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  Scottish Kennel Club 
  Paterson House 
  Eskmills Park 
  Musselburgh 
  EH21 7PQ 
   
  0131 665 3920 
 
  info@scottishkennelclub.org
 
 
 

Dear Sir, 
 
Petition to exempt working dogs from the ban on docking
 
Firstly our thanks for this opportunity to respond to the above petition. 
 

Scottish Kennel Club was founded in 1881 to protect and promote the interest of dogs 
in Scotland and our interest and specialized knowledge of pedigree dogs in particular has 
expanded and developed since that time. 
 

In order for there to be a reasoned debate on the docking of ‘Working Dogs’, there must 
first be an understanding of their differing abilities, instincts, conformation and history. 
 

The term ‘Working Dogs’ is often used as a catch-all phrase and comparisons among 
the breeds are often erroneously made with no knowledge or understanding. 
 
The Gundog breeds should be divided into 4 specific categories as follows:- 
 
Retrievers— Labrador, Golden, Flat-Coated, Curly-Coated 

 
These are what their name suggests—Retrievers—who have a low set tail covered with thick 
coat for protection. The Labrador, in particular, originating from Labrador, Canada, also has a 
layer of fat under the skin and a double coat to protect the dog from the extremes of 
temperature. The tail is carried low and has a slow sideways action. With its extra protection, 
there has never been a need for tail shortening as there is much less likelihood of damage. 

 
Spaniels—Cocker, English Springer, Welsh Springer, Clumber, Sussex, Field, Irish 

Water 

 
With the exception of the Irish Water Spaniel whose name suggests its purpose, a water dog, 
all have a high tail set with a fast, furious tail action. When working, their tails take on a 
helicopter blade type action. They have a single, limited coat on their tails so little protection. 
Their instinct is to ferret around in very thick, close cover where damage can easily be 
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sustained from thorns, barbed wire, hard contact with trees etc. 

 

Setters—Gordon, Irish, Irish Red & White, English 
The word ‘setter’ is derived from the verb to set meaning to point. These breeds are heavily 
coated with an instinct to set (point) in wide open moorland. As they do not work in dense 
cover, there has never been a need for them to have their tails shortened for protection. 

Included in this group is: 

Pointer 
Often referred to as the ‘English Pointer’ though this name is totally incorrect and misleading. 
The Pointer works alongside the Setters on moorland in wide open spaces. Like the Setters, 
there has never been any need for shortening of the tail because of the environment in which 
it works. To compare the Pointer with the German Short-Haired Pointer (GSP) below 
demonstrates a lack of knowledge of these particular breeds. 

 
Hunt Point Retrieve Breeds (HPRs)— Weimaraner, GSP, German Wire Haired 

Pointer, Hungarian Vizsla, Hungarian Wire-Haired Vizsla, Italian Spinone, 
Bracco Italiano, Brittany, Large Munsterlander, Spanish Water Dog 

 
These are the all-round breeds within the gundogs—dual purpose dogs which have not been 
sub-divided into working v show strains. As their category name suggests, they hunt, point 
and retrieve. Their tails are high set like the Spaniels and, again like the Spaniels, when 
working, their tails take on a helicopter blade type action. With the exception of the Large 
Munsterlander, which is coated, all these breeds have their tails shortened. Although the 
Brittany and the Spanish Water Dog are also coated, their coats are light on the tail offering 
little protection. It is also common for these to produce puppies with natural bobs (tail-less). 
All of the rest, have thin, short, sleek/slightly wire coats which enable them to go through 
gorse, brambles and coarse, dense undergrowth cleanly. The tail is most usually the only part 
which sustains damage due to its high, fast action. 

 

Historically, no breed has been docked for cosmetic reasons. Docking began hundreds 
of years before shows were even invented. The only purpose for docking was for the future 
welfare and prevention of future suffering of the dogs themselves. In order for injuries on any 
part of the body to heal quickly and well, there needs to be a good blood supply. In contrast to 
other parts of the body, the tail has a very poor blood supply. In consequence, a damaged tail 
will fail to heal quickly, will continue to open due to movement, will be extremely painful and 
necrotic (rotting) and, as a result, will require amputation. 
 
Amputation as an adult requires a full anaesthetic with all its attendant risks, the wearing of an 
Elizabethan collar for a minimum of 6 weeks and the long months of pain involved following 
such a major operation. Painless prevention is better than painful cure. 
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It is also worth noting that since tail docking has been banned in some European 
countries there has been a radical increase in tail injury to specific traditionally docked breeds. 
Studies overseas have indicated that approximately 1/3 of an undocked traditionally docked 
breed sustained significant damage to their tails. Some of these affected dogs suffered 
protracted and painful injury, which resulted in adult amputation of the tail as the only remedy. 
For example, Sweden signed the ECPPA in 1989, ratified also in 1989 and brought it into force 
in 1992. After a prohibition on docking on 1 January 1989 there was an apparent increase in 
tail injuries reported among 'working dogs '. A survey of 53 litters of German shorthaired 
pointers used mainly for hunting (shooting) was conducted during 1990 -1991. 

Injuries increased to 51% of the group = 92 individuals = 1 in 3 dogs with serious tail 
injury (Council for Docked Breeds). 

Prof. Dr. R. Fritsch, Leader of the Clinic of Veterinary Surgeons, also argues: "The dog’s 
tail is in constant danger of damage by being hit against hard objects like walls, fences, 
tables, chair legs, radiators and of being trapped in doors. These injuries usually result in 
sores at the tip of the tail, which do not heal well because there is a poor blood circulation in 
this part of the tail. By licking and chewing, the dog makes the condition worse and the skin 
and tissue will die. This can sometimes be treated with partial amputation but secondary 
problems can occur in the healing process because the very poor blood supply is not 
conducive to this. 

This actually makes it necessary to amputate the tail several times before the healing process 
is achieved. Hunting dogs are in great danger of damaging their tails when thrashing 
through thick undergrowth and young forest. Only tails that are thick and covered with long 
hair are protected, such as those of the wolf and fox. From the veterinary point of view, 
therefore, there is absolutely no reason why the banning of the docking of dogs tails should 
be beneficial to them. In actual fact, it would be detrimental to their well-being if docking 
was abolished. Tail docking protects the dog as it is done to avoid problems with tail injuries 
and subsequent painful treatment that would often occur. It is called Prevention"!! 

 The most recent survey on’ Gundog lameness and injuries in Great Britain in the 
shooting seasons 2005/2006 and 2006/2007’ by J. E. F. Houlton, Davies Veterinary Specialists, 
Hertfordshire states ‘Using Fisher’s exact test there was a highly significant association 
between tail injuries and undocked Springer and Cocker Spaniels’.  As the dates 
governing the survey precede the impact of the docking bans, it is highly conceivable that this 
association will expand to include other working breeds. In contrast to the Edinburgh study of 
1985 by Darke et al, this study was not based on a predominately urban population but on dogs 
working in a rural environment. 

 The Animal Health & Welfare (Scotland) Act 2006 requires that dogs should be able to 
exhibit natural behaviour. Hundreds of years of instinct and development remain in the dogs 
we breed today. To deprive them of the ability to exhibit their natural behaviour, rooting 
around in thick undergrowth for Spaniels and HPR breeds, finding and retrieving from thick 
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hedges for Retrievers and seeking wide open spaces for Setters and Pointers, is we believe an 
act of cruelty which would, in turn, create behaviour problems due to frustration as can be 
testified to by breed rescue organisations.  

 The puppies born to gundogs all have the same instincts as their parents handed down 
from generation to generation. Whether they are ‘officially worked’ or not, these puppies must 
be allowed to exhibit their natural instincts free from injury, pain and suffering. 

 Scottish Kennel Club ask that the Committee take a reasoned, knowledgeable approach 
for the sake of the future welfare of breeds of working dogs. 

Painless prevention is better than painful cure. 

Yours faithfully 

 

Jean Fairlie 

 

Jean Fairlie 

Parliamentary Liaison Officer 

Scottish Kennel Club 
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