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Executive Summary 

Twenty-nine members of the Dangerous Animals Initiative Workgroup gathered at the Virginia 
Science Museum in Richmond, VA on October 3rd, 2012 for the second in a series of meetings 
regarding public safety and potentially dangerous animals in Virginia.  The purpose of the 
meeting was to move forward with the Workgroup charge in examining the elements of public 
safety risk presented by potentially dangerous animals and reviewing the effectiveness of current 
federal and state regulations in mitigating that risk.  Below is a brief summary of the meeting, 
followed by additional details and a list of participants.  

Workgroup members reviewed progress from the previous Workgroup meeting on September 
19th, and received two presentations concerning potential public risk.  The first presentation, given 
by Dr. Dan Kovich from the Virginia Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services 
(VDACS), was an overview of risk analysis and assessment.  The second presentation, given by 
Dr. Julie Murphy from the Virginia Health Department (VDH), provided details on zoonotic 
diseases that are common between humans and animals.  Dr. Murphy’s focus was the diseases 
that are of greatest consequence from a public health perspective.    

The Workgroup was divided in two smaller groups to discuss criteria for risk, specifically what 
situations lead to greatest threat to public safety from potentially dangerous animals.  Recurring 
themes from both groups were the possibility of animal escape, threat to first responders, illness 
and injury resulting from working with these animals, and lack of education or resources.   

After the lunch break, Workgroup members discussed whether animals could be categorized as 
“dangerous” based on the high consequence situation of animal escape.  Before listing specific 
species, the Workgroup decided more information was required and they needed a better 
definition of “dangerous,” as related to the Workgroup charge.  A representative committee of 
Workgroup members was formed which will examine existing definitions of dangerous and lists 
of species used by professional organizations, industry, and other state and federal agencies.  This 
committee will meet by phone or in person two to three times and report back to the Workgroup 
at the next meeting on Oct. 24 with their input.  

The last segment of the meeting focused on existing federal and state regulations around 
potentially dangerous animals, with information shared by DGIF and USDA representatives.  The 
Workgroup will meet again on October 24th, from 10 AM until 3 PM at the VHDA Housing 
Center, followed by a public meeting from 4 PM until 6 PM.  Additional information is on the 
www.virginiaanimals.net website.  
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Meeting Introduction 

Twenty-nine members of the Dangerous Animals Initiate (DAI) Stakeholder Workgroup gathered 
at the Virginia Science Museum in Richmond, VA on October 3rd, 2012 for the second meeting in 
a series regarding public safety and potentially dangerous animals in Virginia.   
 
Christine Gyovai and Kristina Weaver, facilitators from the UVa Institute for Environmental 
Negotiation (IEN), began with a review of the previous meeting on September 19th, 2012.  Ms. 
Gyovai described the charge to the Workgroup given by the Governor’s officer to the Department 
of Game and Inland Fisheries (DGIF) to examine public safety as it relates to dangerous animal 
ownership.  She described the interviews IEN conducted over the summer and the formation of 
the Coordinating Team (CT) and the current Workgroup.  According to evaluations and feedback 
from the previous Workgroup session, members felt that there was an elevated level of 
understanding fostered by small group discussions and a desire to proceed forward with the 
Workgroup charge. 
 
The facilitators provided further review of the September 19th meeting and described the charge 
of the Workgroup, the communications protocol document, and had copies available of a 
summary of public comments, received from Delegate Chris Peace’s office as well as an online 
survey conducted by IEN.  Kristina Weaver reviewed meeting guidelines and the definition of 
consensus as it related to Workgroup decisions (which may be found at the end of the Sept. 19 
meeting summary).   
 
David Whitehurst, Director of the Bureau of Wildlife Resources for DGIF, welcomed members of 
the Workgroup as well as the general public that were in attendance.  Mr. Whitehurst described 
the progress that was made at the last meeting as well as the challenge that lay ahead for the 
Workgroup in reviewing state policies.  Mr. Whitehurst acknowledged that one member of the 
Workgroup, Eric Mogensen of the Virginia Safari Park & Reston Zoological Park, voluntarily 
resigned from the Workgroup.  Mr. Whitehurst also emphasized the diversity of interests 
represented and the range of valuable perspectives represented on the Workgroup, and 
encouraged full participation from Workgroup members in the process.  
 
The facilitators discussed the upcoming public meeting that will be held on October 24th from 4 
pm to 6 pm at the VHDA Virginia Housing Center in Glen Allen, VA following the next 
scheduled Workgroup meeting.  The facilitators requested that, if able, Workgroup members stay 
to attend the public meeting and hear their concerns.  Mr. Whitehurst noted that media will likely 
be present at the public meeting as well. 
 
Finally, the Workgroup decided that the first meeting in November will be held on Tuesday, 
November 13th.  The facilitators stressed that any Workgroup members that could not attend 
should send alternate representation on that date.  
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Examining Risk and Considering “Dangerous” 
The facilitators highlighted the charge of the Workgroup to examine dangerous animals in the 
context of their impact on public safety.  There are different ideas about what types of risks these 
animals pose to the public, and in what situations risk is most likely encountered.  One tool to 
evaluate risk is the use of a risk assessment.  
 
Dr. Dan Kovich, of the Virginia Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services (VDACS), 
presented a classic model of risk analysis to refine this concept for the Workgroup.  Dr. Kovich 
described a systematic and comprehensive approach that takes into account what certain risk 
factors are, how likely they are to occur, and the severity of their occurrence.  Dr. Kovich stressed 
that this approach does not take public perception into account when assigning risk.  He also used 
a risk assessment matrix to further define levels of risk depending on the probability and severity 
of their occurrence.   
 
Dr. Julie Murphy, of the Virginia Department of Health (VDH), presented a briefing on zoonotic 
diseases, from a previous request of the Workgroup. Dr. Murphy acknowledged that there are 
many zoonotic diseases, but focused her presentation on the diseases that are more commonly 
reported to public health authorities that may be associated with an exotic animal and the zoonotic 
diseases that often result in more serious infections. These particular zoonotic diseases are of 
public health importance and require either a response or intervention. Exotic animals may be 
carriers of diseases such as Salmonella, psittacosis, tuberculosis, rabies, and B virus. Dr. Murphy 
stated that although human cases of B virus and rabies are historically rare, when they do occur, 
they are usually fatal. 
 
Dr. Murphy then fielded a number of questions from Workgroup members, mostly related to 
actual statistics of disease occurrence in Virginia. Dr. Murphy acknowledged that while many 
individual human cases of Salmonella are reported to public health authorities each year, what we 
know about risk factors for Salmonella infection in people come mostly from information 
obtained from outbreaks of salmonellosis in people.  While outbreaks of Salmonella in people 
have been related to exotic animals, most outbreaks of Salmonella appear to be related to 
contaminated food.  Dr. Murphy acknowledged that there have not been many reported human 
cases of B virus attributed to macaque monkeys, and the most well documented cases have been 
in people working with these monkeys in a laboratory setting. She also mentioned that while the 
likelihood of any one macaque shedding B virus in its saliva is low, the case fatality associated 
with B virus infection in people is high.  She cautioned that although many of these diseases can 
be prevented through proper husbandry, handling and hygienic protocols, that importation and 
illegal sale or acquisition of exotic animals contributes to the spread of zoonotic disease. It is also 
difficult to test for disease on some exotic animals because the tests are not standardized for every 
species. 
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Considering Risk and Potential Animals 
The Workgroup was divided into two smaller groups to examine the risk of dangerous animals as 
it relates to public safety.  The groups were asked to discuss what constitutes risk in these cases 
and what situations lead to greatest threat to public safety.  Dr. Kovich reminded the group that in 
a classic risk analysis method, all potential risks are considered, not just the historical basis for 
risk.  The groups brainstormed risk and then reported on their top three to five criteria as risk 
considerations to public safety. These are listed below: 
 
Group 1: 

1. Escape of animals and their threat to public at large and also to first responders. 
2. Exposure to animals, including injury, illness, and impact to resources (natural, financial). 
3. Lack of information at facility level (accreditation). 
4. Lack of resources for public and owners (education, training, insurance). 
5. Limited screening process for ownership (i.e. mental/financial stability). 
6. Lack of information for first responders (i.e. list of animal locations/inventory). 

 
Group 2: 

1. Escape of animals, including considerations of population density, propensity of animal to 
exhibit aggressive behavior, severity of consequences if animal attacks, ability to damage 
property. 

2. Lack of standards or knowledge about Safe Capture Protocols in the event of animal 
escape (for both first responders and health care professionals). 

3. Inherent characteristics of animals, including non-escape related danger, disease, distress, 
and different forms of injury. 

4. Uniqueness of these particular animals, including lack of knowledge about their location, 
how to relate to them, when and how they become dangerous, and violations of a “social 
contract” between citizens. 

5. Risk to native systems. 
6. Nature of laws and regulations, from both an over- and under-regulation perspective and 

the unintended consequences of each extreme. 
 

Risk and Animals – Considering the Charge 
The facilitators synthesized the group discussions into six major categories where dangerous 
animals present a risk to public safety: 

• Threat to public at large if animals escape 
• Safe Capture and threat to first responders 
• Inherent characteristics of all animals 
• Uniqueness of potentially dangerous animals 
• Laws and regulations that may not fully address the need 
• Impact on resources (natural – especially invasive species, financial) 
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Since animal escape seemed to be the greatest risk to public safety, facilitators focused the 
discussion about which animals in particular would create situations of highest consequence if 
they escape.  The Workgroup, in a brainstorming session, developed a diverse list of animals that 
could pose great public risk if escaped, which may be found at the end of the meeting summary.  
Some Workgroup members felt that using a risk matrix to consider varying levels of risk would 
help to inform the term “dangerous,” as it relates to the first part of the Workgroup charge.  Other 
members of the Workgroup thought that in an unknown or stressful situation, any animal, could 
pose a risk to public safety or first responders, and that a specific list of animals was not as useful 
to determining risk.   
 
As discussion developed, the Workgroup decided that before listing certain species of “dangerous 
animals,” they should attempt to define the term “dangerous.”  Some members requested more 
facts and statistics of animal attacks or injuries to analyze the actual threat, instead of the 
perceived threat of these animals.  Others suggested researching definitions of “dangerous” used 
by professional organizations, state and federal agencies, and other state legislation.  In general, 
there were requests to redirect the process to compare existing lists and regulations prior to 
designating certain animals as “dangerous.” 
 
As a result of this discussion, IEN recommended the possible formation of a representative 
committee of Workgroup members to identify further gaps and data needs, work on the definition 
of dangerous, examine actual incidents and statistics, and review existing animal lists from other 
sources.  Workgroup members agreed on this proposal and volunteers formed a committee to 
further examine this information. 
 
Federal and State Regulations around Potentially Dangerous Animals 
Mr. Whitehurst described the current DGIF list of prohibited animals, and how it relates only to 
the impact on native wildlife, not human safety.  In Virginia, individuals may not have animals on 
the prohibited list without a DGIF permit, and they must provide an appropriate reason (i.e. 
educational programs) to receive the permit.  The list is updated annually and non-complaint 
related inspections are conducted annually for permit holders.  He invited Workgroup members to 
examine a potential “loophole” in the DGIF regulations that allows anyone with a USDA 
exhibitors license to keep animals that are on the prohibited list.   
 
Dr. Doris Hackworth, of USDA Animal Care, explained some limitations of the USDA and 
federal regulations and provided additional information after a request.  The Animal Welfare Act 
only covers mammals and makes no provisions for licensing or inspections of reptiles, 
amphibians, or birds.  Inspections of facilities are regular, but less frequent if licensees show 
compliance.  Although USDA licenses are not as easy to obtain as they were, the USDA has 
limited resources to prosecute known offenders.  
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Reflections from Other States 
In response to a Workgroup request, Ed Steinkoenig and Jim Husband, of DGIF, presented their 
reflections from an agency visit to Florida earlier in the summer.  Florida has an effective 
permitting system and list of classes for various animals, but is expensive to enforce.  There were 
concerns that such an extensive system would be difficult to resource and enforce within the 
current DGIF budget.  Florida’s system is also focused on regulating port of entry requirements.   
Several questions followed regarding the Florida system.  Finally, Mr. Whitehurst suggested that 
if any Workgroup members have information requests regarding regulations on other states, to 
please share it with DGIF. 
 
Next Steps  
Workgroup members were reminded of the media relations policy and that Mr. Whitehurst is the 
official spokesperson for media inquiries for the group.  The next Workgroup meeting will be 
held on October 24th, 2012 from 10 am to 3 pm at the VHDA Virginia Housing Center, with the 
public meeting following from 4 pm to 6 pm at the same location.   
 
The representative committee was asked to look at information objectively in identifying further 
gaps and data needs within existing regulations.  Committee members will coordinate via 
conference call, with help facilitating by IEN.  
 
 

Dangerous Animal Initiative Workgroup members present at October 3rd Meeting 
* indicates member of volunteer committee  

  
Andrew Wyatt, US Association of Reptile Keepers (US ARK) * 
Bambi Osborne, Pet Industry Joint Advisory Council (PIJAC), alternate for Michael Maddox  
Barbara Heffernan, Busch Gardens * 
Bill Jurgelski, Lost World Ranch, alternate for Doris Pruett 
Chris Blalock, Sheriff, Virginia Sheriffs' Association (VSA) 
Dan Kovich, Virginia Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services (VDACS) (ex officio) 
David Whitehurst, Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries (DGIF) (ex officio) 
Deborah Broughton, Animal Control Officer, Dinwiddie County 
Doris Hackworth, U.S. Dept. of Agriculture, Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (USDA 
APHIS)  
    (ex officio) 
Earit Powell, Fairfax County - Animal Services Division 
Ed Steinkoenig, Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries (DGIF) (ex officio) * 
James Lavender, Dr. Lavender's Animals 
Jared Watts, Saving All Virginia's Exotic Species (SAVES) * 
Jim Andelin, Metro Richmond Zoo * 
Kimberly Pollard, Virginia Municipal League (VML), alternate for Joe Lerch 
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Julie Murphy, Virginia Department of Health (VDH) (ex officio) 
Julie Strauss, Feld Entertainment / Ringling Brothers * 
Kelly Gottschalk, Virginia Veterinary Medical Association (VVMA) * 
Larry Land, Virginia Association of Counties (VACo) 
Larry Mendoza, Virginia Herpetological Society (VHS) 
Lindsay Reames, Virginia Farm Bureau (VFB) 
Nicole Paquette, Humane Society of the United States (HSUS) * 
Peggy Rice, American Primate Haven 
Peter Brewer, Zoological Association of America (ZAA) * 
Roger Sweeney, Virginia Zoo  
Robin Lentz, Mill Mountain Zoo * 
Robin Starr, Richmond SPCA * Laura Donahue served as an alternate for Robin Starr for part of 
the meeting  
Sharon Adams, Virginia Alliance For Animal Shelters (VAAS) * (also served as an alternate for 
Kathy Strouse) 
Steve Olson, Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) * 
Virginia Kilmer, Virginia Federation of Humane Societies (VFHS)  
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Draft List of Animals discussed during Workgroup  

Which animals could pose the greatest risk to public safety if they escape? 
• Known predator (+) 
• Larger primates, gorillas, chimps, orangutans (++) 
• Large cats (+) 
• Bears (+) 
• Wolves (++) 
• Any animal that’s out of control can be a human threat (++) 
• Medium primates – macaque, siam, mandrill 
• Small primates – new world, capuchins, squirrel monkey, pro-simians – more likely to run rather 

than attack 
• Large hoof stock (antelope) 
• Anything capable of damaging a car, gouged or killed  
• Alligator/Crocodiles 
• Venomous reptiles  
• Constrictor snakes 
• Wart hogs 
• Arachnids (tarantulas) 
• Large birds (cassowary, ostriches) – ratites 
• Venomous marine invertebrates/marine fish 
• Elephants (+) 
• Rhinos 
• Hyenas 
• Medium sized cats (bobcats, lynx) 
• Komodo dragons 
• Class I animals (also includes hybrids) – industry wide term, variation between states  
• Hand raised animals / human imprinted 

 
Which animals could pose the greatest consequence if they escape? 

• Big cats 
• Large primates - apes 
• Predators – looking for situation to be dominant 
• Bears  
• Wolves 
• Elephants 
• Venomous amphibians 
• Venomous crustaceans  
• Need to look at species, not general animal groups 

 
The situation where the animal is encountered might be the important: 

• Escaped 
• Involved in accident 
• Released intentionally/unintentionally  
• Abandonment  
• Unknown situation – in terms of knowing exactly which animals are in that location 
• Natural disaster 
• Age of animal 

 


