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1. I thank the Committee for the opportunity to make this submission. I make it in my personal 

capacity based on my experience of owning and training dogs for decades. I agree with Mr 

Parish that the government is responsible for protecting the public from dangerous animals. I 

make this submission because I believe that the government should act rationally, not 

emotionally, and should be well-informed. I am a lawyer, educated at Oxford and London 

Universities. 

 

2. Executive Summary: 

 The Dangerous Dogs Act 1991 is irrational, does not work and should be repealed 

 Education, training, registers, micro-chipping, licences, spay & neuter programmes and 

effective bans on dog owners, would be more effective in preventing dog attacks. 

 

3. In the 30 deaths caused by dog attacks between 1991 and 2016 it would be helpful to know what 

factors contributed to the dog attacking: 

- Was the dog bred for aggression?  

- Was the dog ill-treated?  

- Did the dog feel threatened? 

- Did the victim not understand warning signs (aggressive stare, stiff tail, growl, snarl)? 

 

4. Human life is undoubtedly precious but we must also keep things in perspective. The RSPCA 

says that in 24 years (1991-2015) 30 people were killed in „dog-related incidents‟
1
. In the 18 

years since 1999, the research from the Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents (RoSPA) 

shows that there have been at least 30 deaths across the UK due to looped cords - 14 of which 

have occurred since the start of 2010.
2
  Why is there not the same outcry against looped cords? 

 

5. In one single year ending in March 2016, there were 571 cases of homicide i.e. intentional killing 

of one human being by another human being.  In one single year, 2016, 1792 people died in road 

accidents often attributable to the recklessness or lack of skill of someone in a motor vehicle. 

Clearly humans are responsible for more deaths. The response to dog related deaths must be both 

measured and effective.  

 

We must do everything to eliminate dog attacks but we should not demand that dogs 

behave better than humans and then punish them for failing. 

 

6. Real culpability lies with the dog owners and not with the dogs. I agree with Mr Parish‟s 

statement on 6
th
 July 2011, during a debate in the House of Commons on dangerous dogs that, “I 

agree that it is not the dogs but the owners who are dangerous in many respects, especially 

people with status dogs who train them to be vicious. Such dogs are known to be vicious, and 

postal workers and midwives go into homes where such dogs have been trained to be vicious and 

                                                           
1
 It is unclear whether this is simply weasel wording to avoid a clear statement that the dog killed the person or 

whether there was some other element to the „incident‟ 
2 https://www.rospa.com/home-safety/advice/child-safety/accidents-to-children/#strangulation  
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are attacked. We must do something about that.”
3
  Let us therefore focus on developing a culture 

of responsible and caring dog ownership. 

 

7. How effective is the Government‟s current approach to protecting the public from dangerous dog 

attacks? 

 

The Dangerous Dogs Act 1991 is not effective in protecting the public from dangerous dog 

attacks for the following reasons: 

(i) There is no such thing as a dangerous breed; an individual dog may be dangerous 

because he has been bred for aggression, trained to be aggressive or showing „fear 

aggression‟ because he has been ill-treated.  Therefore attempting to identify and ban a 

dangerous breed is futile and irrational. I have encountered at least one ferocious 

Yorkshire terrier. I have also rehabilitated rescue dogs including the following breeds - 

Doberman, Staffordshire bull terrier mix, Border collie, and the wholly subjective „pit 

bull type.‟ In each case the dog‟s previous history, not his breed, determined his 

behaviour and in each case the dog became a loving and well-behaved companion. The 

„pit bull type‟ I rescued is particularly gentle with small creatures like puppies and 

fledglings. (He is not in the UK and therefore is not classified as a dangerous dog.) 

(ii) The legislation has resulted in the extermination of dogs who have not harmed anyone. 

This is cruel and unnecessary. All dogs should be rehabilitated whenever possible. That 

decision should not be made by the courts or dog handlers but by people who know how 

to rehabilitate dogs. This is a very special relationship. If a dog cannot be rehabilitated 

and kept in circumstances where he is not a danger then the dog should be destroyed 

humanely. A dangerous dog is also a frightened and unhappy dog. 

(iii) Section 3 is particularly irrational. Whether a dog is dangerously out of control appears 

to be a subjective decision. A frightened person will believe s/he had reasonable grounds 

for feeling threatened; the reactions of a frightened person can also result in the dog 

feeling threatened and reacting defensively.  

(iv) It is usually over-simplistic to ask whether a particular dog is dangerous. A dog may be 

dangerous in some situations, for example protecting his owner against attack, and 

perfectly safe in other situations, for example being introduced to visitors or having his 

ears and tail pulled by children. 

(v) The legislation is focused on punishment and destruction. It has every appearance of 

being passed to satisfy the demand that „something must be done‟ even if that 

„something‟ is irrational and ineffective. (Rather like the use of the death penalty in less 

enlightened times). This was realised soon after the act came into force. I attach as an 

appendix, some extracts from Hansard. 
(vi) Legislation is less effective, in preventing dog attacks, than educating people how to 

interact safely with dogs.  

(vii) One of the aims of the Dangerous Dogs Act was to eliminate the barbaric activity of 

dogfighting. It has not worked. Dogfighting is still a problem in the UK. David Simpson, 

a member of this committee, raised the issue of dogfighting in the House of Commons in 

2011.
4
  

(viii) It is completely daft to have legislation in which a Secretary of State is prescribing what 

muzzles and leads should be used. S/he should have better things to do.  

 

8. What changes, if any, should be made to the current approach and legislation? 

(i) I would like to suggest that all MPs should be brought to an understanding that dogs 

should not be made to suffer for their owner's faults. 

(ii) The Dangerous Dogs Act 1991 should be repealed – it was a panic measure and a cynical 

attempt to appear to be doing something in the face of a media scare. 

(iii) All of the legislation affecting dogs should be put into one simple code so that dog 

owners can easily see their responsibilities. Right now „dog law‟ is obscure and hard for 

                                                           
3
 https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2011-07-06/debates/11070676000001/DangerousDogs  

4
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the layperson to find and understand. (That is also contrary to the rule of law which 

requires that citizens should be able to know what the law is without undue difficulty.) 

(iv) The law should recognise dogs as having sentience. 

(v) The focus of the legislation should be on dog owners, not dogs. No person should be 

permitted to own or be in charge of a dog unless that person is fit to do so. This is not 

only to protect human life but to help people to be better dog owners.  

(vi) The legislative approach should be preventative not retributive; the aim should be to 

avoid dogs behaving in a way that gives grounds for saying that the dog is dangerous, 

rather than punishing the dog.  

(vii) The current approach should be changed to include the following 

a. Education: People, especially children, must be taught that dogs are not toys – they 

are living beings with intelligence and feelings. They may have suffered unknown 

trauma. I have seen months of rehabilitative work undone in a few seconds by some 

foolish individual who wants to be „friends‟ with a clearly distressed and frightened 

dog. People should be taught not to approach strange dogs unless the owner gives 

permission. Children in particular must be taught not to try to pat or hug a strange 

dog and to remain calm and quiet around dogs. One of the reasons that people keep 

dogs is their protective instinct. People should not enter gardens with dogs unless the 

owner confirms that it is safe. 

b. Introduce a registration system so that every dog is registered with an owner. 

c. Require all dogs to be micro-chipped.  

d. Introduce a licensing scheme by which a person may not own a dog unless s/he has 

been through and passed a course on how to take care of a dog as a responsible 

owner. It is no longer realistic to assume that everybody has a right to own a dog. 

People seem to be forgetting that a dog is not a person on 4 legs, that dog owners are 

not „parents‟ (as so nauseatingly called in the USA), and that a dog is not a substitute 

child (the dog is usually better behaved) but an intelligent companion who will give 

unconditional love. 

e. Introduce a programme of compulsory spaying and neutering for all dogs with 

exceptions for people who are breeding responsibly. 

f. Create a register of people who are banned from owning dogs, whether permanently 

or temporarily. 

g. These suggestions should result in savings in court and police resources as well as a 

reduced burden on the NHS.  

h. Registration, micro-chipping, spaying and neutering should be free. There should be 

no disincentives to obeying the law. If more money is needed for administration a 

miniscule contribution from the super-rich would be sufficient.  

i. Regulate breeders and in particular put an end to puppy mills and other 

inhumane/irresponsible practices. 

j. The Kennel Club‟s extreme standards for breed confirmation have led to health 

problems in dogs; there should be no breeding from dogs with genetic defects.  

k. Develop a more effective strategy to end dogfighting e.g. 

- A nationwide campaign to educate people and make dogfighting socially and 

morally unacceptable People who breed dogs for fighting should be imprisoned. The 

business should be shut down, liquidated and the net proceeds used to rehabilitate 

fighting dogs; 

- People who have dogs for fighting should be imprisoned and fined.  

 

9. How can local authorities and police forces be best supported in reducing the number of 

dangerous dog-related incidents? 

 

The British police have some of the best trained and most intelligent dogs in the world. If they 

could take some of those dogs to schools and show children some of what the dogs are able to 

do, it would have an incredibly positive impact. Perhaps they already do this; it would be good if 

they could do it more. Dangerous dog-related incidents will end when people love and 

understand dogs and treat them appropriately.  
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10. What lessons could the UK learn from other countries dealing with similar issues? 

The Netherlands allows dogs in most places in public; there are restrictions on a person owning a 

dog if the person has a criminal record 

Austria has banned the sale of puppies in pet stores 

The United States is an excellent example of how not to deal with dangerous dogs and how 

ineffectual law enforcement is on protecting dogs and eliminating dog fighting.  

 

Appendix: Extracts from Hansard 

Lord Houghton of Sowerby at this point (HL Deb 20 January 1993 vol 541 cc933-56) (My emphasis)  

“The Dangerous Dogs Act 1991 is in my experience the most outrageous law ever passed in Parliament. 

It is probably worse in some respects even than the suppressive tendencies of war-time legislation and 

the defence of the realm Act (regardless of national security).  

§ It has now been in operation for about a year. I have to raise a question regarding the working of the 

Act so far. My conclusion on the working of the Act is that it is working within the structure of law and 

an ethos of administration which has all the characteristics of a police state. Indeed, we have planted 

inside our tolerant and democratic community an isolation of neo-fascist conditions which would have 

fitted comfortably in the works of any authoritarian state but which is alien to our own traditions and 

thoughts regarding the way to run a country.  

§ There is growing anxiety about the Act. Many people, quite apart from those grievously affected by 934 

it, are beginning to complain. I suppose the difficulty is that the British people, by culture and 

experience, tend to look to the law for justice. But there is no justice in the Dangerous Dogs Act. It was 

not introduced to provide justice. It was introduced to suppress. It was the next best thing to the 

wholesale execution of dogs known as pit bull terriers. That was the sequel to the brainstorm which the 

then Home Secretary went through when he proclaimed that mass slaughter was a remedy for the 

danger of pit bull terriers to public well-being. It took a few sober-minded bodies to tell him that it was 

not on. The Act was what followed the reversal of his outlook.  

§ The Act came as near as possible to being a programme of extinction of a whole breed or identification 

in the canine world known as the pit bull terrier. Everything in the Act is designed to make it difficult for 

those dogs to survive or to make their care tolerable to those who desire to keep them under the Act's 

harsh conditions.  

§ I am not being extreme in my language when I say that those are the conditions of a police state. We 

have them all. We have the informer. Plenty of information has been given. Some officials of estimable 

societies have given information away. Police raids take place and the police turn up in riot gear with all 

the equipment to subjugate a lion, and possessing warrants to enter and forcibly remove dogs. The dog is 

taken away and one is told that one will hear from the police or the court later. One can wait 14 months 

and still not hear a word. During all that time one is denied access to one's dog; one is not even told 

where it is. The anxiety of waiting day by day, week by week for a summons from the court to enable one 

to appear to defend the life of the dog is a misery beyond belief.  

§ I cannot contain my emotions when I read the innumerable letters that I receive from all over the 

country every day. Some were handed in only this afternoon. All that is not because of what the dogs 

have done, but because of what they are. It is a form of ethnic cleansing. It is the breed that is important. 

What matters is what they are or what we think they may do; it is not what they do.  

§ I want to sweep away the Act and start on something more sensible. A year ago we were told that there 

was an emergency. Will the emergency last indefinitely?  

.......... This is the unhappiest Act of Parliament that we have had for very many years. The Government 

should have the courage to realise that the Bill passed through all its stages in the House of Commons 

in four hours flat. This was not a considered Act of Parliament; it was an emergency measure created by 

the situations I have described. All emergency legislation is likely to be flawed. Nearly all legislation 

overkills the problem it has to deal with, and the time for reflection and flexibility has surely come.  

https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/acts/dangerous-dogs-act-1991
https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/lords/1993/jan/20/dangerous-dogs-act-1991#S5LV0541P0_19930120_HOL_162
https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/lords/1993/jan/20/dangerous-dogs-act-1991#S5LV0541P0_19930120_HOL_163
https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/lords/1993/jan/20/dangerous-dogs-act-1991#column_934
https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/acts/dangerous-dogs-act
https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/lords/1993/jan/20/dangerous-dogs-act-1991#S5LV0541P0_19930120_HOL_164
https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/lords/1993/jan/20/dangerous-dogs-act-1991#S5LV0541P0_19930120_HOL_165
https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/lords/1993/jan/20/dangerous-dogs-act-1991#S5LV0541P0_19930120_HOL_166
https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/lords/1993/jan/20/dangerous-dogs-act-1991#S5LV0541P0_19930120_HOL_167

