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ABOUT
Big Cat Rescue is a non-profit sanctuary for big cats located in Tampa, Florida. It is home 
to over 100 rescued big cats. Big Cat Rescue was opened in 1992 by Carole Baskin and 
her late husband Don. It is home to tigers, lions, leopards, cougars, bobcats, lynx, ocelots, 
caracals, jungle cats, and geoffroy cats.

The cats at Big Cat Rescue come from many different backgrounds. Many of them were 
abandoned by their owners, forced to perform, raised to be killed for their fur or were 
retired circus animals. Today, the cats have a permanent home at Big Cat Rescue where 
they can thrive. 

The mission of Big Cat Rescue is to end mistreatment of these cats that have been held 
captive or abused. They provide education about where these cats came from and are 
committed to ending the abuse through advocating for better protection on the local, 
state, and federal levels. Big Cat wants to spread the word to the general public in order 
for them to donate and assist in the cause. Their purpose is to raise awareness and end 
the mistreatment of big cats.

Location: Tampa, FL
Owner: Carole Baskin 

Founded: 1993
Employees: 17
Volunteers: 89
Size: 67 acres

“Big Cat Rescue is a 
leading advocate in 
ending the abuse of 
captive big cats and 

saving wild cats from 
extinction.” 

-Big Cat Rescue
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Carole Baskin and her late husband Don 
stumbled across their love for big cats 
when they were at an exotic animal 
auction in 1992 buying llamas. They 
found a terrified six month old bobcat that 
was being auctioned off. Carole and her 
husband decided to purchase it to give it a 
better home. 

Don located a farm in Minnesota that sold 
bobcat and lynx kittens. Upone arrival, 
they discovered it was a fur farm. The 
Baskins were horrified so they purchased 
all of the breeder’s cats—56 to be exact. 
In addition, they convinced the breeder 
to discontinue the unethical treatment of 
animals by selling them for fur. 

The Baskins purchased all the required 
equipment for the care of the cats and 
brought them to Florida. There they 
raised the cats at their Florida home for 
two months, but it was a struggle because 
the cats required constant attention. The 
family raised these cats and gave them 
away to good homes as they saw fit. The 
cats were allowed to breed on their own 
because the Baskins felt that it was the best 
way to preserve the species. Eventually, 
people did not want the cats anymore and 
some of the owners gave them back to the 
Baskins. 

As people heard that the Baskins raised 
exotic and large cats, they received 
additional people giving them their cats. 
However, the Baskins stopped buying cats 

HISTORY

The fur farm in Minnesota.

from breeders because they felt like it 
supported the breeding industry. 

During this process, Don began to develop 
Alzheimer’s. After Carole made a doctor’s 
appointment for him, Don walked out 
of the house one morning and never 
returned. After Don’s disappearance, 
Carole completely stopped the natural 
breeding of her cats. It wasn’t her focus to 
make more of these animals, but to give 
them a safe and secure home. Now the 
only way Big Cat Rescue receives new cats 
is by rescuing them or receiving cats from 
private individuals who can no longer care 
for the animal.

Initially, the Baskins raised the first cats 
they had in their home. However, they 
started building cages on a 40 acre site of 
land which has now grown to 67 acres. 
This plot is now the home to what is now 
Big Cat Rescue. 
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Big Cat Rescue is one of the world’s largest accredited 
sanctuaries for exotic cats. Big Cat Rescue is accredited by the 
Global Federation of Sanctuaries and certified by Independent 
Charities of America as a “Best in America Charity.” 

The purpose of this sanctuary is to protect the cats. Real 
sanctuaries do not breed or buy animals. Unlike a zoo, at 
sanctuaries the animals and their wellbeing comes first. People 
are not allowed to wander around on their own. Instead, they 
must be supervised at the sanctuary while on tours (the tours 
serve as fundraising for the cats). 

Big cats have a right to live in peace.  They shouldn’t be exploited 
for financial gain, but instead they should be treated with the 
respect that they deserve. Sanctuaries like Big Cat Rescue have 
certification from the state for many different things including 
rights to solicit donations, be licensed by the state and the USDA. 

What sets Big Cat Recue apart from other organizations is they 
attempt to give the cats the ability to feel free as possible and as 
a result, go above the minimum requirements for their cages. Big 
Cat Rescues states, “No cat deserves to be in a cage but until the 
laws change to protect the cats better, it is the best we can do.” 
Big Cat Rescue does its best to give the animals an envornment 
in which they can thrive in. 

THE SANCTUARY

Minimum cage size
vs.

Big Cat’s cage size

For lions, tigers, leopards, jaguars 
& cougars:

200 sq ft
vs.

1,200 sq ft

For small cats (e.g. jungle cats):

36 sq ft
vs.

900 sq ft
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As a non-profit organization, Big Cat Rescue 
thrives on volunteers as it is unable to hire 
as many full-time employees as is needed. 
According the organization’s 2014 annual 
report, Big Cat Rescue had “89 volunteers 
at the end of 2013 who clocked in 40,547 
man-power hours, in addition to 54 interns 
who clocked 32,400 man-power hours, plus 
4,793 Volunteer Committee member hours. 
In total this amounted to 77,740 man-power 
hours provided roughly the equivalent 
workforce of 37 more full time staff.” 

There are three ways to volunteer for Big 
Cat Rescue. First, volunteer on site; second, 
an internship; lastly, become an AdvoCat. 
Volunteering on site involves four hour 
shifts every week beginning at 8:30am. 
Volunteers can expect to lead tours, 
complete general administration tasks, and 
help with guest relations. The more one 
volunteers, the more responsibility one 
will be given. Big Cat’s internship are three 
months long and involve the same type of 
work volunteers do. However, interns are 
given more responsibilities at a more rapid 
rate. If volunteering on site is not possible, 
becoming an AdvoCat is an alternative. 
Being an AdvoCat involves working to stop 
abuse. This is done through supporting 
legislation that advances the cause and 
spreading the message of ethical treatment 
of big cats.  

Volunteering is an essential element to Big 
Cat Rescue as it offers invaluable support to 
the organization. 

VOLUNTEERING
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“Bo Derek gives Big Cat Rescue a 10!” according to Big Cat’s website. As the nation’s leading 
big cat animal sanctuary, the organization has received much publicity and attention over 
the years for the great work they do for animal advocacy. Big Cat Rescue has appeared 
on CNN, MSNBC, Animal Planet, PBS, and the History Channel. The organization has 
even received endorsements from actors like Harrison Ford and Bo Derek, and Youtube 
media personalities like Charles and Alli Trippy and even Florida Congresswoman Kath 
Castor. Congresswoman Castor stated that, “They provide a great home for the animals 
and help reduce the number of cats that suffer 
abuse, abandonment or extinction by teaching 
people about the plight of the cats, both in the 
wild and in captivity, and how they can help 
through their behavior and by supporting new 
laws to protect the cats.”

Besides immense celebrity and media coverage, Big Cat Rescue has received numerous 
awards from non-profit rating organizations. Charity Navigator has given Big Cat Rescue 
4/4 stars every year since it’s first rating in 2008. The Independent Charities of America 
has also certified Big Cat Rescue as one of the best in America every year since 2008. It’s 
clear that the work Big Cat Rescue does is of utmost quality as the organization has been 
recognized numerous times. 

PUBLICITY

  4/4 Stars 
       rating by Independant    
       Charities of America
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Big Cat Rescue relies primarily on donations from 
individuals and other private entities,  but does not 
receive government funding. They make a substantial 
portion of their income by selling tickets for educational 
tours and activities, items in the gift shop, and from 
hosting special events. The actual cost of management 
is easily covered by the revenue from tours, and as a 
result, all donations are used directly to help rescue 
and of support the big cats.

Since its founding in 1995, the organization has grown 
significantly. Until 2002, Big Cat Rescue relied primarily 
on the family business to operate. The organization 
only operated at a profit due to the generosity of its 
contributors. Since then, tours and donations have 
increased and allowed the organization to stand on its 
own. Due to heightened awareness of the organization, 
revenue from tours along with donations has increased.

In 2013, the organization brought in $2.77 million 
while expending $2.05 million. The remaining profits 
are saved to protect the organization from economic 
downturn. Fundraising, management and general 
expenses cost $347,710 (17% of total revenue). The 
remaining 83% of revenue was dedicated to helping 
the big cats. Approximately one-third of revenue 
($928,328) was earned from educational tours and 
activities. Over half of Big Cat’s revenue ($1.48 
million) came from charitable contributions and grants. 
Additional sources of revenue accounted for less than 
one percent and include: bequests, in-kind donations, 
special events, and rental income from operations. Gift 
shop revenue was responsible for 4.5% and investment 
revenue for 6%.

INCOME
$2.77m 
revenue in 2013

$2.05m 
expenses in 2013

83% 
of budget goes 
right to the cats
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Barbara Stairs: Everyone’s role 
is multi-dimensional, I mostly 
do the bookkeeping work. My 
daughter Carole Baskin is the 
one who began Big Cat Rescue.

INTERVIEW {completed on 3.27.2015 by Ashlen Weltz}

What is your role at this organization?

Katie Nikic: I am the property 
manager assistant, and help 
accommodate tours daily.

Tell me about your interns.

They come from all over the world to join this campaign.  Their daily duties 
include working in the gift shop, tours, cleaning cages, feeding the cats, and 
working on big projects that need to be accomplished.

What do you love about working here?

Besides seeing tigers and lions every day, the job itself is so flexible.  I never 
know what needs to be done or what to expect which makes it exciting.

How did Big Cat get started?

It began with my daughter Carole.  Carole brought home a young bobcat 
from an auction.  Her husband outbid a taxidermist so the Bobcat would 
live.  They went to Minnesota to purchase another one from a breeder 
who had a sign on the outside that said “fur farm”.  Carole asked what was 
going to happen to all of the animals, and when she found out the answer, 
she came home with 56 bobcat kittens.  As a result, her whole perspective 
changed about what people should and shouldn’t have in their homes.  She 
realized that she was part of the problem and not part of the solution.  Carole 
understands why people see differently who try to keep these large cats 
as family pets, and her objective is to educate them on the dangers of this.

What makes Big Cat different?

Big Cat Rescue is an idea, not just an organization who wants the money.  We 
strive to make efforts in order to change people’s minds, and pass laws as a 
result.

What is the greatest challenge facing Big Cat Rescue?

Working with the government. It can take a long time, because it is a combination 
of federal, state, and local departments.   
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Our most important goal is 
to treat animals humanely.  
Recently with dog and cat 
mistreatment becoming a crime, 
so many people are still ignorant 
about what’s wrong with owning 
a big cat.  In most states, owning 
a tiger is not illegal.  Big Cat 
wants to not only educate, but 
become a sanctuary for these 
animals as well.  The animals 
that are brought in are rescued 
from people’s homes all across 
the United States. 

INTERVIEW
What goals are you strinving for?

We especially want to educate on 
how petting cubs is bad for the 
cats as they grow and mature. Cubs 
are usually taken away from their 
mother who is drugged and starved 
so they can be transported easier.  
Exotic pet trades are harmful and 
it usually involves the cub getting 
separated from the mother.

Where do you see this ogranization ten years from now?

Our goal is to have everyone educated. We hope to implement laws such as 
the Big Cat Public Safety Act which will take care of a combination of laws to 
help protect these animals. Within the United States, Texas is the biggest worry 
right now because it is a state that is largely interested in hunting.  Outside 
the country, we are currently working with other countries to help preserve 
habitats and advocating awareness with natives.

What is one piece of advice you would give to anyone?

Be ready and willing to pitch in when it is needed, even if it is not your job.

What is the greatest challenge facing Big Cat Rescue?

Working with the government. It can take a long time, because it is a combination 
of federal, state, and local departments.   

Have you ever had a “close call” during a rescue?

It can be dangerous because some owners overact.  The federal government 
enforces the seizure, and the local government is there for armed backup.  A 
few years ago in Kansas, law enforcement confiscated bobcats, lynxes, servals, 
a tiger, and two cougars from a homeowner.  He got in a fight with the sheriff 
and was arrested.  Those cats that were rescued are still in the sanctuary safe 
today.
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