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Oppose Senate Bill 1236, a bill to weaken Michigan’s Large Carnivore Act 
 

 
 
 
 

Senate Bill 1236 would significantly weaken Michigan’s Large Carnivore Act, which 
currently prohibits private possession and direct contact with large carnivores 
including bears and big cats. The bill will allow the public to handle and come into 
contact with bear cubs up to 9 months of age. 12345 

The practice of handling and using bear cubs for photo opportunities with the public 
seriously compromises animal welfare and threatens public safety. It is extremely 
stressful for bear cubs to be prematurely removed from the nurturing care of their 
mothers—a common practice to facilitate public handling. During photo and play 
sessions with the public, the cubs may also be exposed to abusive and excessive 
handling. Young cubs are capable of inflicting painful injuries and by 9 months of age a 
healthy black bear cub can weigh more than 65 pounds.  

SB 1236 will result in an increase in the state’s captive bear population and 
unwanted and potentially discarded adult bears. There is no legitimate justification for 
amending this long standing law that for over a decade has protected Michigan’s 
bears from being bred for use in this practice.  

SB 1236 will allow Michigan’s bear exhibitors, which have a history of serious 
welfare and/or safety issues as summarized below, to endanger the public by 
allowing direct contact with dangerous wild animals: 

Oswald’s Bear Ranch in Newberry 
In 2010, Dean Oswald’s Bear Ranch was cited by the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
for using physical abuse to discipline a bear cub. A handler hit the bear cub twice while 
the animal was being used for photo opportunities with the public.6 Oswald had 
previously told a reporter who was handling a bear cub, “If he does something to you 
that you don’t want done, slap him one.”7 Oswald was apparently informed by 
officials in June 2012 that the dangerous practice of allowing the public to handle bear 
cubs violated state law.8 

100 Aker Wood in Mayville 
During a 2011 pre-license inspection by the USDA, 100 Aker Wood was cited for not 
having  a way to lock out the bears so employees could safely clean the enclosure and 
inspect the animals. Weeks after the other bears emerged from hibernation, 
employees discovered a dead bear who had not emerged from hibernation. The 
inspector wrote, “Had employees had been able to access the enclosure earlier it is 
possible that the bear may have been provided with treatment.”9 

Dakin’s Dream in Ewen 
In 2011, the USDA issued an official warning against Dakin’s Dream after a member of 
the public was attacked and injured by a bear. The person entered the bear enclosure 
to provide water for the animals and was not aware that at least one of the bears was 
still in the pen. The bear was killed by a state police officer.10,11 

 

BEAR CUB INCIDENTS 

July 21, 2010/Cherokee, North 
Carolina: A 9-year-old girl was 
bitten by a 6-month-old bear 
cub at Chief Saunooke Bear 
Park. The child sustained 
scratches on her palm and the 
back of her hand and tooth 
marks at her wrist bone. This 
was the second documented 
bite by a bear at the park within 
the span of a week.1 

June 8, 2010/Broken Arrow, 
Oklahoma: A volunteer was 
bitten by a bear cub at Safari’s, 
Inc., while transporting the bear 
in a golf cart.2 

July 2005/Newberry, Michigan: 
Dean Oswald of Oswald’s Bear 
Ranch was bitten six times, hard 
enough to draw blood, by a 
recently acquired bear cub.3 

2004/Queensbury, New York: A 
bear cub being exhibited at a 
AAA office by the Ashville Game 
Farm and Exotic Zoo bit a person 
in the face.4  

June 11, 2000/Natural Bridge, 
Virginia: A visitor to Natural 
Bridge Zoo was bitten and/or 
scratched by one of a group of 
three Asiatic bear cubs.5 

Contact Jill Fritz, Michigan 
state director, for more 
information: 
517-515-3839, 
jfritz@humanesociety.org 

mailto:jfritz@humanesociety.org
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Summer Wind Farm in Brown City 
In 2012, Summer Wind Farm accepted a settlement agreement with the USDA for 
chronic, serious Animal Welfare Act violations. The facility was fined $500, had its 
license suspended for three months, and agreed not to acquire more animals for two 
years. Among the many violations were citations for a black bear enclosure that was in 
disrepair with wire panels that were beginning to bend and sag, excessive excreta in 
the black bear enclosure, and filthy, unsanitary drinking water receptacles.12 

Wilderness Trail Zoo in Birch Run 
A number of disappointed travelers have posted troubling comments at an online 
travel review site after visiting Wilderness Trail Zoo: 

• “The poor animals at this facility have some very small and dirty pens. The poor 
bear and tigers especially have very little room.”13 

• “We saw a bear that appeared half-dead -- it was very thin, appeared to have skin 
problems and was not moving. Pacing and lethargic animals were also very 
common.”14 

• “[M]any of the enclosures seemed too confining for the animals …”15 
• “[T]he habitats for a good many of them are just substandard if not criminal. A lot 

of the cages have concrete floors and just chain link fence … the pacing bear is still 
pacing.”16 

• “The bear was pacing the cage and I felt that it was all it had to do.”17 
• “Most of the exhibits in this small zoo are too small and completely unlike the 

natural habitats of the animals within them. We found ourselves just feeling sorry 
for the animals!”18 
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