public, and the AZA accreditation standards require that 
these elements are part of any ambassador animal presentation.  The AZA Ambassador 
Animal Policy requires all accredited institutions with ambassador animals to develop an 
institutional program animal policy that clearly identifies and justifies those species and 
individuals approved as program animals and details their long-term management plan 
and educational program objectives.  Additionally, the accreditation standards require 
that the conditions and treatment of animals in education programs must meet standards 
set for the remainder of the animal collection, including species-appropriate shelter, 
exercise, appropriate environmental enrichment, access to veterinary care, nutrition, and 
other related standards. 
 
Some AZA-accredited institutions use cheetahs and clouded leopards as ambassador 
animals in carefully controlled public venues.  The AZA has worked closely with the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) about the need for regulatory flexibility in these 
outreach programs so that AZA members could conduct their ambassador programs 
with the full knowledge that they are following USDA policies and procedures.  The 

8403 Colesville Road, Suite 710 
Silver Spring, MD 20910-3314 

301-562-0777 tel  301-562-0888 fax 
www.aza.org 

 



agreed-upon solution was for all AZA-accredited institutions with cheetah and clouded 
leopard outreach programs to work with the USDA Big Cat Specialist and their USDA 
inspector to demonstrate their outreach program, including direct public contact 
restrictions, sufficient barriers and other safeguards, and to work through any perceived 
issues or concerns with USDA. So far, this arrangement has worked well. 
 
SB 97 would allow full contact with lions, tigers, jaguars, mountain lions, and other 
leopards weighing less than ten pounds and incidental contact with those same animals 
weighing less than forty pounds.  Only trained professionals should have contact with 
these animals, regardless of weight, to assure that the health and safety of the general 
public is protected and that the welfare of the animals comes first.  Allowing untrained 
individuals to hold these animals, even temporarily, could result in serious injuries.  
Additionally, the handling by the general public of these animals at such weights and 
young ages would put tremendous stress on the animals and place their welfare in 
jeopardy.  Therefore, I urge you to oppose SB 97 to protect the public and assure that 
these animals continue to receive the best possible care, according to modern zoological 
and husbandry best practices. 
 
The AZA believes that nothing is more important than assuring the highest standards of 
animal care. AZA accreditation is a publicly recognized badge signifying excellence in, 
and commitment to, veterinary care, ethics, physical facilities, staffing, conservation, 
education, safety and security, and in particular, animal management and welfare.  The 
AZA-accredited institutions in Kansas are making an important difference in the 
conservation of the world’s great species and in inspiring Kansas schoolchildren and 
families to play a part in preserving wildlife. 
 
Thank you for your attention to this matter.  If I can be of assistance to you, please do 
not hesitate to contact me. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Jim Maddy 
President and CEO 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Accreditation by the AZA assures that the highest standards for animal management and 
welfare, veterinary care, safety, conservation, and education are followed at AZA-
accredited zoos and aquariums across the country.  AZA distinguishes itself from other 
accrediting organizations in several key areas including (but not limited to): 
 
Accreditation 
 

• Institutions must complete a 27 page application and submit a vast amount of 
material and documentation just to apply [4-6 months].   

• After months of study and evaluation, a 3-5 day inspection of the institution takes 
place generating a detailed report and a list of items which the institution must 
address.   

• A 12-member independent Accreditation Commission consisting of leaders in 
zoo/aquarium operations, animal husbandry, and veterinary medicine thoroughly 
evaluates each case, assesses the institution’s progress and adequacy in 
addressing those items identified at inspection, and interviews the institution’s top 
officials.   

• Standards are based on accepted best practices and science-based research and 
are revised annually to assure that they stay current modern zoological practice 
and philosophy. 

• Standards cover all areas of an institution’s operations, including financial, so as to 
assure that an institution has the stability to maintain AZA standards throughout 
the five-year period of accreditation. 

• AZA accreditation standards are enforced.  Accreditation can be rescinded any 
time standards are not being maintained.  Since 1974, 62 institutions have had 
their accreditation repealed or denied. 

• Complete details of the AZA accreditation process, along with copies of the 
standards and the application, are available to the public for download at the 
AZA’s website.  A copy of the 2015 AZA Accreditation Standards and Related 
Policies may be found at https://www.aza.org/uploadedFiles/Accreditation/AZA-
Accreditation-Standards.pdf.   

 
Finance Requirements (highlights) 
 

• Institutions must provide sufficient evidence of adequate financial stability 
including complete financial reports. 

• Insurance coverage must be provided for visitors, staff, volunteers/docents, and 
physical facilities. 

• The institution must have a sufficient written contingency plan in the event that 
significant decreases in operating income should occur. 

 
Animal Care, Welfare, and Safety Requirements (highlights) 
 

• All animals must be provided veterinary care, daily enrichment, and safely housed 
in appropriate groupings which meet their psychological and social needs. 

• All animal transportation must be conducted in a manner that is safe and 
minimizes risk to the animal(s), employees, and general public. 

https://www.aza.org/uploadedFiles/Accreditation/AZA-Accreditation-Standards.pdf
https://www.aza.org/uploadedFiles/Accreditation/AZA-Accreditation-Standards.pdf


• Live-action emergency drills must be conducted at least once annually for each of 
the four basic types of emergency (fire; weather/environment appropriate to the 
region; injury to staff or a visitor; animal escape).  

 
Wildlife Conservation Requirements (highlights) 
 

• The institution must have a written conservation action plan and also participate 
in every applicable Species Survival Plan (SSP) for each animal. 

• The institution must be actively involved in regional or international conservation 
programs. 

• By working closely with federal agencies and other partners, AZA-accredited zoos 
and aquariums are critical partners in reintroduction programs for a variety of 
species including black-footed ferrets, California condors, freshwater mussels, and 
golden lion tamarin, to name a few.   
 

Education Requirements (highlights) 
 

• The institution must prioritize education as a key component of its mission, and 
have a written education plan that matches current industry standards. 

• Education must be under the direction of a paid staff person who is trained or has 
experience in educational programming. 

• Institutions should participate in ongoing collaborative partnerships with 
organizations and individuals that can contribute to the expansion of their 
educational dimension (local colleges, universities, etc.). 
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