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 There is a natural tendency in every generation to view the ideas of their fathers 
and grandfathers as old fashioned and outdated, especially perhaps in our modern 
urbanised society where many children have grown up thinking that milk comes from a 
plastic container. In fact previous generations were often very much more in touch with 
Nature, animals and the countryside than we are in our computerised and television 
dominated society. The case for docking working dogs is a perfect example of this. Our 
forefathers living close to Nature knew that working dogs tails were easily damaged by 
running through thick and thorny cover when hunting by themselves or with their owners.  
Dogs were also encouraged to hunt foxes, rabbits and rats following them down earths, 
burrows and holes and often had to be hauled out by their tails which were easily broken 
if undocked. This is still the case with terriers today. 
  In earlier generations the countryside was less cultivated and the towns were 
smaller. Today public parks are often the nearest many urban dwellers get to the life of 
the countryside. Many of these have had thorny bushes removed by Health and Safety 
minded officialdom ever-conscious of the possibility of being sued by legally minded 
members of the public, something our forefathers would have seen as absurd, but 
unfortunately now the accepted norm.  Dogs only exercised there are naturally less likely 
to damage their tails. 
 The amount of true countryside is steadily diminishing every year as the 
population of the UK continues to increase and many of those moving into this 
diminishing and increasingly built-on land do not have any real background knowledge 
or understanding of country life. The sounds of the countryside themselves are unfamiliar 
and in many cases simply ground for complaint. The crowing of cocks, the ringing of 
church bells, even the sounds of cows and sheep as well as of tractors and farm 
machinery have almost unbelievably all been cause for legal action by newcomers to the 
countryside from an urban background.  
 This is ready breeding ground for those who wish to push forward their own 
views or simply cause mischief. Amongst the most manipulative and determined 
minorities over the past fifty or so years has been various animal rights groups. Usually 
driven by a genuine if bigoted belief in their cause and an inability to see beyond a 
narrow blinkered level they have been guilty of many appalling acts affecting the 
countryside; the release of farmed mink into the wild, thus setting up a major problem for 
our native fauna, being just one example amongst many criminal acts. Unfortunately as 
the gulf between urban and country living steadily increases this has become a fertile area 
for radical activists of this kind. 
 Any animal protection society or similar charitable good cause is an obvious 
target for such groups and many have been successfully infiltrated by people holding 
extremist views since this is a simple way of putting forward their propaganda in 
surroundings where they will not immediately be seen as excessive. The veterinary 
profession is another area which would do well to examine how far and how effectively 
its views have been manipulated by extremist attitudes. Unfortunately manipulating 
public opinion is all too common today from government level downwards. In the case of 
tail docking there are many grey areas which can readily be exploited. 
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 Despite all these changes and the ever increasing population in the UK, however, 
there still remains a large area of the countryside, even if it may in places be diminishing, 
where thorn bushes, briars and gorse abound. There are still a considerable number of 
people who enjoy working their dogs, or merely exercising them and allowing their 
natural instincts free rein in these surroundings. There are also still many people owning 
and breeding working dogs who enjoy working them in these surroundings in the manner 
for which they were bred. It has been made plain from this petition and the replies to it 
that there are many breeders in Scotland, as in the rest of the UK, of spaniels, pointer-
retrievers and terriers who still enjoy working their dogs in the traditional way and whose 
dogs have been docked at birth to prevent them suffering injury when doing so. 
 I have pointed out from the start that by refusing to accept the stance taken by the 
rest of the UK to allow working dogs to be docked at birth (preferably within forty eight 
to seventy six hours at latest) the then Scottish Executive had adversely affected the 
Scottish economy. I estimated initially that if the number of spaniels alone bred each year 
was around 1000 and with an average litter of 8 selling at £650 per pup the Scottish 
Economy was losing around five million a year and that with Pointer-Retrievers and 
Terriers thrown in the amount was likely to be nearer £10 million. Predictably this figure 
was noted by some critics as being greatly enlarged.  
 Having checked with Scottish Kennel Club figures it appears to have been a very 
considerable underestimate. The number of Spaniels and Pointer-Retrievers bred in 2006 
in Scotland was rather over 3,500 and with Terriers added would have probably exceeded 
5,000, producing an overall sum exceeding £30 million, not including all the numerous 
ancillary sums covering vets fees, puppy accessories, feed, etc. This is a major factor in 
an economic downturn and to put Scottish breeders at a disadvantage, since long tailed 
dogs are unlikely to be readily sold when docked working dogs are available elsewhere in 
the UK, is like shooting oneself in the foot. Apart from anything else any genuine 
working dogs which have not been docked as pups are liable to damage themselves when 
working and thus the Act is causing suffering to the very animals it is supposedly 
protecting. 
 Prior to this petition I deliberately bred a litter and whelped my bitch in England 
soon after the Act came into force, having the pups docked and the DEFRA forms signed 
by a vet to prove the Act was unenforceable bad law. Despite sending the DEFRA forms 
as proof of this in a series of letters sent to the First Minister I was consistently 
stonewalled by a member of the Dept of Animal Health and Welfare, who despite the  
clear evidence to the contrary obstinately refused to admit the Act had any weaknesses 
whatsoever. I finally received a letter from the Head of Dept, reiterating the arguments in 
favour of the ban, ending: ‘We will have to agree to differ.’ 
 As I understand it civil servants should remain uninvolved but this had a strong 
smell of ‘Yes Minister’ and seemed to me to be a case of the undocked tail wagging the 
dog. While loyally supporting the Act passed by their Masters in Parliament opposing tail 
docking such vehement refusal to acknowledge the facts presented to them was far from 
reasonable. As a result of my experience in putting forward this petition I sympathise 
with Lord Jones’s recent comments on civil servants  and I wondered how many of this 
department’s members have ever actually handled cattle, sheep and other livestock. I 
would not like to think these spokespersons could have been swayed by animal rights  
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activists for that would have been a triumph indeed for them. Their obduracy shown on 
tail docking issues however almost gave that impression.  
 Of course, as in every argument, there are two sides to this, with genuinely held 
beliefs on both. Statistical evidence in such matters on either side is always open to query 
and to manipulation. Veterinary opinion is by no means unanimous in condemning 
docking of working dogs and there are those, quite rightly and bravely, prepared to stand 
up for their views and still willing to dock working dogs, Because of the exigencies of 
their work, however, few veterinarians have much experience of the actual dog work. 
Those societies and individuals who merely condemn it as cruel in the main cannot have 
much if any first hand knowledge of working the dogs or of breeding or indeed docking 
them. To condemn without first hand knowledge is to be guided by ignorance. It seems 
reasonable that the people dealing directly with the dogs, the breeders, handlers, trainers 
and indeed all those concerned with the dogs on the ground, who know the working 
conditions, who see the dogs working regularly, are the people whose views should be 
given most weight. In their view it is in the interest of the animals themselves that these 
working dogs should be docked soon after birth while they feel little or no pain rather 
than face having traumatic surgery when fully grown. 
 At the very least it is to be hoped that those MSPs who do not know the facts and  
who voted against docking working dogs because they were told it was cruel and 
unnecessary will now reconsider the matter. There has been far too much ill-considered 
legislation passed in the UK during the current government’s years in power. It is now 
time for all parties to bring this Act into line with the rest of the UK, first and foremost in 
the interests of the animals concerned that it is intended to protect, as well as for the sake 
of the smaller breeders who cannot afford to circumvent the Law, and also, if only in a 
small way, to aid a part of the Scottish Economy in a time of deep recession.     
 
 
 
 


