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February 27, 2009

The Honorable Dow Constantine

Chair, King County Council

Room 1200

C O U R T H O U S E

Dear Councilmember Constantine:
Enclosed is a study on the feasibility of implementing a ban on dog chaining, tethering, and small space confinement as requested by Motion 12871.  The enclosure includes the body of the feasibility study, as well as appendices that include significant input from the public. A motion accepting the study is also enclosed.
Based on the information gathered through this study, we have concluded that legislative action regarding the continuous tethering of dogs is warranted.  We have concluded that continuous dog tethering is not in the best interests of the animals in our community or public safety.  However, we have not concluded that all tethering is bad, or that tethering is inherently harmful to dogs.

Dog tethering is present in King County, but we have not found it to be widespread, although in some areas, especially low-income areas, it is more prevalent. 

We believe it is feasible to restrict dog tethering methods and times, but allow for tethering in some situations, including when the owner is present, and when a proper pulley system is used.  We are recommending time limitations on dog tethering that are related to specific time periods of the day, such as 9 p.m. to 5 a.m., and not duration.  We also recommend including a correctional grace period which allows violators 30 days to get into compliance before penalties are levied. 

We have concluded that the least feasible option is to enact a complete ban on dog tethering and small space confinement, due to several factors, including the lack of conclusive studies on the effects of dog tethering, and the socio-economic factors in King County.  We believe an outright dog tethering ban could be in conflict with the county’s Equity and Social Justice Initiative. 

While we have concluded that enacting restrictions on dog tethering is feasible, it will have an impact on animal control call volumes, which will increase.  Animal Care and Control is currently not resourced to respond to all low priority calls in a timely manner, and adding another call type will exacerbate this situation. 

More than 100 local jurisdictions and a handful of states, including California, have adopted legislation banning or restricting dog tethering and, in many cases, small space confinement.  These jurisdictions include big and small cities and counties in all geographic areas of the United States. 

Legislation restricting dog tethering appeared in many jurisdictions due to the widespread use of dog tethering in those places.  The environmental conditions that tethered dogs were exposed to, such as extreme heat and extreme cold, were also an important factor.  Socio-economic factors play a role in the extent of dog tethering in a community, as dog owners with less income are less able to construct fences or kennels to confine their dogs. 

Generally, legislation restricting dog tethering takes three forms: 1) outright ban on dog tethering; 2) restrictions on the methods of dog tethering; and 3) time limitations on dog tethering, in either duration or time-of-day.  Jurisdictions around the country have implemented all three versions of dog tethering restrictions, and sometimes combine elements from at least two. 

The experiences of jurisdictions with dog tethering restrictions vary.  In some jurisdictions, call volumes for dog tethering enforcement is very high, as many as 30 calls per week.  In other jurisdictions, there is not much call activity at all, as few as one or two calls per month.  All jurisdictions reported that public education is the key to successful implementation of dog tethering restrictions. 

Supporters of anti-tethering legislation include the Humane Society of the United States, the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, and the United States Department of Agriculture.  Opponents of dog tethering bans include the American Kennel Club, and sportsmen’s organizations such as U.S. Sportsmen’s Alliance. 

There appears to be a lack of definitive studies on the effects of tethering on the welfare of dogs.  We could find only a few studies, and none can be considered definitive.  The studies that we were able to find conclude that tethering did not have adverse impacts on the dogs studied.  This is in opposition to overwhelming opinion among dog behavior experts, including veterinarians, dog trainers, and animal control officers, that dog tethering does harm dogs. 

The council motion to study the feasibility of a ban on dog tethering and small space confinement was very timely as King County is focusing on making improvements to the way animals are cared for in our community.  Restrictions on dog tethering or outright bans are not new concepts in the animal welfare industry -- they have been adopted and implemented throughout the country for many years.  Whether or not the council chooses to enact restrictions on dog tethering, the time has come to give the issue a thorough review and make an informed decision. 

Should you have any questions, please contact Carolyn Ableman, Director, Records and Licensing Services Division, at 206-296-1559.

Sincerely,

Ron Sims

King County Executive
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