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February 4, 2021 
 
To Chairman Bennett and the members of the House Committee on Environment and Natural Resources 
 
Re: Rhode Island 2021 – H5058 – Support of the Intent to Prohibit of Captive Hunting, Amendments Required 
 
As the fastest growing organization of hunters and anglers in the nation, Backcountry Hunters & Anglers (BHA) 
seeks to ensure North America's outdoor heritage of hunting and fishing in a natural setting. Our members 
recognize the need to protect and enhance opportunities in the few open spaces we have remaining. BHA 
supports the North American Wildlife Conservation Model, which asserts that wildlife is held in public trust as 
a scientifically managed natural resource that can be enjoyed by all Americans. BHA also maintains that 
hunting should involve an element of skill, woodsmanship and challenge and promotes Fair Chase principals.  
 
The position of the New England Chapter of BHA is that the hunting of species belonging to the deer family, 
wild pig/boar, and other big game animals on shooting preserves or game ranches that are designed such that 
animals cannot or are extremely unlikely to escape during the hunt is in direct conflict with Fair Chase 
principals. Importing members of the deer family for captive hunting in Rhode Island presents a significant risk 
to our native deer because of the potential introduction of chronic wasting disease, and we support the 
enactment of laws, policies and regulations that protect to our native wildlife and ecosystem. We also oppose 
the privatization of wildlife.  
 
During the previous two full sessions of the Rhode Island General Assembly unsuccessful proposals were 
introduced that if adopted would allow private shooting preserves to hunt big game animals within captive 
facilities in our state (2018 – S2929, H8090. 2019 – H5849). There is little doubt that without action to prohibit 
captive hunting that bills will continue to be introduced and will continue to take up the valuable and limited 
time and resources of the General Assembly each year. We recognize the intent of H5058 is to protect our 
state against these proposals. However, as described below, we believe that this bill will not fully protect 
Rhode Island’s native wildlife and ecosystem from the potential hazards that come with captive hunting.  
 
Chronic Wasting Disease 
 

Chronic wasting disease is a transmissible spongiform encephalopathy similar to Mad Cow Disease that 
is contagious and deadly to all members of the deer family. The Centers for Disease Control and other 
health organizations advise that the odds of chronic wasting disease affecting humans are low, but also 
that humans should not consume meat from animals that are known to be infected with chronic 
wasting disease. Infected animals can appear healthy for years before exhibiting symptoms and 
succumbing to the disease, during which time they continuously shed infectious agent into the 
surrounding environment. The disease is transmitted by prions, or misfolded proteins, which are long-
lived in soils and water, and maintain their infectious potential after passing through the digestive 
systems of scavengers or being absorbed by plants. There is no test for chronic wasting disease in living 
animals and the disease can be easily be passed from captive animals in an enclosure to wild animals 
outside of the enclosure. To date chronic wasting disease has not been detected in Rhode Island or our 
neighboring states. 
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Chronic wasting disease affects both non-native members of the deer family such as elk and wildlife 
native to Rhode Island such as whitetail deer and has been spread to many parts of the country by 
human-assisted movement, including the transportation of live deer and elk for ranching or captive 
hunting operations. Because H5058 would only prohibit the import of animals “not native or domestic 
to this state” it would allow the import of whitetail deer for captive hunting and therefore not protect 
our native wild deer from the introduction of chronic wasting disease.  
 
To fully protect our native wildlife and ecosystem we recommend prohibiting the importation and 
captive hunting of any big game animal in our state.  

 
Motive & Enforcement 
 

H5058 is written in a way that prohibits the practice of captive hunting for “entertainment” and for 
“trophies”. Our members support the North American Model of Wildlife Conservation, which asserts 
that wildlife should only be killed for legitimate reasons and should not be killed frivolously. However, 
if passed into RI General Law this language would task law enforcement with determining a hunter or 
shooting preserve’s motivation for engaging in captive hunting, which would be difficult to prove in 
court and would be fraught with loopholes that fail to fully protect our native wildlife and ecosystem. 
It is difficult to clearly define what qualifies an animal as a “trophy”, and hunting for animals within a 
captive facility that also utilizes them for food, which is a common and accepted motivation for 
hunting in North America, would not be clearly prohibited, but would present equivalent risks. 
 
To address these concerns, we recommend that legislation prohibiting captive hunting focuses on 
practices that can be clearly defined and easily recognized by law enforcement officers, such as 
importing wildlife and capturing and/or containing wildlife for hunting within facilities that are 
designed to prevent animals fleeing. Upon passage, we believe that laws with clearly defined practices 
and prohibitions would result in more robust protection against the risks that come with captive 
hunting and would close loopholes associated with focusing on the hunter or shooting preserve’s 
intent and/or motivation.  

 
In summary, the New England Chapter of BHA supports the intent of H5058 – to prohibit captive hunting in 
Rhode Island - but we do not believe that it would fully achieve its intended purpose if passed. Rather than 
amending H5058, our recommendation to the committee is to advance H5329, which is a continuation of our 
effort to fully and comprehensively address this issue during last year’s legislative session, and was recently 
introduced and assigned to this committee. We are committed to pursuing the most robust protection for our 
native wildlife and ecosystem, and to protecting our heritage of hunting and fishing in a natural setting. Thank 
you for your consideration of our position and recommendation.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
Michael Woods 
Saunderstown, Rhode Island 
 
Chair, New England Chapter Board 
Backcountry Hunters and Anglers 
rhodeisland@backcountryhunters.org 
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