The Scientific Method of AB 1634

As a middle school science educator, I teach my students a scientific method of problem solving. We remind students that this type of approach to problem solving is not limited to science; it is a useful tool in every day life.

 

In the case of AB 1634, it is a classic study of how the scientific method of problem solving should have been applied. What follows is an elementary scientific approach to AB 1634:
 
Step One:  Make an Observation
 The originators of the Healthy Pets Act made an excellent observation. There are hundreds of thousands of animals processed through California shelters every year. Many of these animals are eventually euthanized.

 

No one involved with AB 1634, neither supporter or opposed, denies that there is an issue with the number of unwanted animals in California. This is a fact, verifiable and observable. 
 

Step Two:  Ask a Question/State the Problem
 In order to get an answer, one needs to ask a question. However, to get the right answer to a situation the right question has to be asked.

 

AB 1634 authors asked the question:  "How can we reduce the number of animals in our shelters?"

 

Although this is a good question, it is not the right one. This question only seeks to find a solution. It does not identify the problem. It does not take into account the concept of "cause and effect."  This is a typical mistake made by elementary science students. The question needs to identify the problem so that the answer can be directed towards a valid and workable solution.

 

A better question for the issue:  "Why are there unwanted animals in California shelters?"

 

Step Three:  Form a Hypothesis
 A hypothesis is a possible answer to the question. It leads towards the method to find the actual answer.

 

By only asking how the shelter population can be reduced, the authors of AB 1634 limited themselves to one hypothesis:  "If we reduce the number of animals being born in California, then the number of animals in our shelters will be reduced."

 

Unfortunately, this hypothesis is flawed. Without understanding why there are unwanted animals in the shelters, there is no way to determine if the mandated fix of surgically sterilizing all domestic animals will actually have any influence on the observed situation.

 

If we isolate the reasons why animals are processed through California shelters, then we can determine possible avenues to reduce the number of unwanted animals because we will have thoroughly identified the root cause of the situation.

 

Step Four:  Experimentation/Collect Data
 Much of the data that needs to be collected to understand AB 1634 has been done. Every year animal shelters throughout the state are required to report through the California Department of Health Services, Veterinary Health Services, the number of animals processed and the outcome for each animal.
 
The categories that are reported included the number of dogs/cats (species are separated):

 

Processed or entering shelter
Impounded for quarantine

Reclaimed by owner
Captured by animal control
Transferred from another shelter
Adopted
Surrendered by owner

Dead collected


Euthanized
Some shelters, through their intake questionnaires, differentiate why animals are owner surrendered. According to HSUS
, the main reasons animals are owner surrendered are:

 

Change of Life-- divorce, death, moving
Landlord issues


Not enough time 
Animal too ill to take care of

Animal has bitten someone
Too many animals in household

Too expensive to keep
 

Data has been collected from jurisdictions that have enacted mandatory spay/neuter ordinances through the state of California and nationally. The following jurisdictions instituted mandatory spay/neuter laws
:
SAN MATEO COUNTY, CA


LOS ANGELES, CA

Dog euthanasia

Increased 200%

Animal Control Expenses

Increased 269%

Cat euthanasia

Increased 86%

Dog licensing


Declined

Dog licensing

Declined 35%

Breeder permits

Declined

PINELLAS COUNTY, FL


FORT WORTH, TX—REPEALED

Shelter  Expenses

Increased 75%

Licensing compliance

Declined

Shelter Intakes

Increased

Rabies vaccinations

Declined

Euthanasia rates

Increased

Reported rabies cases

Increased

AURORA, CO




CAMDEN COUNTY, NJ

Shelter Expenses

Increased

Breeder Permits


FAILED

Shelter Intakes

Increased

Euthanasia rate


Increased

Euthanasia rates

Increased

License compliance
Declined

KING COUNTY, WA



CAPITOLA, CA

License compliance
Declined

License compliance

Declined

Shelter Expenses

Increased 56.8%

Funding



Declined

MONTGOMERY COUNTY, MD—REPEALED
NEW MEXICO
License compliance
Declined 50%

Attempted Legislation

FAILED

Breeder Permits

FAILED

HSUS also provides data revealing that approximately 77% of the nation's dogs are sterilized while 82% of the nation's cats are sterilized. In jurisdictions where subsidized low cost spay/neuter surgeries are available and limited spay/neuter laws enacted, shelter intakes decreased and euthanasia rates declined
 

Even with the amount of statistics collected, there needs to be careful analysis and not a quick jump to conclusions. 
Step Five:  Analyze Data/Draw a Conclusion
 In analyzing the data, one should carefully review the shelter population trends over the last thirty years with close attention being paid to the last ten years. The data needs to be analyzed as presented. It is scientifically inappropriate to extrapolate unless comparing similar/identical trends. For example, if data is collected only in urban regions those numbers cannot be extrapolated and applied to rural regions. The reverse is true as well.

 

It is also erroneous to apply fiscal extrapolation to all of the state animal control agencies using the largest animal services in the state as the only example. The authors
 of AB 1634 state that the amount of $275 million "statewide expense" was based upon the holding and euthanasia costs calculated on the estimated total operational cost per animal of $308.00, submitted by the General Manager, Ed Boks, City of Los Angeles Department of Animal Services. No other animal control agency was surveyed to determine overall costs.

 

Without extrapolating data or applying fictionalized fiscal data, it is apparent that throughout the state of California there have been significant decreases in the number of animals processed through shelters and dramatic decline in the number of animal lives lost to euthanasia. 

 

However, as with any good scientific process, answers lead to additional questions. One very important question needs to be asked regarding euthanasia:  Of the number of animals euthanized each year, how many were adoptable? How many were too sick to be adopted? How many had temperament issues and were not adoptable? How many were feral or too wild? How many were owner requested euthanasia?

 

Current law requires that animal shelters release adoptable animals to non-profit rescue groups (Food and Agricultural Code Section 31108.a). However, the rescue organization has to specifically request release for each animal. Would it not make better sense for the animal control agency to notify specific rescue groups when adoptable animals are listed for euthanasia rather than destroy the animal?
 

There also needs to be thought given to what local agencies are already doing in their area. There already exists state law in the Health and Safety Code Sections 122330.  In this law, the legislature finds that 

 

"(a) Uncontrolled and irresponsible breeding of animals contributes to pet overpopulation, inhumane treatment of animals, mass euthanasia at local shelters, and escalating costs for animal care and control; this irresponsible breeding also contributes to the production of defective animals that present a public safety risk."

 

Furthermore, it provides that local jurisdictions can enact spay/neuter ordinances that will address local issues:

 

(c) It is therefore the intent of the Legislature in enacting this chapter to permit cities and counties to take appropriate action aimed at eliminating uncontrolled and irresponsible breeding of animals.

 

The key phrase is "irresponsible breeding." As noted in an article by the US Customs Department
 regarding puppy smuggling:

 

The American public can put a stop to this practice (puppy smuggling) by following the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals’ guidelines for people considering buying a puppy, regardless of the source:

· Deal only with reputable breeders who screen dogs for heritable diseases and remove aggressive dogs from the breeding lines. 
· Make sure there has been no inbreeding. 
· Confirm that the breeder does not keep more dogs than can be properly cared for and ensures that the animals have proper veterinary care. 
· Make sure the breeder supplies an adoption/purchase contract in plain English that spells out the breeder’s responsibilities, the buyer’s responsibilities, health guarantee, and a return policy. 
Furthermore, as Dr. John  Hamil, DVM, Past President CVMA and Dr. Charles A. Hjerpe, DVM, Professor Emeritus, University of California, Davis Veterinary School have noted, the shelter issues regarding cats and dogs pose two separate problems requiring different approaches to solutions. In a letter to the CVMA Board, Dr. Hamil
 makes the following points:
· The number of animals being euthanized in California shelters has dropped steadily for more than two decades despite the continuous population increase in families with pets.  Importantly, the numbers continue to drop faster in shelters that are in jurisdictions that do not have mandatory spay/neuter. 

· The majority of animals euthanized (approximately 60-70 percent in most shelters) are unowned or unwanted, stray and feral cats.  This bill will not impact this population in any way. 

· There are so few puppies and small dogs in many shelters that they “import” them from other shelters in California, other states and/or foreign countries. 

· A large percentage of the dogs counted as euthanized are DOA, old, ill, injured, or behaviorally unacceptable.  The actual numbers of these animals are unknown due to incomplete record keeping by the sheltering community. 
· If passed this law will be very unfair to the economically disadvantaged.  They are, as a community, poorly educated about pet population control, often culturally averse to neutering their pets, have the least ability to afford this surgery, have little access to low cost clinics in most communities and often do not have transportation. 
· Reducing the number of pet animals born in California will not reduce the demand for puppies and kittens.  This reduction, particularly of well bred and socialized animals, will leave the people of California vulnerable to puppy millers from California and other states, unregulated internet sales, sellers of animals smuggled across the border and unscrupulous brokers of animals imported from Eastern Europe and Latin America.  If these animals are poor representatives of their breeds, poorly socialized or unhealthy-and they usually are; many will end up in the shelter.  Isn’t it better to buy animals from people you can question face to face, premises you can inspect, and breeding stock you can see?
· This proposal interferes with citizens’ rights, fails to address the major sources of animals entering shelters, punishes the law abiding and the poor, reduces the availability of good quality pets, leaves California’s citizens vulnerable in their search for family pets, and exacerbates the ill will among the groups that need to work together to develop workable strategies to reduce the number of unwanted dogs and cats euthanized in our shelters each year.

The shelter population is far more complex than the "one size fits all" solution of AB 1634. This type of mandatory spay/neuter legislation treats all Californians as irresponsible. Even with a "spay or pay" clause, AB 1634 creates another level of bureaucracy that will find itself unenforceable and expensive.

 

More questions for viable answers require further study
 

Organizations such as Concerned Dog Owners of California
 are committed to working with communities, legislators, and individuals to develop solutions that will be effective locally as well as statewide without compromising personal rights and responsibilities.

 

In the case of AB 1634, there is only one plausible conclusion that can be drawn:  AB 1634, although noble in the attempt to reduce the unwanted animals in California shelters, is flawed in its determined provisions for a solution.  

AB 1634-- The Healthy Pets Act-- is neither healthy for California pets or Californians. 

 

Submitted by Laura Finco

State Delegate for the California Teachers Association

Science Educator-- San Ramon Valley Unified School District
� Clancy, Elizabeth A and Rowan, Andrew N.; 2003, Companion Animal Demographics in the United States, A Historical Perspective; HSUS State of Animals II


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.noab1634.com" ��www.noab1634.com� (brochure)


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.cahealthypets.com" ��www.cahealthypets.com� (see footnote on website)


� http://www.cbp.gov/xp/CustomsToday/2006/jun_jul/other/puppies.xml


� http://www.naiaonline.org/issues/John_Hamil,_DVM_letter_to_CVMA.htm


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.cdoca.org" ��www.cdoca.org�








