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Executive Summary 
 

Background  
 
In 2011 Governor McDonnell charged the Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries 
(VDGIF) with reviewing Virginia’s policies and regulations on potentially dangerous animals in 
the context of ensuring public safety.  The Governor’s charge was in response to a 2011 incident 
where an Ohio resident released his collection of more than 50 big cats, primates, and other 
potentially dangerous and exotic animals from their enclosures onto the compound within his 
property. This compound was located in a populated area. The animals were killed or captured, 
and no people were injured. The event was widely seen as a serious danger to public safety. At 
the time of the incident, Ohio had few regulations governing the private possession of potentially 
dangerous animals. Virginia, unlike Ohio, has regulations in place addressing the private 
possession of potentially dangerous animals. However, in the aftermath of the Ohio incident, 
Virginia joined several states in reviewing existing regulations with a view towards determining 
whether additional oversight is needed to protect public safety and to prevent the escape of 
potentially dangerous animals, including but not limited to big cats, bears, primates, and reptiles. 
Ultimately, VDGIF contracted with the University of Virginia’s (UVA) Institute for 
Environmental Negotiation (IEN) to facilitate a process to engage stakeholders in a consensus-
building effort around public safety and potentially dangerous animals—the Dangerous Animals 
Initiative (DAI).  This final report contains the recommendations of the DAI Workgroup, areas 
for potential further consideration, background of the effort, and several key supporting 
appendices. 
 
On May 10th, 2012, VDGIF hosted a meeting of government stakeholders and IEN to discuss 
ways to potentially engage stakeholders in a consensus-based process to develop 
recommendations around public safety and potentially dangerous animals (see the Workgroup 
Process section of this report for the definition of consensus used by the Workgroup).  VDGIF 
contracted with IEN to help design and facilitate a collaborative Dangerous Animals Initiative 
(DAI) effort.  This included background research, interviewing key stakeholders, forming a DAI 
Coordinating Team (CT) and Workgroup, hosting a Webinar and public input survey, conducting 
five Workgroup meetings, recording public comments, facilitating a public meeting, and drafting 
the DAI Final Report.  These activities occurred through the summer to winter of 2012.  

 
A Coordinating Team comprised of local, state, and federal representatives was formed to help 
coordinate the DAI consensus-building process.  During the summer of 2012, IEN conducted a 
series of interviews with key stakeholders to help inform the process design and identify 
potential issues for consideration by the Workgroup (see Appendix Z for the DAI Interview 
Summary.  These interviews helped IEN and the Coordinating Team identify potential areas of 
agreement as well as top concerns, ideas, and issues from participants.  The DAI Coordinating 
Team then launched a Webinar, moderated by state agency representatives, which convened a 
panel to review Virginia’s existing regulatory framework and respond to questions from the 
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public.  A video of the August 29th, 2012 Webinar was available on the DAI 
website: www.virginiaanimals.net (see Appendix II for the presentation).  An online survey 
accompanied the Webinar and was completed by nearly 200 people.  Survey comments were 
compiled, along with previously obtained and ongoing public input on this issue, and shared with 
the DAI Workgroup (see Appendix AA for public comment summary).   
 
A series of five DAI Workgroup meetings were held in Richmond, Virginia from September to 
November of 2012.  Workgroup members (stakeholders) represented pet industry groups, 
business owners, local government organizations, state agency representatives, federal agency 
representatives, animal exhibitors (including zoos and a circus), animal care interests, welfare 
and activist groups, other nonprofit organizations, and additional organizations.  The meetings 
were open to the public. Citizens attended each session and were able to comment during the 
public comment portion of the meeting (see Workgroup meeting section of the Appendix for 
meeting summaries).  Additionally, an advertised public meeting was held in October during 
which attendees shared their concerns and offered suggestions to the Workgroup (see Public 
Meeting section of the Appendix for meeting summary).  Throughout the process, the public was 
encouraged to provide comments on the DAI website and to attend and comment during the DAI 
Workgroup meetings (see Appendix BB for a compilation of web-based public comments). 
 
DAI Workgroup Recommendations 
 
After substantial discussion and deliberation, the DAI Workgroup reached consensus on ten 
recommendations.  The Workgroup recommends the following: 
 

1. The Workgroup recommends that Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries 
(VDGIF) be given the additional responsibility for protecting human safety in 
regulating specified animals within Virginia.  Additional specified species should be 
added to the restricted species list based on public safety concerns.  Animals that are 
identified at the time of this action shall be subject to a grandfather clause, however the 
grandfather clause does not exempt current owners from meeting safety requirements.  
Current owners will be given appropriate time to bring their facilities into compliance 
with safety requirements.  
 

The amended restricted species list should have a subcategory known as the Consensus 
List, based on these safety concerns, to which all further recommendations in this 
document apply.  Designate the following species as the Consensus List: 

 
Baboons*  Cape buffalos*  Crocodiles (except dwarf  
Elephants*    Gibbons*    Congo) 
Leopards   Rhinoceros*   Jaguars 
Bears    Chimpanzees*   Tigers 
Gavials    Gorillas*   Drills and mandrills* 
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Lions    Siamangs*   Komodo dragons* 
Black caimans   Cougars, panthers  Hybrids of the above    
Gelada baboons*   Hippopotamuses* 
Orangutans*    Snow leopards 
 

*Species that are not currently on the VDGIF restricted species list. 
 
2. Applicants shall submit proof of general liability insurance to VDGIF as part of the 

initial and renewal applications for an exhibitor’s permit.  
         

3. Every permitted facility shall have written escape, succession, and disaster plans, as 
well as a current animal inventory, all kept on site and made available to inspectors for 
review upon request. Facilities shall have ready access for the tools and resources 
needed to carry out the escape plan.   
 

4. Applicants shall attest to compliance with relevant local laws as part of the initial and 
renewal applications for a VDGIF permit. 

 
5. Applicants shall demonstrate training appropriate to the species for which an 

exhibitor’s permit is sought. 
 
6. Requirements should be established for the standards of enclosure for animals on the 

Consensus List. The enclosure shall be appropriate to the species to ensure public 
safety. 

 
7. Identify additional funding and resources for state agencies and localities for 

implementation.   
 
8. Improve and increase communication between federal, state, and local authorities to 

protect public safety. 
 

9. Encourage compliance with existing animal laws and regulations and increase penalties 
for noncompliance. 

 
10. Increase access to first responder training. Training should be an enhancement, not an 

additional requirement, for Animal Control Officers. There should be recognition of 
organizations at the local level that could support training. 
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Workgroup Deliberation: Areas of Non-Agreement and Recommendations for Further 
Study 
 
Workgroup members discussed several additional topics related to potentially dangerous animals 
throughout the course of the DAI process.  While time constraints and the diversity of views 
prevented the Workgroup from reaching consensus on all topics and proposals that were 
introduced, members recognized the significance of several core areas of discussion and 
recommended further study around certain key issues.   
 
In addition, two subcommittees (comprised of members of the DAI Workgroup) were formed 
during the Workgroup process to examine specific issues and information needs and to develop 
ideas for the entire Workgroup to consider.  The proposals from these committees and 
subsequent discussions may be found in the Appendix.  The first subcommittee reviewed 
existing regulations to identify potential gaps and needs with regard to regulation of potentially 
dangerous animals. A subcommittee member introduced a specific proposal for the Workgroup 
to consider, which greatly informed discussion on the topic but was not ultimately adopted (see 
the October 24th meeting summary and Appendix DD for first subcommittee report).  The second 
subcommittee was formed to review concerns specific to non-human primate (NHP) regulations.  
A summary of the NHP subcommittee’s discussion may be found in Appendices GG and HH 
and the details of discussion of the NHP proposal may be found in the November 13th meeting 
summary.   
 
As a result of the subcommittee presentations and related discussions, the DAI Workgroup 
recommended that further study may be needed in the following areas: 
 

• Consider ownership restrictions for non-human primates. 
• Consider requirements for other potentially dangerous animals not discussed by the 

Workgroup. 
• Consider requirements for animal sanctuaries. 
• Consider the need for facilities to maintain tranquilizers and drugs on site. 

 
Conclusion of Workgroup and Next Steps 
 
The Workgroup conducted its final meeting on November 28th, 2012.  The final report was 
compiled by IEN and was reviewed by all Workgroup members and the Coordinating Team prior 
to its submission to the Governor’s office.  Additional background detail may be found below, 
and several key supporting documents may be found in the Appendix.   
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Background 
 

Issue Background 
 
In 2011 Governor McDonnell charged the Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries 
(VDGIF) with reviewing Virginia’s policies and regulations on dangerous animals in the context 
of ensuring public safety.  The Governor’s charge was in response to a 2011 incident where an 
Ohio resident released his collection of more than 50 big cats, primates, and other potentially 
dangerous and exotic animals from their enclosures onto the compound within his property, 
located in a populous area. The event was widely seen as a serious danger to public safety. At the 
time of the incident, Ohio had few regulations governing the private possession of dangerous 
animals. Virginia, unlike Ohio, does currently have regulations in place that do not allow 
individuals to own these animals as pets.2  However, in the aftermath of the Ohio incident 
Virginia has joined several states in reviewing existing regulations with a view towards 
determining whether additional oversight is needed to protect public safety and to prevent the 
escape of potentially dangerous animals, including but not limited to big cats, bears, primates, 
and reptiles. Ultimately, VDGIF contracted with the University of Virginia’s (UVA) Institute for 
Environmental Negotiation (IEN) to facilitate a process to engage stakeholders in a consensus-
building effort around public safety and potentially dangerous animals—the Dangerous Animals 
Initiative (DAI).  This final report contains the recommendations of the DAI Workgroup, areas 
for potential further consideration, background of the effort, and several key supporting 
appendices including meeting summaries. 

Proposed Legislation 
 
On November 30th, 2011, and again on January 5th, 2012, several interested groups (including 
non-governmental organizations and federal and state agencies) met to explore the issues of 
dangerous animal ownership and existing regulations in Virginia.  During this time, Delegate 
Christopher Peace introduced HB 1242 in the Virginia House of Delegates, which called for a 
prohibition of future ownership of specifically defined dangerous animals.  Simultaneously, 
Senator L. Louise Lucas introduced similar legislation (SB477) in the Virginia Senate.  The 
following is a summary of each bill: 

Bill from Delegate Peace (HB 1242)  
o The bill makes it a class 1 misdemeanor to privately possess, sell, transfer, or 

breed dangerous wild animals, which are identified by taxonomic classification. 
The bill would grandfather in the ownership of any existing lawful dangerous 
wild animals; however, the owner of such animals is required to meet certain 

2 During the Workgroup’s review of the incident in Ohio, it became clear that the situation was fact-specific and exacerbated by 
Ohio’s lack of state regulations governing potentially dangerous animals.  The Workgroup stressed that a similar incident 
occurring in Virginia is less likely because there are already existing regulations concerning potentially dangerous animals and 
public safety. 
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conditions in order to maintain possession of the animals. The bill exempts certain 
types of entities and facilities that are spelled out. The legislation sets out the 
procedures to be followed in the impoundment and forfeiture of dangerous wild 
animals.  The bill can be found online at:  http://leg1.state.va.us/cgi-
bin/legp504.exe?121+sum+HB1242 

 
Bill from Senator Lucas (SB477) 

o The bill makes it a Class 1 misdemeanor to privately possess, sell, transfer, or 
breed dangerous wild animals. The bill would grandfather in the ownership of any 
existing lawful exotic animals; however, the owner of such animals is required to 
meet certain conditions in order to maintain possession of the animals. The bill 
exempts certain types of entities and facilities spelled out in the bill. The 
legislation describes procedures to be followed in the seizure and care of 
dangerous wild animals. The bill can be found online 
at:  http://lis.virginia.gov/121/sum/SB477.HTM 

 
A large number of stakeholders responded with varying positions both for and against the 
proposed legislation. After witnessing the strong public reaction and recognizing there was 
limited time for public input, Delegate Peace agreed to carry over the legislation to the next 
session in order to accommodate greater participation by stakeholders in this issue. The bill was 
carried over to the 2013 session of the General Assembly. 

Process Framework 
 
During this same time period, Governor McDonnell asked the Virginia Department of Game and 
Inland Fisheries (VDGIF) to review Virginia’s regulations on potentially dangerous animals.  On 
May 10th, 2012 VDGIF hosted a meeting of government stakeholders and the Institute for 
Environmental Negotiation (IEN) to discuss potential ways to engage stakeholders in a 
consensus-building process around public safety and potentially dangerous animals.  VDGIF 
contracted with IEN to facilitate the Dangerous Animal Initiative in a multi-phase effort.  A 
Coordinating Team (CT), comprised of local, state, and federal representatives, was formed to 
help plan and coordinate the process.  The CT helped establish the charge, invite members for 
the DAI Workgroup, handle logistics, and provide resources. It was agreed that CT members 
would have a limited role in decision-making, and most members would abstain from consensus 
voting during the broader consensus-building effort. 

IEN helped create a consensus-building framework to help guide the process with the CT (see 
the appendix for additional detail regarding the consensus-building process). The framework 
included three main components: 

1. A scoping phase identifying concerns through outreach and interviews with key 
stakeholders.  IEN conducted 30 interviews with pre-selected stakeholders prior to the 
stakeholder engagement process to identify top issues, concerns, potential areas of 
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agreement, and key questions. IEN then drafted an interview summary from the 
interviews (without comments attributed to specific individuals) that helped guide the 
overall effort. 
 

2. A second phase consisting of education, issue identification, idea generation, and choice. 
This phase consisted of approximately six meetings of the CT and five meetings of a 
broader Workgroup. This phase also included facilitation of a public meeting, developing 
and maintenance of the DAI website, administration of a survey, facilitation of the 
background Webinar, creation of an email list, as well other strategies to engage a diverse 
stakeholder base.   
 

3. A third and final phase in which the recommendations of the DAI Workgroup were 
drafted by IEN in a final report explaining areas of agreement as well as areas of non-
agreement. This report may be consulted as a resource if dangerous animal legislation is 
introduced during the 2013 General Assembly or other measures are taken.  

Stakeholder Interviews and Webinar 
 
The initial scoping phase consisted of a series of interviews with pre-selected stakeholders. In 
consultation with the CT, IEN developed a list of stakeholders representing local, state, and 
federal agencies; permitted facilities that exhibit animals; non-governmental groups; and 
individuals.  Interviews, which were confidential and anonymized in the interview summary, 
were conducted in June to August of 2012.  IEN developed a summary for consideration by the 
CT and the Workgroup.  The interviews revealed a range of perspectives, with stakeholders 
identifying issues such as insurance requirements for exotic animal owners, enforcement of 
existing regulations for animal owners, and capacity for local enforcement and emergency 
response as important topics for consideration. (See Appendix Z for the interview summary.) 

In general, interviewees expressed confusion about the current regulations and agency 
responsibilities around potentially dangerous and exotic animals. In particular, interviewees 
wondered what agencies at what levels had oversight, and who issued permits and responded to 
escapes and other emergencies.  Many expressed a need for new or strengthened regulation, 
which might take the form of additional animals being added to a restricted list or a tightening of 
exemptions. While some interviewees noted the proposed 2011 legislation addressed holes in 
regulations in Virginia, many voiced concern that the effort was “too much and too fast” without 
appropriate time to gather input from parties it may affect.  While some individuals noted that no 
changes to current regulations may be needed, most interviewees did see opportunities to make 
changes to address current gaps in regulations.  Many noted that the consensus process was 
welcome and necessary; it allowed for input from diverse stakeholders.  Many interviewees 
wished to see a clear role for VDGIF and other agencies; some pointed to other states that can 
provide ready examples Virginia might use to improve its current regulations.  Others noted 
concerns over the definitions of dangerous and exotic animals, including what animals qualify 
for these definitions and why. 
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Most stakeholders were hopeful that including a wide variety of stakeholders would yield the 
best solutions for animal welfare, public safety, private property, and industry and emergency 
response situations involving dangerous animals. Significant concerns were expressed over 
coordination and cost of regulation. Resources are needed for staffing as well as effective 
enforcement for any new regulations or programs. Interviews reinforced concerns that owners 
should be held responsible for properly caring for animals’ welfare as well as public safety 
during daily operations and during emergencies, as well as concerns over liability and insurance. 
There was discussion about accreditation programs; many stakeholders advocated for private 
accreditation with adequate standards for animal welfare and public safety, while many others 
noted a need for a balanced approach.  Other interviews highlighted concerns regarding invasive 
species, private property rights, industry economic considerations, potential pathogens, and 
maintenance of private information.  

The interviews assisted the facilitators and CT in learning about potential areas of agreement as 
well as top concerns, ideas, and issues identified by participants.  The DAI CT then hosted a 
Webinar (August 29th, 2012), moderated by IEN and state agency representatives. The Webinar 
outlined background information about Virginia’s existing regulatory framework, the project, 
and responded to questions from the public. The video of the Webinar was available on the DAI 
website: www.virginiaanimals.net (see Appendix II for the presentation).  An online survey 
accompanied the Webinar and was completed by nearly 200 people.  Survey comments were 
compiled, along with previously obtained and ongoing public input on this issue, and shared with 
the DAI Workgroup (see Appendix AA for public comment summary).   
 
To better understand the existing regulatory framework in Virginia and provide background for 
DAI Workgroup participants, IEN compiled existing regulations at the federal, state, and locality 
levels, as well as examples of regulations from other states. The Dangerous Animals Regulations 
and Policies background document, which includes a list of the current federal, state, and local 
regulations and ordinances concerning potentially dangerous animals and public safety, may be 
found in Appendix W.  A list of various states’ definitions for dangerous animals is also listed 
in Appendix X.  

Workgroup Process and Public Engagement 
 
Five Dangerous Animal Initiative Workgroup meetings were held in Richmond, Virginia on 
September 19th, October 3rd, October 24th, November 13th, and November 28th, 2012.  
Workgroup members included stakeholders representing pet industry groups, business owners, 
local government organizations, state agency representatives, federal agency representatives, 
animal exhibitors (including zoos and a circus), animal care advocates, welfare and activist 
groups, other nonprofit organizations, and additional organizations.  Throughout the Dangerous 
Animals Initiative, there were numerous opportunities for public input.  The meetings were open 
to the public; citizens attended each session (see Workgroup meeting section of the Appendix for 
full meeting summaries and agendas).  The public was directly engaged via the August webinar 
and follow-up online survey, website inquiries/comments, public comment periods following 
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each Workgroup meeting, and via emails to the Workgroup.  A summary of comments received 
in the online survey, the DAI website, comments received by email, and comments submitted 
during the 2011 legislative session may be found in Appendices AA and BB.   

In addition, a Public Meeting was held on October 24th, 2012. At the meeting, citizens shared 
many personal experiences of owning animals, voiced concerns about both the current 
regulations and proposed legislation, and shared ideas for consideration by the DAI Workgroup 
(see the Public Meeting section of the Appendix for the meeting summary). Core areas of 
concern expressed by the public during the meeting are summarized below:  

• Opposition to a venomous snake registry. 
• Concerns regarding animal ownership and the potential public safety threats from animal 

escape. 
• Overall concerns about the potential for animal escape and potential impacts to 

individuals or neighborhoods. 
• Preserving animal ownership rights for future generations. 
• Potential economic benefit of animal ownership and private animal owners providing 

public services (such as education and training). 
• Affordability of increased regulations and requirements. 
• Better enforcement of existing laws. 
• Recommendations for owner education. 

During the DAI process, the Workgroup discussed a range of topics related to public safety and 
potentially dangerous animals.  Although the entire Workgroup supported several 
recommendations (as noted above), there were many areas of discussion that did not reach 
consensus.  Over the course of the meetings, two subcommittees (comprised of Workgroup 
members) were formed in an effort to focus deliberations and potential recommendations around 
main issue areas.  One subcommittee reviewed existing regulations to identify potential gaps and 
needs, which provided the framework for a specific proposal for the Workgroup to consider (see 
the October 24th meeting summary and Appendix DD for first subcommittee report).  The second 
subcommittee was formed to review concerns specific to non-human primate (NHP) regulations.  
A summary of the NHP subcommittee’s discussion may be found in Appendices GG and HH, 
with additional details in the November 13th meeting summary.   
 
Efforts in subcommittee and by individual Workgroup members yielded four formal proposals 
for consideration by all participants.  The Workgroup deliberated extensively but did not 
ultimately agree by consensus to adopt the proposals. As part of the record of deliberations, the 
four original proposals are located in the Appendix of this final report.  Three proposals are 
related to regulating all potentially dangerous animals.  They detail additional species that could 
be regulated, including primates and venomous snakes, and offer suggestions for specific 
training and enclosure requirements for facilities housing these species (see Appendices A – C).  
The fourth proposal was developed by some members of the non-human primate (NHP) 
subcommittee and recommends specific measures to regulate all NHPs (see Appendix D).   
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Workgroup Charge and Protocols 
 
At the onset of the process, the CT offered the following charge to the DAI Workgroup: 

1. Define the term “dangerous.”  Which animals are potentially dangerous?  
a. Consider varying levels of risk, such as public vs. household, potential health 

concerns under the definition of “dangerous.” 
2. Determine if there is a need to place additional conditions and/or restrictions on the 

possession of dangerous animals. 
a. If yes, identify the limitations, conditions and restrictions. 
b. If yes, identify resources necessary to implement additional conditions and/or 

restrictions (personnel, training, equipment, facilities, etc.). 
c. If no, identify the consequences of not placing additional conditions and/or 

restrictions on the possession of potentially dangerous animals: what are the legal 
responsibilities of person(s)/organization(s) in possession of dangerous animal(s): 

i. Notification of public safety threat if animal(s) is/are at-large, 
ii. Who has responsibility for damages, injuries or loss of life, and 

iii. Who is responsible for the capture and/or disposition of animal(s). 

The Workgroup discussed and refined the charge during the Workgroup meeting process to 
reflect group deliberations.   

The Workgroup used background information and other materials to frame the groups’ 
discussions on current regulations regarding dangerous animals and recommendations for 
enhancing public safety. During the DAI meeting process, key decisions were made using 
consensus-based decision-making.  Consensus was defined in the Workgroup process as having 
three separate parts: 
 

1. While consensus may entail compromise, a participant who consents to a proposal does 
not compromise interests or core values of fundamental importance to him/herself or 
his/her constituents.  

2. A participant who consents will actively work to support the proposal. 
3. A participant who consents will support all of the proposal, and not just the parts s/he 

likes best. 
 

The Workgroup engaged in consensus decision-making around specific proposals by using the 
following method: 
 

• Raising three fingers will indicate full support. 
• Raising two fingers will indicate support with some questions and concerns. 
• A “one finger” position by one or more participants indicates that consensus has not been 

reached and more discussion is potentially needed. 
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In addition to consensus decision-making, the CT developed a series of Workgroup protocols, 
including communication protocols, which can be viewed in Appendix CC.  Meeting guidelines 
were established at the beginning of every DAI meeting and included:  
 

• Members are encouraged to discuss issues raised during the meetings with their 
constituents without attributing positions and attitudes to specific people.   

• Members are encouraged to be open and candid in their views. 
• Members are encouraged to speak with focus and brevity so that everyone may have an 

opportunity to speak. 
• Cell phones will either be turned off or calls taken outside the meeting room. 
• Please spell out acronyms initially. 
• Members will speak respectfully, with one person speaking at a time.  
• Please refrain from using electronic devices during Workgroup deliberations.  
• Others guidelines may as added by the Workgroup.   

 
During the public meeting on October 24th, citizens shared many personal experiences of owning 
animals, voiced concerns about both the current regulations and proposed legislation, and shared 
ideas for consideration by the DAI Workgroup (see the Public Meeting section of the Appendix 
for the meeting summary).  

Conclusion of Workgroup Process 
 

The final Workgroup meeting was held on November 28th, 2012.  Workgroup members 
completed evaluations during each of the DAI Workgroup meetings.  Evaluations were generally 
positive; participants valued the opportunity for participating in the DAI Workgroup.  However, 
some expressed frustration at having expected to make more progress and spend more time 
working on the details of the recommendations. A greater sense of shared understanding was 
developed among members, many of whom held highly disparate views on animal ownership.  
Most participants were appreciative of the unique opportunity to meet with such a diverse group 
of stakeholders (a compilation of meeting evaluations may be found in the Workgroup Meeting 
section of the Appendix).  The final report was compiled by IEN and was reviewed by all 
Workgroup members and the Coordinating Team prior to submission to the Governor’s office. 
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