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Aesthetic Surgical Procedures — Time to Think Twice

By Tammy Wunsch

Although practices and attitudes toward the
appearance of our companion animals have
evolved over the years, it is still common
practice to mutilate pets by docking, cropping,
declawing, and devocalizing. Recent trends in
pet debasing involve piercing and tattooing.
Most of the older practices such as ear
cropping were historically done at the pet
owner’s discretion for the sake of appearance
or adherence to generally-accepted breed
standards.

Since a good number of these elective surgical
procedures have been practiced for many
years, the general populace has just accepted
them as normal. But when you really look into
what goes into these surgical procedures and
the reason for doing so, it certainly raises
serious and valid concerns about whether such
practices should be permitted.

Docking is the intentional removal of all or part
of a dog’s tail. Originally, docking was thought to
prevent rabies, strengthen the back, increase
the animal's speed, and prevent injuries when
ratting, fighting, and baiting. Today, these
procedures are done purely for aesthetic
reasons rather than health concerns and are
unnecessarily painful for the dog.

There are two methods for docking a dog’s
tail. The first involves constricting the blood
supply to the tail for a few days until the tail
falls off. The second involves surgical removal
of the tail with scissors or a scalpel. Docking
has been restricted since 2013 and can only
be performed by a veterinarian on certain dog
breeds.

Cropping is the intentional removal of the
external visible flap of a dog's ear. The dog's
ears can then be taped so that they are
pointy. Historically, cropping was viewed as
a method to keep working dogs’ ears clean
and healthy. Today it is done to make the dog
look more alert and formidable. Thankfully it
is now illegal in many countries and deemed
unnecessary by most veterinarians, although it
is not uncommon to see dogs today that have
suffered ear cropping procedures. According to
the American Veterinary Medical Association,

nine states regulate, restrict, or prohibit ear
cropping on animals.

Declawing is often misunderstood. Many think
it's simply the surgical removal of a cat’s claws
(often front, sometimes both front and rear). In
reality, it is equivalent in a human to having the
tip your finger amputated down to the knuckle.
Cats’ claws are attached to the last bone in
their toes and this procedure is done purely
for the convenience of the pet owner and has
no benefit to the cat. Furthermore, declawing
can be an extremely painful procedure from
which your cat may never recover. There’s also
a mental and emotional health component at
stake. Claws are a source of pride for every
cat. When you take that away from them, you
shake their confidence and their self-esteem.
Many pet owners say that their cat’s personality
changed after declawing.

Cat owners and veterinarians often claim that
more cats will be euthanized or relinquished
to shelters if they are not declawed. The Paw
Project is a nonprofit organization with a mission
to educate the public about the painful and
crippling effects of feline declawing. Ironically,
the organization has found that declawed cats
who lose their homes do so most likely because
they were declawed. Indeed, they contend
that declawed cats are disproportionately
abandoned to shelters and may be euthanized
more often because of the behavioral and
physical problems that they exhibit as a result
of being declawed.

Scratching is a normal, natural and necessary
behavior for a cat's physical and mental health.
Simple and humane alternatives to declawing
include providing the cat with a scratching
post, providing regular nail trims, and utilizing
synthetic nail caps.

Devocalizing is also known as debarking,
ventriculocordectomy or vocal cordectomy, is a
major, invasive surgical procedure performed on
both dogs and cats. Tissue is removed from the
animal’s vocal cords to permanently reduce or
eliminate the volume of its vocalizations. There
are currently six states where devocalization is
prohibited unless medically necessary.

Doberman with an undocked tail and natural ears.
Piercing is typically performed on pets’ ears,
however, it sometimes involves nose rings, lip
rings, and piercing through skin on the pets’
bodies. A dog’s ears have a lot of blood flowing
through them and can bleed profusely with
even the slightest nick. Dogs and cats also will
not know how to care for their piercing. They
scratch themselves, run and roll around, and
play roughly - all activities where a piercing can
get caught and pulled out painfully.

Tattooing is a cruel and inhumane practice.
The animal derives no physical benefit from the
tattoo. Parents would not give their babies tat-
toos and should not be allowed to abuse their
animals in this manner either. In some cases,
small tattoos have been used, much like brand-
ing, for the purpose of identification, but most
veterinarians are against the practice.

Unless medically necessary, the above pro-
cedures - and any invasive procedure which
does not benefit the animal - should be made
illegal. We hope you will share this information
with others in an effort to educate people on
the proper, humane care of animals. Addition-
ally, please support legislative initiatives to ban
these types of activities.
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Paul Stansel spends time with cats at the Sanc-
tuary who have behavioral issues. They often
require a great deal of patience - for example,
they may tolerate (or even enjoy) the company
of a human, but are not as interested in being
petted - at least not at first. Volunteers of all
ages learn about the different, and sometimes
surprising, ways we interact with the cats to
best suit their needs. "My advice to other teens
volunteering with cats is to have patience,”
says Paul. “Some cats take time to get to know
you, some don't. Most people probably don't
think about how much they're helping cats just
by spending time with them."

Barnaby is a cat at the Sanctuary who initially
came to us with a little bit of a feisty streak. He
was sweet as can be, but if you petted him just
one too many times, he might swat or try to nip.

(L) Brave Tate gives Pedey a much needed nail trim, with her mom's supervision. (R) Pedey all grown up, but still a mama's boy.

Thanks to volunteers like Paul, Barnaby is more
secure and trusting, preferring now to relax on
laps and play with feather toys than to strike out.

Win-Win

All the kids and teens in the program have
expressed an interest in continuing to help
animals as they get older, whether through
volunteering, working in the animal welfare
field, fostering animals, or adopting a pet. The
next generation of animal advocates is here.

Nora Brown understands the importance of
the program. "We all help the cats become
socialized and happy," she says. "We help shy
and timid cats become confident and adoption-
ready. | definitely want to keep volunteering in
the future, and | would like to look into fostering
animals until they find a forever home."

By nurturing your Kkid's passion for
animals, you create a lifelong animal lover
- and it's not just the pets who benefit - the
kids themselves gain a lot from interacting with
animals. They learn empathy, patience, and
how to help those in need in their community.
Just in case your kid isn't a cat lover, Nora has
some words of wisdom to help convert you: "Just
because one cat is cranky and mean, it doesn't
mean every single cat is terrible. | wish more
people would be open to volunteering, because
then they would meet a sweet, loving cat, and
maybe they would change their opinion."

Expanding kids' horizons, helping animals,
and creating a world that's better for both
pets and people; that's definitely a win-win-
win scenario.

Is Your Child Interested in Volunteering?

If your child is at least 10 years old and interested in volunteering in the cat program with their parent/legal guardian, contact Lindsey at
lindsey@ourcompanions.org for more information.
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