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Finding a bug in one’s home on Shabbos can cause somewhat of a complication.
Some people have a fear of bugs called entomophobia, which, in some cases, can
severely overtake a person, and when one finds a bug on Shabbos, he may be
tempted to trap it or to kill it. However, trapping and killing bugs on Shabbos
involves two of the thirty-nine melachos: Tzod (Trapping) and Shocheit (Killing). In
this chapter we will discuss these two melachos, and in when it is permissible to
trap or kill bugs on Shabbos.

The melacha of Tzod

One of the thirty-nine melachos of Shabbos is the melacha of Tzod -Trapping,'

which is defined as trapping or confining an animal or insect. During the

construction of the Mishkan the melacha of Tzod was performed when trapping
the animals whose hides were used for the coverings of the Mishkan.> Accordingly,
any act that traps an animal or an insect is prohibited on Shabbos. For example:

e The Mishna Berura® writes that it is prohibited to go fishing on Shabbos, as
by doing so one traps the fish.

e One may not catch frogs, salamanders on Shabbos.> (These animals are also
considered Muktza on Shabbos.®)

. If a birdcage was left open it may not be closed on Shabbos as is considered
trapping.’ Similarly, the Mishna Berura® writes that when feeding a bird in a
birdcage one must be careful not to open and close the door to feed the
bird, since closing the door of the cage now traps the animal. Rather, one
should feed the bird by passing food through the wires of the cage or
opening the door only slightly when feeding the bird, so that the bird is
always considered trapped.’

e One may not remove a small fish from a large aquarium to transfer the fish
to a smaller aquarium.'®

Setting a trap. The Mishna Berura'' writes that it is prohibited to set a trap
on Shabbos to catch an animal. However, setting a trap is prohibited only
mid’Rabbanan, because setting the trap only indirectly causes the animal to get
trapped and is considered a Grama."? For example:

. It is prohibited mid’Rabbanan to put down a mouse trap on Shabbos.'?

. It is prohibited mid’Rabbanan set up a bee trap on Shabbos.

. It is prohibited to hang fly paper on Shabbos to catch flies or other insects.'*

However, it is permissible to set up a trap on erev Shabbos because the person sets
up the trap before Shabbos begins.'> Thus, even if an animal is trapped on Shabbos,
he is not liable, because his involvement was completed before Shabbos began.'

The Basics of the Melacha of Tzod

To get an understanding of the melacha of Tzod and when in which cases it is
prohibited to trap and in which cases it is permitted to trap, it is important to
review the basics of this melacha.

Which animals are included in the melacha of Tzod?
The Shulchan Aruch'” explains that there are two categories of animals regarding
the melacha of Tzod:

I.  Animals which are commonly trapped - Prohibited mid’Oraisa.
Animals or insects which are commonly trapped are referred to as b’Mino
ni’Tzod and trapping them on Shabbos is prohibited mid’Oraisa. For example,
trapping a rabbit on Shabbos is prohibited mid’Oraisa since rabbits are
commonly trapped for their fur.

2. Animals which are not commonly trapped - prohibited mid’Rabanan.
Animals which are not commonly trapped are referred to as Ain b’Mino
ni’Tzod and although trapping them on Shabbos is not prohibited mid’Oraisa
it is nevertheless prohibited mid’Rabanan to trap them on Shabbos. For
example, on Shabbos it is prohibited mid’Rabanan to trap:

. Mosquitos * Moths * Palmettos

e  Flies * Roaches * Bees'®
Since these insects are not commonly trapped, trapping them on Shabbos is
only prohibited mid’Rabbanan.

Defining “Confinement”
As we explained earlier, the melacha of Tzod is defined as an act which confines an
animal. The Shulchan Aruch'® explains that there are three levels of confinement:

I. A Narrow confinement - Prohibited mid’Oraisa
Confining an animal in a narrow or tight area is prohibited mid’Oraisa,
because it is completely confined.”’ For example, one may not trap a fly in a
small jar or bowl.?' Similarly, one may not close a window to trap a fly
between the window and the screen.”?

2. A Loose confinement - Prohibited m’drabanan
Confining an animal in a wide or loose area is prohibited only mid’Rabbanan,
because the animal is not completely confined, and it thus cannot be
considered trapped mid’Oraisa.”® For example, if one has a large garbage bin
in front of his home which has flies inside it, it is prohibited mid’Rabanan to
close the bin with intention to trap the flies.?*

3. An area which does not confine the animal at all - Permitted
Confining an animal in a large area where the animal cannot at all be
considered confined at all is permissible on Shabbos.?* For example:

. If a mosquito or fly enters a room, one may close the door of the room
to “trap” the insect inside the room, because the small insect cannot
at all be considered confined in the large room.2

Similarly, if the animal or insect is not completely trapped but can escape on

its own it is permitted.?”’ For example,

. One may use a dustpan to remove a roach from one’s home by
scooping up the roach and carrying it outside. Since the roach can
easily escape from the dustpan it is never considered “trapped”.2

. One may close a window to trap a fly between the window and the
screen if there is a hole in the screen which is big enough for the fly to
escape.”

Slow-moving animals. Any animal which is slow moving and cannot protect
itself from being captured, may be trapped on Shabbos, because it is in a state of
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confinement and therefore trapping the animal is not considered an act of Tzod.*°

For example:

. One may trap a snail, earthworm, or caterpillar on Shabbos, because these
animals are slow-moving and cannot escape being captured.’!

Trapping to prevent pain

As we discussed, trapping animals or insects which are not commonly trapped is
only rabbinically prohibited. Nevertheless, Chazal allowed a leniency regarding
these animals: if an animal or insect which is not commonly trapped threatens to
cause physical pain they may be trapped.’ (This leniency permits only trapping such an
animal or insect but does not permit killing it, as we will later discuss.33) For example:

. If a wasp is threatening to sting one may trap it by covering it with a bowl.>*

. If, while sitting in a Sukkah, bees are threatening to sting, one may trap them
under a bowl.®

. If, while sitting outside, and mosquitos are threatening to bite, one may

cover them with a bowl.3¢

Since these insects are species which are not commonly trapped,’” one may trap
them to prevent physical pain.

However, one may trap insects only in a situation where there is a concern that

they may truly cause physical suffering. As Rav Yisroel Belsky® writes, “One must

be careful to trap insects only when there is real threat of pain. One should not

imagine or persuade himself to think that there is a possibility of pain to trap any

type of insect even ones which do not cause significant pain.” For example,

e  One may not trap ants, flies, or roaches on Shabbos, because they do not
inflict a significant amount of pain.*’

Emotional suffering. There is a dispute amongst the poskim whether Chazal
allowed trapping animals which are not commonly trapped to prevent emotional
pain. Some poskim® rule that Chazal were only lenient regarding physical pain but
prohibited trapping these animals to prevent emotional pain. While others*' rule
that Chazal were lenient even regarding emotional pain, as emotional suffering is
no less painful than physical pain, and therefore one may trap these animals to
prevent emotional suffering as well. For example, according to these poskim:
e  Someone who has a fear or phobia of roaches or insects may trap them on
Shabbos to prevent emotional suffering.*
e Someone who has a fear or phobia of mosquitos may trap a mosquito on Shabbos.*®
However, as we mentioned, this leniency only permits trapping such insects, one
may certainly not kill such insects on Shabbos.

To Summarize

Trapping an animal or insect violates the melacha of Tzod. However, one may trap an animal if:

a. Trapping it does not truly confine the animal, such as a small insect in a large room or
trapping an insect on a dustpan in a way that it can escape on its own.

b.  Trapping an insect which is not commonly trapped (and is prohibited only
mid’Rabbanan) is permitted if the insect threatens to cause pain. (However, one may
not kill the insect even if it will cause pain.)

The melacha of Shocheit

Another melacha which must be clarified when discussing the halachos of getting

rid of bugs on Shabbos, is the melacha of Shocheit (Slaughtering),* which is defined

as killing or taking the life of an animal.*

In the Mishkan, after the animals were trapped, they were slaughtered and their hides

were removed and used for the coverings of the Mishkan.* Accordingly, killing an

animal or insect on Shabbos in any manner is prohibited on Shabbos. For example:

e One may not step on an insect while walking with intention to kill it.*

e One may not put out poison or insecticides to kill insects.*®

e One may not flush an insect down the toilet, because this will inevitably
cause the insect to die.*’

. One may not wash an insect down the sink drain by opening the faucet,
because doing so will inevitably cause the insect to die.*

The melacha of Shocheit applies to killing any type of animal

The Mishna Berura®' explains that unlike the melacha of Tzod, which (on a d’Oraisa
level) applies only to animals which are commonly trapped, the melacha d’Oraisa
of Shocheit applies to all animals.

Killing to prevent pain

Therefore, since killing all animals or insects is prohibited mid’Oraisa, the Shulchan
Aruch®? writes that even if an animal threatens to cause physical pain it is
prohibited to kill it on Shabbos.

Still, there are some instances where it is permissible to kill a threatening animal
or insect on Shabbos:

I. Dangerous insects or animals. The Shulchan Aruch® rules that an animal or

an insect which poses a threat to life may be killed on Shabbos. For example:

. One may kill a poisonous snake or a raccoon which may be rabid.**

. One may kill a bee on Shabbos if it threatens to sting someone who is highly
allergic to bee stings.*®

. One may kill a hornet or wasp which is hovering around an infant, because
their sting can be dangerous for an infant.>

2. Animals or Insects which may cause severe pain (but are not life threatening).
The Shulchan Aruch® rules that an animal or an insect which are not life
threatening but may cause severe pain may be killed in an inconspicuous manner.

Meaning, that one may kill these animals as he is walking in a way which does not

give off the appearance that he is intentionally killing the animal.*® For example,

e An adult who may suffer an allergic reaction from a bee or hornet’s sting
(which is not life-threatening), may step on it while walking. Since these
insects can cause him severe pain they may be killed in an inconspicuous
manner.>

The Mishna Berura® explains that these animals may not be killed outright,
because this may cause an onlooker to mistakenly think that it is permissible to
kill an animal even when it is not posing a significant threat.®'

3. Animals and insects which are not threatening. All other animals or

insects which do not pose a serious threat, may not be killed on Shabbos as killing

these animals or insects on Shabbos violates the melacha of Shocheit.®? For example:

. If a bee enters one’s Sukkah, one may not kill it even though they are
bothersome and can cause physical pain. Since bees will generally not cause
severe pain, they may not be killed on Shabbos or Yom Tov.®* (However, as
we mentioned earlier, bees may be trapped on Shabbos or Yom Tov.)

. One may not kill a bothersome fly, moth, or caterpillar on Shabbos.**

. One may not kill a mosquito or roach on Shabbos.®® (However, as we
mentioned above, if the insect causes emotional suffering, some poskim rule
that it may be trapped on Shabbos. One may certainly use a dustpan to scoop
up a roach and remove it. Since the roach can escape easily from the dustpan
it is not considered “confined”.)

Using insect repellents

It is permissible to use insect repellent on Shabbos to keep away mosquitos or
other insects, because the repellent does not kill the insects but merely prevents
them from coming.®¢

Bug Zappers. One may put out a bug zapper before Shabbos to kill bugs over
Shabbos.*’ Since the bug zapper was set up before Shabbos and the person setting
up the zapper finishes his involvement before Shabbos begins, he is not liable even
if insects are killed on Shabbos.
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