TIGERS under ATTACK:

Beleaguered big cat facility owner battles rumors, false accusations, USDA
By Lori Lovely

Diane Gustafson is on a self-proclaimed “crusade” to “shut down and destroy” Great Cats of Indiana in Idaville, which she labeled “Big Cat Death Camp.” Told of the facility by a friend, the Hammond, Indiana, resident located it online and planned a two-stop trip on June 14. Her itinerary initially included the big cat sanctuary a little over an hour from her home and a visit to Wolf Park, but, too distraught by what she saw at Great Cats, she didn’t complete the second leg of her journey. Instead, she immediately returned home and began contacting state and federal lawmakers, the Monticello tourism board, various animal support organizations, the Purdue School of Veterinary Medicine and every media outlet she could think of.

First blood


“We accidentally passed this ‘sanctuary’” on the road, Gustafson wrote in her now widely distributed letter. “When we saw it, our first thoughts were, ‘Is that it??’ The place looked like one of those awful roadside zoos you so often see on road trips. We turned the car around and entered the facility.”  

Although her count of animals at Great Cats is not correct – and her list inaccurately includes “several llamas and donkeys” (of which there are none), this wild animal novice continues with an authoritative tone. Describing their living conditions as “deplorable,” she writes: “All in cages, some smaller than others, some animals grouped in with too many others for the space. The black leopard, one of the cats left with very little shade, paced frantically back and forth on a plank, never once acknowledging our presence. Most cages are covered in feces, urine, and some even had rotted meat, swarming with flies, that had been left from previous feedings. One that stood out specifically is home to [two] adult lions; it had the rotting remains of a pig, a mere 10 feet from where the lions were trying to sleep. All of the animals are filthy and matted to some degree. Most were sleeping in their feces, some out in the hot sun with no shade. Some had reservoirs filled with water so that the animals could keep cool. However, the water was dirty and in some cases red with rust, or who knows what. Within one tiger enclosure, the concrete floor was partially flooded with standing water that had been sitting so long it was filled with bright green algae. When we asked about it, the young guide indicated that the drain was plugged and that the water was just like it was in the cat’s natural habitat. Every enclosure was made of rotting broken wood with peeling paint, cracked and broken concrete foundations, as well as rust-covered metal caging.”
Gustafson, who works in billing for orthopedic doctors at Bone & Joint Specialists, bristled when “the teenage tour guide told us that the owners of this 12-year-old facility perform all of their own veterinary work because the closest veterinarian to assist them was in Michigan City,” an hour and 45 minutes away. 

Initially willing to consider that the owners had good intentions but that “the situation has gotten too hard to control financially,” she pondered methods for area businesses to financially support Great Cats. But when she found out about a U.S. Department of Agriculture investigation, the outraged woman opted for another solution: contacting “the proper authorities” to see that “this facility is shut down for good,” while simultaneously initiating a secret effort to locate new homes for the cats because she is under the mistaken impression that the reason the USDA takes so long to shut down sub-par facilities is that they don’t want to incur the costs of boarding confiscated cats. Gustafson accepts that “the animals would have to either find new homes or be euthanized (emphasis added)” if Great Cats is closed, although her assumption isn’t accurate and closure doesn’t guarantee forfeiture of the cats.
The one thing Gustafson didn’t do was contact Rob Craig, executive director of Great Cats of Indiana. “No, I never called GCI to express my concerns. Our ‘tour guide’ was ignorant of any wrong doing...should I expect the owner to differ? Plus, after seeing the USDA formal complaint, I had absolutely no desire to do so.”

Going for the kill
Tipped off about the USDA investigation by Bridget Gross, legislative assistant to two senators who received Gustafson’s frantic letter, the self-styled “Big Cat Angel” intensified her mission against Great Cats. “I would like to see GCI closed. If there was no ongoing, six-year USDA investigation, I might think otherwise...but that’s not the case.”
Her statement, however, is misleading. Because the USDA licenses and oversees facilities that exhibit exotic animals, all USDA-licensed facilities undergo annual inspections. Once a facility has a documented prior complaint, explains Jessica Milteer with the USDA’s Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, it makes the risk-based inspection system list, where it will continue to “get looked at more often” until it racks up “a string of clean inspections.” Milteer says that with a 97 percent compliance rate among approximately 9,000 businesses, keeping a closer eye on those with past transgressions isn’t difficult.
The original complaint against Great Cats stems from an incident when a visitor who got too close to a bear cage was bitten. Since then, Craig has struggled to correct infractions noted by a rotating retinue of inspectors, each with their own interpretation of the rules. No novice in the field, Craig has more than 20 years’ experience caring for exotic animals. Recognized from his 2003 appearance on Animal Planet’s Growing Up: Tiger when one of his Siberian tigers had four cubs (two of whom were filmed as they grew up at Tiger Creek Wildlife Rescue in Tyler, Texas), he, along with assistant director and fiancée Laura Proper, converted an old dairy farm into a sanctuary and rescue for big cats, bears and wolves twelve years ago. 
Craig is the first to admit he’s not perfect, but says “even the USDA has acknowledged that we are doing better.” Her new path now firmly set, Gustafson cannot be swayed from her mission by such details. Having obtained and read a copy of the investigation that reports “minimal substandard activity” at Great Cats, Gustafson refuses to demur to officials and experts. “From what I saw, this is definitely not the case. The animals continue to suffer.” But rather than taking photos to substantiate her claims or contacting Craig about her concerns, she implores lawmakers, legal authorities and the general public, “This facility needs to be shut down immediately. Why is this taking so long to accomplish and why hasn’t anyone stepped in to remove these animals from such a caustic situation?”
Gustafson appears to be the only person with first-hand contact who considers the situation caustic. Although the USDA quibbles with Craig’s designation of the facility as a sanctuary, defining it as a zoo because he exhibits animals to the public, all they’ve asked for is improvement and compliance. Gustafson, who denounces the facility – the first she ever visited – as a “roadside zoo” and “pseudo sanctuary” because of conditions she deems unsuitable for the majestic animals, demands closure and destruction.
Citing “substantial improvements over the last year and a half,” Craig has requested the USDA judge to order a conference so he can demonstrate the positive impact achieved by his “steady changes and improvements.” On Oct 22, 2007, Colleen Carol, prosecuting attorney for the USDA, filed a motion to schedule a hearing date. She says a date has not been set because the three administrative law judges have “a lot of cases, but not a lot of personnel” and work has been further delayed due to one’s tour of duty in Iraq.
Gustafson doesn’t let the court docket, the USDA report, current laws and regulations governing exotic animals, lawmakers she condemns as apathetic because they haven’t rallied to her cause or even the truth get in her way, and no one escapes her ire. Bombarding legislators and the media with her accusations and circulating two-year-old photos taken without permission from someone’s online Photobucket page, she demands closure of Craig’s facility, citing “suffering” and improper conditions. Relying on misinformation and generalized statements from other sanctuary owners she has enlisted in her battle – most of whom have never met Craig or been to his place – she regurgitates the speculation, second-hand rumor, and outdated or incorrect information fed to her. 
But many of her complaints against Great Cats are falling on deaf ears because, for the most part, Craig maintains his facility within guidelines. As Gustafson discovered, “the [F]ederal Animal Welfare Act sets forth only minimum requirements for animal care, and for the most part, only addresses basic husbandry issues. For example, according to the AWA, animals must be fed, watered and sheltered, yet space requirements only mandate that the animals be able to make ‘normal postural changes’ (i.e., allow them enough room to stand up, lie down and turn around). There is no requirement for grass, greenery or other natural vegetation. There are no requirements for the animals to be ‘let out’ of their cages for exercise or to relieve themselves. Even the requirement for water is open to interpretation: ‘water must be provided as often as necessary for the health and comfort of the animal.’ You may find that the cages are tiny, the animals look hot and dispirited, or that the animals are displaying stereotypic behavior, but none of these conditions are specifically against the law. Even when exhibitors are consistently found non-compliant during inspections, they are typically allowed time to make ‘improvements.’ Great Cats is a classic example. Getting ‘real’ sanctions imposed on animal abusers is exceedingly difficult. Even when horrific abuses are caught on tape, it doesn’t mean an abuser will face meaningful repercussions or have their license revoked.”

Tiger by the tail 
In addition to the media blitz, Gustafson drafted an online petition. When (unsubstantiated) signatures topped 1,000, she sent it to Secretary of Agriculture Ed Schafer. Gustafson’s goal is to ensure Craig stays out of the big cat business by seeing to it that his USDA and business licenses are pulled and that the animal welfare laws are changed. Once vowing to “storm the Senate” in protest against Craig, she now claims she is “working on legislation” with District 1 State Representative Linda Lawson.


Lawson tells it differently. She began working on an Animal Cruelty bill last year, but property tax issues distracted members during a short session. House bill 1386 passed in 2007, providing a uniform statewide definition of the issue, but Lawson now wants to revisit it to “clean up some of the language” and include some additional provisions. “Bestiality was left off when the criminal code was revised.” She would like to expand the scope of animal cruelty to include transportation and torture and the sale of puppies for hunting under the guise of training. She also believes that a spay/neuter law “has to happen!”

But, she clarifies, “all my bills deal with domestic animals, not exotics,” and Gustafson is not working on anything with her. Exotic animals, she points out, remain under the control of the USDA.
Gustafson doesn’t seem willing to wait for the legal system to sort through the USDA allegations – some of which have already been corrected. Great Cats of Indiana “needs to be shut down immediately,” she proclaims. To recruit additional support, she began posting updates on MySpace, Care2 Connect and the web site of another facility, Big Cat Rescue in Tampa, FL.

Cat scratch fever
 

Not anticipating her persistence, Craig initially shrugged off news of her complaint with an unconcerned “She’s a nut who doesn’t know what’s best for the animals” – a sentiment echoed by more than one in the industry. Now he’s on the verge of using the same legal system to put a stop to her crusade. 

He has documentation to prove that the pictures she is spreading around are outdated. In fact, he has documentation to refute most of Gustafson’s claims: no 17-year-old intern; no metal cage for Chucky, the lion, whose roofed shelter is constructed of concrete blocks on three sides and fencing on the fourth. The block walls keep Chucky’s area cooler on warm days and warmer on cool nights, while the orientation of the structure allows for sun and shade. “He also has two water containers, a lockdown area with a sand/wood chip floor, a tractor tire, several large logs to scratch on and a spool that elevates him off the floor if he desires.”


Great Cats has never been served with “massive monetary fines,” as Gustafson claims. It’s not “in the works to have the place shut down.” The USDA investigation stems from issues in 2002 – 2006. Craig says there are no current issues.

Contrary to Gustafson’s assertions, the family-run facility does not “perform all [its] own veterinary work.” Craig, a former fireman, and Proper, a nurse, are qualified to perform basic procedures such as wound cleansing, vaccinating and worming, but work with two veterinarians, who are consulted before any treatment plan is implemented. “Any care we provide is under the direction of our vet and he has approved us to perform any procedures he asks us to do.”

No breeding is done. The last baby born at Great Cats arrived in October 2006, the result of an accidental mating. All male tigers were neutered last summer.


Craig maintains that he has never sold a tiger. He donated a tiger to Louisiana State University to be its mascot. In response to criticism he’s received, he says the cat moved from his 30 x 40 enclosure to a $3 million, 15,000 sq. ft. natural habitat with a waterfall and a stream. With a care team of veterinarians – with one required to be on campus 24/7 – and a care budget in excess of $10 million annually, Craig believes it was the right thing to do. In fact, he says he’d give more animals to other facilities, but he hasn’t found any that have room. “Getting my numbers down would make things here a lot easier and would allow us to rebuild/repair some enclosures and open up others to make larger enclosures.”


Jonathan Kraft, founder and director of Keepers of the Wild in Valentine, AZ, says most sanctuaries are full and most zoos won’t take them. He is sometimes able to use his connections to find placements, but “the norm is that sanctuaries are full. There are so many big cats out there, many of them end up in canned hunts.” 

Vernon Weir, director of Tippi Hedron’s Animal Sanctuary Association in Las Vegas, concurs: “The good sanctuaries are full. There are more animals to rescue than places to go. Not a day goes by without looking for a place for a tiger to go.” 
Getting catty: the rumor mill

Within the industry, the commonly heard phrase about Great Cats of Indiana is “I haven’t been there, but I’ve heard …” Craig tries to take it in stride. “Everyone gets targeted at one time or another. We are a small, quiet little facility that is doing big things and is getting noticed. We keep to ourselves, and just do our thing. We don't say much, but when we do, it … is always verifiable.”


Others are talking … a lot. Gustafson’s cause gained momentum when Joe Taft, owner of Exotic Feline Rescue Center in Centerpoint, IN, wrote her that Great Cats “has been a long-standing problem” and that “money to them will not help.” Providing contact information, he urged her to contact her senator and the USDA. 


He also offered speculation, which Gustafson took as fact. “Joe Taft is the one who told me [Craig] is selling babies. Joe and/or Jean [Herrberg] did state the breeding as a fact. They got two cubs that were sold to some guy in New York City.” Taft says three tigers bred at Great Cats were confiscated in New York and subsequently turned over to him. He believes they were sold, but has no proof. “Rob denies it, but who gives away baby tigers?”


Assistant director Herrberg “also called my house,” Gustafson reports. “She said Great Cats of Indiana is not a reputable sanctuary. Not only are they hiding their horrid roadside zoo under that guise, they are also breeding and selling these exotic cats! She said they have been a problem for a very long time and was glad someone was going to take the reins on shutting them down.”


Craig insists he donated the tigers to help a friend launch a new facility, and speculates that Taft’s attack may be due to feeling threatened because he represents “the other place” in Indiana. After all, both facilities rely on visitors and the funds they provide. But Craig has some questions for EFRC, which houses about 185 cats of eight different species. Why doesn’t Taft have to install barricades to keep visitors at a safe distance from the cages and why are visitors allowed to roam without supervision? He points out that last year, a cougar escaped from EFRC and was never recovered – an incident that sparked a USDA investigation and resulted in a non-compliance record in October 2007 for sub-standard perimeter fencing. Milteer says the issue has been corrected, but she intends to look into why visitors are not monitored and are allowed to get close to the fence.


Gustafson, who celebrated her 44th birthday with an overnight stay at EFRC, disregards that evidence, leading some to believe that had she had a personal tour and cat interaction at Great Cats, her complaint may never have been formulated. 

She found no contradiction in condemning Great Cats for accepting deceased livestock from local farmers when Taft’s place does the same, by their own admission. She didn’t seem to mind that EFRC sometimes mixes breeds in the same cage (as evidenced in photos posted on their web site), although that was one of her complaints against Great Cats.

Instead, Gustafson joined forces with Carole Baskins, owner of Big Cat Rescue, who told her that “people like Craig can only make money off the babies and are always looking to unload their adults.” The Indiana crusader seems to have taken that as proof that Craig continues to breed and sell cats.


Baskins is quick to redirect the focus to others, but her probing questions often elicit similar answers when put to her. Baskins, whose murky personal and professional history has been splashed across headlines for years, is a former breeder and seller of exotic cats. After her husband disappeared under suspicious circumstances in 1997, Baskins quit intentionally breeding, although, like Craig, she did see accidental births at her facility for years. She sharply criticizes Craig for “not providing proper vet care, or the cats would have been spayed immediately,” despite the fact that she admits it took her years to accomplish the same task at her own facility. 

According to USDA definition, because Baskins exhibits, Big Cat Rescue would not qualify as a sanctuary either. Baskins claims the difference between her and other roadside zoos who are “sucking people for donations” is education. “When people [pay] for a tour they are getting an hour and a half of us showing them how supporting zoos, circus acts and roadside zoos causes so many cats to end up in need of rescue.” Until recently, Baskins was guilty of contributing to that need.


Like Craig, Baskins has found herself the subject of a USDA investigation with non-compliant issues and a whisper campaign regarding her late husband and her tactics. In the words of one facility owner, “Info is available online about the misuse of funding and donations, problems with their non-profit, etc. They started as breeders, and selling. Carole Baskin also interferes with legislation all over the U.S., for laws regarding private ownership. Her testimony causes strict laws making it impossible for anyone to keep the animals they have. Her agenda is to be the largest sanctuary in the United States.”


Baskins says she is disparaged because of her high-profile effort to stop trafficking. However, when people complained to the Better Business Bureau about her facility and threatening tactics, Baskins publicly revealed and criticized them. As a result, the BBB revoked her accreditation. Craig considers that typical behavior and says she targets “anybody who doesn’t subscribe to her beliefs.” At the moment, Craig is in her crosshairs because, she says, “it’s clear Great Cats is not part of the solution; they are not involved in ending the trade.”

Craig retorts that ban laws don’t work. “It’s better to try to enforce ownership laws where you know where the cats are than to have all of them hidden from view. There are a couple states that have wonderful laws. All we need to do is copy those and put money toward enforcing those laws. We don’t need to reinvent the wheel, just tighten the spokes.”


Baskins remains a controversial figure unrepentant about the innuendo she spreads concerning Great Cats and insists it’s not professional jealousy that motivates her attack. “We don’t have competitors. We have a handful of good places who provide sanctuary and who are trying to end the abuse. Like they say, ‘you are either a part of the solution or a part of the problem.’ It is clear that CGI is not part of the solution.”


Although she says she gets “loads of complaints” from people who visit “such places” and says she does not post them unless she has seen them for herself, she did post Gustafson’s scathing report about Great Cats. Despite believing that exotic cats don’t belong in cages, she currently has more than 100 in cages. And, while she says “true sanctuaries would not enable his bad behavior by taking his older cats unless his USDA license were [sic] revoked or surrendered with a written contract that he never possess exotic animals again,” Gustafson reports that Baskins is willing to take in some of his big cats.
Survival of the fittest vs the scales of justice 


Hardly any facility has escaped criticism from the USDA. The St. Louis Zoo has more than 7,500 violations, many with hefty fines. Equally disturbing is the number of tigers living as “private pets” in the U.S.  Estimates of the number of tigers in private hands range from 7,000 to 10,000. The Captive Wildlife Animal Coalition estimates the total of all species of exotic felines privately kept is close to 20,000. The Humane Society of the U.S. calculates the trade in exotic animals as a $15 billion annual industry, with about a quarter of it illegal trade. 

Voluntary membership organizations exist to set standards of care. Gustafson frequently holds up ASA guidelines in her condemnation of Great Cats. Weir, who admits his only knowledge of Craig’s facility comes second-hand, says Great Cats doesn’t meet their policies and guidelines because “breeding is an issue. The number one rule is no breeding, sale, trade or commercial exploitation.” Weir also wants to see “vet care 24/7, onsite if possible.” 


Craig meets those guidelines, but says he hasn’t pursued membership in any organization because he doesn’t “have time to join and participate in an organization that spends a lot of its resources on bashing places like mine. I also never found one where I agreed with everything they did. Seems to me the focus of what we do is supposed to be the animals we provide for...  not how pretty or spotless our facility is.”
 

Walfredo de Freitas, founder of the Indiana Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, visited Great Cats in July. The animal rights activist didn’t see a spotless facility, but he saw healthy animals … and something more. “I saw love between Rob and the animals. Love is something missing in sanctuaries, zoos and circuses. I wish all animals had a Rob Craig in their lives. We could have a better world. If we cannot change the world, at least let the animals live with love and basic care.”

Not a proponent of caged animals, de Freitas believes Craig “is a man who is trying to do his job. He is trying hard to improve the animals’ lives.” He also believes Gustafson’s energy is misplaced. “She could use it to make Indiana a vegetarian state. I think she is wrong. She is not going anywhere with her campaign. We have so many problems to handle right now. Great Cats of Indiana is the last issue on our list.” 

Clearly, it is not the last issue on Gustafson’s list. Now speaking on behalf of big cats everywhere, who, she assures her audience, “love you too,” she has chastised lawmakers, scared off many in the animal industry and alienated the media. Weir, who considers USDA standards “very low,” calling the organization slow, “unconcerned” and “a typical government agency that provides little help until there’s public outcry,” advised Gustafson to align herself with the media because it “is probably your only hope. Stories of cruelty embarrass state, federal and local officials. Keep at it and maybe it will at least cause this place to improve conditions.”


Improving conditions is not what Gustafson has in mind; nor is handing over the lead on her “crusade” to any objective inquiry. Others, however, feel differently. Denise Flores, founder of Tiger Paw Exotic Rescue Center in Ashland Ohio, suggests that “maybe people should offer [Rob] a hand.”  Flores, who has received her share of criticism about the spatial accommodations for her tigers, respects Craig. Even more, two years ago when she moved to Ohio from Texas, where she was the curator of Tiger Link of Texas, she trusted him enough to board two of her big cats there when “no one else would help us. He came recommended by the Feline Conservation Convention. He took good care of my cats.”

When Craig faces the USDA, he will have to prove he’s taking care of his own cats. If issues aren’t resolved, he could be assessed civil penalties of up to $3750 per animal for violations incurred after 2004 ($2750 for violations before 2004) and given time to comply or his license could be suspended or revoked. That would preclude him from exhibiting and dealing, but would leave the animals in his care. “They are not our animals to take unless they’re suffering,” Carol elaborates. “If they’re not in bad shape, they become the owner’s property.” 

Craig says that according to Indiana law, if he loses his USDA license, he can’t operate and would have to euthanize his animals – a solution Gustafson considers “a better alternative then [sic] living out a life in such appalling surroundings.” 

Craig isn’t going without a fight. “I’m not giving up my license. We’re not closing.”
Determined to set the record straight, he says his 10-foot electrified perimeter fence exceeds USDA requirements, he has never had an escape, someone is on the grounds 24/7, and he has never bought, sought or sold a cat. Despite Gustafson’s claims to the contrary, he notes that “no one has ever said that cats here are sick, suffering or not cared for. No one has ever said they are unhealthy, starving or showing any signs of stress. Have you noticed that from all the people who say we breed and sell tigers, no one has ever been able to produce a person who purchased a tiger from us?”


If Craig is vindicated by the USDA hearing, does it signal the redirection of Gustafson’s crusade to another facility? When asked what she would do if other sanctuaries don’t meet her lofty standards, she replied, “One at a time.”
Sidebar:
USDA complaint and response

The major points of the complaint filed by the USDA include:

· an allegation of continuing to operate under other corporate names
· using a defunct corporation’s license as an individual 
· failure to retain a full-time veterinarian and maintain a program of veterinary care
· failure to follow medical instructions of the attending veterinarian regarding specific instances 
· insufficient barriers between cages and visitors; failure to remove food and animal waste 
· absence of a perimeter fence 
· inadequate trained staff 
· inadequate shelter from the elements 

· assorted sanitation and pest control allegations
The written response Craig filed explains the complicated ownership when one company was dissolved, its interests taken over by the limited liability company he formed, DBA Great Cats of Indiana Inc. “Everything stayed the same, except for the names.” 

He notes that his veterinarian moved without notice, but his animals are currently under the care of another vet, directing treatment for issues ranging from an abscessed tooth to e-coli infection obtained from tainted meat. 

He cites a revolving door of inspectors, each with a different interpretation of “vague USDA regulations” regarding the issue of barrier fencing and other matters. While he confesses to being under-staffed and over-capacity, he indicates that “primary enclosures are cleaned regularly” and waste material is composted in accordance with Indiana Dept. of Health guidelines. 

