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Executive Summary

Hundreds of documents released as a result of litigation under the Freedom of Information
Act (FOIA) reveal that the U.S. Department of Agricuiture (USDA) — charged with enforcing the
federal Animal Welfare Act — routinely looks the other way when the Ringling Brothers Barnum and
Bailey circus beats and otherwise mistreats the elephants in its circus. The records also demonstrate
that many elephants have tested positive for Tuberculosis — a disease that is highly communicable
to humans — and that the USDA has failed to disclose this information to the public.

The records, released as a result of litigation by the American Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Animals, the Fund for Amimals, and the Animal Welfare Institute, show that in case after
case brought to the USDA in the last five years by animal welfare organizations, state humane
agencies, former Ringling Bros. employees, and even USDA’s own inspectors, the USDA purposely
ignored crucial evidence, closed investigations prematurely, and overrode its own inspectors’ and
investigators’ determinations ~ allowing Ringling to insist to the public that there is no truth to any
allegations that it abuses its elephants.

® In one instance, although internal documents show that USDA investigators found that
a trainer’s use of a bullhook on a baby elephant named Benjamin “created behavioral stress
and trauma which precipitated in the physical harm and ultimate death of the animal,™
the USDA memorandum closing the case omitted all references to this finding and instead
stated that “suddenly, and without any signs of distress or struggle, Benjamin became
unconscious and drowned.” No enforcement action was taken by the USDA.

® [n another incident, although the USDA determined that Ringling’s use of chains and
ropes to forcibly remove nursing elephants from their mothers at Ringling’s “Center for
Elephant Conservation” caused the animals “unnecessary trauma, behavioral stress, {and]
physical harm,” and “was not in compliance with the Animal Welfare Act,” the agency
guietly closed the investigation without taking any enforcement action.

® The records also show that the USDA has been extremely cooperative in helping Ringling
keep the public from knowing that as many as & elephants have tested positive for TB and
many more have been exposed to the disease. In one instance, although a USDA investigator
originally cited Ringling for failing to provide any medical treatment for an elephant who
had tested positive, a high level USDA official later “overrode” that citation when
Ringling’s attorneys complained.

The records also reveal an extraordinarily cozy refationship between Ringling and the USDA.
Ringling runs “training” seminars for USDA personnel at its multi-million dollar “conservation”
facility in Polk City, Florida, where it breeds elephants for its circus, and Ringling hired as its *“Vice
President for Animal Care” the former Deputy Director of the USDA’s Division of Anjmal Care.
The records also indicate that the agency provides Ringling with advance notice of inspections,

" All bold, italicized or underlined emphasis herein have been supplied by the authoring organizations.
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routinely allows Ringling’s lawyers and other officials to accompany USDA inspectors on
“unannounced” inspections, and allows Ringling to refuse inspectors and investi gators access to

records. The records also demonstrate that USDA officials instruct inspectors to refrain from issuing
“citations” to Ringling Bros, for violations of the Animal Welfare Act and even “overrides” or

to abuse, and that the USDA issues statements exonerating Ringling, and has even agreed to change
the wording of letters it has already sent to Ringling ~ all to accommodate Ringling’s well financed
public relations efforts.

Congress enacted The Animal Welfare Act (AWA) in 1966 and amended it in 1970 to ensure
that animals used for exhibition purposes, including circuses, “are provided humane care and
treatment.” The USDA has exclusive authority to-enforce the statute, and may seek both civil and
criminal penalties for violations of the law. Unlike many environmental laws, there is no “citizen
suit” provision. Therefore, only the USDA can enforce the statute. When it fails to do so, it makes
a mockery of the statute’s intent to protect amimals from inhumane treatment.

explicit advice of Ringling’s own veterinarian, The baby, Kenny, died soon after the third
performance, When Ringling refused to admit any culpability, the agency charged it with violations
of the AWA. However, the agency then settled the case by allowing Ringling to contribute $10,000
to a “sanctuary” in Thailand that trains elephants to work in the timber industry and that employs
the same expert Ringling hired to testify that Kenny was treated humanely. Under the settlement,
Ringling also hired as its new “Vice President for Animal Care” the same individual who for 27
years had been the Deputy Director of the USDA’s Division of Animal Care, Le,, the office

responsible for enforcing the Animal Welfare Act. The USDA also provided Ringling with a written

Feld Entertainment, which, in addition to the cireus, also owns Siegfried and Roy (a Las
Vegas magic act), the Ice Follies, Holiday on Ice, Walt Disney’s World on Ice, and several other
entertainment operations, bills itseif as “the largest provider of live action family entertainment in
the world,” with “the circus as the hub.” Elephants, and especially baby elephants, are extremely
popular attractions at circuses and z00s in this country, bringing in hundreds of millions of dollars
In ticket sales each year. According to Kenneth F eld, CEO of Feld Entertainment, without the
clephants, Ringling’s highly profitable circus would g0 out of business.’

: Feld Entertainment website,
} Sec USA Today (January 6, 2000), 9D,
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