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I. INTRODUCTION 
“We are going to have to change the laws if we are going to solve 

this problem,”1 commented Carole Baskin regarding the trade and 
ownership of exotic pet animals.  In addition to being a controversial 
animal rights activist, Baskin is also one of the most disliked characters 
from Netflix’s hit miniseries, Tiger King: Murder, Mayhem and 
Madness.2  In March 2020, at the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Netflix released a fascinating (and sometimes disturbing) series that 
allowed its viewers a glimpse into the bizarre world of exotic animal 
ownership.3  While the show focused on the interactions between 
different owners of exotic animals, the show’s main characters—the 
animals—were mostly ignored. 

Like in Tiger King, exotic animals tend to become secondary 
characters in the business of exotic pet trading.  The two main players 
in exotic pet trading are those who argue that exotic animal trading 
should be “none of the government’s concern”4 and those who strongly 
believe that exotic animal trading is “ethically wrong.”5  The conflict 
between these two polarized views reflects the greater national divide 
regarding the treatment and regulation of exotic pet ownership.6  
Legally, the trading of exotic pets is an issue of private property 
possession clashing with state governments’ police power to regulate 
“nuisance, public health, and public safety.”7  

At the federal level, the United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) requires a license in order to trade or acquire exotic animals.8  
However, the Animal Welfare Act’s (AWA) policy statement explicitly 
states that it protects only exotic animals used for entertainment or 

 
1 Thomas West, Tiger King: 15 of The Best Quotes from The Documentary Series, 

SCREEN RANT (June 28, 2020), https://screenrant.com/tiger-king-best-quotes-series/. 
2 Niah Bartholomew, Controversial Animal Rights Activist Carole Baskin Files 

Lawsuit Against Netflix for “Tiger King 2,” THE MIAMI HURRICANE (Nov. 24, 2021), 
https://www.themiamihurricane.com/2021/11/24/controversial-animal-rights-
activist-carole-baskin-files-lawsuit-against-netflix-for-tiger-king-2/. 

3 Kayla McDaniel, Can’t Be Tamed: Exotic Animal Ownership Laws of North 
Carolina and the Federal Government, CAMPBELL L. OBSERVER (Sept. 18, 2020), 
http://campbelllawobserver.com/cant-be-tamed-exotic-animal-ownership-laws-of-
north-carolina-and-the-federal-government/. 

4 Id. 
5 Id. 
6 Id. 
7 Marth Drouet, Detailed Discussion of Exotic Pet Laws Update, ANIMAL LEGAL 

& HIST. CTR., https://www.animallaw.info/article/detailed-discussion-exotic-pet-
laws-update (last visited Oct. 4, 2022). 

8 7 U.S.C. § 2134 (2022). 
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exhibition.9  For example, the AWA requires a valid license for dealers 
and exhibitors to sell or transport animals, yet it makes no mention of 
ordinary owners.10  An “exhibitor” is any person exhibiting animals, 
and it includes circuses, zoos, and carnivals.11  Unfortunately, AWA 
excludes animals that are being sold in pet stores or owners who display 
their animals in rodeos, dog and cat shows, local and national fairs, and 
other exhibitions.  Because “any person who buys animals solely for his 
or her own use or enjoyment and does not sell or exhibit animals” is 
exempted from licensing requirements, exotic animals that are kept as 
pets are not protected by AWA.12 

Since the United States Constitution does not grant federal police 
powers,13 exotic animal trade within the states has been primarily left 
for each state to decide.14  Further, legislation regarding exotic animal 
ownership varies from state to state, so it is up to each state to produce 
and enforce regulations.15  Since regulations regarding the buying and 
selling of exotic animals are significantly limited by Article I § 8 of the 
Constitution, the ability to promote regulation of private exotic animal 
trading must occur at the state and local levels.16  

This Comment distinguishes the private acquisition of exotic 
animals as “pets” from the trading and ownership of exotic animals for 
exhibition or entertainment purposes (such as non-for-profits or zoos).  
This Comment will focus on the current state of North Carolina 
legislation regarding the regulation of exotic animals as pets, first 
examining the reasons why North Carolina should enact state-wide 
regulations regarding the trading and ownership of exotic animals as 
pets, and then laying out various types of legal responses to exotic pet 
ownership that have passed at a local level as a response to the attacks 
caused by exotic pets.  Finally, this Comment will conclude by 
suggesting various successful legal techniques that North Carolina can 
implement to combat the private ownership of exotic pets.  

 

 
9 7 U.S.C. § 2131 (2022). 
10 7 U.S.C. § 2134 (2022). 
11 7 U.S.C. § 2132 (2022). 
12 9 C.F.R. § 2.1(a)(3)(viii) (2022). 
13 E.g., U.S. v. Lopez, 514 U.S. 549, 566 (1995). 
14 Drouet, supra note 7. 
15 Id. 
16 Id. 
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II. BACKGROUND 

A. The Pet Trading Industry 

Every year, millions of exotic animals are bought and sold around 
the United States.17  Although there is no formal definition of what 
constitutes an “exotic pet,” the term “exotic pet” describes any wild 
species kept “for human pleasure or companionship.”18  

According to the Code of Federal Regulations, “exotic animal 
means any animal… that is native to a foreign country or of foreign 
origin or character, is not native to the United States, or was introduced 
from abroad.”19  Some examples of the most popular exotic pets kept in 
the United States include gliders, hedgehogs, pythons, lions, tigers, and 
chimpanzees.20  While the exotic pet trade is legal and highly 
unregulated, the high demand for exotic pets has led to a multibillion-
dollar unregulated black market.21  

Although some exotic pets are bred in captivity, which can be an 
effective way to save wild animals from poaching, many are illegally 
captured from the wild.22  After they are captured, these animals are 
often “sold locally, smuggled into the country, or intentionally 
mislabeled as captive-bred and exported legally.”23  The unregulated 
trade has not only caused prized animal species to reach an endangered 
status, but there are additional human safety concerns, including the 
possible spread of disease and the potential for animals to attack their 
owners. 24 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
17 Jani Hall, Exotic Pet Trade, Explained, NAT’L GEOGRAPHIC (Feb. 20, 2019), 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/article/exotic-pet-trade. 
18 Exotic Pet Trade, THE NAT’L HUMANE EDUC. SOC’Y, 

https://www.nhes.org/exotic-pet-trade/ (last visited Mar. 19, 2022). 
19 9 CFR § 1.1 (2021). 
20 Id. 
21 Hall, supra note 17. 
22 Id. 
23 Id. 
24 Id. 
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B. State Laws Governing Exotic Pet Ownership 
 

As previously noted, federal authority is limited in addressing 
private possession of exotic pet animals, leaving state regulations to 
govern the issue almost entirely.25  Nevertheless, states have the 
authority to regulate private pet ownership through the exercise of 
police powers—the ability of state and local governments to protect 
local public health, safety, and welfare.26  

The pressure for state and local governments to act legislatively to 
protect exotic pets both on the level of animal welfare and public safety 
has increased as a response to several attacks involving exotic pets.27  
While almost all states have taken some type of regulatory action 
regarding exotic pet trading, “the states vary greatly in their approach 
to this issue.”28 

1. Comprehensive Bans 

Only twenty states have approached exotic pet trading regulation 
through the use of comprehensive bans.29  These comprehensive laws 
may completely “ban the ownership of wild or exotic animals as pets or 
only allow those animals to be kept under certain licenses, not including 
pet or private possession.”30  States that fully prohibit private possession 
of exotic animals as pets do so in three different ways: (1) facially 
prohibiting the keeping of certain animals as pets; (2) allowing the 
possession of certain animals with state-issued permits that function to 
prohibit the keeping of wild animals as pets; and (3) by prohibiting 
private ownership entirely except for very few national or federally 
licensed exceptions.31 

While states that enforce comprehensive bans tend to be the most 
successful at ensuring the protection of exotic pets, many private 
owners still get away with owning wild animals as pets through 
grandfathering provisions.32  A grandfathering provision allows for 
“continuing conduct of illegal activities so long as some aspect of the 

 
25 Drouet, supra note 7. 
26 Id. 
27 D. Gilson & Leslie Kasperowicz, Owning an Exotic Pet: Legalities and 

Liabilities [2022], EXPERT INS. REVS.: BLOG (Feb. 24, 2022), 
https://www.expertinsurancereviews.com/exotic-pet-ownership/. 

28 Drouet, supra note 7. 
29 Gilson, supra note 27. 
30 Id. 
31 Drouet, supra note 7. 
32 Id. 
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illegal behavior existed or is ongoing at the time of passage of a new 
law.”33  For example, the state of Washington prohibits all possession 
of certain animals such as rattlesnakes, elephants, bears, and big cats,34 
but one exception to the prohibition are those that were “in legal 
possession before July 22, 2007.”35  These grandfathering provisions 
allow owners to keep the exotic animal for the remainder of the animal’s 
life.36 

Overall, even with the setback that grandfathering provisions bring 
about, comprehensive bans that facially ban exotic pet possession 
outright are the most effective strategies to best protect both wildlife 
and human welfare. 

2. Partial Bans 
 

Thirteen states have instituted partial bans, which are directed at 
specific, listed animals by statute; however, not all non-traditional, non-
domestic animals are protected under these partial bans.37  For example, 
South Carolina has a partial ban, but still allows ownership of certain 
non-domesticated felines, primates, and exotic reptiles as pets.38  

The biggest setback of partial bans is that these laws tend to focus 
on “large animals, big cats, or categories of dangerous animals,”39 
allowing for the breeding, owning, or trading of other exotic species.  
Furthermore, like the loopholes existing in states that implement 
comprehensive bans, private owners in states that implement partial 
bans may get away with owning wild animals as pets through 
grandfathering provisions.40 

 
 
 
 
 

 
33 Id. 
34 WASH. REV. CODE §§ 16.30.010, 16.30.030 (2007). 
35 Id. 
36 Id. at § 16.30.030. 
37 Id. 
38 Summary of State Laws Relating to Private Possession of Exotic Animals, 

BORN FREE USA, https://www.bornfreeusa.org/campaigns/animals-in- 
captivity/summary-state-laws-exotic-animals (last visited Mar. 19, 2022). 

39 Drouet, supra note 7. 
40 Id. 
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3. Licensing Schemes 
 

Fourteen states have adopted some form of licensing, permit, or 
other miscellaneous regulations concerning certain aspects of exotic 
animal pet ownership.41  These licensing schemes tend to mimic the 
common applications seen among domestic cats or dogs.  For example, 
Indiana requires an application, registration, and payment of fees for as 
low as $10.00.42  In addition to completing the licensing process, some 
states require that exotic animal owners register with the state, provide 
minimum satisfactory conditions for the exotic pet’s habitat, and even 
maintain liability insurance.43  For example, Mississippi requires 
insurance policies with a minimum liability of $100,000.44 

One downside to licensing and permitting schemes is that they are 
often “costly to set up, oversee and enforce.”45  These barriers explain 
why some states tend to prefer comprehensive or partial bans to respond 
to exotic animal pet ownership and trading.  

4. States lacking any type of statutory or regulatory response 
 

While the last decade has built up pressure on the remaining states 
that lack any type of ban regarding exotic pet trading and ownership, 
there are still four states with no exotic pet statutory or regulatory 
scheme in place.46  In Nevada, Wisconsin, Alabama, and North 
Carolina, members of the public may own exotic animals as pets as long 
as health certificates or import permits are kept.47  Nonetheless, after the 
release of Tiger King, the community of exotic pet activists has 
pressured these states to consider laws that will regulate or ban the 
private possession of exotic pets.48  

For example, Nevada, a state notorious for allowing exotic animals 
in hotels and private residences, passed the Nevada Senate Bill No. 245 
in 2013.49  This bill granted local counties the authority to regulate the 
ownership and trade of wild animals.50  In other words, the possession 
of exotic animals as pets remains legal unless a local county bans or 

 
41 Gilson, supra note 27. 
42 Id. 
43 Drouet, supra note 7. 
44 MISS. CODE R.§ 49-8-7. 
45 Drouet, supra note 7. 
46 Gilson, supra note 27. 
47 McDaniel, supra note 3. 
48 Gilson, supra note 27. 
49 See, S 245 2013 Leg., 77th Sess. (Nev. 2013).  
50 Id. 
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licenses the ownership of exotic animal pets. 

III. ANALYSIS: NORTH CAROLINA 
 

“The opportunity is there for the ownership of pretty much 
anything,” says Tara Harrison, an assistant professor and veterinarian 
with the North Carolina State School of Veterinary Medicine.51  While 
Harrison has not yet had the opportunity to care for big cats as pets, she 
often treats pet African servals, a type of wild cat native to sub-Saharan 
Africa.52 

Like in Nevada, North Carolina has no statewide law that governs 
the ownership of exotic pet animals.53  Instead, each county is supposed 
to determine its laws regarding exotic animal ownership.54  “[A] county 
or city may by ordinance regulate, restrict, or prohibit the possession of 
dangerous animals.”55  As a result, 43 of the 100 counties never 
bothered to create proper laws that govern exotic pet animal 
ownership.56  In the counties that do regulate exotic pet animal 
ownership, the laws vary greatly.  For example, in Rowan County, 
exotic animal owners must have a simple permit.57  Meanwhile, in 
Watauga County, only nonprofit organizations and for-profit zoos may 
own exotic animals due to their entertainment value.58 

The largest problem with the lack of a regulatory system in North 
Carolina is the inconsistency among the local laws.  Moreover, the lack 
of a consistent regulatory system leaves space for loopholes and 
confusion.  Although the North Carolina legislature has attempted to 
implement statewide laws that regulate exotic animal ownership after 
several tragic encounters between exotic pets and humans, the issue is 
usually never voted upon in the General Assembly.59  

To successfully implement a system that regulates the trading and 
ownership of exotic animals as pets, North Carolina must design a new 
legislative plan that uses restrictions that apply to the state as a whole.  

 
51 Josie Taris, Only Four States Have No Rules for Owning an Exotic Animal. 

North Carolina is One., N. C. PUB. RADIO (Nov. 22, 2019, 2:28 PM), 
https://www.wunc.org/law/2019-11-22/only-four-states-have-no-rules-for-owning-
an-exotic-animal-north-carolina-is-one. 

52 Id. 
53 Id. 
54 Id. 
55 Gilson, supra note 27. 
56 McDaniel, supra note 3. 
57 Id. 
58 Id. 
59 Id. 
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More specifically, North Carolina should leverage the past exotic pet 
attacks to pressure its legislators to build a partial ban system that lists 
the type of animals that are to be regulated.  In addition, North Carolina 
would benefit from the creation of a separate agency that is empowered 
to oversee and enforce these regulations.  

A. The Attacks 

“We shouldn’t have somebody with 70 dangerous venomous snakes 
in their basement that could get loose, clearly our laws failed our 
state,”60 said North Carolina Senator Wiley Riley after a venomous 
zebra cobra was on the loose in a Raleigh neighborhood in July 2021.61  
While the latest push for new legislation in both Wake County and the 
City of Raleigh as a response to the zebra cobra event is a good starting 
point, North Carolina’s patchwork of exotic pet laws will not solve the 
problem of restricting the trading and ownership of exotic pets.  For 
example, even if Wake County implements a ban on certain exotic 
snakes, the city of Raleigh would have to create its own restrictions 
because these regulations would fall under a different jurisdiction.62 

Moreover, the cases of C.J. Eller and Stacy Stevens provide further 
evidence that local regulation in response to attacks proves futile 
without implementing a state-wide law.  In 2003, 10-year-old C.J Eller 
was mauled and killed by a 400-pound tiger that his uncle kept as a pet 
in Wilkes County.63  Less than two months later, 14-year-old Stacy 
Stevens from Surry County was gravely injured after being mauled by 
a 200-pound tiger owned by her father.64  Stevens’ father kept four tigers 
as pets.65  As a consequence of the attack, three of the tigers were shot 
by Stevens’s father and the remaining tiger was killed by animal 
control.66 

In both instances, because the tigers that attacked the individuals 

 
60 Judith Retana, NC Senator to Introduce New Exotic Animal Legislation After 

Zebra Cobra Escape, CBS17: WAKE CNTY. NEWS (Jul. 7, 2021), 
https://www.cbs17.com/news/local-news/wake-county-news/nc-senator-to-
introduce-new-exotic-animal-legislation-after-zebra-cobra-escape/. 

61 Id. 
62 Id. 
63 Scott Sexton, Exotic Animal Ban in North Carolina will Take More Courage 

Than Legislators Can Muster, WINSTON-SALEM J. (Jan. 2, 2019), 
https://journalnow.com/news/local/exotic-animal-ban-in-north-carolina-will-take-
more-courage-than-legislators-can-muster/article_98b54c30-1224-5483-a83f-
630092072fed.html. 

64 Id. 
65 Id. 
66 Id. 
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were kept as pets and not as exhibition animals, the owners were not 
required to hold any type of license or permit that allowed them to keep 
the tigers in their backyards.  Moreover, neither county, nor North 
Carolina as a state, had any law that banned or regulated the ownership 
of exotic animals as pets.  The recent zebra cobra attack, along with 
these big cat attacks, demonstrates that the lack of state-wide regulation 
remains problematic.  

While both Wilkes and Surry county moved to ban the ownership 
of exotic pets after the attacks, Surry County experienced opposition to 
the ban before it was successfully enacted.67  The deeply ingrained 
opposition to any type of legislation that controls exotic pets is a result 
of the fear of over-regulation and micromanaging of exotic pets.68  
Nonetheless, these attacks highlight the need for a ban because exotic 
animals should not be kept as pets, especially in a neighborhood where 
they pose a threat to those nearby.  

B. Unsuccessful Legislative Efforts 

Following the zebra cobra incident during the summer of 2021, the 
city of Raleigh drafted a proposed ordinance that would prohibit 
“owning or feeding wild or dangerous animals.”69  The draft proposal 
defined exotic animals as “non-domesticated animals, which are 
normally found in the wild state, are inherently dangerous to persons or 
property and which … does not live in or about humans.”70  
Additionally, the ordinance mandates that anyone who currently owns 
an exotic or wild animal would have ninety days to remove it from the 
city.71  Finally, the bill proposes fines for violation of the ordinance, 
including $500 per day for animal ownership and $100 fines for feeding 
exotic or wild animals.72  

Raleigh’s efforts are a clear example of overreaching and 
reactionary regulations that are unsuccessful.  First, the proposed draft 
ordinance must be tailored narrowly to avoid penalizing the public for 
trivial actions such as feeding deer or birds.  Second, the ordinance 
could cause exotic animal owners to go underground and foster an 
environment for black market trading and ownership.  Third, the ban 

 
67 Id. 
68 Id. 
69 Matthew Burns, Some Raleigh Officials Balk at Proposed Wild Pet Ban, 

WRAL.COM (Aug. 17, 2021), https://www.wral.com/some-raleigh-officials-balk-at-
proposed-wild-animal-pet-ban/19829750/. 

70 Id. 
71 Id. 
72 Id. 
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leaves room for misinterpretation of what “wild and dangerous animals” 
are, thus creating anxiety and fear for current and prospective owners of 
exotic pets.  

As feared, the Raleigh City Council unanimously voted to send the 
draft ordinance to the Growth and Natural Resources Committee for 
further discussion and refinement.73  To date, there has been no update 
on when it might return before the council.74  In order to avoid the 
creation of an unsuccessful ordinance like the one above, the following 
plan for legislative and regulatory action is proposed. 

C. North Carolina’s Proposed Legislative Plan of Action: A 
Hybrid Ban 

 
As discussed in the section above, when designed correctly, 

comprehensive bans are the most effective tools to protect both wildlife 
and human life.  However, it is unlikely that North Carolina will go from 
one extreme to another in the context of exotic pet regulation.  If North 
Carolina is to design a regulation plan that is likely to pass, then the 
proposed plan must be narrowly tailored, appropriate, and supportable.  
North Carolina’s legislative body will need to establish a hybrid ban 
consisting of (1) a practical ban through permit schemes and (2) a ban 
on specific species of animals.  

1. Practical Ban Through Permit Schemes 
 

North Carolina must establish a comprehensive permit scheme that 
does not allow for loopholes.  However, North Carolina should not 
impose facial bans that completely prohibit the trading and ownership 
of certain animals because these bans will present a severe challenge to 
legislators and the people who oppose exotic animal pet regulation.  To 
ensure a smooth as possible regulatory transition, the following permit 
scheme is recommended: 

First, the permit scheme will regulate every stage of the exotic pet 
transaction, from breeding, importation, transportation, possession, 
care, and habitat qualifications of every exotic pet.  One good example 
of a successful permit scheme is California. Cal. Admin. Code tit 14 § 
671(a), which expressly states that it is “unlawful to import, transport 
or possess restricted live animals… except under the permit issued by 
the department.”75  Like California, North Carolina will need to 
establish a permit structure that every potential exotic animal owner will 

 
73 Id. 
74 Id. 
75 CAL. CODE REGS. tit. 14, § 671(a).  
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have to complete before being able to legally own and maintain an 
exotic pet.  The effect of this permit scheme will prohibit the public 
from possessing any restricted exotic animal for any use other than 
those approved by the new statutory scheme.  

More specifically, the permits will be issued on a case-by-case basis 
under different categories: breeding-for-business-purposes, scientific 
research, and pets.  Upon review, the potential owner will have to 
establish the purpose behind the acquisition of the permit and complete 
the different steps depending on which permit they seek.  

For example, in California, the breeding-for-business permit 
requires “qualifications and evidence of being in the business industry 
of breeding along with strict permitting for transportation and 
importation.”76  In contrast, the permit for animals that will not be part 
of a breeding program restricts the owner from breeding, selling, 
transporting, or releasing exotic animals unless it is medically 
necessary.77  

North Carolina should look to California as an example and design 
different types of qualifications for people that are looking to breed 
exotic animals.  The breeding-for-business-purposes permits will carry 
stricter regulations and guidelines along with required annual reports to 
ensure a legally compliant breeding business.  Moreover, breeders will 
have to report the trading transactions, alert the state when a new owner 
takes possession of an exotic animal, and provide a health certificate to 
the owner that proves that the exotic pet is in good health. 

In contrast, if an owner is looking to acquire an exotic animal from 
a breeder for pet purposes only, the permit scheme will accordingly 
require different qualifications.  First, the owner will have to show that 
the animal has been spayed or neutered at a certain age to avoid 
fostering “backyard breeding” schemes.  Second, the owner will have 
to provide proof that the animal has certain habitat and living conditions 
that will allow the exotic pet to thrive without putting human welfare at 
risk.   Unlike California, which has strictly designed its permit schemes 
to avoid possession of animals as pets,78 North Carolina should allow 
for the public to own certain types of exotic animals as pets, however, 
every transaction and living facility where an exotic animal is kept as a 
pet should be carefully regulated. 

On the other hand, owners that look to acquire permits for scientific 
research or educational purposes will have to provide a proposal on a 
case-by-case basis detailing the type of scientific or educational 
purpose.  North Carolina can look to Alaska’s “Permit for Scientific, 

 
76 Drouet, supra note 7. 
77 CAL. CODE REGS. tit. 14, § 670.7.  
78 Drouet, supra note 7. 
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Educational, Propagative, or Public Safety Purposes” as a reference.79  
Alaska restricts the acquisition of these types of permits to programs or 
facilities that provide all reasonable and practical solutions to the exotic 
animal’s needs.80  Further, North Carolina can ensure that these types 
of permits will regulate the respective programs by requiring the owners 
or facilities to provide extensive information regarding the type of 
animal that is part of the program, the duration of the permit, location 
of the permitted research facility and the methods and means that may 
be used to perform the research. 

2. Grandfathering Provisions 
 

Finally, to ensure a smooth transition into the new regulatory 
system, North Carolina can establish grandfathering provisions for 
owners with animals of a certain age.  Like in Washington, where 
owners are allowed to keep legal possession of exotic animals that were 
owned prior to July 22, 2007,81 North Carolina can establish 
grandfathering provisions that allow owners to keep their animals for 
the remainder of their lives as long as the owner provides a proper 
habitat for the animal, all veterinary and acquisition records show that 
the animal was acquired before a specific date, and the animal is 
healthy.  Owners that qualify for grandfathering provisions will not be 
allowed to buy, breed, or sell more exotic pet animals. 

3. Partial Ban on Specific Species of Animals 
 

To avoid issuing permits for exotic animals that pose a threat to 
human lives, North Carolina should establish a ban on specific species 
through a statutory system.  By enumerating certain species under the 
ban, North Carolina will be able to protect its citizens from attacks like 
the ones mentioned above.  If North Carolina is to avoid another fatal 
incident involving an exotic animal that is kept as a pet, the state must 
use the previous attacks to gain sympathy and momentum towards the 
ban on specific animals. 

One example that North Carolina can look to for bans on specific 
species is in Ohio, which passed a new statutory scheme in 2012 as a 
response to the Terry Thompson incident.82  In 2011, Thompson, the 
owner of a private zoo for exotic animals, set loose fifty exotic animals 

 
79 ALASKA ADMIN. CODE tit. 5 § 92.033. 
80 Id. 
81 WASH. REV. CODE § 16.30.030 
82 Drouet, supra note 7. 
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before fatally shooting himself in Zanesville, Ohio.83  “The chaos in 
Zanesville was a catalyst for Ohio’s animal ownership laws” that went 
into effect in 2014.84  If North Carolina is to avoid a similar situation to 
the one in Zanesville, the ban on specific species will have to protect 
both animals and humans from illegal trading and ownership. 

First, North Carolina should ban anyone from owning a “dangerous 
wild animal.”  Second, the statutory language must carefully define 
what a “dangerous wild animal” means.  The key to creating a 
successful definition is to be cautious about leaving space for any 
loopholes that could allow for dangerous species to be left out of the 
ban. 

As a first step, North Carolina should look to Ohio’s definition of a 
“dangerous wild animal,” which includes an extensive list of species 
that should not be acquired for private purposes under any 
circumstances.85  Some of the animals in Ohio’s partial ban include any 
hyena, wolf, wolf-hybrid, lion, tiger, leopard, big cat hybrid, elephant, 
rhinoceros, hippopotamus, buffalo, wild dog, Komodo dragon, 
alligator, crocodile, and non-human primates.86  As it stands, Ohio’s 
partial ban will not protect its citizens from incidents like the one in 
Raleigh involving a zebra cobra.  Thus, particularly given North 
Carolina’s previous incidences in Raleigh, it should study the 
consequences of wild and exotic reptiles and includes them in the partial 
ban list.  When enumerating the species that would be included in the 
partial ban, North Carolina must take into consideration the threat that 
exotic pets pose to humans and animals alike.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
83 Tyler Buchanan & Alissa Widman Nesse, Zanesville’s Exotic Animal 

Massacre, 10 Years Later, AXIOS COLUMBUS (Oct. 18, 2021), 
https://www.axios.com/local/columbus/2021/10/18/zanesville-exotic-animal-
massacre-10-years-later. 

84 Id. 
85 OHIO ADMIN. CODE § 935.01 (2012). 
86 Id. 
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4. Hybrid Pets 
 

Recently, hybrid pets have become a popular trend in the United 
States.87  A hybrid is “a mix of one or more species of breed of 
animals.”88  Some examples of hybrid pets include Savannah cats (a mix 
between an African Serval and a domestic cat)89 and Bengal cats (a mix 
between an Asian Leopard cat and a domestic cat).90  

Although certain associations, such as the American Association of 
Feline Practitioners (AAFP),91 raise awareness regarding the danger 
associated with the ownership of hybrid pets, the concern regarding the 
safety and welfare of the animals is not comparable to the threats posed 
by the ownership of big cats such as tigers, leopards, and lions.  

Some of the issues regarding hybrid pets include temperament 
behavior, vaccination obstacles, and unorthodox breeding techniques.92  
Further, most of these safety concerns related to hybrid pets are directly 
related to the type of generation of the hybrid.  For example, first-
generation hybrids (F1) present more difficulties regarding wild-type 
behavior than later generations.93  By the fourth generation (F4), “the 
non-domestic component is less than 15%.”94  Because the general 
welfare and safety concerns regarding hybrid pets do not pose a risk to 
human lives compared to other exotic pets, North Carolina should not 
include hybrid pets in the partial ban list. 

Since hybrid pets should be treated as a separate issue and thus 
should not be included in the partial ban, North Carolina can design a 
specific section regarding the proper breeding and ethical trading and 
ownership of hybrid pets to protect them.  More specifically, North 
Carolina should include a system that regulates how hybrid cats are 
obtained and require breeders to provide an educational component that 
educates potential owners regarding the nuances of hybrid pets.  

 
 

 
87 Rachel Addleman Seder, AAFP Position Statement: Hybrid Cats, [VOL]. J. 

FELINE MED. & SURGERY 312, 312 (2017). 
88 Drouet, supra note 7. 
89 Seder, supra note 83, at 312. 
90 Id. 
91 Id at 313. 
92 Id. 
93 Id. 
94 Id. 
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D. The Need for a Separate Regulatory Agency: The North 
Carolina Department of Wild and Exotic Pet Control 

 
As discussed in the section above, states that have implemented 

comprehensive or partial bans have been successful in controlling the 
trading and ownership of exotic pets because they lay a predictable 
framework that is direct and effective.  However, comprehensive and 
partial bans are usually most successful in conjunction with the creation 
of state agencies that enforce bans, regulations, licensing and permits.95  

For example, Alaska implemented a scheme that bans exotic pet 
ownership on its face.96  Alaska empowers its Department of Fish and 
Game to create and enforce regulations regarding the ownership of all 
animals.97  More specifically, possession permits for exotic animals are 
issued only for scientific uses or cultural purposes.98  According to 5 
AAC 92.029(c), Alaska’s Fish and Game agency prohibits the issuing 
of any possession permit for any exotic animal to any person “for use 
as a pet.”99 

Although it is unlikely that North Carolina will implement a 
comprehensive ban similar to Alaska’s as its first response to the 
unregulated exotic pet industry, North Carolina legislators must aim to 
create a system that allows a body of law to create, enforce, and 
criminalize the failure to comply with regulations.  North Carolina 
ought to look at agencies such as Alaska’s Department of Fish and 
Game as an example and create the North Carolina Department of Wild 
and Exotic Pet Control for the following four reasons: 

First, the creation of a new regulatory agency that controls and 
enforces the laws will facilitate transparency, efficacy, and integrity 
within the regulation drafting and enforcement process.  North Carolina 
can delegate the authority to set the appropriate laws and any 
punishments that come from violations.  Further, the North Carolina 
Department of Wild and Exotic Pet Control will be responsible for 
enforcing the regulations that will be codified in the state administrative 
code. 

 Second, North Carolina would benefit from having an agency that 
is empowered to make management decisions while providing 

 
95 Haley Henschel, Enforcement of Exotic Animal Laws Handled by Several 

Agencies, THE CAP TIMES (Aug. 15, 2015), https://captimes.com/enforcement-of-
exotic-animal-laws-handled-by-several-agencies/article_cebf2d09-635e-5519-9119-
90d0349ef9db.html. 

96 ALASKA ADMIN. CODE tit. 5 § 92.029. 
97 Id. 
98 Id. tit. 5, §§ 92.033, 92.034. 
99 Id. tit. 5, § 92.029(c). 
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education and outreach programs.  Like the Fish and Game Agency in 
Alaska, the North Carolina Department of Wild and Exotic Pet Control 
could foster interaction with the public to raise awareness towards the 
risks of unregulated exotic pet ownership.100  Moreover, the North 
Carolina Department of Wild and Exotic Pet Control will open a direct 
channel for discussion between the public and the agency’s mission, 
thus, allowing the public to participate in the mission and goals of this 
new regulatory body.  

Third, in addition to serving as a channel for communication 
between exotic pet owners and the regulating body, the North Carolina 
Department of Wild and Exotic Pet Control could serve as a place in 
which people acquire direct information regarding permit and licensing 
requirements, proper administrative procedures and any other type of 
inquiry. 

Fourth, the creation of a new and specialized regulating agency will 
allow other legislative and administrative bodies within North Carolina 
to avoid the burden of misinformation and lack of resources since the 
North Carolina Department of Wild and Exotic Pet Control will solely 
focus on exotic pet trading and ownership issues.  By being its own 
agency, the North Carolina Department of Wild and Exotic Pet Control 
will foster professionalism within the department’s staff and promote 
innovative resource management for prospective owners. 

IV. CONCLUSION 
 

The uncomfortable conversation regarding exotic pet laws has 
gained some popularity in the last few years.  As a response to fatal 
attacks that have claimed both human and animal lives, twenty-two 
states have implemented a comprehensive ban on exotic animal pets.  
These bans illustrate the public’s sympathy to the issues of human and 
animal welfare.  Permit schemes are also a popular means to regulate 
the exotic pet industry; however, without the proper creation of a 
specialized agency that oversees, enforces, and regulates, permit and 
licensing schemes can be unsuccessful.  

The largest problem with North Carolina’s lack of regulations 
regarding the trading and ownership of exotic animals as pets is the 
inconsistency across the state and local laws.  The negative effects 
associated with trading and owning exotic pets have proven to be fatal 
across the state and will likely continue in a dangerous direction if no 
statewide regulation system is implemented.  Further, the lack of a 
consistent statewide law leaves space for loopholes and confusion for 

 
100 See generally, ALASKA DEP’T FISH & GAME, https://www.adfg.alaska.gov/ 

(last visited Oct. 4, 2022). 
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current and prospective owners.  
To facilitate the creation of uniform policies, North Carolina should 

design a hybrid pet ban that enacts regulations regarding what type of 
animals are allowed to be kept as pets.  In doing so, North Carolina 
should enumerate specific types of exotic pets which are unsuitable for 
private ownership or possession.  Moreover, North Carolina should still 
allow for hybrid animals to be kept as pets if current and prospective 
owners can comply with the appropriate permits.  Finally, to prevent 
any confusion in implementation, North Carolina should create and 
empower a specialized agency to set, oversee, and enforce the 
designated guidelines to guarantee both animal welfare and public 
safety.  As Senator Nickel said regarding public safety concerns that 
exotic pets bring about, “we need to get our laws to a place that are 
appropriately protecting folks in our community, these are not animals 
that anybody should be able to keep as pets.”101 

 

 
101 Tricia Williamson, Lawmakers Hold Town Hall to Discuss Regulations in 

Response to Escaped Zebra Cobra, THE CW 22 (July 23, 2021), 
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