Lions, Tigers, How are you?

	VIENNA, Virginia (Achieve3000, July 26, 2012). Nicole and Alana Feld, owners of Feld Entertainment, the company that bought HIGHLIGHTthe Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey CircusEND HIGHLIGHT in 1967, are well aware of the challenges of bringing a century-and-a-half old attraction to modern families. The circus HIGHLIGHTdraws more than 10 million people a year to its showsEND HIGHLIGHT across the country. Yet many people say that some popular performers—the animals—are being mistreated.

Exotic HIGHLIGHTanimalsEND HIGHLIGHT, such as lions, tigers, and elephants, HIGHLIGHThave been a circus tradition for nearly 150 years, along withEND HIGHLIGHT clowns and HIGHLIGHTacrobatics.END HIGHLIGHT All of these elements have been part of the circus ever since P.T. Barnum assembled a traveling act and called it "The Greatest Show on Earth." Barnum had an unwavering commitment to showmanship and pleasing audiences, and so does the Feld family.

Pleasing audiences is a balancing act that requires maintaining traditions while adapting to modern tastes. A century ago, the circus held widespread appeal because there were few other entertainment options in small towns. Today, however, Ringling competes against a host of other entertainment choices, including movies and the Internet, and to survive, circus officials must pay attention to what the public wants to see. A few years ago, for example, Ringling phased out the traditional three-ring format—the presentation of three acts at once—so that audiences could focus on one performance at a time, and while public complained at first, people grew to like the change. At one point, the circus responded to a survey showing that elephants were the top animal draw and eliminated lions and tigers from the show, but fans weren't happy, so Ringling quickly brought back the big cats.

"People expect to see animals," Nicole Feld said. "We want to deliver on those expectations."

HIGHLIGHTNot everyone wants to see the animals in the show, however. Feld Entertainment is under siege from animal-rights activists who accuse it of treatingEND HIGHLIGHT elephants, lions, tigers, and other HIGHLIGHTanimals cruelly. In 2011, the U.S. Department of Agriculture imposed a $270,000 fine against RinglingEND HIGHLIGHT for a variety of violations of the Animal Welfare Act, a law meant to protect animals in captivity from mistreatment—the Ringling fine is the largest ever levied by the federal government against an animal exhibitor under the Animal Welfare Act.

Officials accused Ringling of a variety of violations. HIGHLIGHTOne report stated that circus handlers forced an elephant to perform while ill, and another said that the big cats were subjected to inhumane living conditions.END HIGHLIGHT
HIGHLIGHTRingling agreed to pay the fine but admitted no wrongdoing.END HIGHLIGHT A company spokesperson stated that the inspections were performed haphazardly—in one four-month period, for example, one of the circus' traveling units was inspected 82 times by 18 different agencies, which may have resulted in inaccurate reports, the spokesperson said.

Some circus performers take issue with the accusations against Ringling. Alexander Lacey, who performs with lions and tigers in Ringling's "Dragons" show, said his rapport with the animals is built on mutual respect and HIGHLIGHTrewarding animals for desired behaviorEND HIGHLIGHT. He maintains that circus life for big cats is better than critics believe.

"Look at the wild. That's not necessarily a good place to be," Lacey said before a recent show. He pointed out that HIGHLIGHTin the wild, lions and tigers face threats such as disease and human intrusion on their habitat. The circus' big catsEND HIGHLIGHT, Lacey said, HIGHLIGHT"have an opportunity to eat, sleep, and reproduceEND HIGHLIGHT in an environment that is stimulating for them." The key, he said, is to make sure that the lions' and tigers' days are interesting. With many days containing multiple performances, the big cats have active days.

What does the future hold for "The Greatest Show on Earth"? The public will ultimately decide. For now, the cats will keep their jobs and the show will go on.

Dictionary

exotic (adjective)    different or unusual

rapport (noun)    a friendly relationship

stimulating (adjective)    bringing on energy or excitement




