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CONTROL OF DOGS (SCOTLAND) ACT 2010 CALL FOR EVIDENCE 

SUBMISSION FROM: PDSA

Written evidence submitted by PDSA 

Introduction 

Founded in 1917 by animal welfare pioneer, Maria Dickin CBE, PDSA is the UK’s leading 

veterinary charity. Through a UK-wide network including 48 Pet Hospitals, every year PDSA 

provides free and reduced cost veterinary care to 470,000 pets of people in need, as well 

as promoting responsible pet ownership. Through our mission to treat illness, prevent 

diseases and educate owners, we work tirelessly towards our vision of a lifetime of 

wellbeing for every pet.  

Following the introduction of the Animal Welfare Acts 2006 (2011 in Northern Ireland) 

PDSA (in collaboration with leading research agency YouGov) launched the annual PDSA 

Animal Wellbeing (PAW) Report in 2011 to meet the need for an overarching means of 

assessing, monitoring and therefore improving the wellbeing of the UK’s pet dogs, cats and 

rabbits. The Report uses nationally representative samples for the entire UK pet-owning 

population for these three species, and also surveys the views of veterinary professionals. 

Now in its eighth year, the PAW Report is widely respected and utilised throughout the 

animal welfare and veterinary sectors. Throughout this response we have used the most 

recent data from these reports. Where we have included data from previous PAW Reports, 

e.g. from 2012 or 2014, this is the most recent data on those topics.

In 2016 our PAW Report (PDSA 2016) found that 78% of owners and 84% of veterinary 

professionals agreed that the Government should review dangerous dog legislation. We 

thank the Scottish Government’s Public Audit and Post-legislative Scrutiny Committee for 

the opportunity to submit evidence for this important review of the Control of Dogs 

(Scotland) Act 2010. We feel that this is a significant, positive step forward building on other 

recent advances such as mandatory microchipping of dogs and changes to the Animal 

Welfare (Licensing of Activities Involving Animals) Regulations. We will be responding in 

line with our areas of expertise. 

We are more than happy to supply further information if any is required. 

PUBLIC AUDIT AND POST-LEGISLATIVE SCRUTINY COMMITTEE
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1. The effectiveness of the Act in reducing the number of out of control dogs / dog 

attacks in Scotland 

It is extremely commendable that this legislation rightly focuses on ‘deed not breed’ i.e. 

aims to reduce aggressive behaviour across all dog breeds, rather than unhelpfully 

target certain dog breeds. We acknowledge that any dog can become aggressive or ‘out 

of control’ and hence this approach is the correct one. This is supported by the views of 

professionals. The PAW Report 2014 (PDSA, 2014) showed that 93% of veterinary 

professionals said that determining whether a dog is dangerous should be based on 

‘Deed not Breed’. Findings from Battersea’s report on Dog Bites (Battersea Dogs and 

Cats Home, 2016) showed that 74% of professional canine behaviourists and trainers 

said that breed was either not important at all or only slightly important in determining 

dog aggression levels. 

However, it appears that there is still some way to go before a reduction in the number 

of dog bites and strikes and ‘out of control’ dogs is seen. The PAW Report 2018 (PDSA, 

2018) showed that 55% of Scottish pet owners said that they knew someone who had 

been attacked or bitten by a dog. This is slightly higher than when we first asked this 

question to pet owners in the 2012 PAW Report (PDSA, 2012) when the figure was 

50%.  

In the 2018 PAW Report, Scottish owners also stated which behaviours their dogs 

showed that they would like to change:  

 6% said aggression towards other people (equating to approximately 48,000 

dogs in Scotland) 

 4% said growling or snarling (approximately 32,000 dogs in Scotland)  

 3% said aggression towards other pets (approximately 24,000 dogs in Scotland).  

In our 2016 PAW Report, we also collected the views of veterinary professionals 

regarding dog aggression:  

 43% of veterinary professionals in Scotland said that they had seen an increase 

in dog euthanasia due to aggression towards people in the last two years (PAW 

2016). 54% felt that the level had stayed the same. Only 3% felt that it had 

decreased. 

 51% of vet professionals in Scotland reported that they had seen an increase in 

pets who have been bitten by a dog over the last two years. 44% felt that the 

level had stayed the same. Only 4% felt that it had decreased.  

A Freedom of Information disclosure published on the NHS National Services Scotland 

website (Reference: 2016-000315) in 2016 revealed figures from the Information 

Services Division (ISD) Scotland showing an increase in hospital admissions due to 

dog bite incidents since the Act came into force in 2011. There were 119 hospital 
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admissions due to dog bite incidents recorded in 2010, which rose to 155 in 2015. The 

number of attendances to Accident and Emergency for dog bite incidents increased 

from 66 in 2010 to 905 in the first half of 2016, alone (NHS National Services Scotland, 

2016), although due to inconsistent recordings of codes for dog bite incidents these 

figures must be treated with some caution. 

Between February 2011 and February 2014, out of 5,939 investigations carried out 

regarding ‘out of control dogs’, only 483 of these resulted in the issuing of Dog Control 

Notices (Scottish Parliament Question S4W-22841, MacAskill, 2014). Numbers of 

notices issued in Scotland steadily rose from 92 in 2011/2012 to 290 in 2015/2016 

(Scottish Parliament Question, S5W-16874, Ewing, 2018). 

With reports of dog bite incidents and dog aggression continuing it seems that more 

needs to be done to combat this issue. 

 

2. How well you think local authorities are carrying out their duties under the Act 

As discussed by the Scottish Parliament in May 2018 (Scottish Parliament debate, 

2018), it appears that the lack of local Authority resources severely restricts the impact 

that this legislation can have and there are inconsistencies between local authorities in 

how the legislation is implemented. 

 

3. What challenges you feel local authorities face in carrying out their duties under 

the Act 

As highlighted by research conducted by the animal welfare charity, OneKind (OneKind, 

2013), challenges faced by the local authorities include the cost of enforcement, some 

authorised officers being underqualified with regards to knowledge of dog behaviour, 

and the reluctance of local dog training organisations to take on the dogs in order to fulfil 

the condition of training under the notice.  

The Act states that ‘each local authority must appoint at least one’ authorised officer. As 

brought to light by Alex Neil MSP during a Parliament debate in May 2018 (Scottish 

Government debate, 2018), Glasgow City Council, which is made up of a population of 

almost 600,000 people, only had one authorised officer, clearly showing a stretch of 

resources. Another issue highlighted during that debate was the lack of public 

knowledge of the Act and therefore their awareness of the need to report incidents.  

 

4. Are any weaknesses in the Act or any specific changes you would like to see 

It is extremely commendable that this Act has strived to deal with ‘deed not breed’ but 

we feel that the there are two main areas where improvements can be made: 
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A. How the existing legislation is implemented and enforced 

B. Wider consideration of the factors leading to dog aggression 

 

A. Existing legislation 

With regard to improvements to the existing regulation, we would particularly like to 

see: 

 Appropriate training of authorised officers in dog behaviour and handling. 

 Increase in the number of authorised officers per local authority to ensure that 

adequate enforcement of the regulations is possible. This could potentially be 

achieved by setting a ratio per population count in each region. 

 Standardisation of the education of owners that must be undertaken once a 

notice is issued, to include developing their understanding of dog behaviour, the 

causes of aggression and how to prevent it, and how to provide for their dog’s 5 

Welfare Needs (as laid out in the Animal Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act 2006. 

PDSA is working with Merseyside Police in England currently to pilot using our 

‘Canine Communication’ Workshops for dog owners who have received control 

notices. This is something that could potentially be extended to other areas.  

 Extension of current measures to make dog bite incidents on any owned animal 

or any other dog an offence, not just those incidents involving humans and 

assistance dogs.  

 Improved reporting of dog bite and strike incidents to enable the impact of 

legislative changes to be assessed.  

 

B. Wider considerations 

The focus of the current legislation is on dealing with dog control issues after they have 

occurred. We feel that it is extremely important to put in place additional measures to 

prevent issues from occurring. This is a complicated and multi-faceted area requiring 

consideration of multiple topics.  

Research has shown that there are many benefits of owning a dog and recent work on 

the economics of pet ownership has estimated that pet ownership in the UK may 

reduce use of the NHS to a value of £2.45 billion per year, whilst the cost of NHS 

treatment for bites and strikes from dogs is estimated at £3 million per year (Hall et al 

2017). To realise the public health benefits of dog ownership, given the increase in 

hospital admissions discussed above, clearly changes need to be made to ensure 
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adequate protection of the general public as well as improving the wellbeing of the dogs 

who share our homes.  

As any dog has the potential to behave aggressively, it is essential that there is a 

thorough understanding of the causes of aggression and that these are taken into 

consideration when exploring potential changes to regulations. For example, a puppy’s 

experiences during the first few weeks and months of life can shape how they behave 

as adults (referred to as the ‘socialisation period’). Inadequate socialisation when young 

can lead to fearful and potentially aggressive behaviour in later life. The knowledge and 

experience of suitably qualified and regulated canine behaviourists (i.e. those who are 

members of ABTC, APBC or CCAB) should be utilised when drafting changes to this 

legislation.   

We strongly believe that much more emphasis should be placed on education and 

prevention of dog behaviour issues through interventions directed at the general public, 

pet owners and breeders, including in the following areas: 

 Building knowledge of dog behaviour - Much more focus is needed on 

increasing dog owners’ and the general public’s knowledge of dog behaviour, to 

ensure that they understand when a dog is likely to be aggressive. If they 

understand dog body language and factors leading to a bite, they can take 

appropriate action to ensure that a dog bite or strike is avoided. 

 Responsible breeding of puppies – The registration and/or licensing of all 

breeders, including those with a one-off litter, and creation of regulations to 

ensure that all breeders to provide all puppies with adequate socialisation and 

preparation for life in normal home. Regulation of online sales is also required to 

assist with this, as well as promotion of the Puppy Contract (The Puppy Contract 

website), which helps prospective owners make an informed choice when 

selecting a breeder and then a puppy. 

 Responsible purchasing of puppies – The PAW Report 2018 showed that 19% 

of dog owners in Scotland did no research at all before taking on their dog. This 

means that dog owners are not necessarily choosing a pet that is suitable for 

their lifestyle, may purchase from a disreputable source where a puppy has not 

had an adequate start in life, and may not be able to provide for their pet’s 5 

Welfare Needs (as required by the UK Animal Welfare Acts, including the Animal 

Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act). Education of owners is required on how to 

choose an appropriate pet, how to purchase responsibly, and to give an 

understanding of the costs of ownership. PDSA has created and promotes the 

use of the Which Pet? consultation framework (PDSA website) by veterinary 

practices to help their staff have pre-purchase discussions with owners who are 

deciding which pet would be suitable for their lifestyle to support them in making 

the right decision.  
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 Providing for a dog’s 5 Welfare Needs – Our findings from the PAW Report 

show that a significant number of owners are not providing adequately for their 

dogs’ 5 Welfare Needs and consequently behavioural issues, including 

aggression, may result. For example, the PAW Report 2018 showed that almost 

24% of dogs in Scotland (approximately 190,000 dogs) are left alone for five or 

more hours on a typical weekday and 14% (approximately 110,000 dogs) have 

received no training at all. The report also showed that 11% of Scottish dog 

owners walk their dog less than once a day, equating to approximately 88,000 

dogs who are not getting the exercise that they need. Education of owners is 

required to ensure that dogs remain happy and healthy and do not develop 

behavioural issues that can lead to aggression. PDSA has created and promotes 

the use of PetWise MOT consultations by veterinary practices (PDSA website). 

This tool allows veterinary teams to have a dedicated consultation with a client to 

assess their pet’s wellbeing against the 5 Welfare Needs and to work with owners 

to make improvements.  

 Appropriate behavioural advice – Currently there is no regulation of animal 

behaviourists and trainers. Some may be providing inadequate or even 

dangerous advice which can lead to a dog becoming aggressive.  Consideration 

should be given to ways in which the standards for dog behaviourists and trainers 

can be guaranteed to ensure that owners who seek help receive appropriate, 

evidence-based advice (e.g. positive reinforcement techniques) that will help 

them to prevent their dogs from becoming dangerously aggressive. We support 

the work of the Animal Behaviour and Training Council (ABTC) who are currently 

trying to make improvements in this area by working to get behavioural services 

recognised as a regulated activity through the Royal College of Veterinary 

Surgeons (RCVS) via regulation of para-professionals.   

 

5. Any other issues relating to the Act you wish to bring to the attention of the 

Committee 

With microchipping now a legal requirement for all dogs as a result of the Microchipping 

of Dogs (Scotland) Regulations 2016, the clauses in Section 2 (Content of dog control 

notice) of the Control of Dogs (Scotland) Act 2010 on this topic should be reviewed and 

updated appropriately.  

It is worth noting that, although theoretically all dogs should now be microchipped, our 

PAW Report 2018 found that 11% of dog owners in Scotland have not had their dog 

microchipped (PDSA 2018) and many more microchips will not be kept up-to-date with 

the correct owner contact information. 
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