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Level 3, 8 Kent Terrace, PO Box 7451 Wellington, New Zealand Tel: +64 4 803 3020  Fax: +64 4 385 
8873  Email:info@plasticsurgery.org.nz: www.plasticsurgery.org.nz 

25 July 2016 

Hon Louise Upston 
Associate Minister of Local Government 
Private Bag 18 888  
Parliament Buildings  
Wellington 6160  

Dear Minister Upston 

The Association welcomes the recently announced review of dog control laws and 
appreciated the opportunity to meet with you to discuss practical ways to reduce New 
Zealand’s high rate of dog bite injuries and associated trauma.  It is generally our 
members who treat the severest dog attack injuries in public hospitals and they are 
very keen to support activities to reduce harm, particularly to children who are most 
at risk of severe injury.  I hope the summary of information provided by the 
Association will be helpful for the Review. 

The Association believes a range of strategies is required to help reduce the number 
of dog bite injuries - including: 
• better education for parents, care givers and dog owners about caring for children

around dogs 
• wider roll out of harm reduction and injury prevention initiatives aimed at

children/families such as the Dogsmart programme and the Dog Box resource kit 
into schools, early childhood services, through Plunket etc – with priority given to 
at risk groups (children up to nine are at higher risk) 

• a review of dog licensing legislation and penalties, with more penalty
enforcement, particularly around penalties for owners of dogs that cause injury 

• investigation into the practicality of banning certain acknowledged dangerous dog
breeds and identification of at-risk dogs and at-risk owners 

• consideration of the wider child protection issues
• ensuring agencies work together to bring about change – particularly Central and

Local Government.  This should include sharing of information between councils
and CYFS/police when children are at risk.

The Association will publicise the Review to our members and encourage them to 
make individual submissions.  Please do not hesitate to contact us if we can provide 
further assistance. 

Yours sincerely 

John Kenealy FRCS FRACS (PLAS) 
President of the New Zealand Association of Plastic Surgeons 
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Introduction 

The following submission is made on behalf of The Royal New Zealand Society for the 

Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (The SPCA).  

The SPCA is the preeminent animal welfare and advocacy organisation in New 

Zealand. We have been in existence for over 140 years with a supporter base 

representing many tens of thousands of New Zealanders across the nation.  

The organisation includes 45 Animal Welfare Centres across New Zealand and the 

National Inspectorate whose inspectors enforce the Animal Welfare Act 1999.  

Please note that we refer to 'dog bite incidents' rather than 'attacks' as the government 

does in the survey. This is because the term 'dog attack' is a provocative term which 

implies that the dog is purposely and maliciously attacking a person when in reality 

many dogs bite only when severely provoked by inappropriate human behaviour. 

Therefore, we believe that 'dog bite incident' is a more accurate and fair term to use 

than ‘dog attack’. 

Position Statement 

SPCA NZ strongly believes that there is no ‘single biggest contributing factor’ to 

dog bite incidents. ALL dogs have the potential to bite and Breed Specific Legislation 

(BSL) is not effective in reducing dog bites.  

SPCA NZ believes that the most important ways to reduce dog bite incidents include: 

 Encouraging and facilitating responsible dog ownership (including properly 

containing, identifying, registering, desexing, and providing appropriate and 

adequate socialisation and training of dogs). 

 

 Educating dog owners and non-dog owners of all ages about dog behaviour, 

and how to properly read dogs’ body language, approach and react to dogs. 

Education of children about how to safely interact with dogs and prevent bite 
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incidents is particularly important since the majority of dog bite victims are 

children under 15 years of age. 

 
 Avoiding/repealing Breed Specific Legislation (BSL). BSL has not been shown 

to reduce public risk and is likely to create even more risk of harm from dogs, 

due to the incorrect belief that dogs other than those that have been banned 

are ‘safe’. 

 
 Undertaking more research to better understand why dogs bite (and 

consequently how bites can be better avoided) and disseminating the results 

effectively to all stakeholders.  

 

Submission 

SPCA NZ welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on reducing dog bite 

incidents; our submission will address each section and question from the 

Government’s survey. 

 

1 Section 2: Why do you think dogs attack? 

1.1 Question 1 

The first question in section 2 asks ‘What do you think is the biggest contributing factor 

to a dog attack?’ and then gives the following options to choose from:  

 Dog breed 

 Dog size 

 Dog owner 

 Council animal control 

 Dog control law 

 Education about dog behaviour 
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 Police enforcement of dog control law

 Parents not keeping children safe

Based on the available evidence SPCA NZ strongly believes that there is no ‘single 

biggest contributing factor’ to dog bite incidents. ALL dogs have the potential to

bite. Many studies have shown that the tendency of a dog to bite is multifactorial and

associated with at least five interacting factors: the individual dog’s genetic makeup; 

socialisation; training experiences (especially during sensitive periods of

development); physical and psychological health; and the context of the incident

including the behaviour of the victim and dog handler (Matos et al , 2015; Overall,

2013; Overall & Love, 2001; Shuler et al., 2008).  The degree to which any one factor

influences the behaviour of a dog varies according to the unique characteristics

associated with each incident.

However, for this question it is necessary to choose one answer and we choose ‘dog 

owner’. From all the options provided we think that this is the biggest contributing factor

to dog bite incidents (although each dog bite situation will always be more complex

and have more than just one contributing factor).

Owners should identify and manage situations that have the potential to pose a bite

risk, which is part of being a responsible pet owner. This includes having their dogs

desexed, properly socialising and training dogs using only positive training methods,

supervising interactions between children and dogs, not routinely chaining dogs (as

chained dogs are more likely to bite than unchained dogs (Gershman et al.,1994)) and

early identification and treatment of injury or illness (as dogs that are in pain are more

likely to bite; Overall & Love, 2001).

Despite dog bite incidents being multifactorial, ultimately it is a dog owner’s 

responsibility to safely control their dog. The evidence shows that the behaviour of dog

owners often contributes to dog bite incidents because dogs who are not properly

socialised, trained or contained are frequently involved in these incidents (Gershman

et al., 1994; Overall & Love, 2001; Shuler et al., 2008) and some dog owners have a

preference for dogs that are perceived to be aggressive (Wells & Hepper, 2012).  It is
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of equal importance that dog owners and non-dog owners are educated about dog

behaviour and body language, and appropriate ways to interact with dogs to prevent

bite incidents (Lakestani et al., 2014; Reisner & Shofer, 2008; Spiegel, 2000; Wan et

al., 2012).

Previous analyses of bite statistics by breed type are likely inaccurate, due to inherent

problems associated with reliance on visual identification of the dog breed. Multiple

studies have now shown that accurate and reliable visual identification of the

predominant breed in mixed breed dogs is not possible (Hoffman et al , 2014; Olson

et al., 2015; Voith et al., 2009).

The reasons we did not choose the following options as the biggest contributing factor

to a dog bite incident are:

 Dog breed

o We do not think that a dog’s breed is the biggest contributing factor to

a dog bite incident. Scientific studies have shown that breed alone is

not an effective indicator or predictor of aggression in dogs (Casey et

al., 2014; Collier, 2006; Schalke, et al., 2008). ALL dogs have the

potential to bite.

 Dog size

o We do not think that a dog’s size is the biggest contributing factor to a

dog bite incident. However, some studies have shown that smaller

breeds are more likely to display human directed aggression than larger

breeds (Duffy et al., 2008; McGreevy et al., 2013). This may be because

aggression is more likely to be tolerated from smaller breeds, and so

this trait is not selected against when breeding small dogs.

 Council animal control

o We do not think that council animal control is the biggest contributing

factor to a dog bite incident. However, council animal control could doRELE
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more to reduce the occurrence of dog bite incidents. For further 

information about this, see our responses in section 4.  

 

 Dog control law  

o We do not think that the dog control law is the biggest contributing factor 

to a dog bite incident. However, we believe that New Zealand’s Dog 

Control Law could be improved to increase its effectiveness in reducing 

the risk of dog bite incidents. In particular it needs to be responsive to 
aggressive dog behaviour, not the breed or type of the dog. For 

further information about this, see our responses in section 5.  

 

 Education about dog behaviour  

o Lack of knowledge about dog behaviour is certainly one of the biggest 

contributing factors to dog bite incidents. Education in how to properly 

read dogs’ body language and how to appropriately approach and react 

to dogs is important for all members of the public, whether they own 

dogs or not. The majority of dog bites incidents involve children under 

the age of 15, so education of children about how to safely interact with 

dogs and prevent bite incidents is vital (Jalongo, 2008; Lakestani et al., 

2014; Overall & Love, 2001; Reisner & Shofer, 2008; Spiegel, 2000).  

 

 Police enforcement of dog control law 

o We do not think that lack of police enforcement of the dog control law 

is the biggest contributing factor to a dog bite incident. 

o We believe that New Zealand’s Dog Control Law could be improved to 

increase its effectiveness in reducing the risk of dog bite incidents. In 

particular it needs to be responsive to aggressive dog behaviour, 
not the breed or type of the dog.  Focusing on breed types is 

ineffective and wastes time. ALL dogs have the potential to bite. Other 

aspects of the law that seek to ensure the proper registration of all dogs 

(and consequently promote responsible dog ownership, such as 
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desexing, proper training, socialisation and containment) should be

more consistently and effectively enforced.

 Parents not keeping children safe

o Although we do not believe that parents not keeping children safe is the

biggest contributing factor to dog bite incidents, we recognise that this

is a significant factor in some dog bite incidents (Reisner & Shofer,

2008). Parents do need to be aware of the risks of children interacting

with dogs, especially when their contact is not wanted by the dog or is

inappropriate. Parents need to be educated in dog behaviour and

should always appropriately supervise interactions with animals.

Education of children about how to safely interact with dogs and prevent

bite incidents is vital (Jalongo, 2008; Overall & Love, 2001; Reisner &

Shofer, 2008; Spiegel, 2000).

1.2 Question 2

The second question in section 2 asks ‘What do you think is the best way to reduce 

dog attacks? (select all that apply)’ and then gives the following options to choose 

from:  

 Ban certain dog breeds

 Require owners to complete dog obedience classes

 Give councils more powers

 Education about dog behaviour

 Other

The SPCA NZ does NOT believe that the following are reasonable and effective ways

to reduce dog bite incidents:RELE
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 Ban certain dog breeds 

 

o We strongly believe that banning certain dog breeds is NOT a good way 

to reduce dog bite incidents. The evidence shows that Breed Specific 

Legislation (BSL), which involves targeting and banning certain dog 

breeds, is not effective (Clarke & Fraser, 2013; Collier, 2006; 

Cornelissen & Hopster, 2010; Hallsworth, 2011; Patronek et al  2010; 

Schalke et al., 2008; Súilleabháin, 2015). Wherever BSL has been 

implemented, it has not been shown to reduce public risk and is likely 

to create even more risk of harm from dogs, due to the incorrect belief 

that dogs other than those that have been banned are ‘safe’.  In fact, 

BSL is now being reviewed in many countries worldwide and has been 

reversed by three European governments and many US 

administrations (RSPCA UK, 2016). 

 
o Scientific studies have shown that breed alone is not an effective 

indicator or predictor of aggression in dogs (  et al., 2014). Furthermore, 

it is not possible to accurately classify the predominant breed in mixed 

breed dogs of the types usually targeted by BSL using either visual or 

DNA identification (Hoffman et al., 2014; Olson et al., 2015; Schalke et 

al., 2008; Voith et al., 2009) 
 

o BSL disregards the potential negative influence of dog owners (Matos 

et al., 2015; Overall & Love, 2001; Wells & Hepper, 2012). Inappropriate 

owners who want an aggressive dog can encourage that behaviour in 

many dog types, whether those dogs are banned or not. Negative 

deeds of some owners and dogs should be managed and legislated 

against. A generalised blanket ban against certain breeds does nothing 

to impact the occurrence of dog bites. 
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 Give councils more powers 

o Councils could do more to reduce the incidence of dog bites simply by 

using their current powers more effectively and promptly. For further 

information, see our responses in section 4. 

 

SPCA NZ AGREES that the following are all ways to reduce dog bite incidents: 

 Require owners to complete dog obedience classes 

o We do think that this is a good way to reduce dog bite incidents, as long 

as the training is evidence based and utilises positive methods.  Studies 

have shown that the use of negative training methods is associated with 

an increased risk of behaviour problems in dogs, including aggression 

(Arhant et al., 2010; Blackwell et al , 2008; Blackwell et al., 2012; 

Herron et al., 2009; Hiby et al., 2004; Hsu & Sun, 2010; Schalke et al., 

2007).  

 

 Education about dog behaviour 

o We do think that education about dog behaviour is a good way to reduce 

dog bite incidents. 

 

o Well-designed education programmes about dog behaviour for people 

of all ages, regardless of whether they are dog owners themselves or 

not, are desperately needed to reduce the incidence of dog bites.  

 

o Studies show that educating children and parents about appropriate 

behaviour around dogs are likely to reduce the occurrence of dog bites 

(Chapman et al., 2000; Jalongo, 2008; Lakestani et al., 2014; Wilson et 

al., 2003, RSPCA UK, 2016).  

 Other 

SPCA NZ also suggests that the following factors would reduce dog bite incidents: RELE
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 Education programmes about how to training dogs effectively

o A comprehensive education programme that uses appropriate

and positive training methods is needed. Negative training

methods are associated with an increased risk of behavioural

problems in dogs, including aggression (Arhant et al., 2010;

Blackwell et al., 2008; Hiby et al., 2004; Hsu & Sun, 2010).

There should be a centrally maintained list of reputable dog

trainers who use positive training methods.

 Remove breed specific legislation (BSL)

o The breed specific part of current dog control legislation should

be repealed so that there can be a greater focus on the

adequate and proper of enforcement of effective dog control

laws. ALL dogs have the potential to bite. BSL is now being

reviewed in many countries worldwide and has already been

reversed by three European governments and many US

administrations (RSPCA UK, 2016).

 It is important that more research is undertaken to better understand

why dogs bite (and consequently how bites can be better avoided) and

the results disseminated effectively to all stakeholders.

 Proper funding of effective regulations

o Effective regulations must be properly funded and should

provide incentives for responsible dog owners, whilst ensuring

there are adequate penalties and enforcement if dog owners act

irresponsibly.

 Initiatives that have been successful at reducing dog bite incidents in

other countriesRELE
A

DER T

L I
NFORMATIO

N A
CT

RELE
ASED U

NDER THE O
FFIC

IA
L I

NFORMATIO
N A

CT



N E W  Z E A L A N D  S U B M I S S I O N  
 
 

 

RNZSPCA Submission on The New Zealand Government’s survey: ‘Reducing dog attacks – 
share your thoughts’            
            12 

 

o Successful initiatives in other countries include a combination of 

incentives and penalties.  

 

o Examples include: 

 Calgary, Canada, successfully reduced dog bite 

incidents by investing in education for dog owners and 

children, and increasing penalties for owners in breach 

of registration regulations and owners of dogs that have 

bitten.  

 Oregon, USA, also implemented a model that reduced 

repeat biting incidents. This focused on the early 

identification of potentially dangerous dogs by 

implementing a “potentially dangerous dog” 

classification system based on based on inappropriate 

but non-injurious behaviour, and not on the breed of dog.  

 

1.3 Question 3 

The third question in section 2 asks ‘Do you have any further suggestions to reduce 

the risk and harm of dog attacks?’. 

SPCA NZ’s suggestions of other ways to help reduce the risk and harm of dog 

bite incidents are: 

 Licencing dog owners 

o This approach allows for the targeted education and training of dog 

owners about dog bite prevention and responsible dog ownership. 

 

o Owner licencing incorporating appropriate owner education and dog 

training would provide support for responsible dog owners. RELE
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o Owner licencing incorporating appropriate penalties would allow an 

enforcement framework for non-compliant dog owners.  

 

 A requirement that all people who want to breed dogs must obtain a licence  

o All people who want to breed dogs should have to obtain a licence and 

adhere to guidelines which require responsible breeding practices 

(these should include selection of appropriate and non-aggressive dogs 

for breeding, provision adequate and appropriate care and facilities to 

protect the physical and behavioural wellbeing of the dogs/puppies, 

including adequate and appropriate socialisation of puppies and their 

parents).  

 

o This would provide the opportunity to control the serial ownership, 

breeding and dispersal of dogs that have the characteristics and 

experiences associated with an increased risk of biting (i.e. a 

combination of genetics, poor physical and/or psychological 

environment, socialisation and training experiences).  

 

o The regulation of breeder licencing along with breeder guidelines and 

standards could be utilised to reduce aggression in dogs through 

selection of less aggressive dogs for breeding and adequate and 

appropriate socialisation of puppies and their parents. 

 

o Breeder licencing and enforcement also has the potential to reduce the 

number of unwanted animals and consequently the number of free-

roaming dogs. 

 

o This approach also allows for the targeted education and training of 

breeders about dog bite prevention and responsible dog ownership. 
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 A requirement that all dogs and puppies are desexed prior to sale or transfer

of ownership

o Councils should require all establishments that sell/rehome animals to

require all dogs/puppies to be desexed prior to sale unless to a person

who has a breeder licence. Entire dogs are more likely to bite than de-

sexed dogs (Cornelissen & Hopster, 2010; Matos et al., 2015; Overall

& Love, 2001).

o Fewer entire dogs in the community may help to reduce the number of

dog bite incidents.

 A requirement that all dogs and puppies are desexed prior to release back to

their owner if they have been impounded by animal control

o All dogs and puppies impounded by animal control should be required

to be desexed prior to release back to their owner (unless their owner

has a breeder licence). Entire dogs are more likely to bite than de-sexed

dogs (Cornelissen & Hopster, 2010; Matos et al., 2015; Overall & Love,

2001).

o Fewer entire dogs in the community may help to reduce the number of

dog bite incidents.

 A requirement that all dogs and puppies receive appropriate and adequate

socialisation

o All establishments that sell/rehome animals should be required to

provide adequate and age-appropriate socialisation for dogs/puppies.

during sensitive periods of development are associated with increased

risk of behavioural problems, including aggression (Bennett & Rohlf,

2007; Kutsumi et al., 2013; McMillan et al., 2011; Scott & Fuller, 1965;

Seksel et al., 1999; Tiira & Lohi, 2015).RELE
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 Licencing of all establishments that sell or rehome dogs and puppies

o All establishments that sell or rehome dogs and puppies should be

licenced with a requirement to desex dogs/puppies prior to sale  and

provide appropriate socialisation to meet the age appropriate

behavioural and physical needs of the animal.

 Provision of adequate and appropriate socialisation of puppies

o This is vitally important, especially during the sensitive period of 3 -12

weeks of age. Safe and positive experiences during this critical period

reduce the incidence of behavioural problems, including aggression

(Bennett & Rohlf, 2007; Kutsumi et al., 2013; McMillan et al., 2011;

Scott & Fuller, 1965; Seksel et al., 1999; Tiira & Lohi, 2015).

o Providing adequate and appropriate socialisation of puppies is the joint

responsibility of breeders and owners.

 Undertake more research to better understand why dogs bite (and

consequently how bites can be better avoided) and disseminate the results

effectively to all stakeholders.

2 Section 3: What can owners do?

2.1 Question 1

The question asks ‘How do you think dog owners can help to reduce attacks? (select 

all that apply)?’ and then gives the following options to choose from:  

 Keep dogs on leash when in public

 Owners and dogs must take obedience training

 Be more considerate of other people and dogs in public

 Properly fencing off property

 Other
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SPCA NZ does NOT believe that a requirement to muzzle all dogs when in public is

an effective or reasonable way for owners to reduce dog bite incidents. A blanket

requirement to muzzle all dogs in public is an unreasonable and unnecessary

imposition on responsible dog owners, and could represent a significant compromise

to the wellbeing of dogs by restricting their ability to play and interact with other dogs

and humans. However, we do support the use of basket muzzles if a dog has displayed

aggression or poses a degree of risk.

The SPCA NZ AGREES that all of the following are ways that owners can reduce dog

bite incidents:

 Keep dogs on a leash when in public

o Having a dog on a lead reduces the risk of uncontrolled and/or

inappropriate interactions with people and other animals and,

consequently, reduces the risk of dog bite incidents. However, it is

worth noting that only a small proportion of dog bites occur when dogs

are loose in public places (Cornelissen & Hopster, 2010; Overall &

Love, 2001).

 Owners and dogs must take obedience training

o Dog training that uses positive methods is associated with a decreased

incidence of behavioural problems in dogs (Arhant et al., 2010;

Blackwell et al., 2008; Herron et al., 2009; Hiby et al., 2004; Hsu & Sun,

2010; Matos et al., 2015). Therefore, appropriate training for dogs and

owners that is evidence based and utilises positive methods could

significantly help to reduce dog bite incidents and is recommended as

part of responsible pet ownership.

o Care must be taken in selecting the appropriate training technique as

studies have shown that the use of training using negative methods are

associated with increased risk of behavioural problems in dogs,RELE
ASED 

E O
FFIC

IA
L I

NFORMATIO
N A

CT

RELE
ASED U

NDER THE O
FFIC

IA
L I

NFORMATIO
N A

CT



N E W  Z E A L A N D  S U B M I S S I O N  
 
 

 

RNZSPCA Submission on The New Zealand Government’s survey: ‘Reducing dog attacks – 
share your thoughts’            
            17 

 

including aggression (Arhant et al. 2010; Blackwell et al. 2008; Heron 

et al. 2009; Hiby et al. 2004; Hsu & Sun 2010).     

 

o Please note that obedience training will not necessarily educate people 

about dog behaviour. However, education about dog behaviour, how to 

properly read dogs’ body language and how to appropriately approach 

and react to dogs is extremely important for all members of the public, 

of all ages, but particularly for children (Chapman et al., 2000; Jalongo, 

2008; Lakestani et al., 2014; Wilson et al., 2003). In addition, it is 

important that people are educated about the need to appropriately 

socialise, train and exercise their dogs to help reduce behavioural 

problems, including aggression.  

 

 Be more considerate of other people and dogs in public 

o Dog owners being more considerate of other people and dogs whilst in 

public, along with steps taken to educate all members of the public 

about dog behaviour and body language (regardless of whether they 

are dog owners themselves), would reduce the risk of uncontrolled 

and/or inappropriate interactions and consequently help to reduce dog 

bite incidents. 

 

 Properly fencing off property 

o Dog owners properly fencing off their properties is likely to decrease the 

incidence of dog bites. Studies show that between 13% and 25% of dog 

bites occur when a dog is ‘at large’ (Overall & Love, 2001), so steps 

should be taken to ensure that dogs are not permitted to roam alone . 

Similarly, dogs should not be routinely chained/tethered at properties 

as chained dogs are more likely to bite than unchained dogs (Gershman 

et al., 1994). 
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 Other 

SPCA NZ makes the following suggestions regarding how dog owners can help 

reduce the risk dog bite incidents: 

 Dog owners who want to breed their dogs should have to obtain a licence  

o This licence would require that they adhere to guidelines which require 

responsible breeding practices (these should include selection of 

appropriate and non-aggressive dogs for breeding, provision adequate 

and appropriate care and facilities to protect the physical and 

behavioural wellbeing of the dogs/puppies, including adequate and 

appropriate socialisation of puppies and their parents).  

 

o Breeder guidelines and standards could be utilised to reduce 

aggression in dogs through selection of less aggressive dogs for 

breeding and adequate and appropriate socialisation of puppies and 

their parents (King et al., 2012). 

 

 Dog owners should provide adequate and appropriate socialisation of puppies 

o This is vitally important, especially during the sensitive period of 3 -12 

weeks of age. Safe and positive experiences during this critical period 

reduce the incidence of behavioural problems, including aggression 

(Kutsumi et al., 2013; McMillan et al., 2011; Scott & Fuller, 1965; Seksel 

et al , 1999; Tiira & Lohi, 2015). 

 

o Providing adequate and appropriate socialisation of puppies is the joint 

responsibility of breeders and owners.  

 

 Dog owners should ensure that they obtain their dog/puppy from a 

reputable source 
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o This source should evaluate the behavioural appropriateness of the

parents and/or dog and provide age-appropriate early socialisation

and environmental needs for the dog/puppy.

 Owners should improve their knowledge and understanding of dog

behaviour

o Education in how to properly read dogs’ body language and how to

appropriately approach and react to dogs is important for all

members of the public, whether they own dogs or not. The majority

of dog bite incidents involve children under the age of 15 so

education of children about how to safely interact with dogs and

prevent bite incidents is vital (Chapman et al., 2000; Jalongo, 2008;

Lakestani et al., 2014; Wilson et al., 2003, RSPCA UK, 2016).

o Appropriate socialisation, training and exercise are important to

reduce behavioural problems, including aggression (Bennett &

Rohlf, 2007; Kutsumi et al., 2013; McMillan et al., 2011; Scott &

Fuller, 1965; Seksel et al., 1999; Tiira & Lohi, 2015).

 Dog owners should seek early support from a reputable professional for

behavioural problems, particularly aggression

o Dogs implicated in serious bite incidents are more likely to have

previously exhibited behavioural problems (Bennett & Rohlf, 2007).

If these problems were addressed early by a professional (using

appropriate training methods) then subsequent dog bite incidents

would be less likely to occur.

 Dog owners should identify and manage situations that have the potential

to pose a bite risk

This includes:

o Supervising interactions between children and dogs.
RELE

ASED 

E O
FFIC

IA
L I

NFORMATIO
N A

CT

RELE
ASED U

NDER THE O
FFIC

IA
L I

NFORMATIO
N A

CT



N E W  Z E A L A N D  S U B M I S S I O N  
 
 

 

RNZSPCA Submission on The New Zealand Government’s survey: ‘Reducing dog attacks – 
share your thoughts’            
            20 

 

o Not routinely chaining dogs (chained dogs are more likely to bite 

than unchained dogs; Gershman et al., 1994). 

 

o Early identification and treatment of injury or illness (dogs that are 

in pain are more likely to bite; Overall & Love, 2001).  

 

3 Section 4: What can local councils do? 

3.1 Question 1 

The question asks ‘How do you think councils can help to reduce dog attacks? (select 

all that apply)’ and then gives the following options to choose from:  

 Establishing more spaces for exercising dogs 

 Patrolling the streets 

 Quicker responses to complaints 

 Punishing irresponsible dog owners 

 Other 

 

SPCA NZ AGREES that the following are ways that local councils can help to reduce 

dog bite incidents: 

 Establishing more spaces for exercising dogs 

o If dog owners have easy access to a variety of safe areas to exercise 

their dogs it would allow dogs the ability to express their normal 

behaviour, socialise with people and dogs, release energy etc, and 

therefore reduce potential frustration and unsociable behaviour which 

can lead to aggression (Bennett & Rohlf, 2007).  

 

o In addition, establishing more spaces for exercising dogs could help to 

reduce the number of dogs being exercised on the streets. This would 
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help to reduce the likelihood of uncontrolled and/or inappropriate 

interactions with children, adults and other animals which may pose a 

bite incident risk. 

 

 Patrolling the streets 

o A quick response to complaints of dogs at large or behaving 

dangerously in public, and the immediate removal of roaming dogs, 

could help to prevent bite incidents.  

 

o In addition, penalties for owners of dogs found roaming should be 

increased and better enforced to act as a deterrent. 

 

 Quicker responses to complaints 

o A quick response to complaints of dogs at large or behaving 

dangerously, and the immediate removal of roaming dogs, could help 

to prevent bite incidents.  

 

o Responding to complaints of dogs behaving dangerously BEFORE they 

have bitten provides an opportunity for education, training and bite 

prevention. 

 

o In addition, penalties for owners of dogs found roaming should be 

increased and better enforced to act as a deterrent. 

 

 Punishing irresponsible dog owners  

o Stricter penalties for owners in breach of registration regulations, or 

those who do not properly contain, restrain or control their dogs, and 

owners of dogs that have bitten could help to reduce the risk of dog bite 

incidents.  
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o Such measures are only effective if properly and consistently enforced

to provide an adequate disincentive to irresponsible and dangerous dog

ownership behaviours.

 Other

SPCA NZ suggests that the following are ways that local councils can help to

reduce the risk dog bite incidents:

 Repeal current breed specific legislation

o Current breed specific legislation should be repealed to allow a

greater focus on adequate and proper of enforcement of dog control

laws.

 Adequately fund enforcement of effective regulations and provision of

public education

o Adequate funding is needed to enforce effective regulations and

provide public education, especially for children. The majority of

reported dog bite incidents involve children under the age of 15, so

education of children about how to safely interact with dogs and

prevent dog bites is of vital importance (Chapman et al., 2000;

Jalongo, 2008; Lakestani et al., 2014; Wilson et al., 2003, RSPCA

UK  2016).

 Fund research to better understand why dogs bite

o It is important that more research is undertaken to better understand

why dogs bite (and consequently how bites can be better avoided)

and the results disseminated effectively to all stakeholders.

 Inspect dog owner’s properties

o Councils should inspect the properties of all dog owners (when an

owner initially registers their dog and also if they change their
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address). This would allow early identification of dog ownership 

issues posing a potential risk for dog bite incidents (e.g. chaining 

dogs or inadequate fencing). 

 

o This also provides opportunities for owner education about dog bite 

prevention.  

 

 Consistently investigate, categorise, record and deal with dog bite incidents 

o There should be a consistent approach in how dog bite incidents 

are investigated, categorised, recorded and dealt with according 
to the dog bite incident’s severity and circumstances.  

 

o SPCA NZ encourages people to report ALL dog bites to the central 

dog bite repository, so a full understanding of the extent of the dog 

bite problem and a better picture of the percentage of dog bites 

according to the grading system (1-5) can be obtained.  

 

o The majority of dog bites are not currently reported to anyone, it is 

estimated that over 50% of all dog bites are not reported (Overall & 

Love, 2001)   

 

o At the moment, the only data available is from people who are 

hospitalised or who require an Accident Compensation Corporation 

claim (likely only grades 3-5).  

 

o Although ALL dogs have the potential to bite, not all dogs are 

equally able to cause the same level of harm during a dog bite 

incident. 

 

 

 
RELE

ASED 

E O
FFIC

IA
L I

NFORMATIO
N A

CT

RELE
ASED U

NDER THE O
FFIC

IA
L I

NFORMATIO
N A

CT



N E W  Z E A L A N D  S U B M I S S I O N  
 
 

 

RNZSPCA Submission on The New Zealand Government’s survey: ‘Reducing dog attacks – 
share your thoughts’            
            24 

 

 Provide incentives and support for responsible dog ownership 

o Councils should provide incentives and support for responsible dog 

ownership, to balance the necessary penalties for dog owners who 

do not comply with responsible down owner requirements. 

 

o This approach also provides an opportunity for local councils to 

enhance their public image in relation to dog control. 

 

o These incentives and support could include providing subsidised 

puppy and/or dog training courses as part of new owner education 

and responsible dog ownership programmes. 

 

 Require that all dogs and puppies are desexed prior to sale or transfer of 

ownership 

o Councils should require all establishments that sell/rehome animals 

to require all dogs/puppies to be desexed prior to sale unless to a 

person who has a breeder licence.  

 

o Entire dogs are more likely to bite than de-sexed dogs (Cornelissen 

& Hopster, 2010; Matos et al., 2015; Overall & Love, 2001).  Fewer 

entire dogs in the community may help to reduce the number of dog 

bite incidents. 

 

 Require that all dogs and puppies are desexed prior to release back to their 

owner if they have been impounded by council animal control 

o Councils should require that all dogs and puppies are desexed prior 

to release back to their owner if they have been impounded by 

council animal control unless to a person who has a breeder licence. 

Entire dogs are more likely to bite than de-sexed dogs (Cornelissen 

& Hopster, 2010; Matos et al., 2015; Overall & Love, 2001).  RELE
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o Fewer entire dogs in the community may help to reduce the number 

of dog bite incidents. 

 

 Require that all dogs and puppies receive appropriate and adequate 

socialisation  

o Councils should require all establishments that sell/rehome animals 

to provide adequate and age-appropriate socialisation for 

dogs/puppies. Deficits in socialisation during sensitive periods of 

development are associated with increased risk of behavioural 

problems, including aggression (Bennett & Rohlf, 2007; Kutsumi et 

al., 2013; McMillan et al., 2011; Scott & Fuller  1965; Seksel et al., 

1999; Tiira & Lohi, 2015). 

 

4 Section 5: What can central Government do? 

4.1 Question 1 

The question states ‘I think the Government can help to reduce attacks by: (select all 

that apply)’ and then gives the following options to choose from:  

 Increasing public awareness about safety around dogs 

 Banning certain dog breeds 

 Give councils more powers 

 Requiring the police do more to enforce dog control law 

 Requiring dog owner licencing 

 Other 

 

SPCA NZ does NOT believe that the following are ways central Government can help 

to reduce dog bite incidents: RELE
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 Banning certain dog breeds

o We strongly believe that that banning certain dog breeds is NOT the

best way to reduce dog bite incidents. The evidence shows that Breed

Specific Legislation (BSL), which involves targeting and banning certain

dog breeds, is not effective (Clarke & Fraser, 2013; Collier, 2006;

Cornelissen & Hopster, 2010; Hallsworth, 2011; Patronek et al., 2010;

Schalke et al., 2008; Súilleabháin, 2015). Wherever BSL has been

implemented, it has not been shown to reduce public risk and is likely

to create even more risk of harm from dogs, due to the incorrect belief

that dogs other than those that have been banned are ‘safe’. In fact,

BSL is now being reviewed in many countries worldwide and has

already been reversed by three European governments and many US

administrations (RSPCA UK, 2016).

o Scientific studies have shown that breed alone is not an effective

indicator or predictor of aggression in dogs (Casey et al., 2014).

Furthermore, it is not possible to accurately classify the predominant

breed in mixed breed dogs of the types usually targeted by BSL using

either visual or DNA identification (Hoffman et al., 2014; Olson et al.,

2015; Schalke et al., 2008; Voith et al., 2009)

o BSL disregards the potential negative influence of dog owners (Matos

et al , 2015; Overall & Love, 2001; Wells & Hepper, 2012). Inappropriate

owners who want an aggressive dog can encourage that behaviour in

many dog types, whether those dogs are banned or not. Negative

deeds of some owners and dogs should be managed and legislated

against. A generalised blanket ban against certain breeds does nothing

to impact the occurrence of dog bites.
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 Give councils more powers 

o Councils could do more to reduce the incidence of dog bites just by 

using their current powers more effectively and promptly. For further 

information see our responses in section 4 

 

SPCA NZ AGREES that all of the following are ways that central Government can help 

to reduce dog bite incidents: 

 Increasing public awareness about safety around dogs  

o Educating all members of the public (whether they are dog owners or 

not) about dog behaviour, body language and appropriate ways to 

interact with dogs to prevent bite incidents is of vital importance in 

reducing the risk of dog bite incidents.  

 

o Of particular importance is educating parents and children about safely 

approaching, and interacting with dogs. The majority of reported dog 

bite incidents involve children under the age of 15, so education of 

children about how to safely interact with dogs and prevent dog bites is 

vital (Chapman et al., 2000; Jalongo, 2008; Lakestani et al., 2014; 

Wilson et al., 2003, RSPCA UK, 2016).   

 

 Requiring the police do more to enforce dog control law 

o Aspects of the dog control law should be more consistently and 

effectively enforced.  

 

o It is important to act promptly and effectively when dogs are roaming or 

behaving aggressively, when dogs might pose an increased risk of 

biting and when owners are in breach of dog control regulations (e.g. 

not taking reasonable steps to ensure that the dog does not injure, 

endanger, intimidate, or cause distress to people or other animals).  RELE
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o As previously stated, SPCA NZ does not agree with the breed specific 

aspect of the dog control law and so does not feel that this should 

remain or be more strictly enforced. 

 

 Requiring dog owner licencing 

o Licencing the owner instead of the dog correctly places the emphasis 

on the human responsible for the dog’s behaviour and encourages 

responsible dog ownership. 

 

 Other 

SPCA NZ’s suggestions on how central Government can help to reduce dog bite 

incidents are: 

 National education programme  

o Implement a coordinated national, evidence-based education 

programme for all members of the public, especially children, about 

dog behaviour, bite prevention and responsible dog ownership.   

 

 Ensure consistency of prevention and responsible dog ownership 

messages  

o Central Government should work with local councils to ensure that 

consistent dog bite prevention and responsible dog ownership 

messages are disseminated by all councils. 

 

 National dog bite incident database  

o Central Government should implement a national dog bite incident 

database, with mandatory reporting. The dog’s details would have 

to be recorded in a descriptive and comprehensive manner as 

multiple studies have shown that visual identification through breed 

type alone is inaccurate.  
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 Remove breed specific legislation (BSL)

o BSL has never been shown to be effective, is not supported by

current scientific evidence and diverts resources away from

effective strategies such as education, training, desexing

campaigns and registration/responsible dog ownership

enforcement.

o BSL does not reduce public risk and is likely to create even more

risk of harm from dogs, due to the incorrect belief that dogs other

than those that have been banned are ‘safe’.  ALL dogs have the

potential to bite.

o BSL is now being reviewed in many countries worldwide and has

already been reversed by three European governments and many

US administrations (RSPCA UK  2016).

 Require all people who want to breed dogs to obtain a licence

o Central Government should implement a regulatory framework

requiring all people who want to breed dogs to obtain a licence and

adhere to guidelines which require responsible breeding practices

(these should include selection of appropriate and non-aggressive

dogs for breeding, provision adequate and appropriate care and

facilities to protect the physical and behavioural wellbeing of the

dogs/puppies, including adequate and appropriate socialisation of

puppies and their parents).

 Require that all dogs and puppies are desexed prior to sale or transfer of

ownership

o Councils should require all establishments that sell/rehome animals

to require all dogs/puppies to be desexed prior to sale unless to a

person who has a breeder licence.
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o Entire dogs are more likely to bite than de-sexed dogs (Cornelissen 

& Hopster, 2010; Matos et al., 2015; Overall & Love, 2001). Fewer 

entire dogs in the community may help to reduce the number of dog 

bite incidents. 

 

 Require that all dogs and puppies are desexed prior to release back to their 

owner if they have been impounded by animal control 

o Government should require that all dogs and puppies are desexed 

prior to release back to their owner if they have been impounded by 

animal control unless to a person who has a breeder licence.  

 

o Entire dogs are more likely to bite than de-sexed dogs (Cornelissen 

& Hopster, 2010; Matos et al., 2015; Overall & Love, 2001). Fewer 

entire dogs in the community may help to reduce the number of dog 

bite incidents. 

 

 Require that all dogs and puppies receive appropriate and adequate 

socialisation  

o Central Government should require all establishments that 

sell/rehome animals to provide adequate and age-appropriate 

socialisation for dogs/puppies. Deficits in socialisation during 

sensitive periods of development are associated with increased risk 

of behavioural problems, including aggression (Bennett & Rohlf, 

2007; Kutsumi et al., 2013; McMillan et al., 2011; Scott & Fuller, 

1965; Seksel et al., 1999; Tiira & Lohi, 2015). 
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5 Conclusions 

SPCA NZ’s key points in regards to reducing the risk of dog bite incidents are: 

1. Any dog has the potential to bite.

2. Responsible dog ownership (including properly containing, identifying, registering

desexing, and providing appropriate and adequate socialisation and training for your 

dog) is key to reducing the risk of dog bites. 

3. Breed Specific Legislation (BSL) does not reduce dog bites. The evidence shows

that BSL, which involves targeting and banning certain dog breeds  is not effective. 

Wherever BSL has been implemented, it has not been shown to reduce public risk and 

is likely to create even more risk of harm from dogs, due to the incorrect belief that 

dogs other than those that have been banned are ‘safe’.

4. Education about dog behaviour, and how to properly read dogs’ body language,

approach and react to dogs is important for all members of the public of all ages, 

whether they own dogs or not. The majority of dog bite incidents involve children under 

the age of 15 so education of children about how to safely interact with dogs and 

prevent bite incidents is particularly important. 

The SPCA would welcome the opportunity to discuss the issues in this document 

further with you at any stage.  
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