
 
 
 
 

 
Public Interactions with Captive Wildlife 

 

FAQs 
 
Public contact with captive wild animals – like other forms of animal “entertainment” – 
is never humane. Here’s what you should know about this troubling practice. 
 
What are public interactions with captive wild animals? 
These interactions, also called “experiences” or “encounters”, include handfeeding, 
petting, holding, bathing, posing for photos with, or playing with wild animals, usually 
“exotic” species. They take place in zoos, roadside attractions, shopping malls, petting 
zoos, fairs, tourist attractions, and even private events like birthday parties. Other 
interactions include touch pool exhibits with marine life and swim-with programs. 
 
Which species are used for these interactions? 
They commonly include nonhuman primates, sloths, otters, kangaroos, wallabies, wild 
cats, reptiles, and other captive wildlife. Elephants are used for rides and interactions 
like feeding, bathing, and photo ops. Bear cub petting is still prevalent in some areas. 
Public contact with big cats is illegal in the U.S., but the practice is found elsewhere.  
 
Where do the animals come from? 
Some facilities claim that the animals are rescued or donated, but many purchase 
exotic animals from breeders to maintain a supply of diverse species. This practice fuels 
the inhumane exotic “pet” and entertainment trade. Regardless of origin, using wild 
animals for public contact is wrong. 

 
Are baby animals kept with 
their mothers?  
No. Infants are often taken 
from their mothers prematurely 
to be hand-raised for use in 
encounters – causing lasting 
psychological and physical 
harm. For example, joeys (baby 
kangaroos and wallabies) who 
should still be in their mother’s 
pouches have been used for 
public interactions. 
 

What happens when these animals are no longer useful?  
Unwanted animals – those who become too large, aggressive, or unprofitable – are 
often discarded. They may be sold to roadside zoos, private owners, other encounter 
facilities, or sent to auction. 

 

 



What are the effects on the animals’ welfare? 
Animals used in public encounters may be 
handled by dozens of people in a single 
day, with no chance to retreat, hide, or 
express natural behaviors. Some have no 
access to sunlight and fresh air.  
 
In addition, the animals often endure 
inadequate care, poor living conditions, and 
inappropriate or isolated social situations. 
This leads to chronic stress, illness, and 
premature death.  
 
Examples include: 
 
• Sloths have died from physical trauma 

and neglect. They have been denied 
proper diets, veterinary care, and 
environmental conditions (e.g., 
appropriate humidity and temperature).  
 

• Otters have died from the stress of 
public handling and unsafe enclosures. They have endured physical abuse – struck 
by handlers – and developed abnormal repetitive behaviors, an indicator of poor 
welfare.  
 

• Kangaroos and wallabies have escaped handlers, suffered severe injuries, or 
were later found dead – some disappeared altogether. 
 

• Parakeets have died after being stepped on inside aviaries. 
 
Can handling animals make people sick or cause injuries? 
Yes. Even when hand-raised, wild animals retain their natural instincts and can react 
aggressively, causing serious injuries. They can also transmit diseases. In one incident, 
a teen had to receive rabies shots after a sloth bit her during an encounter. More than 

one hundred zoonotic diseases (those 
transmissible to humans) have been identified 
in nonhuman primates.  
 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) has 
described many animals used in public 
interactions as having the “capability or 
potential to cause injury to the public or staff 
that is serious.” Larger animals, such as 
elephants, bears, and large primates, have the 
“potential to cause severe injury, 
dismemberment, or death.” 
 

Is it safe to be close to a wild animal, even if I don’t touch it? 
No. Wild animals are unpredictable and may lash out without warning. Just being near 
them puts people at risk of injury.  
 
 

 

 



How serious are the injuries to people? 
Injuries have occurred at public contact facilities, including to children: 
 

• Otters and sloths have inflicted deep bites and puncture wounds. A girl’s finger 
was reportedly bitten to the bone by a sloth. 
 

• Wallabies and kangaroos have clawed and bitten attendees. 
 

• Servals (an African wild cat) have attacked visitors, causing lacerations and 
puncture wounds. These animals are prone to escape, posing a risk to the public. 

 

• An elephant at an Oklahoma facility attacked a woman without warning, allegedly 
causing life-threatening injuries and permanent disfigurement. 
 

• Monkeys and lemurs have bitten and scratched people, including one woman who 
needed hospital treatment after a lemur jumped onto her and attacked her face.  

 

Other animals involved in serious bite incidents include sugar gliders, red foxes, prairie 
dogs, kinkajous, coatimundis, and capybaras. 
 
Are these encounters regulated by the government? 
Oversight is extremely limited. No local or federal agency has the capacity to monitor 
the large numbers of wild animal encounters, especially those in private homes, 
schools, or small venues. USDA licensing does not guarantee humane treatment – 
licensed facilities often continue to operate despite violations. 
 

Why are they still legal?  
Laws that prohibit public contact with captive wildlife 
are lacking or insufficient. Stronger regulations are 
urgently needed to protect people and animals. 
 
Why do people support these encounters? 
They’re often promoted as “educational”, “fun”, or 
even “conservation-minded.” Many people don’t 
realize the animals suffer. Even if they seem calm, 
animals may be stressed or fearful.   

 
Do public encounters educate people? 
No. Despite claims, these programs are exploitative and misleading. Research shows 
that seeing humans interact with wild animals decreases public concern for imperiled 
species, reduces conservation donations, and increases interest in exotic pet ownership. 
These encounters hinder, not help, true conservation. 
 
What is the difference between a true sanctuary and an animal encounter facility? 
True captive wildlife sanctuaries do not buy, sell, breed, trade, or allow public contact 
with animals. They prioritize the animals’ well-being. In contrast, encounter facilities 
treat animals as commodities and often mislead the public by calling themselves 
“rescues” or “sanctuaries.”  
 
You can help! 

• Never participate in or promote wild animal encounters. 
• Avoid fairs and events with wildlife shows or petting and photo opportunities. 
• Write a letter to your local paper opposing contact with captive wild animals. 
• Speak out on social media to raise awareness. 
• Support legislation to ban public contact with wild animals.  

 

 

 

Since 1984 PAWS has been working to end the suffering of captive wild animals in roadside zoos, the 
exotic “pet” trade, circuses and other entertainment – while providing safe refuge for elephants, big cats, 

bears and other wild animals at our California sanctuary. Learn more at www.pawsweb.org. 
 


