Tilk, a 4-year-old femaletiger, lives with Charles and Rita Ehrhardt of Scroggins, Texas.

Big cats, big question:

It’s up to Texas counties to regulate
ownership of lions, tigers and cougars.
Are owners, neighbors and animal-welfare

advocates on a eollisicn course?

By STEFFI KAMMERER
Staff Writer

n the morning of his mid-Sep-
O tember trial, Charles Ehrhardt

put on a T-shirt with the Amer-
ican flag. He thought it would remind
the judge of what it stands for. “At least
the America I thought I live in. I
thought, on my own property I could do
whatever I wanted.”
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And for him, that includes having
three tigers and alionin his yard. Butin
Franklin County, Texas, there are limits.

Last year, Texas required counties to
regulate dangerous animals through an
extensive permit process or to ban own-
ership. With this, Texas joined the ma-
jority of states, which control the pri-
vate possession of exotic animals as
pets.

George, a male tiger owned by the Ehrhardts, gets 15 pounds of meat daily.
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There had been no regulation since
the Texas Parks and Wildlife Depart-
ment ended its oversight of exotic ani-
malsin 1997. As a result, Texas, with its
wide-open spaces, became a haven for
wild animals,

The Ehrhardt case is an example of a
classic confrontation between Texas’
spirit of individualism and the compet-
ing interests of public safety and animal
welfare. The laws regulating the owner-

‘ship of exotic cats in Texas are still tak-

ing shape, putting private owners at
odds with neighbors and animal-wel-
fare activists.

Nobody knows for sure how many
big cats live in Texas households. State
Rep. Toby Goodman, R-Arlington, esti-
mates about 10,000. Patricia Mercer,
director of the Houston Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals,
agrees with that number. “At least,” she
says. “I guess there are 3,000 in the
metropolitan areas alone. There are
certainly more than 500 in Houston.”

Two weeks ago, Ms. Mercer says, she
seized her latest tiger from a private
owner near Houston. It was in a make-
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It's easy to get a big cat. They
vertised in special magazines
the Internet. “Lion, tiger, coug;
hand-raised and on the bottle, 1
go,” states a typical ad. Prices
$300. Celebrity tiger owners,
Michael Jackson and Mike Tyst
increase their appeal.

But cute little critters grow
potentially uncontrollable beast
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near San Antonio.

None of their animals would
ever do anything like this,
Charles Ehrhardt and his wife,
Rita, argued in the Mount Ver-
non Courthouse. Ms. Ehrhardt
told the judge that her animals
“have no instincts left.” She be-
lieves'they are scared when a kit-
ten or a chicken comes near
them.

“People say they are wild, but
you really have to go to a dictio-
naryto see what wild is,” Mr, Ehr-
hardt says. “They are 100 genera-
tions away from wilderness.”

Teresa Parker, the neighbor
who filed the complaint, offered a
different perspective. Her house
is next to the three mobile home
lots, which the Ehrhardts bought
in May. One of the lots is occu-
pied by their house, the two oth-
ers by the animals. Two of the big
cats are in cages the size of a
child’s bedroom. The other two
are staying in a transport trailer
until their cage is finished. They
can turn around, but can’t do
muchmore.

Ms. Parker says she is afraid to
let her 8-year-old son play out-
side. She had 400 residents in
the Mount Vernon area sign a pe-
tition asking that the cats be re-
moved.

 Judge Paul Lovier said the
Ehrhardts violated the law.
Keeping wild animals in Frank-
lin County is prohibited, no mat-
ter what license you have, no
matter how well the animals are
cared for. Heissued them a fine of
$400 for every day the animals
stay where theyare.

Almostamonth after the trial,
Mr. Ehrhardt has still not moved
the cats. The fines are adding up,
but he has not paid anything.
With his income as a construe-

tion worker, there’s no way he can
afford it, he says. Ifthey don’t pay,
they maybe arrested.

“This s a violation of constitu-
tional rights.” He's considering
moving. He would never give his
animals away, he says. “If I have
to, 'mready to gotojail.”

He thinks of himself as a res-
cuer. He has collected the ani-
mals over the last three years, he
says. The first one was 3 months
old — a pet-store owner gave him
the tiger cub for free. He adopted
the others from people who could
not care for them anymore, he
says.

“I play with them every day.
We cuddle, wrestle, roll around
the yard. It's part of their enrich-
ment, part of their lives.” And,
yes, he has been bitten. “But not
severely.”

He has been reading about ti-
gers since he was a little boy.

“You get addicted to them.
This is worse than any drug you
can take.” And he believes the an-
imals could not live without him
and his wife. “They are so used to
us. They would get aggressive if
we were not around.”

Uneven administration

The Ehrhardts might find
fewer legal problems in other
counties.

The state passed the law but
left it up to the counties to en-
force it. The effect is chaotic.
Some counties officially prohibit
the private ownership of big cats
but do nothing to actually stop
pet owners, says Robert “Skip”
Trimble, a Dallas lawyer who has
studied the issue for years.

Mr. Trimble works for the Tex-
as Human Legislation Network,
a grass-roots organization that
works for laws that protect ani-
mals. He lobbied for passing the
bill and says there is nothing

Shera, a 3-year-old Chinese female tiger owned by Charles and Rita Ehrhardt, licks her paw.

wrong with the law. “But many
counties, for whatever reason,
are not enforcing it. Some might
not want to deal with the paper-
work of registration. Others de-
cided to ban big cats but to make
exceptions for certain indivi-
duals.”

The situation around Dallas
represents the confusion pretty
well, Mr. Trimble says. Dallas
County does not allow private
ownership of wild animals. Col-
lin County also prohibits private
ownership but has a grandfather
clause for people who kept wild
animals and had a U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture license on
the day the ordinance passed.
However, they are not allowed to
breed the animals, and they have
to register. Tarrant County and
Denton County both prohibit

' Ritaand Charles Ehrhardt say their
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exotic animals don't

pose a threat to neighbors. They are presently violating a
court ruling that ordered the couple to remove their lion
. and three tigers from the premises.

ownership.

Out of the 254 Texas counties,
22 decided that anybody can
have a dangerous wild animal as
long as it is registered, 166 coun-
ties ban ownership, arule thatin-
cludes shelters and roadside
z00s. “I know of many sanctuar-
ies that really should not be
where they are,” says Mr. Trim-
ble.

About 35 counties have not set
up the registration program re-
quired by the state, Mr. Trimble
says. Regulations in the rest of
the counties fall someplace in be-
tween,

The law states that people who
got their certificate from the
county have to send it to the Tex-
as Department of Health within
10 days for notification. So far,
the department has only received
eight registrations for a total of 51
animals.

Mr. Goodman, the state repre-
sentative from Arlington, asked
Attorney General John Cornyn to
issue an opinion reinforcing the
law. Mr. Cornyn responded in
early September, saying the
counties need to take action.

“If they thought there was an-
other way to interpret the law,
they now know that thisis not the
case,” says Mr. Trimble.

If the counties still don’t com-
ply, “we will have the attorney
general filing lawsuits against
them,” says Mr. Goodman. Re-
cently, aman told himthathe saw
a Bengal tiger and two cubs on a
field in Central Texas. “I am sick
of hearing stories like this.”

Big cat sanctuary

Carol Asyestas runs the Wild
Animal Orphanage in San An-
tonio. It is a nonprofit sanctuary
with 90 big cats. They come there
malnourished, one’s missing a
leg, another is almost bald. They
have been chained in basements,
kept as guard animals by drug
dealers, as props by photogra-
phers, as housepets.

In the past two months, Ms.

Asvestas has had 60 requests to
place big cats in her sanctuary.
“Now that some action is taken
against the owners, they need to
getrid of their animals.”

She has to send everybody
away unless they are willing to
fund the $12,000 cages. And they
have to sterilize their animals.

“So what do you think people
do if I cannot take them? Bring
them to the vet and pay for their
euthanization?” She doubts it.

She worries that if nothing is
done, people will set some of the
animals free to fend for them-
selves.

Ms. Asvestas was one of the
founders of the American Associ-
ation of Sanctuaries, a nonprofit
group of shelters like hers. Two
months ago she resigned. The
standards were not high enough,
she says. She did not want to be
associated with shelters that play
with their animals in public view,
a dangerous practice that some-
times encourages people to buy
the cats.

The existing law is not effi-
cientin stopping the petindustry,
she says.

“In some counties, all that
breeders have to do is call them-
selves sanctuaries and keep breed-
ing.” She says out of the 300, to
400 shelters in Texas, 75 percent
are “pseudo-sanctuaries.”

The public is often misled by
impressive sounding credentials,
such as USDA licenses. To qualify
for a license, you must only con-
vince the officer who handles
your case that you are a “knowl-
edgeable and experienced animal
handler,” and that the cage is
large enough for the animal to
stand, sit and turn around in,
says Jim Rogers, spokesman for
USDA.

Since tigers have become so
cheap, breeders let their animals
have cubs two or three times a
year to maintain their income,
Ms. Asvestas says. The people
who buy them may do so with
good intentions. They might even
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