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 Big Cat Public Safety Act 
  

The bill has two simple provisions: (1) it phases out private ownership of lions, tigers, and other dangerous big 
cats as pets by individuals not licensed by USDA, grandfathering in current owners, and (2) stops the cub petting 
and photo ops that cause excessive breeding of animals that are discarded after a few months of exploitation. In 
doing so it eliminates major sources of mistreatment of these animals, enhances efforts to prevent extinction of 
these endangered and threatened big cats in the wild, and reduces danger to the public and to first responders. 
 
Mistreatment of cubs. The cubs used in this despicable trade are typically torn from their mother at birth or shortly 
thereafter so they don’t bond to the mother, deprived of the mother’s milk that has antibodies to prevent disease, deprived 
of sleep which further weakens their immune systems, and physically punished to discourage their natural behaviors. 
Then, in a few months when they are too big to pet, there is no tracking of where they end up or how many die or are 
slaughtered to sell their parts into the international trade.  Some end up in back yards.  

Negative impact on conservation in the wild. Claims that cub petting somehow helps these species in the wild are 
false. The only relevant studies, done with primates, conclude that human proximity to animals lowers concerns about 
conservation, it does not raise them. Further, the State Department has confirmed that the rampant, untracked breeding in 
this country is problematic in their efforts to work with foreign governments to stop the tiger farming and trafficking that 
threatens the existence of tigers and other species in the wild. The pro tiger farming countries correctly point out that at 
least they know where their tigers are, in contrast to the large untracked population in backyards in the United States. 

Danger to the public and first responders. There have been more than 700 
dangerous incidents in the U.S. involving big cats, including hundreds of human 
injuries, mauling, and deaths. In many cases, the animals were shot and killed, 
often by first responders who are not trained to deal with these situations. 
Among the most dramatic examples was an October 2011 incident in 
Zanesville, Ohio, in which a private exotic animal owner released dozens of big 
cats near a community, requiring law enforcement to kill the cats—and risk their 
own lives—for the sake of public safety. In a letter to Congress urging support of 
the bill, Sheriff Matt Lutz from Zanesville described the incident this way: “In late 
2011, when private big cat owner Terry Thompson let loose the 38 big cats and 
other exotics he kept on a farm in Muskingum County, it was up to me to 
determine what to do. In order to protect my community, I had to make the 
difficult decision to shoot the animals so they couldn't harm people. This decision, although the right one, brought major 
adversity to my office and my community. It also placed a heavy emotional burden on our Deputies, some of whom still 
carry that today.” 
 
Other examples include: NYPD 
having to deal with a tiger in a 
Harlem apartment; a tiger who 
leaped out of a burning house 
over firefighters and into a law 
enforcement cruiser and tore up 
the inside; a pet lion left in a 
church during a hurricane 
preventing people from seeking 
safety from the storm there; and 
a six-year-old tiger who was shot 
by police in a residential 
neighborhood outside Atlanta.  
 

These dangerous carnivores, cast off from the 
abusive cub petting trade, living miserable lives 
in back yards all over the country, present an 
absolutely unnecessary and unacceptable risk 
to first responders. 
 
Please contact your federal legislators today 
urging them to cosponsor the Big Cat Public 
Safety Act when it is reintroduced in 2021. 
 

 

Zanesville 



 
Cougar Escape in Dayton, OH (2007) 

Account by Tim Harrison, former Public Safety Officer 

 
 
 

The cougar had been abandoned in a home in downtown Dayton, Ohio and had chewed thru a 
door to escape. The cat was loose for two weeks. Per witnesses and neighbors dogs and cats were 
mauled and killed. The morning of the capture the cougar was surprised by some neighborhood 
children and became aggressive and snarled.  
 

The police and firefighters/paramedics that 
responded were immediately charged and 
attacked, and barely escaped being mauled by 
leaping into their cruisers and apparatus. They 
called the two closest zoos and museums for 
help but they were denied. They called my 
department and I responded with a bull rope 
and a dog snare....we had no dart rifles at that 
time.  
 

The cougar charged a police officer as I pulled 
up and I threw the bull rope around the 
snarling cat’s head. It immediately began to 
roll and claw at the rope and spun itself into 
some bushes. The cat rolled out of the rope 
and lunged at me with teeth and claws 
showing. I was lucky enough to grab a dog 
snare and side stepped the attack, catching the 
cat around the head and in the mouth.  

 

 

I tossed the cougar onto the ground and another officer dog 
snared its back foot. We then had to carry the snarling 
cougar out of the fenced yard and down the street to the 
animal control van. In the process, the cougar peed all over 
me....and I felt like doing the same, I was that scared.   
 
As usual with escaped dangerous pets, no one raised their 
hand and said, "can I have my cougar back?” We never 
found the owners and, as in most states, there were no 
licensing records for these animals. It is almost always the 
law enforcement and fire department that are the first to 
respond to these calls.  Typically they have no training in 
how to handle these animals.  
 

 
 
 

 
Having these dangerous animals in private hands is a life threatening issue 

for first responders and law enforcement officers. 



 

Hurricane Ike in Galveston, Texas (2008) 

“Hurricane Ike leaves tiger on loose and lion in church,” The Daily Telegraph 

 

After Causing Widespread Death And Destruction, Hurricane Ike Has 
Unleashed A New Problem On Texas - There's A Tiger On The Loose. 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Authorities in Galveston County today 
said that the animal somehow left its 
enclosure at an exotic pets center in 
Crystal Beach on Bolivar Peninsula, an 
area that is one of the hardest-hit by Ike. 
Galveston County Judge Jim Yarbrough, 
the county's top elected official, put it this 
way: "Turns out there's a tiger, and I 
understand he's hungry ... so we're staying 
away from him."   
 
The news also follows reports of a lion 
holed up in a Baptist church with its 
owner on Bolivar Peninsula as well as 
livestock and other animals roaming amid 
Hurricane Ike's wreckage. Shackle, an 11-
year-old African lioness, took shelter at 
the First Baptist Church, in Crystal Beach. 
The lioness and her owner waded through 
Hurricane Ike flood waters to the church 
after they were unable to make it off 
Bolivar Peninsula prior to Ike's landfall." 

 

 

	



Surgeons Reattach Boy's Arm After Tiger Attack 

Channelview, TX - March 2000 
 

Larry and Nancy Tidwell kept a 4 year old 400 pound tiger as a pet illegally. He was supposed to have a permit but 

had not made the physical improvement required to obtain the permit.  When his four year old nephew Jayton 

Tidwell came to visit, no one noticed when the boy wandered into the back yard and stuck his arm through the 

tiger enclosure fence.  The tiger bit the boy’s arm off above the elbow.  
 

The couple had bought their 4-year-old tiger when she was 9 days old. They kept her in a 15-by-18-ft. enclosure.  

Texas law allows people to own wild animals in unincorporated parts of the state such as Harris County, where 

the Tidwells live. "The tiger is very passive," says a neighbor, Tracy Olivas. "I've let my daughter feed it, and it 

licked her face."  

 

Fortunately they were able to retrieve the arm and rush to the hospital where the arm was reattached. But 

doctors said he would never have full use of his arm.   

 

This incident could have easily had a much, much worse outcome.  Larry Tidwell was cited for having the tiger 

without a license.  The maximum fine is $500. 

 

http://lubbockonline.com/stories/031700/sta_0317000068.shtml 

 

 
 

Yard where tiger was kept: 

 

 

http://lubbockonline.com/stories/031700/sta_0317000068.shtml


TIGER LEAPS OUT OF BURNING HOUSE OVER FIREFIGHTER 

By Tim Harrison 

 

In the mid-1980s I was dispatched to residential house fire on a report that a tiger was 
loose at the fire scene. Upon my arrival I found that a young tiger was scared and 
causing a disturbance endangering the first responders and public. Myself and a 
Sheriff's Deputy corralled the big cat and coaxed him into a police cruiser where he 
immediately started demolishing the interior.  
 
One of the Firefighters said the tiger leaped out of the burning building as he said "right 
over me" as he was on one knee with the first attack hose line. The residences’ owner 
pulled up in his truck and was worried about his tiger. I took him over to the cruiser and 
the owner stated he would bring his trailer over to put his "pet" into it. At that time in 
Ohio there were no laws or legislation against the ownership of big cats, and we had to 
give the tiger back to the owner.         
 
Just a few years later, I was called out to a business park area near a major mall and 
suburban area where a businessman spotted a tiger walking across a field into an 
apartment complex. He reported it to the police and the media and all hell broke loose. 
It quickly turned into a frenzy of activity with big game hunter wannabes, a local zoo and 
spectators swooping into the area.  
 
Helicopters were used as well as surrounding law enforcement. Hundreds of hours of 
manpower were used, as well as local people that were afraid to go outside and in a 
panic. Alleged “experts” got their fifteen minutes of fame on the media scaring the public 
talking about the dangers of the largest big cat in the world. With all this they still could 
not find the tiger, just tracks headed to the apartment buildings. When I finally was 
asked to help, I immediately went to the apartment buildings into which the witness said 
the tiger had walked. I was there less than 30 minutes, knocking on doors and talking to 
the residents, when I recognized a familiar face. It was the girlfriend of the man who 
owned the tiger that was at the fire on the west side of Dayton, Ohio.  
 
I smiled and she knew what I was there for. She told me that the tiger has been living off 
and on in the trailer of her boyfriend because he has been homeless since the fire. The 
boyfriend would stay at different family and friends’ homes for the last few years 
dragging the tiger everywhere he went. She would not say that the tiger the witness saw 
was her boyfriend’s but she said, "What do you think" with a smile. She contacted him 
and I met him at one of his friends’ home and the tiger was still with him. He would not 
say it was his tiger because he was afraid of prosecution, but he did admit that he would 
stay at his girlfriend’s place with the big cat. I asked if his tiger ever gets out of that 
trailer for some exercise and he stated that he lets him out to go for walks, but he is with 
him all the time. I said I know that tiger that was loose was his, and the owner smiled at 
me.  
 
Fortunately, no one was hurt in either incident. But it could have turned out very 
differently. This is a very strong example of why big cats should not be pets! 



 

56 exotic animals escape in Zanesville, Ohio (2011) 

“Zanesville Animal Massacre Included 18 Rare Bengal Tigers,” ABC News 

 

 
 
The massacre began Tuesday evening when sheriff deputies arrived at a notorious wild animal 
preserve in Zanesville, Ohio, to see Bengal tigers, lions, bears and other ferocious animals 
wandering away, some headed for the highway. 
 
Fearing the animals would scatter and terrorize the town, officers began dispatching the wildlife 
with their pistols. 
 
"These animals were on the move and were showing aggressive behavior," said Muskingum 
County Sheriff Matt Lutz. 
 
"There were some very close calls," the sheriff said. At times it was "almost hand to hand" 
combat with the animals, Lutz said. 
 
"These are 300 pound Bengal tigers that we had to put down," he said. 
 
During the night of chaos, an escaped lion killed a monkey, and bears and lions were charging at 
horses kept at the preserve, he said. 
 
When the carnage was over, 49 animals were slaughtered, including 18 Bengal tigers, 17 lions, 
six black bears, a pair of grizzlies, three mountain lions, two wolves and a baboon. 
 
The animals had been released by Terry Thompson, the owner of the preserve, who then killed 
himself, Lutz said. 
 
"These killings were senseless. For our guys to have to do this, it was nonsense, it was crazy," the 
sheriff said. 
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