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Lee Richardson Zoo 
Education Animal Handling Guide 

 
 

The following guidelines and procedures have been 
developed as a resource to ensure a safe and happy 

environment for both animals and docents.  If you have 
any questions, comments, or concerns please feel free to 

contact the education staff for assistance.  
 
 
 

 
Education Division Mission Statement: 

 
To inspire appreciation and stewardship of the 

natural world. 
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Animals can be one of our most effective educational tools, but they must be 
treated with the respect due them as living creatures.  They are not props or pets.  
Remember that our purpose is to encourage visitors to care for wildlife.  We 
convey this as much by our actions as our words.  You will get to know not only 
the characteristics of the species of animals you are presenting, but also the 
individual behavioral characteristics.  The more you know about an animal, the 
easier it becomes to tell when it is stressed or when it is not a good idea not use it.  
It also makes it more enjoyable to spend time sharing that animal with the public. 
Each animal has its own unique personality and the more time you spend getting to 
know them, the more rewarding animal handling will be.  Please remember, animal 
handling is not a requirement….it is a choice and a privilege.   
 
Do not handle any animal that you do not feel comfortable with.  Animals can 
often sense your hesitation and then react to it.  Practice is critical.  Work with the 
animals in your spare time.  It is important to become comfortable with an animal 
before entering a program/public setting.  Remember that part of the educational 
message is how to ethically treat animals.  The public will learn from what they see 
you do, as much as what they hear you say. 
 
As representatives of Lee Richardson Zoo, Docents should uphold a professional 
demeanor.  On occasion you will be evaluated to insure that your presentations are 
accurate and enjoyable, and provide an opportunity for personal development.  The 
evaluation will be low key and observations will be reviewed with you.  Docents 
involved in animal interpreting must be aware of philosophical issues as well as the 
impact on others that their actions and words have. Therefore, docents should 
make an effort to stay current on conservation issues and information by attending 
monthly meetings and reviewing handouts.  Sharing information as animal 
handlers/interpreters is only the beginning.  Through interpretation, Docents should 
inspire feelings, thoughts or actions in support of the Lee Richardson Zoo’s 
philosophy and the natural world.  YOU REPRESENT THE ZOO!!! 
 
Remember, zoo animals are not pets!  Anthropomorphism (giving human traits or 
emotions to animals) should be avoided.  The zoo’s lecture animals are 
“ambassadors”  for their species and for wildlife in general.  Our goal is to instill an 
appreciation for the natural world, one species at a time, and inspire our visitors to 
take action on behalf of wildlife. 
 
Remember, while handling animals during a presentation, Safety First  

 Safety of the audience 
 Safety of the animals 
 Safety of yourself 
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The public should never be permitted to hold an animal.  This is for their safety 
and our liability.  The public is allowed to touch animals when the situation allows.  
However, holding is a privilege you, as a trained docent have earned.  Please take 
this privilege seriously and use common sense and caution when utilizing animal 
ambassadors with your programs. 
 
Animal Check out and Check in: 
 
When you check out an animal for a presentation, you are responsible for its well-
being and safety.  Always use common sense.  Alert education division staff if an 
animal does not seem “normal”  (i.e. sick, stressed, or injured) and select a different 
animal. 
 
Allow yourself plenty of time to get animals out.  If you are rushing, you can easily 
forget something or injure yourself or the animal.  Animals can sense when you are 
feeling agitated or rushed and this can create stress or discomfort in the animal.  A 
steady and relaxed pace will benefit both you and the animal. 
 
The sign-out sheet can help you determine which animals have been used most 
recently and should be rested.  It is important to rotate the animals and not 
‘overuse'  our favorites.  Overuse may cause stress and/or sickness in the animal. 
 
Before reaching into any enclosure, assess the location and status of the animal.  
Let the animal know you are there (talk to it, gently touch it) before reaching in.  
Move slowly and confidently.  Use only your hands (gloved or bare) to remove the 
animals from their enclosure.  Place them in a proper carrier and remember to close 
the door to their enclosure as a courtesy to the keeper staff.  
 
Place an “animal in use”  sign on the cage of any animal you are removing from the 
animal room.  These signs are not necessary for animals housed in the hallway.  
Also, remember to sign out all animals to be used for a program on the clipboard 
hanging in the animal room (including those from the hallway).  These two 
procedures are done to help the keepers determine frequency of animal use, and 
when an animal is out of its cage for use.  It keeps them from worrying if the 
animal has escaped. 
 
When returning an animal to its enclosure, make sure you have the correct 
enclosure, close all the doors securely, and remove the “animal in use”  sign.  
Remove bedding or newspaper from carriers and rinse or wash if needed (or notify 
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Education staff if you are unable to do so).  Carriers can be drained on carts with 
towels if needed.  If a carrier is clean you may put it away dry. 
 
 
Traveling with animal ambassadors: 
 
·  Never leave animals unattended in public areas or an unlocked vehicle.  An 

extra key for the van is available if desired. 
·  Utilize kennel blankets when temperatures are cold or inclement, especially with 

tropical species.  Lightweight kennel covers (sheets) are good for covering 
multiple kennels to provide a dark, calming atmosphere for the animals.  Blanket 
covers are available for winter use.  Containers holding herps should be 
transported within Styrofoam containers. 

·  While transporting kennels, place them securely on a cart or carry them 
smoothly to avoid bouncing or swinging. Also plan accordingly for lightweight 
kennels and secure them and the lids on windy days.  (Remember this is 
Kansas!) 

·  In the winter, warm the van before loading.  In the summer, if it is hot, turn on 
the air conditioner prior to placing animals in the van. 

·  Place the carriers and cart securely in the van and make sure they will not tip or 
slide during the drive. 

·  Do not place open ends of carriers together.  This could cause undo stress to the 
animals. 

·  You are NOT obligated to remove an animal from the carrier once at the 
program.  If you feel that it is not in the best interest of the animal, do not 
remove it. 

 
Miscellaneous Points to Remember: 
   

 Sanitary hand gel should be used by any member of the public wanting to 
touch an animal, barring extenuating circumstances.  Less than a dime size 
amount of gel (approx. 1 squirt) is sufficient for each person.  Those desiring 
to touch animals but not use gel are welcome to wash their hands as an 
alternative.  You will need to make a judgment call in such cases. 

 
 It is a good idea to use the sanitary hand gel, or wash your hands, between 
each animal used (especially between predator/prey animals). 

 
 Caution parents with young children and babies about the hazards of 
touching animals and putting fingers in mouths – they may wish to pass on 
touching. 
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 Be aware that you may get scratched, bitten, urinated or defecated on at one 
time or another.  When it does happen it is often in front of an audience.  
Since it is hard to hide it, don' t try.  Instead use it to your advantage to point 
out the natural behavior of the animal' s defensive mechanisms or something 
related.  Check the tortoise' s plastron before loading for transport and wash 
any feces that may be adhering to it.   Lukewarm water and a sponge or 
paper towel will get the job done. 

 
 At no time should an animal be near your head and face, or the face or head 
of anyone else. 

 
 Always know the position of, and have control of the animal' s head and 
keep it pointed away from the public. 

 
 Do not feed, or allow the public to feed, any animals without staff' s 
permission. 

 
 Listen to your animal.  Each animal, in its own way, will let you know if it is 
tired, cranky, sick, etc... 

 
 Always be aware of your surroundings (i.e. the public, the weather, etc.)  
Consider placing a barrier between you and the public (a table) and/or have a 
wall behind you to prevent surprises. 

 
 Rinse gloves if an animal eliminates on them. 

 
 If you talk with your hands, use care not to gesture wildly with your animal. 

 
 HAVE FUN!!!!  Animal handling is an exciting opportunity; enjoy the 
programs, the audience, and the animals! 
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Reptiles 
 
Reptiles have a naturally occurring salmonella bacterium that can, at times, be 
transmitted to other animals, including humans.  Animals carrying salmonella may show 
no outward signs of shedding this bacterium, but it is always wise to practice safe 
handling methods.  Washing hands or using hand sanitizing gel can easily prevent 
transmission of salmonella.  It is our responsibility to ensure the safety of the public by 
encouraging them to sanitize before and after touching our animals.   
 
This information should not be used to scare or discourage visitors from the opportunity 
to touch a reptile.  In order to prevent the possible spread of bacteria, these 
cleansing/disinfecting procedures MUST be followed. The general public may not be 
aware of the importance of sanitizing, and it is your responsibility to provide sanitizer for 
them. 
 
Snakes 
 
When removing a snake from an enclosure they need to be well-supported.  Put in 
suitable bag either head first or head and body together.  Twist top of bag and tie in knot.  
Give the snake room to move around by making the knot as high as possible on the 
pillowcase.  Place the pillowcase inside a Styrofoam container to protect from 
temperature extremes.  When removing the snake from the pillowcase check to see where 
the head is and then gather pillowcase down around the body to expose the animal for 
easy removal.  This allows you to scoop them up rather than reaching down into the 
pillowcase blindly.  Bring the body out all together rather than pulling out as if it were a 
long rope.  Their entire body should be well-supported at all times. 
 
Never put a snake around your neck.  Our snakes are constrictors, and could cut off your 
air and blood supply if they tightened around your neck. 
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Some Big Snake handling safety ideas: 
 
1. Keep your face away from the snake' s face.  It' s the last place you want your face if they 

become startled and decide to strike. 
 
2. Do not handle snakes that are preparing to shed their skins, that are ªopaqueº or ªin blueº.  

Just prior to shedding, impaired sight may cause an animal to be more irritable and defensive, 
and you may damage the underlying skin.  This goes likewise for snakes that have been fed 
in the past few hours (our snakes are usually fed on Sundays).  Let them digest without being 
moved around.   

 
3. If a snake bites and won' t release its grip, attempt to immobilize the head, neck, and jaw as to 

keep the snake from pulling or ripping away from the wound, which will cause further 
damage to man and beast.  Spraying alcohol or detergent into the mouth of the snake will 
often provoke detachment. In the situation of a constricting animal begin unwinding from the 
tail (preferably) or head end of the snake.  Tugging at the middle of locked up coils is futile.   

 
4.  A snake that is well fed is certainly a safer snake to handle than one that hasn' t eaten in a 

while.  Our keeper staff keeps the snakes well fed and provides food in such a way that they 
do not associate it with hands reaching into their cage. 

 
5. Boas have a good reputation for handle-ability, but can definitely bite, and hiss, with the best 

of them.  You don' t get to hear it very often but the defensive hiss of a boa is the loudest in 
constrictordom, very prolonged and like a big car radiator overheating! 

 
6.  Always (you know this) support a snake when you handle it.  Don' t give it any reason to feel 

as though it is going to fall.  Move smoothly and slowly around a snake.  Avoid dangling it 
or restraining it tightly.  Let it move through your hands while controlling its direction.  This 
takes practice, but will result in a more relaxed experience for both of you. 

 
7. Finally, as with all animals, don' t let a snake' s past performance color your judgment.  The 

past is an excellent indicator of things to come, but should not prevent you from sizing up the 
snake for a moment each and every time you decide to do something with it.  If something is 
awry the snake may tip you off in some subtle or not-so-subtle way.  If you' re attentive to the 
signals, you can often avoid a bad moment.  It is like defensive driving, always be prepared 
for the other guy to do the wrong thing, then your reflexes are primed and ready to react 
accordingly.  Take time to read the animal, and give it time to decide whether this is a 
feeding event or just routine handling.  A snake may stretch forward eagerly in anticipation 
of a rat to be offered; but if no rat appears and if no scent queue occurs, the expectation will 
quickly diminish and be neutralized for lack of the right feedback.  During that process if you 
were to make a fast movement in front of a snake it might override that assessment and grab 
or strike at you, then you could have a problem. Common sense rules. 

 
Adapted from tips provided by: 
Peter Taylor, Zoological Manager/Reptiles 
Saint Louis Zoo 
(314) 781-0900 ext 225 
fall 2003 
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Emergency Situations 
 
Accidents happen.  If one occurs, secure the animal and assess the accident.  Notify education 
division staff and fill out an accident report. 
 
Always remain calm.  Remember, the more upset you get, the more excited/upset the animal 
and the public will become. 
 
Bites – Staff/Volunteers/Public 
 
1. Do NOT panic, stay in control and reassure the group 
 
2. Place animal in carrying case. 
 
3. All bites should be washed thoroughly with soap and water. 
 
4. Follow appropriate first aid procedures immediately.  There is a First Aid Kit located in the 

docent lounge.  If the injury is severe, call EMS immediately so proper care is administered.  
All zoo phones require you to dial ª9º for an outside line.  So remember ª9-911º 

 
5. Volunteer and staff are required to fill out an accident form immediately and submit it to the 

zoo office.  Forms are available in the office.  If it is a bite that requires medical attention, the 
injured person should contact St. Catherine' s Hospital or their personal doctor, or in an 
emergency call EMS. 

 
6. Volunteers are covered by the City' s liability insurance while they are working on behalf of 

the zoo. 
 
Animal Escapes 
 
1. Prevention is the best defense against escapes.  Always be sure you are in a secure area.  If 

indoors, be sure that doors are closed.  Should an animal escape, it would be contained within 
a controlled area. 

 
2. If an animal gets loose while you are doing a presentation, remain calm.  Ask the group to 

stay quiet and calm.  Your response to the situation will have a direct effect on the response 
of your audience and thus the animal.   

 
3. Maintain visual contact with the animal at all times. 
 
4. If necessary, contact education division staff for assistance in recovering the animal. 
 
5. Once caught, check the animal carefully for injury. 
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Bird of Prey Escape 
 
The steps for all animal escapes should follow the above guidelines.  However, there are some 
extra steps which would make recovering an escaped bird of prey easier. 
 
If the bird gets loose and you are unable to catch it immediately, turn off the lights and double 
check that all doors and windows are closed.  Darkening a room helps to calm most birds of 
prey.  When the bird calms down a bit it will sit still.  This is when you should move in slowly 
and attempt to re-glove the bird or carefully capture the legs and jess.  If this does not seem to be 
the best choice, cover the bird with a towel to immobilize it and then gather the legs.   
 
As you would with any animal that has escaped, check for injury and notify the education 
division staff if necessary. 
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Remember when handling lecture animals: 
 

Be S.H.A.R.P. 
 

Remember to use the five basic rules for animal handling: 
Support 

Head away 
Awareness/knowledge 

Restrain 
natural Plane 

 
Suppor t:  Always provide enough support to the animal you are holding so that 
they do not feel you are going to drop them. Two hands are always a good idea. 
 
Head away:  Hold all animals with their heads (and mouths) away from the public 
when touching. 
 
Awareness/knowledge:  Know your animal, and refresh your memory with a 
quick review if you have not used the animal in a while.  Be sure to present only 
information you know to be correct.  (It' s okay to say ªI don' t know.º)  Stand with 
a barrier behind you, or in public areas, stand behind a table or barrier for crowd 
control. 
 
Restrain:  Hold all animals in a secure but non-restrictive manner.  For example, 
hold chinchillas away from your body with the palm of one hand flat and the other 
hand gently holding the base of its tail.  Gripping its body tightly will increase its 
tendency to squirm.  Once you are more comfortable with them, you can use 
fingers from the hand they are sitting on to hold the base of the tail, leaving your 
other hand free. 
 
Natural plane:  Hold animals on their natural plane.  For example, keep turtles 
feet facing the floor and never turn them upside down or vertical to see their 
undersides.  This puts pressure on their bladder and can cause them to relieve 
themselves.  /   
 
 

Think safety first!! 
 

Be mindful of dangling jewelry.   
Fingers curled up in an animal' s face may invite nipping. 
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Before the public touches an animal….. 
 
The following optional tips given to an audience can make touching a much more 
organized/enjoyable activity: 
 
1. Have all interested in touching an animal raise one hand with two fingers 

extended….  Those are their ªtouching fingersº (Note: hedgehogs are best 
touched with flat fingers rather than fingertips.) 

 
2. Inform the audience that they are not to reach for or touch the animal' s head 

or face. 
 
3. Anyone wishing to touch must either wash or use sanitary hand gel before 

and after the encounter.  This prevents transmitting germs. 
 
4. Young children might need to be told to stay in their seats and that you will 

come to them.  
 
5. Advise the audience that touching is optional, but that the animals you are 

presenting are safe to touch. 
 



Lee Richardson Zoo Education Division   
Education Animal Handling Policy 

12 

Top 10 Questions Asked by Visitors 
 
1. Can I  touch it? 
Yes, but only one person at a time and use two fingers.  We touch at the back of the animal – the head is 
very sensitive and any animal can bite; OR 
No, this animal bites; OR 
No, this animal gets very stressed when touched; OR 
No, we are giving this animal a rest from being touched today 
 
2. Does it bite? 
Any animal with a mouth can bite; however, we hold the animals often and they are used to being 
touched.  We always hold the animal so that the head is away from our visitor 
 
3. What it is? / What is its name? 
Always try to state the species name.  This well help the visitor to better understand the animal and 
respect it as something wild and not a ‘pet' .  You want the visitor to walk away and say ªWow, I just 
touched a snake for the first timeº not ªI just met Bernie.º  If they want to know the animal' s ‘house'  
name explain that we do not give our animals ‘pet'  names, with exception of the elephants (who 
recognize their names for training) 
 
4. How big does it get? 
If you do not know the specific feet or inches an animal can reach you can give approximates or 
estimates.  If you don' t know, don' t make up an answer, but simply say ªI don' t knowº 
 
5. What does it eat? 
It is an herbivore and eats a variety of plants in the wild.  Here at the Zoo we feed it  _________; or it is a 
carnivore and it eats ___________; etc¼ .. 
 
6. How old is it?  How old can it get? 
If we know the birth-date (actual or approximate) it is on the animal' s enclosure. If you do not know for 
certain you can explain by saying ªmany of our animals are donated so we are unsure of their age.º  
Animals often live longer in captivity than in the wild, due to a good diet, no predation, and regular 
medical care.  Approximate ages should be given or a range of ages (2-4 yrs) 
 
7. Where is it from? 
ªIt is a native to Floridaº¼  or ª It is from South America in the rainforest¼ º  Always try to explain a 
little about the animal' s habitat.  It is also good to let them figure this out.  Example:  When using a tree 
frog, say ªLook at this animal and see if you can figure out what kind of habitat it lives in.º  It makes 
them  think and become more engaged in your program. 
 
8. Why is it ….panting, green, hissing? 
Usually asked about behaviors the animal may be displaying or about an unusual adaptation the animal 
may have.  Explain the best you can, and if in doubt, say ªI don' t knowº 
 
9.  Does it make a good pet? 
The most important thing to stress when visitors ask about pets is that they must do their research before 
they buy their new companion.  Most animals require very specific care, and those found in zoos often do 
not make good pets. 
 
10. Is it male or  female? 
If you know the sex for sure, show them how to tell the difference.  If you do not know the sex; say ªI 
don' t know.º  Certain animals have to be sexed internally to determine sex accurately. 
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Temperature guidelines for  education animals (in Fahrenheit)�
Never  handle animals in direct sunlight 

 
Madagascar  hissing cockroaches/ Giant Afr ican Millipede  (always use an insulated 
container when taking out of building and a moist towel to prevent desiccation) 
Over 70 – inside or outside – if outside keep in secure viewing box 
70 & below – only present indoors 
 
Amphibians (always use an insulated container when taking out of building and a moist towel in box 
to prevent desiccation) 
Above 90 – do not use in outdoor programs 
66-90 – inside our outside, if outside keep enclosed in clear viewing box 
66 & below – only present indoors 
 
Snakes (always use an insulated container when taking out of building) 
Above 95 – do not use in outdoor programs 
85-95 – limit outdoor presentations to 30 minutes 
70-85 – no restrictions 
65-70 – limit outdoor presentations to 20 minutes 
65 & below – only present indoors 
 
L izards  (always use an insulated container when taking out of building) 
over 95 - do not use in outdoor programs 
91-95 – limit outdoor presentations to 20 minutes 
76-90 – no restrictions 
75 & below – only present indoors 
 
Tur tles/tor toise (always use an insulated container when taking out of building) 
above 70 – no restrictions 
70 & below – only present indoors 
 
Chinchilla 
Indoor use only 
 
Rabbit 
Above 80 – indoor use only 
Below 80 – indoor or outdoor use, if using outdoors use rabbit harness 
 
Birds (only flightless birds or jessed & tethered birds are for use outdoors) 
Above 95 – do not use in outdoor programs  
40-95 – cover carrier with towel/kennel cover to reduce draft and provide safe feeling for bird 
(use hood and perch for kite, see kite handling sheet) 
Below 40 – do not use in outdoor programs 
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LRZ Biofact Use Guide 
 
It is our goal to encourage people to respect wildlife and work toward conservation of our natural 
world.  Biofacts (pelts, bones, skulls, etc.) and hands-on experiences are powerful education 
tools.   
 
In the form of biofacts, the animals in our collection continue to inspire wildlife conservation 
well beyond their lifespan.  Always handle biofacts with the same level of respect that you 
would give a living animal.  Sensitivity and respect for the animals is essential while using 
biofacts. Sometimes what you do makes a bigger impression than what you say.  Trivializing the 
interaction with a biofact through mishandling may lessen the value of the species for the visitor.  
The opportunity to touch biofacts must be a special and reverent experience.  Biofacts represent a 
live animal and in many cases are from an animal that lived here at the zoo.   
 
Avoid making comments that encourage individuals to obtain their own biofacts.  We wish to 
motivate people to protect wildlife, not to purchase wildlife products. 
 
Using Biofacts: 
 

 Use clean hands to handle biofacts. 
 

 Display biofacts on a clean surface.  
 

 Do not allow pelts to touch the floor or ground.  If you are displaying them on a 
classroom floor, lay down a cloth first.   This will keep them clean and convey respect for 
the item and the animal.  (You may use towels or kennel covers from the lounge, or the 
habitat sheet from the endangered box.)   

 
 Between programs or groups, keep biofacts safe by returning them to containers or 

keeping an eye on them. 
 

 Do not allow biofacts (especially pelts) to get wet.  Keep them out of the weather. 
 

 The two-finger touch isn' t just for live animals.  It is good for biofacts as well! 
 

 Always supervise touching, this helps prevent accidents. 
 

 Stroke a pelt in the direction the fur lies to prevent loss of hair. 
 

 Skulls and eggs are extremely fragile and might be better used as ªlook only.º  Use your 
best judgment in determining the appropriate use for a particular group, keeping in mind 
that biofacts are of little value if we are afraid to use them.  If you want them to touch 
but feel passing is too risky, carry the item around like a live animal.   
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Packing and Transpor tation: 
 

 All biofacts have an ID number on them; the first 2 letters tell you where they go (Bone 
Closet, Discovery Box, or Classroom A or B).  If you have a question, code ID lists are 
located in the classrooms or ask the staff to assist you.   

 
 Return items carefully to their place on the Bone Closet shelf or Discovery Box.  Bone 

Closet shelves are labeled and Discovery Boxes have a list taped to the inside of the lid.  
If the room is in use where you need to put biofacts away, or you do not have time to 
return items to their places, let the office know and the staff will gladly put them away for 
you later. 

 
 Fragile items (skulls, etc) should be placed in separate (padded) container for added 

protection during transportation (if they are not already packaged as such.)  You could 
wrap in a cloth, place it in a small box, or ask staff for help to find a suitable container the 
item. 

 
 Remember to place heavier items in the bottom of the discovery boxes, with lighter or 

crushable items on top.  
 

 When loading a discovery cart, place the items so they will not fall or bounce off the cart.  
The large foam pieces help to cushion items from vibration when taking the cart on 
cement sidewalks. 

 
 If you see a biofact out of place, take a second to put it where it belongs, or set it 

out for staff to put away.  This will help everyone find what they need in a timely 
manner. 

 
 Please let the staff know if you notice a biofact that is damaged or in need of repair.  This 

will reduce the chance of further damage, and let us know it needs fixed.   
 

Many of the biofacts are irreplaceable.   
Use them, but with care! 

 
 
 
Lkd 2005 
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Lecture Animal Contact Policy 
 
 
1.  When handling lecture animals, the safety of the public, the animal handler, and the animal 

must be maintained at all times. 
 
2.  The animal handler must have direct contact with, and be in complete control of the animal 

they are handling at all times.  If control cannot be maintained, the animal should 
immediately be returned to its cage or carrier.   

 
3.  Docents should not handle, or have out of their carrier, more than one animal at a time.  Each 

animal should be returned to its cage or carrier and secured therein before another animal is 
taken out for use. 

 
4.  Animals that pose a safety hazard to the public, handler, or themselves must be controlled in 

one of the following ways:  confined to an appropriate carrier or display; OR properly 
restrained - by leash, or in the case of raptors, jesses and leash.  Direct contact with these 
species by the public is prohibited.  (i.e. Birds of Prey)     

 
5.  For the safety and well being of the animals, smoking or consumption of alcoholic beverages 

is prohibited while working with or handling zoo animals, or while presenting programs to 
the public.   

 
6.  Unless previously approved by the Director or Curator, no animals are to remain out 

overnight for the purpose of participating in a presentation. 
 
7.  Be alert and observant of your animals for signs of overuse or unusual behavior.  This may 

include biting or nipping, squirming, or attempts at flight, etc.  Improper holding techniques 
or a noisy group may exacerbate the problem.  An animal that is stressed for any reason 
should be put away as quickly as possible.  Unusual behavior may be a sign of illness and 
should be reported to a staff member. 

 
8.  Practice your S.H.A.R.P. handling techniques with all animals.  Remember to provide 

support, keep the head away and do not let anyone touch or reach for the face or head area.  
Keep the animal on its natural plane to maintain its comfort. 

 
9.  Maintain control of your audience by keeping them in front of you at all times (positioning 

yourself in front of a wall or behind a table).  When moving between chair rows, discourage 
touching by more than one row at a time.    
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10.  Absolutely no one is allowed to hold zoo animals other than trained Docents.  This is for the 
safety of the public, yourself, and the animal. 

 
11.  At the start of any program involving public contact with lecture animals, give each member 

of the audience a squirt of waterless hand sanitizing gel, and explain that you will repeat this 
procedure at the conclusion of the program.  Proper hand washing techniques are an 
acceptable substitute for gel use, if you can ensure that washing is actually done.  Proper 
disinfection of hands will greatly reduce chances for transmission of any undetected illness 
that could be transferred from humans to animals, or animals to humans. 

 
12.  Animals traveling on zoomobiles should be crated in appropriate carriers in accordance with 

weather, species, and length of travel.  If food or water will be necessary, arrangements 
should be made in advance of your program.  During cold weather, remember to use 
insulated carriers and/or kennel blankets, and warm the vehicle in advance of loading 
animals.     

 
13.  Be aware of which animals can be used for longer trips or engagements, as a result of 
transportation, weather, temperament, etc.  Become familiar with the animals that you will 
use well before you use them in a program.  Know what, if any, protective gear you will need 
to handle each animal, and remember to pack it and use it.  

 
14.  Never leave an animal unattended or unlocked in your vehicle.  They can easily overheat, 

become chilled, or be stolen.      
 
15.  In conclusion, remember that the safety, comfort and dignity of the animals are your 

responsibility when they are under your care.  By keeping these concerns in mind, we can 
provide a stress-free experience for our animals, as well as a safe, fun and educational 
opportunity for the audiences experiencing our programs. 

 
Effective 1/98, revised 1/01 
kls 
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Off-site Animal Use Policy 
 
 
The Lee Richardson Zoo' s policy regarding off-site use of exotic or domestic animals shall be as 
follows: 
 

 Any exotic or domestic animal to be taken off of zoo premises shall be used for the 
primary purpose of public education.   

 
 Such animals shall be taken only by members of the staff, (paid or non-paid), who are 

trained and competent in their handling and knowledge of said animals.  One staff person 
is acceptable for transporting and handling multiple animals, as long as each animal is 
housed separately and handled one at a time.  Upon return to the zoo, it is critical that 
care be taken to return animals in the proper enclosure.   

 
 Any animals showing signs of stress (biting, labored breathing, etc.), abnormal behavior, 

or injury, shall immediately be returned to their traveling case.  Upon return to the zoo 
grounds, animal husbandry staff should be notified.    

 
 Specimens shall be approved for use by the Zoo Director, Curator of Education, and/or 

the General Curator.  
 

 If animals being utilized during the program are of the type that can be touched by the 
public, all members of the audience should receive waterless hand sanitizing gel prior to 
the start of the program, with an explanation of why we require this.  Distribution of the 
gel should be repeated at the conclusion of the program as well.  Proper hand washing, 
either before or after, is an acceptable substitute for gel use, if the zoo staff can verify it.  
Touching of amphibians is highly discouraged, and if allowed, should only be done by 
very limited numbers of people.  Handlers should refrain from applying hand-sanitizing 
gel prior to handling amphibians, and should wet their hands before handling as well.   

 
 
2/95.  revised 1/01 
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Chinchilla 
 
 
 

Handling Guidelines 
 
Handling Attire:   None 
 
Animal restraint: They may allow you to scoop them out of the cage with both hands.  If not then 

stop them by grasping the tail at the base and then ªscoopingº up the body with 
the other hand under the animal' s belly.  They are much more at ease when all 
legs are well supported. 

 
Animal Presentations: Chinchillas can be held in one or two hands depending on personal preference.  

Keep palm and fingers flat to discourage nibbling on fingers or fingernails.  This 
also helps to keep the animal still.  If you constrain the animal tightly it will 
encourage squirming.  It is best to hold the tail gently between two fingers to aid 
in control and allow animal to rest in your flat hand.  If you desire, take a shallow 
bowl of chinchilla dust to allow for a cleaning demo.  

 
Touchable: Yes 
 
Signs of Stress: Extreme squirming 
 Heavy breathing 
 Biting 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Flip top plastic kennel  
 
Bedding: Newspaper 
  
Special: Include tube from cage if it will be out of its enclosure for an extended time. 
 
NOTES: *  Is easiest to pick up from inside cage if it is inside tube and you ªdumpº the 

chinchilla out into the kennel, if the tube is small enough to fit out the door of the 
cage. 

 
 *  This animal is endangered in the 

wild; but widely bred in captivity. 
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African 4-toed Hedgehog 
 
 
 

 
Handling Guidelines 

 
Handling Attire: Leather gloves 
 
Animal restraint: Cup in palms of hand 
 
Animal Presentations: Hold animal in hands; it will probably be `rolled'  up to begin with, but as you 

handle it, it may unroll to show the belly side.  It will not unroll if held on it' s 
back.  It may also be necessary to set it on a table to encourage unrolling.  In this 
case, watch the hedgehog closely, as it may try to run off the edge of the table! 

 
Touchable: Yes ±  It is best to brush several finger tips from front to back than to use only one 

finger straight in.  This method is less likely to startle the animal and poke the 
ªtouchee.º 

 
Signs of Stress: Extreme amounts of jumping 
 Heavy breathing 
 Biting 
 Hissing 
 Tightening of quills 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Flip-top plastic kennel 
 
Bedding: Newspaper and PVC tube for hiding in 
 
Special: Occasionally foams at the mouth after excessive licking of itself or another object.  

This is called ªself anointingº and is not a cause for concern.  See info sheet for 
further explanation. 

 
NOTES: *   Be cautious when allowing touching, as if the animal jumps, it can jab people 

with its quills. 
 

*   Once the hedgehog unrolls, it may be possible for you to 
show the underbelly fur by holding the sides of the animal and 
gently tilting the nose up.  It will begin to recurl, but your 
fingers on its side should slow the process down enough to 
allow the audience a quick glimpse of the fur. 
  



Lee Richardson Zoo Education Division   
Education Animal Handling Policy 

21 

Mini-Lop Rabbit 
 
 
 

Handling Guidelines 
 
Handling Attire:   None 
 
Animal restraint: It may allow you to scoop it out of the cage with both hands.  When taking the 

rabbit out the cage, take it out tail first.  They are den animals and will feel more 
secure and struggle less if they are not fully aware they are being removed from 
their ªden.º  If this does not work, scruff it at the back of the neck, like you would 
a cat and bring it out of the cage with your other hand supporting its weight.  
Rabbits are much more at ease when all legs are well supported. 

 
Animal Presentations: You can hold the rabbit with the weight of its body on your forearm and head 

either towards the audience or towards your body.  However, rabbits prefer to hide 
and he will try to bury his head in your shirt or corner of your arm if facing you.   

 
 You can also hold him with two hands.  Place one hand under the front legs and 

the other under the feet and tail.  This will allow all to get a good look at his head.  
 
 If you wish, you may set the rabbit on a table.  There are pieces of carpet in both 

classrooms to give him a less slippery surface to sit on 
 
Touchable: Yes 
 
Signs of Stress: Extreme squirming 
 Heavy breathing 
  

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Flip top plastic kennel  
 
Bedding: Newspaper 
  
Special: Take extra paper, as rabbits like to tear up and ªdigº in the kennel.  They also 

have a tendency to leave a mess and the extra papers will be to your advantage 
 
NOTES: *  This animal is a domestic breed. 
 *  When putting back into enclosure, place on floor in front of open cage and he 

will jump in on his own.  This will decrease your chances of getting scratched. 
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Ringed Turtle Dove 
 
 
 

Handling Guidelines 
 
Handling Attire: None  
 
Animal restraint: Position yourself to grasp the jess, place your first two fingers so they are 

touching the rear of dove' s legs and lift to allow the bird to step back onto your 
fingers.  Be certain to have a good grip on the jess and allow the dove to perch on 
your fingers.  If necessary, close open wings gently with hands to fit thru cage 
opening. 

 
Animal Presentations: Allow the dove a moment to acclimate once out of the kennel.  It must stay on 

your hand with the jess firmly held between your fingers.   
 
Touchable: Yes - along the back of the animal from shoulders towards tail. 
  
Signs of Stress: Open mouth breathing 
 Continual bating/trying to fly away 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Kennel with front opening door 
 
Bedding: Newspaper 
 
Special:  
 
NOTES:  
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Peach-faced Lovebird 
 
 

 
Handling Guidelines 

 
Handling Attire: None; a leather glove may be necessary when collecting the animal from its cage, 

as it tends to bite upon collection. 
 
Animal restraint: To remove from enclosure, offer your finger as a perch for him to jump up onto.  

If this is not working, try to gently grasp from the back, cupping fingers over back 
with thumb under feet.  Pick up entire body.  Take out of enclosure and then place 
on your finger.  If you get him out often, he gets used to you and will be easier to 
get out of his enclosure.   

 
Animal Presentations: The lovebird should sit on a horizontal index finger or palm.  There is no jess on 

this animal.  If it becomes agitated, place back in carrier. 
 
Touchable: No 
 
Signs of Stress: Biting 
 Flighty movements 
 Hiding 
 Heavy breathing 
 Constant chirping 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Plastic carrier with front door entrance 
 
Bedding: Newspaper 
 
Special:  
 
NOTES: Do NOT allow lovebird to sit on your shoulder.  It should stay on your hand or 

arm.  If he gets on your shoulder and you have trouble getting it back onto your 
hand, block behind your neck with one hand and slide your other hand under the 
bird on shoulder. (Please ask for demo if needed.)  This will help keep him from 
running away and allow you to get him back on your hand. 
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Mississippi Kite 
 
 

 
Handling Guidelines 

 
Handling Attire: Leather glove. 
  
Animal restraint: Position yourself to grasp jess, place first two fingers behind legs to allow it to 

step back onto your fingers.  Be certain to have a good grip on the jess and allow 
the kite to perch on your fingers.   

 
Animal Presentations: Allow the kite a few minutes to acclimate once out off of the bow perch.  It must 

stay on the gloved hand with the jess firmly held.  Hold hand in vertical position 
so kite can grasp side of index finger.  Movements should be smooth and 
predictable 

 
Touchable: No 
  
Signs of Stress: Open mouth breathing 
 Repeated bating 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: bow perch and hood (hood is used only when doing Zoomobiles, previous training 
to use hood is needed) 

 
Bedding: Newspaper or a towel to catch droppings when on perch or on hand 
 
Special: To avoid stress to bird, do not place perch on elevated surface to avoid 

hanging/dangling after bating. 
 
NOTES: *  The public should not touch this animal. 
 
 *  As a bird of prey, this is a federally protected species. 
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Screech Owl 
 
 

 
Handling Guidelines 

 
Handling Attire: Short leather glove  
 
Animal restraint: Position yourself to grasp the jess, place first two fingers behind owl' s legs to 

allow it to step back onto your fingers.  Be certain to have a good grip on the jess 
and allow the owl to perch on your fingers.  Once on your hand, attach the lead to 
the jesses to provide extra security when handling this fully flighted bird.   

 
Animal Presentations: Allow the owl a few minutes to acclimate once out of the kennel.  It must stay on 

the gloved hand with the jess firmly held.  Keep lead in other hand or attach to 
belt loop.  Try to avoid dangling lead, as the weight of it may be bothersome to 
the owl. 

 
Touchable: No 
  
Signs of Stress: Open mouth breathing 
 Repeated bating 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Kennel with front door opening.  Leave lead attached to jesses and clip the other 
end to the front door of kennel keep it from sliding around kennel during transport 

 
Bedding: Newspaper 
 
Special:  
 
NOTES: *  The public should not touch this animal. 
 
 *  All birds of prey are federally protected. 
 
 *  Use a towel or sheet weight kennel cover on the floor to catch excrement.  It 

usually defecates immediately upon being picked up or removed from cage.  
If glove becomes soiled during use, please wash it off after the program by 
holding under running water and scrubbing with sponge or brush; then lay or 
hang it in the lounge to dry. 
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Short Eared Owl 
 
 

 
Handling Guidelines 

 
Handling Attire: Long leather glove stored by the owl cage.   
  
Animal restraint: Position yourself to grasp jess, place first two fingers behind owl' s legs to allow it 

to step back onto your fingers.  Be certain to have a good grip on the jess and 
allow the owl to perch on your fingers.  This owl can be tricky to pick up 
sometimes.  Just be persistent and patient. 

 
Animal Presentations: Allow the owl a few minutes to acclimate once out of the kennel.  It must stay on 

the gloved hand with the jess firmly held.  With one wing amputated, this owl 
frequently loses its balance and may need help getting righted back onto your 
hand.  Hold hand in vertical position so owl can grasp side of index finger.  
Movements should be smooth and predictable.  Place a bath towel on the floor 
underneath owl to catch droppings. 

 
Touchable: No 
  
Signs of Stress: Open mouth breathing 
 Repeated bating 
 

 
Travel Logistics 

 
Travel Enclosure: Large kennel with front door opening (stored in 

garage) 
 
Bedding: Newspaper 
 
Special: It is best to minimize activity/distraction in the room when getting this owl of its 

cage. 
 
NOTES: *  The public should not touch this animal. 
 
 *  As a bird of prey, this is a federally protected species. 
 
 *  This owl is more nervous than the screech owl or other birds and will require 

more handling practice prior to using in a program.  Please ask staff for assistance 
the first time or two you use it. 
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Barred Tiger Salamander 
 
 

 
Handling Guidelines 

 
Handling Attire: Hands dampened by towel soaked in de-chlorinated water  
 
Animal restraint: Gently pick up animal by supporting under torso.   
 
Animal Presentations: Can hold on wet hand or display in clear container 
 
Touchable: Only for very small groups; must wet finger on paper towel or sponge 

immediately prior to touching. 
 
Signs of Stress: Extreme movements to get away 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Rubbermaid box with blue lid OR clear plastic w/handle; place container inside 
Styrofoam cooler for Zoomobiles anytime of the year. 

 
Bedding: Paper towel dampened with de-chlorinated water 
 
Special: Amphibian skin is easily damaged.  Be careful when handling and remove rings if 

there is a chance for scratching the skin. 
 
NOTES: DO NOT apply hand sanitizing gel prior to handling this animal.  Clean hands 

after use by washing or using hand gel.  
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White’s Tree Frog 
 
 

 
Handling Guidelines 

 
Handling Attire: Hands dampened by towel soaked in de-chlorinated water. 
 
Animal restraint: Gently pick up animal by supporting under torso.  Flat or slightly cupped hands 

work best to allow viewing.  This animal will jump.  To deter jumping, place your 
hand in front of the frogs head, or back away from a landing target.  It will also 
attempt to climb to the highest point. 

 
Animal Presentations: On hand or in clear plastic container, but not in plastic container with stopper as 

they will lodge themselves along edges 
 
Touchable: No 
 
Signs of Stress:  
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Rubbermaid box with blue lid OR plastic boxes with snap on or clip on lids; place 
container in Styrofoam cooler for Zoomobiles year round .  We do not 
recommend the hard plastic stoppered containers, as the frogs can wedge 
themselves between the side and the opening; making it very difficult to remove 
them. 

 
Bedding: Paper towel dampened with de-chlorinated water 
 
Special: Amphibian skin is easily damaged.  Be careful when handling and remove rings if 

there is a chance for scratching the skin. 
 
NOTES: Do not use hand sanitizing gel prior to handling amphibians.  Clean hands by 

washing or with gel after handling. 
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Woodhouse’s Toad 
 
 

 
Handling Guidelines 

 
Handling Attire: Hands dampened by towel soaked in de-chlorinated water. 
 
Animal restraint: Gently pick up animal by supporting under torso.  Hold the animal securely with 

fingers straddling head using one or both hands. 
 
Animal Presentations: If you are not comfortable holding in hands (even we lose control!) display in a 

clear and white box with the circular door. 
 
Touchable: Yes 
 
Signs of Stress: Extreme movements to get away, continual calling 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Rubbermaid box with blue lid OR clear plastic w/handle & stopper OR yellow 
box.  Place container in Styrofoam cooler for zoomoblies.  

 
Bedding: Paper towel dampened with de-chlorinated water 
 
Special: Amphibian skin is easily damaged.  Be careful when handling and remove rings if 

there is a chance for scratching the skin 
 
NOTES: Do not use hand sanitizing gel prior to handling amphibians. Clean hands by 

washing or with gel after handling.  
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Boa Constrictor 
 
 
 

Handling Guidelines 
 
Handling Attire: None 
 
Animal restraint: Control the head in a firm, but non-restrictive manner; support the body at all 

times.  Controlling the head means knowing where it is, not holding it stationary.  
Degree of control becomes more critical during touching.  Raising the head end 
up above the audience works well to keep it out of harms way. 

 
Animal Presentations: Snakes should be held as directed above with the head directed away from guests.  

Guests may touch the lower back.  Do not allow guests to touch the head. 
 
Touchable: Yes 
 
Signs of Stress: Flighty, startled movements 
 Hissing 
 Holding on extremely tight to your 

arms 
  

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Inside a pillowcase twisted and knotted on top, placed inside Styrofoam cooler 
 
Bedding: None 
 
Special: Check for holes in pillow case before placing snake inside.  
 The van should be warmed up prior to placing in vehicle in cold weather. 
 
NOTES: *   Do not handle snakes that are preparing to shed their skins, whose eyes are 

ªopaqueº or ªin blue.º  Just prior to shedding impaired sight may cause an animal 
to be more irritable and defensive, and you may damage the underlying skin. 

 
 *   Guests should use disinfectant gel (or wash hands) before and after touching 

this or any other reptile. 
  
 *   It is permissible to lay the snake on the table or floor (under close supervision) 

to demonstrate locomotion.  Use caution not to let it get wrapped around the table 
brace as it can get stuck.  Carpet is warmer and thus preferred  over cold tables or 
tile.  Also, anything you may have on the table may become a leveraging object 
and be pushed off the table.  They generally do not jump off the table, but 
occasionally misjudge and come close to falling, so watch them closely. 

 
 *   If you detect fresh cockroach treatment on a Zoomobile, ask before placing the 

snake on the floor.  If they sprayed recently, do not put it on the floor. 
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Rosy Boa 
 
 
 

Handling Guidelines 
 
Handling Attire: None 
 
Animal restraint: Allow head the freedom to move as it likes without getting it close to the guests; 

support the body at all times. 
 
Animal Presentations: Snakes should be held as directed above with the head directed away from guests.  

Guests may touch the lower back.  Do not allow guests to touch the head. 
 
Touchable: Yes 
 
Signs of Stress: Flighty movements 
  
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Inside a pillowcase, twisted and knotted and placed inside Styrofoam cooler. 
 
Bedding: None 
 
Special: Check for holes in pillow case before placing snake inside.  
 The van should be warmed up prior to placing in vehicle in cold weather. 
 
NOTES: Guests should use disinfectant gel (or wash hands) before and after touching this 

or any other reptile. 
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California Kingsnake 
 
 

Handling Guidelines 
 
Handling Attire: None 
 
Animal restraint: Control the head in a firm, but non-restrictive manner; support the body at all 

times.   
 
Animal Presentations: Snakes should be held as directed above with the head directed away from guests.  

Guests may touch the lower back.  Do not allow guests to touch the head. 
 
Touchable: Yes 
 
Signs of Stress: Flighty, startled movements 
 Hissing 
 Holding on extremely tight to your arms 
  
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Inside a pillowcase twisted and knotted on top, placed inside Styrofoam cooler 
 
Bedding: None 
 
Special: Check for holes in pillow case before placing snake inside.  
 The van should be warmed up prior to placing in vehicle in cold weather. 
 
NOTES: *   Do not handle snakes that are preparing to shed their skins, whose eyes are 

ªopaqueº or ªin blue.º  Just prior to shedding impaired sight may cause an animal 
to be more irritable and defensive, and you may damage the underlying skin. 

 
 *   Guests should use disinfectant gel (or wash hands) before and after touching 

this or any other reptile. 
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Western Hognose Snake 
 
 

 
Handling Guidelines 

 
Handling Attire: None  
 
Animal restraint: Control the head in a non-restrictive manner; support the body at all times. 
 
Animal Presentations: Snakes should be held as directed above with the head directed away from guests.  

Guests may touch the lower back.  Do not allow guests to touch the head. 
 
Touchable: Yes 
 
Signs of Stress: Hood display 
 Striking 
 Hissing 
 Flighty movements (trying to get away) 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Inside a pillowcase, twisted and knotted, placed inside Styrofoam cooler 
 
Bedding: None 
 
Special: Check for holes in pillow case before placing snake inside 
 
NOTES: *  DO NOT handle hognose snake after handling an amphibian, as this could lead 

to a bite.  Use gel in between if you must handle in this order. 
 
 *  Guests should use disinfectant gel (or wash hands) before and after touching this 

or any other reptile. 
 
 *  The hognose moves more quickly than our other handleable snakes.  Give it 

some freedom to keep moving by shifting 
your hand from back to front, giving it 
somewhere to go.   
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Inland Bearded Dragon 
 
 
 

Handling Guidelines 
 
Handling Attire: None ± gloves are optional if you want to avoid small scratches from toenails 
 
Animal restraint: A dragon should be held lengthwise along your forearm.  For additional security 

you may place your other hand on shoulders and apply slight pressure, but this is 
not usually necessary.  Be certain to support its body at all times. 

 
Animal Presentations: Hold arm steady and make any movements controlled and deliberate. 
 
Touchable: Yes 
 
Signs of Stress: Flighty movements (trying to get away) 
 Excessive clawing 
 Labored breathing 
 Excessive bearding and darkening of scale color (blackening) 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Flip top plastic kennel with wire top or front opening kennel (the dragon likes to 
see out of kennel) 

  
Bedding: Newspaper 
 
Special: The van should be warmed up prior to placing in vehicle in cold weather, and 

kennel blanket added over kennel 
 
NOTES: *  Guests should use sanitary hand gel (or wash hands) before & after touching this 

or any other reptile. 
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Blue-tongued Skink 
 
 

 
Handling Guidelines 

 
Handling Attire: None ± may use glove to prevent small scratches from toenails 
 
Animal restraint: Support entire body and tail; it may squirm when warm or if it feels unsupported 
 
Animal Presentations: As above, no special instructions 
 
Touchable: Yes 
 
Signs of Stress: Forced exhale 
 Excessive foam at mouth 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Flip top kennel or pillowcase in Styrofoam cooler (always use an insulated container 
when taking out of building) 

 
Bedding: Newspaper in the kennel 
 
Special: The van should be warmed up prior to placing in vehicle in cold weather. 
 
NOTES: *   This skink tends to defecate when handled.  If this happens you can hold a 

towel under it. 
 
 *   Guests should use disinfectant gel (or wash hands) before and after touching 

this or any other reptile. 
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Henkle’s Leaf-tailed Gecko 
 
 
 

 
Handling Guidelines 

 
Handling Attire: None 
 
Animal restraint: Gently pick up animal by supporting under torso; allow time for the toenails to 

release from the surface they are attached to, to avoid injury.  Do not pick up by 
tail!  This species likes to jump.  Jumping can be controlled to some degree by 
placing an obstacle (hand) in front of the gecko when it begins to show signs of 
jumping (scrunching up its body).  Jumping may also be discouraged by 
distancing the animal from a landing target (table, chair, other human). 

 
Animal Presentations: Does not do well with large, noisy groups 
 
Touchable: Yes ± body only, not head or tail; only with smaller groups of people 
 
Signs of Stress: Biting 
 Excessive jumping 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Rubbermaid box with blue or white lid (avoid the clear containers with the 
stoppers as the geckos tend to wedge themselves in and it makes them difficult to 
remove from the container).  Always place in Styrofoam for Zoomobiles. 

 
Bedding: Paper towel dampened with de-chlorinated water 
 
Special: *   Be careful not to pinch/close toes in container lid. 
 
NOTES: *   Always be on watch for this animal to jump!  
 *   Geckos are able to lighten or darken body color.  This can be a sign of stress if 

extreme and combined with other signs noted above. 
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Ornate Box Turtle 
 
 

 
Handling Guidelines 

 
Handling Attire: None   
 
Animal restraint: Support animal under shell, or hold from above grasping sides of the shell.  This 

will minimize the claws reaching your hands when the legs make a ªswimmingº 
motion. 

 
Animal Presentations: Keep body on horizontal plane or very slight incline to show plastron.  Vertical 

positions put pressure on bladder and this species is inclined to urinate when 
picked up anyway.  

 
Touchable: Yes ± this animal has sharp claws and a sharp bite so use caution in how you hold 

him when presenting to public so he doesn' t hurt you or the public. 
 
Signs of Stress: Staying inside shell 
 Forced exhale 
 Biting 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Flip top kennel, small yellow flip top, or clear tub with blue lid.  Place these boxes 
inside a Styrofoam cooler when weather is extreme.  

 
Bedding: Newspaper 
  
Special: The ornate box turtle is the Kansas state reptile  
 
NOTES: *  Do not allow guests to tap/knock on shell. 
  
 *  Guests should use sanitary hand gel (or wash hands) before and after touching 

this or any other reptile. 
  
 *  This animal will bite. 
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Desert Tortoise 
 
 
 

Handling Guidelines 
 
Handling Attire: None   
 
Animal restraint: Support animal under shell or hold with two hands on sides of the shell. 
 
Animal Presentations: Keep body on horizontal plane.  They are not comfortable held upright as this puts 

pressure on the bladder and can cause urination.  
 
Touchable: Yes ± anywhere except mouth or cloacal area. 
 
Signs of Stress: Staying inside shell 
 Forced exhale 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Flip top kennel.  In cold weather use a kennel blanket or put the kennel inside the 
large Styrofoam cooler. 

 
Bedding: Newspaper  
  
Special: The Desert tortoise is a threatened species.  
 
NOTES: *   Do not allow guests to tap/knock on shell. 
 
 *   Guests should use disinfectant gel (or 

wash hands) before and after touching this or 
any other reptile. 

 
 *   The shell can be washed with room temperature water if it is soiled to remove 

fecal material.  If you need to wash, place in about 1º of water in sink and gently 
rub clean with sponge or paper towels, then dry with paper towels. 

 
 *   If it will be in a kennel for longer than an hour, use several pieces of newspaper 

so you can remove one if soiled.  It is good to take paper towels if traveling. 
 
 *   This animal has better traction on carpet than on slick tables.  It is fine to set it 

on the floor to show locomotion if you deem the circumstances to be safe.  It is 
not generally comfortable walking on our metal tables. 

 
 *   The tortoises have never bitten, but discourage anyone from placing fingers in 

front of the mouth.  Touching the shell, feet, outer legs and soft part of inner leg 
area or top of head is permissible under supervision. 
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Madagascar Hissing Cockroach 
 
 
 

Handling Guidelines 
 
Handling Attire: None  
  
Animal restraint: Cockroaches should be restrained with great care.  They should be resting in one 

hand which is cupped, applying slight pressure just behind the head with thumb. 
 
Animal Presentations: Cockroaches should be displayed in a cupped hand.  Always have the other hand 

ready to prevent crawling off your hands and falling onto the floor.  It is also a 
good idea to hold over a table to make an accidental fall less severe.  One can also 
display the cockroach in a clear container if more comfortable with this, or if the 
group is too large to allow touching.  This type of display allows guests to view 
the ventral surface of the animal and the feet. 

 
Touchable: Yes, if group is small and age appropriate. 
 
Signs of Stress: Continual movements to get away 
 Hiding 
 Constant hissing 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Plastic Tupperware or clear plastic container with handle and stoppers 
 
Bedding: Piece of bark from their habitat and a paper towel moistened with de-chlorinated 

water. 
 
Special: Use caution to allow feet to release when transferring from one location to 

another. 
 
NOTES: *   One can tell the males from females by the ªhornsº (bumps) on the male' s 

head.  Males are also larger than females. 
  
 *   Cockroaches can move quickly.  Be alert. 
  
 *   These animals require us to have permits from the US Department of 

Agriculture, Animal and Plant Health Inspection 
Service, Plant Protection and Quarantine (USDA, 
APHIS, PPQ), in the unlikely event they become 
established and pose a threat to agriculture. 
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Giant African Millipede 
 
 
 

Handling Guidelines 
 
Handling Attire: None  
 
Animal restraint: Pick up gently between two fingers.  Millipedes should be held in a flat or cupped 

hand.  To stop forward motion place a hand in front of the animal, it will change 
direction, crawl onto the next hand, or roll into a ball.   

 
Animal Presentations: Millipedes should be presented on the hand.  Allow time for the millipede to 

become accustomed to surroundings and unroll if it is coiled.   
 
Touchable: Yes, if group is small and age appropriate, one finger and closely monitored. 
 
Signs of Stress: Hiding 
 Not opening from coil 
 Exuding amber fluid down their midline 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Plastic Tupperware or clear plastic container with handle and stoppers (always use 
an insulated container when taking out of building) 

 
Bedding: Paper towel moistened with de-chlorinated water  
 
Special: When picking up from a hand or surface, lift gently so the feet can release and not 

sustain injury. 
 
NOTES: *   Millipedes can and do often excrete small pellets on the hand of handlers.  

Small and soil-like, these can just be brushed off.  Millipedes may release a 
chemical solution designed to frighten/repel predators when they are startled or 
frightened.  This substance may stain skin, yellow at first and turning red, lasting 
2-3 days.  The more they are handled, the less likely 
they are to do this. 

 
 *   These animals require us to have permit from US 

Department of Agriculture, Animal and Plant Health 
Inspection Service, Plant Protection and Quarantine 
(USDA, APHIS, PPQ), in the unlikely event they 
become established and pose a threat to agriculture. 
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Tarantula 
 
 

 
Handling Guidelines 

 
Handling Attire: leather glove (for comfort of handler); bare hands are acceptable 
 
Animal restraint: hold animal on open palm, to pick up use `scooping'  motion to encourage it onto 

hand 
 
Animal Presentations: The tarantula is used only for observation.  Keep the public from getting too close 

to this animal, as if startled it may move quickly and fall to their death. 
 
Touchable: NO 
  
Signs of Stress: fangs become visible  
 holding up of certain legs 
 

Travel Logistics 
 

Travel Enclosure: Tupperware container with snap on lid (there is one with a blue lid marked 
tarantula only) 

 
Bedding: wood chips/wood shavings/orchid bark 
 
Special:  
 
NOTES: * If severely agitated this type of tarantula will rub its legs along its abdomen 

releasing hairs into the air that will irritate the lungs, eyes and skin of those 
around. 

 
 

 


