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26 June 2009

Gail Golab, PhD, D.V.M.

Division Director, Animal Welfare Division

American Veterinary Medical Association

1931 N. Meacham Road, Suite 100

Schaumburg, IL  60173-4360

RE:
ECSCA Opposition to AVMA’s Revised Ear Cropping and Tail Docking Policy

Dear Dr. Golab:

On behalf of our 750 members, the Board of Directors of the English Cocker Spaniel Club of America (ECSCA) wishes to register its disagreement with the position of the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) regarding its revised policy, specifically as it related to the docking of tails.  
The position taken by the AVMA, expressed in its amended policy adopted in November 2008, states “The AVMA opposes ear cropping and tail docking of dogs when done solely for cosmetic purposes.  The AVMA encourages the elimination of ear cropping and tail docking from breed standards.”  

We concur with the American Kennel Club that ear cropping and tail docking, as prescribed in certain breed standards, is an acceptable practice integral to defining and preserving breed character, enhancing good health, and preventing injuries - and not merely for cosmetic purposes.
The ECSCA, anticipating its 75th anniversary in 2011, finds the term “cosmetic” completely incongruous with our breed standard, which defines the Tail in one word – docked.  The function of the English Cocker Spaniel is to hunt in thick dense cover and upland terrain, in which a long, fast moving tail would be subjected to serious undergrowth and bramble damage and, consequently, injury and breakage.  As a result of this mode of hunting for which the English Cocker Spaniel was created and is defined, the characteristic incessantly merry and constantly wagging tail must be docked.  For the AVMA to define all tail docking as “cosmetic” and to seek justification from our Club based on this parameter is inappropriate and dismissive of the very character of our breed.
In contrast, we are stymied by the absence of any discussion by the AVMA as it relates to scientific research on this subject while requiring such data-based evidence supporting our standard and any request for a revision to the AVMA policy.  It is our understanding that any policy changes generated by the AVMA would be the combination of professional opinion, 
practical experience and scientific research.  We are seriously troubled at the appearance of a political agenda rather than clear documented evidence supporting the claim that tail docking procedures are harmful and cruel.
What we know to be fact is this:  Tails are docked on breeds that are active in the field when those puppies are generally less than 5 days old.  The tails bones and nervous system are not yet fully formed and pain, if there is any, is momentary.  The tail on an English Cocker, protected by muscle only on the first third portion, is docked where the taper begins.  Beyond the taper and due to the inadequate padding of musculature on the bone, the tail is susceptible to injury with its incessant wagging.  The docking procedure is intended to prevent painful injury and bloodied tails when the dogs perform the functions for which they were bred. Any inference that these procedures are unnecessary is a severe mischaracterization that connotes a lack of respect and knowledge of the history and function of the English Cocker Spaniel.

Dr. R. Fritsch, Director of the Clinic of Veterinary Surgeons, Justus Lieberg University in Germany, presents a well reasoned argument regarding the difference in development in humans, puppies, and other animals, in response to the German Kennel Club, which posed the following pertinent questions:

· Will the removal of the tail and dew claws without anesthetic on a four day old puppy cause considerable pain?

· Is it necessary from the veterinary point of view to shorten the tail or amputate the dew claws of certain breeds of dogs?

Dr. Fritsch concluded that the docking procedure and removal of dew claws in puppies less than 4 days old without anesthetic is not connected with any serious pain that it cannot be allowed from the point of view of the protection of animals.  The removal of dew claws is necessary in order to avoid later damage.  The docking of tails in breeds which have long, thin, weak and sparsely coated tails is recommended in order to avoid later damage and related problems.  At the same time, tails should be docked in breeds that are used in such a way that there is a risk of injury to a tail (e.g., hunting dogs.).  It is beneficial to avoid painful injuries and therefore in the interest of the prevention of cruelty to animals.  Dr. Fritsch’s full report can be viewed at www.cedb.org/vets/fritsch.htm.
There is supporting data from statistics gathered in Sweden – since docking was banned in Sweden in 1989, there has been a significant increase in tail injuries among previously docked breeds.  In evaluating the 50 undocked German Shorthair Pointer litters registered in 1989 with the Swedish Kennel Club, tail injuries were recorded for 38% of the dogs before 18 months old.  In 1991, statistics reflected that the percentage of injury had increased to 51% of the same group.

Additional statistics have recently come in from Australia highlighting their latest tail injuries, which are included below.  Of critical note is the report of a documented marked increase in the incidence of pathophysiological hip joint development in Rottweilers in Germany since the docking ban was initiated in that country due to marked changes in the biomechanics of movement when weights are added to various points on a dog’s body (i.e., undocked tail).

Tail Injuries % from Australia

	Breed
	# of pups

registered
	# of tail

injuries
	Percentage

   injured

	German Shorthair Pointers
	289
	64
	22.1%

	Giant Schnauzer
	  69
	14
	20.3%

	Vizsla
	100
	19
	19.0%

	Weimaraner
	339
	61
	18.0%

	Boxer
	1155
	185
	16.0%

	Cocker Spaniel
	1069
	75
	7.0%


Historically

Docked

Compare the above chart with the following data collected on breeds with historically undocked tails:
	Breed
	# of pups

registered
	# of tail injuries
	Percentage        injured

	Afghan Hound
	92
	3
	3.3%

	Staffordshire Terrier
	2710
	80
	2.9%

	Saluki
	71
	1
	1.4%

	Dalmatian
	97
	1
	1.0%

	Pointer
	122
	1
	0.8%

	Whippet
	623
	1
	0.2%

	Basset Hound
	501
	0
	0.0%

	Rhodesian Ridgeback
	1124
	0
	0.0%


The potential for tail damage on historically docked dogs would include cases both in the home as well as in the field, a distinction being made because of the argument that only working dogs within breeds can justify tails being docked.  Any other tail docking is considered “cosmetic,” a reference used by those opposed to docking in an attempt to differentiate working breeds, where the need to dock is obvious, and the rest where reasons are less evident to the general public.  The English Cocker Spaniel’s tail, if undocked, would be in constant danger of damage by being hit against hard objects such as walls, fences, tables, chair legs, radiators, and being trapped in doors.  These injuries usually result in sores at the tip of the tail, which fail to heal well because of the limited blood circulation in that part of the tail.  Chewing and licking can exacerbate the situation and skin and tissue will die, creating the need for single or multiple amputations of the tail.
We respectfully request that if the AVMA has knowledge of any controlled U.S. studies comparing the differences between docked and undocked dogs, that the AVMA make full disclosure of this critical information.  Furthermore, because to date the AVMA has provided no compelling evidence to the contrary, we therefore submit that there does not exist any data-based, empirical evidence “proving” that tail docks cause pain, increase risk of infection, prevent or inhibit communication or locomotion, or are in any other way, detrimental to dogs.
We have great reason for concern that the “opinion” expressed by the AVMA in its revised policy mirrors the opinion of anti-docking, animal rights activists, namely People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA), Humane Society of the United States (HSUS), Association of Veterinarians for Animal Rights (AVAR), and In Defense of Animals.   
Further, in revising its policy, the AVMA also sets the stage for government interference in the private practice of veterinary medicine.  The resulting spate of legislation based on AVMA policy, which will in turn criminalize the procedures, will no doubt have a chilling effect on the performance of tail docking, which is, apparently, the very intent of the AVMA policy.  The direct result will be that veterinarians will find themselves constrained in their practice by what any state legislature deems to be a practice that constitutes “abuse, torture or animal cruelty.”  
If such government interference is permitted, which veterinary procedures will next be subject to outlaw, ban or restriction?  Will the practice of veterinary medicine then be subject to the whims of uninformed local or state legislators, all based on questionable, unscientifically supported AVMA policy?  With application of the slippery-slope argument, this action can only lead to incalculable harm to animals, pet owners and to the veterinarians themselves.  In the UK and other countries where anti-docking measures have been passed, severe penalties have been incorporated into legislation directed at the veterinary professionals who perform these procedures.  Veterinarians in these countries have even been charged by their own professional associations with professional misconduct, the imposition of fines, loss of their professional license and subjected to the threat of criminal prosecution.
The ECSCA, as the Parent Club for our breed, is charged with safeguarding the English Cocker Spaniel and its future by encouraging and promoting quality in our breeding program and to do all in its power to protect and advance the interests of the breed.  It is critical that we maintain high standards of welfare and care for our dogs and, in doing so, cannot permit the AVMA, particularly without the justification of empirical data, to unilaterally change our breed standard by eliminating the docking of tails.   
We rely on our veterinarians to ensure that the standards of science-based research are maintained in the development and implementation of animal welfare standards and it is in conjunction with our veterinarians that we as owners make decisions affecting the health and welfare of our breed.  We rely on the AVMA to ensure that all surgical procedures performed by licensed veterinarians are done so with proper protocol and following proper postoperative care procedures.
If, in fact, AVMA policies are to be redirected to support and advance the animal rights agenda, then the confidence, trust and esteem which has been placed in the AVMA by our Club would be seriously undermined.  Should the AVMA continue to follow the lead of animal rights activists 
in the UK, Australia, New Zealand, and the EU in seeking a globalization strategy, the very future of our breeding program is in jeopardy.  Following the successful passage of anti-cropping, anti-docking legislation and policy in these countries, animal rights campaigners have now moved on to attacking breeding practices as cruel and inhumane.  If the AVMA follows this due course, the future ownership of pets, and indeed all animals, is at stake.  

Tail docking remains a longstanding, safe, accepted practice for more than 50 breeds of dogs recognized by the American Kennel Club.   We maintain and remind the AVMA that it is a perfectly humane procedure and one which prevents far more distress than it causes.  It is, like neutering, a practical animal management technique which should remain available to dog breeders and owners in consultation with their veterinarians.

The Board of Directors of the English Cocker Spaniel Club of America respectfully requests that the AVMA and the Animal Welfare Division reverse its current policy on tail docking.  We believe that it is critical that every effort be made to preserve our right to own docked dogs and for every Parent Club to have the right to own and determine the content of its breed standard.  
Respectfully submitted,

Terri Burrows





Barbara A. Penny

President 





AKC Delegate/ECSCA
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