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Trends involving Dangerous Dog/Reckless Owner Laws by Ledy VanKavage and Katie Stephens
Panic policymaking is defined as the impetuous enactment of new laws and regulations in response to sudden, illogical, and excessive fear and anger.
 This type of legislation is usually adopted in reaction to an accident or event that causes public outrage and demand for legislative accountability. Many breed-discriminatory laws, more commonly known as breed specific legislation, or BSL, evolve from such circumstances: a dog bite or attack accompanied by high media visibility and public outcry. 

According to researcher Karen Delise with the National Canine Research Council, canine profiling, which is at the root of all BSL, is nothing new. In the United States, many breeds have been labeled “dangerous” throughout history. 
  In the 1800s, for example, bloodhounds and Newfoundlands were considered dangerous dogs. By 1920, it was the German shepherd who was deemed a “bad breed.” Later, as their popularity and numbers increased, the media focused on the St. Bernard, Doberman, Rottweiler, and American pit bull terrier as dangerous breeds.
  
Are breed specific laws effective?
Despite the long history and international prevalence of breed specific legislation, numerous studies illustrate its ineffectiveness. 

The Klaassen study, for instance, examined incidents of dog aggression at an urban emergency department in the United Kingdom before and two years after the implementation of the act. Based on their observations, the authors concluded that the country’s pit bull ban had no significant effect on reducing dog attacks.
 
Similarly, a recent study conducted in Spain compared dog bites reported to the public health department of the city of Aragon before and after the enactment of the Dangerous Dog Act of 1999.
 The allegedly dangerous breeds accounted for 2.4 percent of the dog bites before the breed-discriminatory law was introduced, and 3.5 percent of the dog bites after the law was implemented. The authors state that the “results suggest that the BSL was fundamentally flawed … [and] not effective in protecting people from dog bites in a significant manner.”

In one of the largest scientific evaluations of BSL effectiveness ever conducted, Dutch researchers Cornelissen and Hopster concluded that BSL is an ineffective means of dog bite mitigation. The study recommends education on how to better handle dogs as a more viable method of dog bite reduction. 

While researchers are documenting the shortcomings of BSL through empirical studies, the media is also beginning to report on the drawbacks of BSL. A recent newspaper article discussed the effects of the pit bull ban in Denver, Colorado.
 Twenty years after the ban was enacted, the director of Denver Animal Control admits that he is unable to say with any real certainty whether or not it has reduced dog bites or attacks in Denver. 
Fiscal Bite: The High Cost of Breed Discrimination

Breed specific legislation is ineffective not only in terms of incident reduction, but financially as well. The high costs associated with BSL are partly due to cities and states fielding constant citizen suits over the laws. Denver, in particular, has been plagued with lawsuits over their breed discriminatory ordinances since they were enacted.
 
In light of these high costs and inefficiencies, Best Friends Animal Society in the United States recently commissioned a study to analyze the costs associated with breed discriminatory laws. 
 The study estimates the number of canines in every U.S. community based on federal government data. The model correlates a wide range of demographic and geographic variables, all of which are available at the community level, with known canine populations in 13 jurisdictions utilizing non-linear programming techniques.  In other words, the model minimizes the differences between actual and predicted canine populations in the control cities by estimating coefficients across a wide range of available data. Using this model, the analysis determined that the number of dogs in a specific town is a function of the total number of households, total population, land area, the structural type of housing, the gender and ethnic mix of the community, the poverty rate, and the marriage rate. 

Once the total number of dogs is estimated, the number of pit-bull-type dogs is calculated using national estimates of the number of dogs affected by the breed-discrimination legislation.
  Based on this model it is estimated that there are 72,114,000 dogs in the United States, with an estimated 5,010,934 pit-bull-type dogs.  Note that these are not genetic pit-bulls, but rather dogs which may be identified as pit-bulls simply due to their size, shape, and general appearance.

According to the study, if the United States were to enact a federal breed-discriminatory law, it would cost $459,138,163 to enforce annually.
 The costs include those related to animal control and enforcement, kenneling and veterinary care, euthanasia and carcass disposal, litigation from residents appealing or contesting the law, and DNA testing. As evidenced by this projection, in addition to being ineffectual, BSL is also fiscally unfavorable. 
Breed-Discriminatory Laws and the Science of Genetics

Indeed, in the United States, scientific advances in canine DNA could be the beginning of the end for breed-discriminatory laws: the results of these tests on mixed breed dogs are often completely contrary to expert predictions. It seems it is much more difficult to distinguish the genetic breed of a dog than previously thought.

A report by Dr. Victoria Voith and colleagues at Western University published in the Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science indicates frequent inconsistencies exist between breed classification by adoption agencies and DNA identification. The dogs in this study were of unknown parentage and had been acquired from animal shelters. In only a quarter of the dogs was one of the breeds declared by the animal shelters also detected as a predominant breed in DNA analysis. In 87.5% of the adopted dogs, breeds were identified by DNA that were not alleged by the animal shelters. 

Given the vast discrepancies between opinions of animal-shelter workers and identification by DNA analysis, the study suggests re-evaluating the reliability of visual breed identification and calls into question current public and private policies based on dog breeds, all of which are dependent on visual breed identification.

A worldwide movement to target reckless owners and dog behavior
Many legislatures are now moving away from breed specific laws because of their high cost, the ineptitude of visual breed identification, and the general lack of incident reduction. Legislation is now being focused on regulating individual aggressive dogs and on prohibiting reckless owners from keeping dogs.
In November of 2007, Sweden’s parliament adopted a new law aimed at tackling the aggressive dog problem by allowing police to seize dangerous canines and even ban some people from owning or handling them.  While other countries like Norway and Britain have banned certain breeds associated with attacks on humans, the Swedish government considers that much of dogs' aggressive behavior is the fault of their owners and is not due to their particular breed.

Correspondingly, Dutch Agriculture Minister Gerda Verburg announced the repeal of the nation’s pit bull ban in 2008. The Netherlands’ pit bull bill is considered a panic policy, as it was passed in 1993 in reaction to a dog attack on three young children. The country saw little incident reduction as a result of the law. 
 
Italy also stopped regulating dogs based on their breed in 2009. The Italian government had previously deemed 17 breeds as potentially dangerous, but recently began regulating dogs that exhibit aggressive behavior instead. Italy’s Health Undersecretary Francesca Martini stated, “This is a historic day because we have established for the first time the responsibility of the owner or the person who is momentarily in charge of the animal. The measures adopted in the previous laws had no scientific foundation. Dangerous breeds do not exist. With this law we have overcome the black list, which was just a fig leaf [over the larger problem], and we have increased the level of guarantees for citizens.” 

Changes are also underway in the United Kingdom, as the new Dog Control Bill was proposed by Lord Redesdale in July of 2010. Organizations in support of repealing the breed discriminatory law note that over the past five years, dog bites are up 43% nationally and 79% in London. The nation has spent roughly $17 million over the past 3 years trying to enforce the breed discriminatory law. According to Lord Redesdale, “People deserve to feel safe around dogs and this bill goes a long way towards protecting the public through tougher action against irresponsible dog owners. The current law has done nothing but make banned breeds and their lookalikes more appealing and created the issue of status dogs because they are a status symbol.” 

Progressive, problem-oriented animal control programs target negligent or reckless owners. Like Sweden, many communities across the United States are prohibiting reckless owners from possessing dogs. In 2007, St. Paul, Minnesota, passed an ordinance that addressed such reckless dog owners.
 St. Paul pet owners who are cited more than once for abusing or neglecting an animal are prohibited from owning another pet under the ordinance. Dog bites in St. Paul have since decreased significantly. 
 Similarly, the city of Tacoma, Washington, created an ordinance regulating “problem pet owners.”
 A person who commits three or more animal-control violations in a 24- month period can be declared a problem pet owner and forced to surrender all of their animals. Similarly, in the state of Illinois, convicted felons are prohibited from owning any unsterilized dog, because studies have shown that unsterilized dogs are responsible for the majority of bites.

One city with an outstanding record in animal control is Calgary, in Alberta, Canada. Instead of discriminating against breeds of dogs, Calgary protects the public from all aggressive dogs, regardless of breed.  Following problem solving policing models, the city’s animal control wardens focus on public education and stiff fines. 
 According to the Calgary Herald, aggressive dog attacks are at the lowest level they have been in 25 years, despite a steady population growth.

This research shows that by avoiding panic policy making, which is oftentimes costly and ineffective, and instead enacting dangerous dog/reckless owner laws that focus on individual owner/aggressive dog behavior, governments around the world can ensure fiscal soundness and effective incident reduction. 
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