EDITOR’S NOTE

“Science is always making wonderful
improvements in things.”

— Oscar Wilde

While pandemic life brought more dogs of all breeds
into the nation’s households, the future list of available
breeds may be about to get shorter. Several countries
have started to look at ways to reduce the numbers of
breeds that we have—more specifically, bringing in
anti-brachycephaly laws. For decades, many extremes of
body shape have been rewarded by national kennel
clubs, and in some breeds it has obviously led to serious
health and welfare issues.

Norway and the Netherlands have led the way. The
Dutch Kennel Club became the first such organization
in the world to end registration for 12 brachycephalic
breeds. These breeds include English and French
bulldogs, pugs, cavalier King Charles spaniels (CKCS),
and Boston terriers. The reproduction of English
bulldogs and the CKCS is now banned in Norway, with
courts ruling that it breaches existing animal welfare
legislation. The ruling’s implication for imports also is
being considered. The Norwegian government has been
willing in the past to ban importation of certain breeds.

The health and welfare issues experienced by these
breeds are well documented, including but not limited
to respiratory, neurologic, and cardiac diseases. But
what does it take for us as a profession to really stand
up and make our voices heard if we agree that the
“designer dog” has gone too far? Is there widespread
agreement among the veterinary profession?
Importantly, what are we agreeing to? Because we know
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all too well that health issues are not just limited to
brachycephalic breeds. Is it time to discriminate?

Animal welfare supporters hope the latest ruling in
Norway will be a catalyst for rule changes in other
countries, such as the United States and the United
Kingdom. As expected, many national breed clubs and
kennel clubs have expressed outrage, showing concern
that this could mean the end of these breeds. However,
support of such measures is growing within the
veterinary profession, with the World Small Animal
Veterinary Association and the Federation of European
Companion Animal Veterinary Associations endorsing
lobbying campaigns to develop anti-brachycephaly
laws. A “Vets against Brachycephalism” campaign was
launched in Europe and looks to expand and support
similar legislation around the world. After all, if we
don’t have a say in dog breeding guidelines and laws,
then we cannot complain about the resultant health
and welfare problems. It is easy to argue, though, that if
we are not cautious, discriminatory laws may lead to
unscrupulous mechanisms to usurp the legal system
and reduce the access to necessary care for these dogs. It
is also easy to say that a better way forward is for
veterinarians, breeders, and welfare organizations to
work collaboratively with evidence-based actions to
improve the health issues faced by these breeds.
However, this takes time. And how possible will it be to
have a healthy brachycephalic breed? One study
published on English bulldogs suggests that it is too
late for that aim, with the genetic pool in this breed
being too shallow.! This is likely to be the case in other
breeds too. While drastic, breed discrimination may be
one of the only remaining solutions.

Kennel clubs may slowly release new accepted breed
standards in an effort to avoid outright bans, but for some
breeds time could be running out. If we are advocates
for our best friends, our profession needs to determine
the best way to put its influence in action. TVP
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