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Dangerous Animals Initiative Public Meeting Summary 
Virginia Housing Center, Richmond, VA 
October 24th, 2012 – 4:00 pm – 6:00 pm 

 
Facilitated by the Institute for Environmental Negotiation, University of Virginia 

Meeting Summary Overview 

Fifty members of the public and Workgroup members attended an open forum at the Virginia 
Housing Center in Richmond, VA on October 24th, 2012 to provide feedback for the Dangerous 
Animal Initiative Workgroup concerning public safety and potentially dangerous animals in 
Virginia.  Members of the public shared many personal experiences with owning animals and 
voiced their concerns with both the current regulations, proposed legislation, and ideas from the 
Dangerous Animals Initiative (DAI) Workgroup.  Below is a brief summary of the meeting, with 
additional details following.  

David Whitehurst, of the Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries (DGIF), opened the 
session by providing the history of the proposed legislation and the background of the 
Workgroup formation.  Three facilitators from the Institute for Environmental Negotiation (IEN) 
helped guide the public meeting and elicit comments from the attendees.  Christine Gyovai, one 
of facilitators, emphasized the importance of public feedback to assist the Workgroup in 
developing recommendations. 

Public attendees presented a wide list of concerns, primarily advocating the enforcement of 
existing regulations instead of creating additional requirements for owners.  Members of the 
public used this meeting as an opportunity to discuss concerns with Workgroup members.  
Workgroup members also asked the public for suggestions and recommendations.  The 
Workgroup also shared two areas of consensus reached earlier that day, which included adding 
animals to the DGIF prohibited animals list, and adding insurance documentation to the permit 
renewal process for those owners already required to have insurance. 

At the conclusion of the meeting, Mr. Whitehurst thanked all attendees for their participation and 
reminded them to submit further comments and input through the DAI website, 
www.virginiaanimals.net.  DAI Workgroup meetings continue to be open to the public, with 
opportunities for public comment at the end of each meeting.  The next Workgroup meeting will 
be November 13th from 10:00 am – 4:00 pm at the VHDA Virginia Housing Center in 
Richmond, Virginia. 

Meeting Introduction, background, and effort overview 

Mr. Whitehurst welcomed the members of the public and discussed the history of the proposed 
legislation and resulting Workgroup formation.  Christine Gyovai provided an overview of the 
DAI Workgroup and highlights of interviews that IEN conducted.   
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The Dangerous Animals Initiative (DAI) was formed to develop recommendations around public 
safety and potentially dangerous animals.  In response to the 2011 Ohio incident involving the 
release of more than 50 dangerous exotic animals, Governor McDonnell asked the Department of 
Game and Inland Fisheries (DGIF) to review Virginia’s policies and regulations on dangerous 
animals. Simultaneously, Virginia Delegate Chris Peace and Virginia Senator Louise Lucas 
introduced new legislation to strengthen the regulations on ownership of these animals, 
generating substantial public comment. The proposed legislation was carried over to the next 
session in order to accommodate feedback from the many stakeholders in this issue, including 
through the recommendations of the Dangerous Animal Initiative. 
 
On May 10th, 2012, DGIF hosted a meeting of government stakeholders and the UVA Institute 
for Environmental Negotiation to discuss ways to engage stakeholders in a consensus process to 
develop potential recommendations around public safety policies and potentially dangerous 
animals. A Coordinating Team comprised of local, state and federal representatives was formed 
to help plan the DAI process, and DGIF contracted with the UVa Institute for Environmental 
Negotiation (IEN) to facilitate a process for engaging stakeholders and to develop consensus 
recommendations around this issue.  
 
Over the summer of 2012, IEN conducted a series of interviews regarding the issue to help 
inform the process and identify potential issues.  A Webinar led by state agencies outlining 
background on the project and listing current regulations concerning dangerous exotic animals 
was hosted on August 29th, and is available on the DAI website (www.virginiaanimals.net). A 
survey followed the Webinar with almost 200 people participating, and results of the survey 
were shared with the DAI Workgroup.  
 
During the fall of 2012, a Dangerous Animal Initiative Workgroup has been meeting to develop 
recommendations around public safety and potentially dangerous animals.  This phase has also 
involved other methods for engaging a diverse participant group, including this public 
meeting.  Finally, IEN will draft a report with Workgroup recommendations highlighting areas 
of agreement as well as any remaining differences of the Workgroup in December of 2012. 
 
After this presentation, Kristina Weaver--also of IEN--presented the meeting guidelines and 
shared progress from the earlier Workgroup meeting.  Guidelines for the meeting included: 
 

o Cell phones on vibrate; calls outside of the room. 
o Acronym alert (please spell out acronyms). 
o Speaking one at a time; speaking respectfully to one another. 
o Using brevity while speaking; if someone else says something you agree with – 

feel free to echo his or her comment but no need to repeat. 
o Raising hand to speak. 
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The DAI Workgroup members reached consensus in two areas. The first recommendation 
included adding these specific animals to the Dept. of Game and Inland Fisheries restricted 
species list (which may be found at this link: 
http://leg1.state.va.us/cgibin/legp504.exe?000+reg+4VAC15-30-40):  
 
1. Baboons 
2. Cape Buffalos 
3. Elephants 
4. Gibbons 
5. Hippopotamuses 
6. Orangutans 
7. Siamangs 

8. Chimpanzees 
9. Drills 
10. Mandrills 
11. Gelada Baboons 
12. Gorillas 
13. Komodo Dragons 
14. Rhinoceroses  

 
The second recommendation is for exhibitors to submit a certificate of insurance with 
renewal applications to DGIF.  Additional details may be found in the DAI Workgroup Oct. 24 
meeting summary, which may be found on the DAI website.  Workgroup members also agreed 
that the recommendations were not geared to be a ban on ownership but a strengthening of 
existing regulations and ownership conditions, and were conscious of additional requirements 
that could constitute a “de facto” ban for some owners.   
 
Frank Dukes, of IEN, asked the public to consider their comments in terms of three questions:   
 

1. Are there gaps or needs in existing legislation?   
2. How can public safety be strengthened?   
3. Are there any other ideas?   

 
General Concerns from the Public  
Following the presentation, members of the public shared their concerns with proposed 
legislation regarding dangerous animals.  Workgroup members in attendance asked questions for 
the public as well. Some members of the public thanked the Workgroup and the Coordinating 
Team for holding the meeting for the public to share their ideas, thoughts and concerns.  Below 
is a summary of the input and questions from participants, grouped by topic area. 
 
Private Animal Owners Provide Public Services 

• Private animal owners are generally responsible and often provide a public service.  
Restrictive legislation would prevent owners from not only keeping their animals, but 
would reduce the positive contributions made by this community. 

• Many participants discussed their role as educators, mainly through exhibiting their 
animals.  Several participants described giving children unique opportunities to learn 
about these animals and potentially change existing negative stereotypes.   
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o One participant works for the Department of Defense and teaches a specialized 
course on snake bite treatment and snake identification.  Their salary does not 
cover the cost of game commission fees but they are passionate about providing 
quality education and safety training to the public. 

o Another participant described their role as a public educator for non-commercial 
reasons, to help other people decide if they want to own or work with animals.  

o Another participant described traveling with animals to various locations around 
the state to provide education and outreach. 

• Others described the education and training they provide to potential animal owners and 
the information sharing that occurs within the keeper community.  One participant 
acknowledged that he spent between seven to eight hours with potential buyers focused 
on education prior to selling them an animal. 

• Private individuals also assist accredited facilities and zoos to understand and care for 
rare animals.  One participant told of a private owner who, having extensive experience 
with a particular species of snake, instructed zoo personnel on proper care and 
maintenance of that animal.  

• Participants shared their experience with breeding animals to maintain genetic variety.  
These breeders can provide individualized care for specific species, which some zoos and 
research facilities may not be able to do, based on time or financial constraints.   

o One participant helps preserve genetic lines of certain reptiles for zoos.  They 
mentioned that other countries often do not have the resources to maintain genetic 
variety of individual species, and private breeders can also assist with breeding on 
an international scale. 

• Some private owners, especially snake and reptile owners, assist law enforcement and 
animal control during animal rescue or removal.  They may have greater knowledge of a 
species or animal behavior than the first responders, which increases overall safety during 
these situations. 

o One participant warned that onerous regulations for animal ownership would 
reduce the number of people with knowledge of these species, and would 
negatively affect the ability of law enforcement to respond to these events.  The 
anticipated consequence would be the loss of people who are experienced and 
competent.   

o Some participants offered to help provide education and training opportunities.  
 
Opposition to Venomous Snake Registry 

• Many participants were opposed to the proposal of a venomous snake registry, partially 
due concerns around potential sharing of private information (such as addresses).  Some 
felt that this type of list was unnecessary and difficult to maintain. 

o One participant questioned adding animals to the DGIF restricted species list if 
they did not have a record of posing a danger to the public.  They mentioned that 
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dogs are only put on “dangerous dog” registries after they have bitten someone.  
Participants mentioned that there are few instances of venomous snakes posing 
direct harm to the public. 

o Another participant added that there have been very few injuries and deaths in 
Virginia linked directly to venomous snakes, especially compared to other 
animals like horses, cows, and dogs.   

o A widely-held opinion is if a venomous snake were to escape, it would likely be 
consumed by native species rather than threaten the public, or that they would not 
survive through Virginia winters.  

o Some noted that a registry would require constant updating, especially for owners 
involved with animal propagation, as their animal count changes often.  One 
participant felt that it would be a paperwork nightmare.   

• Others objected to the possibility of private information being accessed by the public, 
including address, phone number, number and type of species. 

o Several participants described facing backlash from neighbors and animal rights 
groups when their animal ownership had previously been made public.  One 
participant’s animals were freed or possibly stolen after their information was 
leaked.  

o There is a concern that a registry maintained by local animal control would still be 
accessible to the public through the Freedom of Information Act. 

 
Preserving Animal Ownership Rights for Future Generations 

• Participants expressed concerns that increased regulation would prevent their children 
and future generations from being able to own animals. 

• Many animal owners inherited a love of these animals from their own families, and many 
hours of teaching, learning, and apprenticing have been shared between different animal 
owners.  

o One participant described growing up with animals because their family owned a 
pet store.  He now owns a private zoo, and strongly values the educational 
offering his facility provides for community members.  

o Another participant described the positive effect that being around animals (the 
participant owns a private zoo) had on their son, who is currently working with 
exotic species in Africa. 

o Another participant, who is a member of a multi-generational family that owns 
and operates private zoos, related how that experience influenced their love of 
animals and sense of responsibility. 

• Participants had questions about the potential inclusion of a “grandfather clause” if 
restrictive legislation was passed. 

o If additional restrictions for ownership are passed, and a grandfather clause is 
included, would the clause pertain to the owner or to the specific animals at the 



6	  
	  

time of the regulation?  This could be difficult to maintain if the owner is 
involved with animal propagation. 

o In the event of a grandfather clause, would the affected owners be required to 
purchase insurance? 

 
Economic Benefit 

• Private animal ownership enhances the local and state economy.   
o One participant described how the breeding and sale of snakes not only provides 

personal income, but also affects other businesses related to the animal and pet 
industry.  They spend $15,000 a year on insects, $6,000 to a rodent breeder, 
$3,500 on vegetables for vegetarian reptiles, $6,000 to a local veterinarian, and 
have made housing investments totaling $120,000.  They also support local retail 
stores in the Commonwealth, including purchasing additional equipment and 
replacements for about $9,000.   

• Restrictive regulations or a complete ban on ownership would negatively impact many 
businesses and the personal finances of owners. 

o A participant mentioned that breeding is worth money.  An investment of $20,000 
in 24 months would return $48,000, which is a 150% return.  A second return on 
that investment would be $65,000.  Some individuals use breeding exotic animals 
as their retirement investments.   

• One of the members of the Workgroup stated that herptoculture, the non-traditional 
agricultural pursuit of reptile breeding, is a $1.4 billion industry and involves over $25 
million in commerce in Virginia.   

 
Affordability of Increased Regulations and Requirements 

• Participants listed concerns about their ability to afford additional requirements of 
proposed legislation, including insurance or accreditation fees. 

o Many participants strongly opposed requiring mandatory AZA (Association of 
Zoos and Aquariums) or ZAA (Zoological Association of America) accreditation 
for private owners.  One individual noted that it could be illegal to require 
membership of private organization to receive a public permit, which would be 
like requiring membership in AAA to get a driver’s license.   

§ Workgroup members clarified that earlier in the day, they recommended 
adding the ZAA’s Class I list of Captive Wildlife to the DGIF prohibited 
species list.  This does not mean they advocate all owners to become 
accredited facilities; the Workgroup will continue with deliberations. 

o Several participants noted it is both difficult and costly to obtain insurance for 
exotic species.  They asked, “Should someone not be able to have these animals 
just because they can’t get the insurance?”   

 



7	  
	  

Potential for Animal Escape 
• There are concerns that some owners do not have adequate facilities for caging their 

animals to prevent escape.  Depending on the species of animal, this could pose a 
significant threat to public safety. 

o One participant described a situation where chimpanzees have repeatedly escaped 
from a neighbor’s property onto their own.  The ownership of these animals was 
regulated only through a locally obtained conditional use permit.  The participant 
felt their safety and property were threatened and requested more formal 
government oversight.  This participant has felt the need to protect his family 
farm from the animals on the neighboring property, and hopes that the Workgroup 
will develop recommendations around more stringent conditions for ownership of 
potentially dangerous animals.  

o Others noted that many members of the public are afraid of potentially dangerous 
animals and that knowledge of the location of the animals should be shared with 
the greater public and first responders.  

 
Better Enforcement of Existing Laws 

• Some participants were frustrated at proposing additional legislation when existing laws 
are already in place, although they may not be adequately enforced.  One participant 
referred it as “reinventing the wheel.”  Others noted that it would be difficult to develop 
recommendations in response to the 2011 Ohio incident as questions of mental stability 
of the individual may have come into play.  

• Participants suggested additional training for first responders.  One participant related an 
incident where animal control arrived to remove an animal, but they did not have proper 
equipment to do so, potentially endangering themselves and others. 

• One participant described the “catch 22” that animal control faces when they remove or 
rescue an animal.  With dangerous or exotic species, they made not have the facilities to 
care for the animals, so they often give the animals to private owners and reliable 
breeders instead of euthanizing them.  This could be a potential conflict if more 
restrictive regulations are enacted.   

 
Recommendations for Owner Education 

• One of the Workgroup members posed a question to the public asking how best to ensure 
that individuals have the means to care properly for their animals.  The question related to 
situations of animal neglect and/or cruelty. 

o Participants suggested that potential owners and permit holders be required to 
complete an apprenticeship or education program, showing the level of care that 
is required and best practices.  One suggested using Florida’s program as a model, 
which requires permit holders to show they have at least 1000 hours of working 
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with that type of animal. Involvement in public advocacy groups also provides a 
support system for individual owners.   

o Other meeting participants offered ideas and comments directly to Workgroup 
members in attendance. 

Conclusion 
 
At the end of the meeting, that facilitators and Mr. Whitehurst thanked the members of the public 
for their comments and input.  He acknowledged there had been a lot of work and coordination 
put forth in the effort, both in defining the Workgroup process, and determining the various 
needs. The next Workgroup meeting, which is open to the public, will be held at the VHDA 
Virginia Housing Center on Tuesday, November 13th, from 10 AM to 4 PM.  Additional 
information may be found at the website: www.virginaanimals.net.  
 
 
List of Participants 

Many of the DAI Workgroup and Coordinating Team stayed for the Public Meeting, which are 
not reflected below in the list of participants. 
 

1. Philip Bailey 
2. Jim Bonavita 
3. Michael Billewicz 
4. Carl Davis 
5. Caroline Seitz 
6. William Taylor 
7. Sue Alvis 
8. Velma Rigsby 
9. Dave Perry 
10. Gretchen Mogensen 
11. Karl Mogensen 
12. Shirley Johnson 
13. Mark Kilby 
14. Kerri Cooper-Bailey 

15. Eric Crabtree 
16. Richard Brown 
17. Lara Brown 
18. Donna Raynes 
19. Wilma Kern 
20. John Fitzhugh 
21. Isaiah Blair 
22. Ann Church 
23. Millard Matthews 
24. Shirley Johnson 
25. Tina Raynes 
26. Sean Richardson 
27. Myles Masterson 

 
IEN Facilitation Team:  Christine Gyovai, Kristina Weaver, Frank Dukes, Kristin Ferriter, 
Justin Altice, and Pete Guzman.  


