Do laws restricting breed ownership prevent dog bites?

The effectiveness of Breed Specific Legislation (BSL)  on reducing dog bites continues to be a hotly debated issue. Some cities and counties -such as Denver - and even entire countries - like the United Kingdom, Germany and Spain - have restricted the ownership of certain breeds of dog that have been labeled as dangerous. The specific breeds that are restricted vary from place to place but often involve pit bull type dogs and other dogs bred for fighting and personal protection.

Until recently, the debate has been based mostly on opinion rather than scientific evidence. Two studies, the most recent published this month, have addressed the issue in a scientific way and shed some light on this contentious and highly emotional issue. Both studies compared bite rates before and after BSL legislation was enacted.

In the earlier Scottish study, the researchers compared the incidence of dog bites seen in one emergency room for three months just before their Dangerous Dogs Law took effect and then again in the same hospital for the same time period two years after the law took effect. They found overall dog bite rates did not decline, and in fact were unchanged (99 

dog bites). The breeds most responsible for bites before and after the legislation took effect were the same - German shepherds and mixed breed dogs. Bites from the restricted breeds - Pit bulls, Rotweilers and Doberman pinchers were very low but actually increased from 6 to 11 after the BSL came into effect.

The most recent study compared dog bites reported to the health department of Aragon, Spain for 5 years before and 5 years after the introduction of their Dangerous Animals Act. As with the Scottish study, there was no change in numbers of reported dog bites 

after the implementation of the BSL, and the breeds most responsible for bites both before and after the BSL were those unrestricted by the legislation - German shepherds and mixed breed dogs. The restricted breeds -American Staffordshire terriers, pit bull terriers and Rottweilers -were responsible for less than 4% of the reported bites both before and after the BSL took effect.

These data suggest that legislation restricting the ownership of certain breeds of dogs is ineffective in reducing the overall rate of reported dog bites, and that the breeds subject to the restrictions were responsible for very few of the reported dog bites. In fact, they were much less likely to bite than more popular breeds such as German shepherds and 

Labrador retrievers. Laws attempting to protect the public from dog bites or any other hazard should be based on sound science, not personal and/or biased opinions or hysterical news reports.
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Does the dangerous dogs act protect against animal attacks: a prospective study of mammalian bites in the accident and emergency department.

Klaassen B, Buckley JR, Esmail A.

Department of Accident and Emergency, Aberdeen Royal Infirmary, UK.

This comparative prospective study of mammalian bites attending one urban Accident and Emergency department before the implementation of the Dangerous Dogs Act 1991 and again 2 years later, was to see the effect of the Act on the pattern of injury. The study comprised a simple questionnaire detailing the injury, the implicated species, and the treatment or referral if applicable. In both groups studied (before and after implementation of the Act) 134 consecutive bites were recorded, contributing 1.2 per cent and 1.23 per cent of total attendances during these respective periods. Dogs were found to bite most commonly: in the pre-legislative group 73.9 per cent were due to dog bites and in the post-legislation group 73.1 per cent. In both groups studied, human bites occurred as the second most common mammalian bite; 17.9 per cent in the pre-legislation group and 12.7 per cent in the post-legislation group. Human bites were as common as those from the most implicated breed of dog. In general human bites were found to require more active treatment and specialist referral. The study demonstrates the vast majority of such injuries are treated within Emergency departments. This study also shows how dangerous breeds compare with others that bite, demonstrating that these breeds contribute to only a small proportion of these injuries. This comparative study clearly demonstrates little impact on rate of attendances for such injuries since the introduction of the 1991 Act. If legislation aims to reduce and prevent injury from animal bites, in its present form it does little to protect the public; this study suggests a wider control of the dog population may be required.
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Abstract

The effectiveness and suitability of legislation regarding the issue of dangerous dogs, especially those targeting so-called “dangerous breeds” (DB), have been the object of a lot of criticism. However, the shortage of scientific studies in this field makes an objective assessment of the impact of current legislation difficult. In the present study, dog bite-related incidents from Aragón (Spain) were analyzed for a 10-year periods (1995 to 2004). With the aim of assessing the impact of the Spanish Dangerous Animals Act on the epidemiology of dog bites, data from the non-legislated (1995 to 1999) and the legislated period (2000 to 2004) were compared in 2 different areas (low- and high-populated areas). According to the results, the population density did exert a significant effect on the incidence of dog bites, whereas the legislation in force did not. Popular breeds such as the German shepherd and crossbreed dogs accounted for the great majority of the incidents during the 2 periods of study. Specifically, the German shepherd proved to be over-represented significantly among the canine population. Dogs in the dangerous breeds list, on the other hand, were involved in a small proportion of the incidents both before and after the introduction of legislation. The present results suggest that the implementation of the Spanish legislation exerted little impact on the epidemiology of dog bites. Besides the scarce effectiveness, the results suggest that the criteria to regulate only so-called DB were unsuitable and unjustified. It is hoped that this study will be helpful in the elaboration of future regulation measures in this matter. 
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