
 

 

House Judiciary Committee 

February 5, 2026 

FAVORABLE 

 

Chair Bartlett, Vice Chair Davis, and Members of the House Judiciary Committee: 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to present House Bill 53. HB 53 proposes a focused, necessary update to 

Maryland’s existing law prohibiting the trade, breeding of, or possession of specific wild animals, but 

includes common sense exceptions. The goal of this legislation is to strengthen public safety, relieve 

burdens on law enforcement and animal management staff, and ensure the humane treatment of wild 

animals. 

 

Maryland law already prohibits the trade, breeding and possession of many inherently dangerous species, 

including bears, nonhuman primates, wild cats, and certain venomous snakes, with exceptions for certain 

licensed facilities. It has been more than a decade since this statute was updated. HB 53 builds on that 

well established foundation by adding zebras, kangaroos, wallabies, and wallaroos to the list. These are 

species whose recent escape and injury records make clear that they pose significant risks when kept by 

private individuals. HB 53 also repeals an outdated exemption for certain so-called “helper animals” 

without affecting legitimate service animals.  

 

Protecting public safety and conserving public resources 

 

Public safety concerns are neither hypothetical nor rare. In 2021, multiple zebras escaped from a USDA-

licensed breeding facility in Prince George’s County and roamed residential neighborhoods for months, 

triggering a multi-agency response. Similar problems occur nationwide and involve other species as well: 

kangaroos, wallabies, and wallaroos have escaped at least 83 times across 25 states since 2015 and adult 

male kangaroos, reaching up to 200 pounds, can inflict serious injuries. These incidents strain animal 

control, law enforcement and medical response resources and highlight that private individuals simply 

cannot meet the complex needs or safely contain these wild animals. 

 

HB 53 ensures that these species may only be kept by licensed, regulated facilities with appropriate 

expertise. 

 

Repealing an outdated exemption for certain so-called “helper animals” 

 

Additionally, the bill removes one narrow and outdated exemption that historically allowed certain wild 

animals, primarily nonhuman primates, to be used as so-called “helper” animals. This exemption is 

inconsistent with: 



 
 

 

• The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), which since 2010 recognizes only dogs (and in 

limited cases, miniature horses) as service animals 

• The American Veterinary Medical Association, which opposes the use of primates as assistance 

animals due to the high risks of human injury, zoonotic disease transmission and severe animal 

welfare concerns 

• Modern disability access standards, which emphasize safer and more effective alternatives such 

as assistive technology 

 

Using nonhuman primates as “helper animals” is both dangerous and deeply inhumane. Nonhuman 

primates can transmit serious diseases, like the often‑fatal Herpes B virus commonly carried by 

macaques, and have caused hundreds of severe injuries, many to children. Primates bred for this purpose 

are taken from their mothers early, leading to lifelong psychological trauma, and often endure cruel 

practices such as tooth removal or shock‑based training. Exploiting wild animals in this way is 

unnecessary and ethically indefensible. 

 

All Maryland service-animal statutes remain intact  

 

HB 53 does not alter, limit, or affect any of Maryland’s existing service animal programs or protections. 

All protections under Titles 7, 9, and 10 remain fully in place, including the state’s service animal 

program, veteran service animal program, court dog program, and laws safeguarding service animals from 

harm or interference. The legislation updates wild animal possession rules without altering any rights or 

accommodation for people who rely on legitimate service animals. 

 

Conclusion 

 

By adding zebras, kangaroos, wallabies, and wallaroos to Maryland’s existing wild animal restrictions, 

HB 53 ensures these species are kept only by licensed facilities subject to the requirements of the federal 

Animal Welfare Act. HB 53 strengthens public safety, reduces avoidable burdens on law enforcement, 

promotes responsible stewardship and ensures Maryland law keeps pace with modern science and service 

animal standards. This legislation is measured, and it builds on the General Assembly’s longstanding 

approach to protecting communities from inherently risky wild animals. 

 

For these reasons, I respectfully urge the Committee to give House Bill 53 a favorable report. Thank you 

for your consideration. 

 


