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Fifty-seven dogs were confiscated when their owners
were believed to have been involved with dogfighting.
They were immediately killed. Each and every one of
them, including nineteen that were under a year old. They
were friendly. They were healthy. But due to some having
injuries that appeared to be from fighting, they all had to be
euthanized because the label of a “fighting dog” meant that
they “were assumed inherently dangerous, too aggressive to
live.” A few years later the charges were absolved, but the
dogs were long gone.

In another case, one hundred and
forty-six dogs, including sixty puppies,
were killed even after rescues offered to
take them, such as Best Friends Animal
Sanctuary, who took many of the “Vick-
tory Dogs.” Dan Shelton of People for
the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA)
argued for the destruction of Michael
Vick’s fighting dogs (Vicktory Dogs), but
forty-seven of the fifty-one were suc-
cessfully adopted, with only one being
euthanized due to severe aggression.

All two hundred and fifty-four of
those dogs were pit bulls. All of them
lost their lives because of their breed
and their appearance, not their behavior.
This doesn’t even include all of the pit
bulls that were rounded up in Denver
and killed in May 2005, or the dogs that
a shelter in Loudon County, Virginia
refused to adopt out because of a policy
that they put in place. Examples like this
have occurred over the past few decades
all over the world, with many innocent dogs losing their
lives and their chance at being someone’s happiness, all
because of their looks.

People refer to dogs as “man’s best friend,” so why are
certain breed discriminated against in terms of the law?
Some cities, states and even entire countries have banned
the ownership of certain breeds of dogs like pit bulls
because they are aggressive in the eyes of the legislators.
Dogs of any size or breed can bite, not just pit bulls and
other bully breeds. To decrease the amount of dog bites in
various areas, cities implement breed specific legislation,
but with varying success. Breed specific legislation that
targets pit bulls is not an effective method to reduce dog
bite injuries. Instead, owners need to take responsibility
for their dogs, learn dog behavior and train them to behave
properly around people. Breed specific legislation is not
effective in decreasing the number of dog bites in an area
because it targets dogs based on their breed, not on their
individual aggressive behaviors.

Breed specific legislation (BSL), also known as a breed
ban, is the “blanket term for laws that either regulate or
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ban certain dog breeds in an effort to decrease dog attacks
on humans and other animals.” In other words, it is just an
excuse to kill people’s pets based solely on breed or looks
without any behavioral basis. Officials confiscate and kill
people’s beloved pets without any true reason, other than
their dogs’ looks. These dogs are typically pit bulls, but

it can also include the other “bully breeds” and large dog
breeds such as mastiffs, Rottweilers and Doberman Pin-
schers. Breed specific legislation tends to be either over in-
clusive or under inclusive, but fighting against it could lead
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to the banning of more breeds. Not all pit bulls are aggres-
sive, but they, along with similar breeds, are all targets of
breed specific legislation. Meanwhile in Germany, German
Shepherd Dogs bite about ten times as many people as pit
bulls, but the legislation does not apply to them. People do
not necessarily want German Shepherds added to the list,
but because of the difference in the number of bites, people
wonder why they are not. In a study by Megan Favigna-
no, she determined that there is no major difference in the
frequency of bites between legislated and non-legislated
breeds, but the legislated breeds are often capable of doing
more damage. A media bias documented by Dana Camp-
bell, noted that in four days there were four bite incidents in
a town. The one with a pit bull as the perpetrator had much
more media coverage than the other mixed breed dogs.
Other dogs bite, other dogs attack, but a chihuahua or lab
biting someone is not going to get the publicity that a pit
bull does. This raises the following question: what is a pit
bull?

There is no breed of dog that is officially called a pit
bull. The term “pit bull” can refer to many different breeds

and mixes because “people sometimes misuse the name to
mean any short-haired, medium-sized dog with a square
head.” This means that many medium to large dogs may be
called pit bulls if they have any combination of bulldog and
terrier with breeds like boxers, labradors, mastiffs, etc. The
American Staffordshire Terrier, Staffordshire Bull Terrier,
and the American Pit Bull Terrier are the officially recog-
nized breeds that are called pit bulls, but most of the “pit
bulls” seen in shelters are not those purebred breeds.

Even though many people would lump pit bulls and
staffies into the same group, in the United Kingdom “pit
bull-type dogs are distinct from Staffordshire Bull Terri-
ers (which are not banned).” In a study by Hoffman and
her colleagues, US participants were more likely to label

“DISCREPANCIES HAVE BEEN FOUND
BETWEEN BREED IDENTIFICATION AS
TYPICALLY ASSESSED BY WELFARE
AGENCIES AND THE OUTCOME OF DNA
ANALYSIS.” -HOFFMAN

dogs as pit bulls, while the UK labeled those same dogs as
Staffordshire Bull Terriers (to which legislation does not
apply). The main difference between
pit bulls and Staffordshire-type

dogs according to Colin Dayan is
that, “the pit bull is leaner, slight-

ly higher up on the legs, while the
[American Staffordshire Terrier] is
stockier, with a squarer—more robust—
wedge-head and the body lower to the
ground,” but it is surprising that two
dogs from Hoffman’s study look almost
identical and were identified as two dif-
ferent breeds. The first dog was identi-
fied as a Staffordshire Bull Terrier by
the United Kingdom participants,
while the second was identified

as a pit bull. Both were identified

as pit bulls by American partic-
ipants. Americans labeled seven
dogs as pit bulls in total. When
identifying the breed(s) of a dog,
physical traits such as “the dog’s
size, estimated weight, stance,

body conformation, musculature,
legs, paws, chest, and tail” are the
ones used to figure out the make-

up. The skull shape, tail and ears are
especially important, as is the coat.
Information from the owner and/or

physical traits are most commonly used to name the breeds
of'a dog; “however, discrepancies have been found between
breed identification as typically assessed by welfare agen-
cies and the outcome of DNA analysis.” Hoffman points
out that genetic tests do not confirm the American Pit Bull
Terrier as a breed in the genetic makeup of a dog, so physi-
cal features are the most common way to identify a pit bull.
It may be surprising then, that half of the dogs labeled as pit
bulls are lacking DNA breed signatures of “pit bull” breeds.
German veterinarians Dr. Schoening and Vogel state that
dog breed can be guessed phenotypically, but genetics can
not prove that a dog belongs to any specific breed.

If these breed signatures often do not exist in pit bulls,
what makes people hate them? Throughout most of the
twentieth century pit bulls were “America’s Breed,” which
included many popular dogs such as Sergeant Stubby from
World War I, Tige from the Buster Brown comic strip, and
Pete the Pup from the Little Rascals. Later in the century
pit bulls became hated. Pit bulls are extremely loyal dogs,
but Dayan indicates that “the most loyal dogs are the most
abused.” They do not know that what they are doing is
wrong, they are just following what they learned growing
up. Veterinarians Dr. Schoening and Dr. Vogel of the Ham-
burg Veterinary Association stated, “there is no scientific
evidence, neither statistical or biological, which justifies
singling out some dog breeds as ‘dangerous’ and others as
‘harmless.’”

Some people may only know what the media por-
trays pit bulls as: growling, chained, lunging, aggres-
sive dogs, but if any of those people met a pit bull

in person they would immediately think differently.
It makes no sense, however, when someone walks
up to the dog saying how cute it is, and runs
away the moment they hear it is a pit



bull. In the minds of many people, “pit bull” automatically
equals “aggressive” or less desirable. When choosing a
dog, appearance is the key factor for many, but the label

of a breed can have a greater impact. The label of a breed
being the first thing that a potential adopter sees can greatly
skew their opinion of the dogs’ behavior. In a study with
pit bulls and look-alikes, pit bulls were preferred over their
look-alike counterparts when there were no labels, but the
pit bull label immediately made those surveyed assume

the worse and they then preferred the
look-alikes. When the Arizona Animal
Welfare League removed the breed labels
from their kennels, they saw a 12 percent
increase in pit bull adoptions (from 52
percent to 64 percent having live exit).
All other adoptions also increased, poten-
tially because it kept people from going
to breeders to look for a particular breed
of dog since they were looking based
mainly on appearance. The length of stay
was reduced for all dogs, but pit bulls
benefited the most. This is a low cost
way to save more dogs because the breed
does not have to be completely hidden,

it would just not be the first thing that
potential adopters see.

Pit bull type dogs are banned in many
places all over the world, including over
half of the states in the United States as
well as the United Kingdom, Germany,
Canada and Australia. However, breed
specific legislation is also prohibited in
many states, including Pennsylvania and almost two dozen
others. For example, Pennsylvania does not allow a “lo-
cal ordinance otherwise dealing with dogs to prohibit or
otherwise limit a specific breed of dog.” Germany regu-
lates over forty breeds of dogs that have the potential to be
dangerous. They are divided into three categories due to

“THERE IS NO SCIENTIFIC EVIDENCE,
NEITHER STATISTICAL OR BIOLOGICAL,
WHICH JUSTIFIES SINGLING OUT SOME

DOG BREEDS AS ‘DANGEROUS’ AND OTHERS
AS "HARMLESS.™
- DRS. SCHOENING AND VOGEL

their potential to cause injuries or be aggressive. Dogs over
forty-four pounds are automatically placed into a category
because their size alone makes them a threat. Only pure-
bred dogs are regulated, so pit bull-type dogs are permitted.
The legislation was put in place for multiple reasons, with
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one of them being to discourage thugs from using dogs as
weapons, but it greatly affected dog culture because cafes
and other public places had previously allowed dogs inside,
unlike in America. “Dangerous dogs” must be muzzled and
owners must carry liability insurance. Companion dogs

are not the only ones affected, so are working dogs, which
must meet certain criteria (which means they would not be
aggressive), but people sometimes turned physically violent
towards working dogs of the restricted breeds. Germany
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does not allow the importing of “dangerous dogs” and civil
rights are restricted for owners of the “dangerous dogs.”
The minister has the power to identify dogs as certain
breeds without any experience.

Any “dangerous dogs” must pass a temperament test
that even the best dog would have trouble passing, but why
do other dogs not have to pass the test as well? And do
working dogs such as guard dogs and police dogs have to
match the same standards? The temperament test that the
dogs must pass is abusive. Police unmuzzle the dog and
force it to interact with barking police dogs before it is hit
on the rear and head with a nightstick. Virtually no dog
would react well in that situation no matter how it normally
behaves around people. These laws were enacted around
the turn of the century, so they may not exist anymore, but
the point is that they still existed fairly recently.

There are many reasons that a dog may bite, such as
being angry, afraid and guarding an object or home, but in
general, and in many of the samples from a study by Nanci
Creedon and Paraic S. O Suilleabhain in Ireland, the reason
is unknown. Of the large breeds that were sampled, Border
Collies, German Shepherds and Labs were the ones most

likely to bite; however, Dr. Plaul, a veterinarian, believes
that breed and size do not go hand in hand with aggression,
and 80% of the bites he received were from dogs smaller
than the ones restricted in Germany. Within non-legislat-
ed dogs, they were most likely to bite if they were afraid
or guarding their home or an object. Legislated breeds,
however, bit because they were angry, guarding their home,
were a security dog doing their job, or were guarding
their puppies. Legislated dogs were more likely to bite

an unfamiliar person, while non-legislated breeds were
slightly more likely to bite a familiar person. In a smaller
percent of the samples, the dog did actually belong to the
person that it bit, and in those cases a larger percentage
were non-legislated. Non-legislated dogs were equally
likely to bite when the owner was absent, whether they
were on their own property or public property, but in most
cases the dog either bit the owner, or bit someone on their
own property when the owner was present. Legislated
breeds were more likely to bite on public property when
the owner was present with a smaller number biting on

or off of their property with the owner absent. Legislat-

ed dogs were likely to bite at a higher level of medical
treatment required, but surprisingly, none of them re-
quired surgery or repeat visits, while four percent of the
non-legislated dogs did. Legislated breeds are more often
believed to be aggressive when they bite, while non-leg-
islated breeds are believed to be scared. Non-legislated
breeds are more often guarding an object when compared
to legislated breeds.

Breed specific legislation is not the answer to de-
creasing dog bites in an area. Behavioral assessments,
rather than breed identification assessments, should be
performed in shelters in order to match dogs with the best
family for them as individuals. Once their behavior around
cats, children and other dogs is understood, many aggres-
sive behaviors, or accidental bites, could be avoided. Dogs
with a high prey drive should not be in a home with small
animals and young, rambunctious dogs should not be in a
home with young children, regardless of how the parents
think the children will act around the dog. It is critical that
owners understand dog behavior and realize the triggers
and warning signs of when a dog is getting stressed out
to the point where it may feel the need to bite. Supervi-
sion around kids, regardless of their understanding of dog
behavior, and the relationship with the dog, is necessary.
Training, using positive reinforcement, is also a good way
to reduce the number of dog bites.

There are many laws that could also contribute to a de-
crease of dog bites in an area. Stronger licensing laws will
make sure that all dogs are legal and would encourage more
responsible ownership. Better enforced dog-at-large laws
would prevent loose dogs from attacking, while outlawing
tethering and chaining would decrease the number of yard
dogs. Being in either of those situations often cause dogs to

bite, so eliminating that would greatly decrease the number
of bites. Requiring dogs to be neutered would also mini-
mize bites because hormones and aggression are greatly
reduced in males after they are neutered, and requiring dogs
to be microchipped would also increase owner responsibil-
ity. Higher fines should also be charged due to ignorance of
any of those laws.
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Breed specific legislation is not an effective way to
decrease the number of injuries due to dog bites because
it targets dogs based on their breed, not their behavior.
Instead of putting breed specific legislation in place, people
should be trying to reduce the number of dog bites, not the
number of pit bulls. The most important way is to educate
owners about dog behavior and the warning signs of when
a dog may bite. Other laws can be strengthened instead of
just putting breed specific laws in place. Additionally, the
stigma surrounding pit bulls needs to be annihilated, and
breed labels should be removed from the kennels at shelters
in order to get more pit bulls, and other dogs, adopted. Pit
bulls are a variety of dog, but not an individual, officially
recognized breed. Pit bulls, like any dog, are not inherent-
ly aggressive. It is all in how the individual dog is raised.
There are many pit bulls that are great in a home setting,
ones that get along with kids, cats and dogs, even ones that
were previously fighting dogs. We need to work together to
eliminate discrimination and make pit bulls America’s dogs
again.
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