Literature Review – dissertation
Title: How effective is the Dangerous Dogs Act (DDA) 1991? Is it fit for purpose? 
Introduction 
Dogs are known as “man’s best friend” and live in proximity to humans as pets and working animals. This means that dog aggression can, sometimes, pose a threat to people and raise public safety concerns. Since the Coronavirus pandemic of 2020, dog ownership in the UK has increased to approximately 12 million. Statista Research Department (2023) published a pet population survey in 2023, showing 31 percent of households in the UK owned at least one dog, compared with between 22-26 percent between 2010 and 2020. Dangerous dogs and/or dogs out of control are not a new phenomenon. However, the issue has become more visible and contested due to the recent banning of XL Bully dogs and more frequently publicised mauling and deaths caused by dogs out of control. The Dangerous Dogs Act (DDA) 1991 is a UK law banning or restricting types of dogs considered to pose serious threat to the public or those that are bred for fighting. The Act is divided into three sections; section 1 contains Breed Specific Legislation (BSL) which prohibits the ownership of certain types of dog unless made exempt, section 2 makes it a criminal offence to allow any dog to be dangerously out of control in public, and section 3 covers the destruction of dogs and orders to prohibit offenders from keeping dogs for a period of time. The Act was created after a spate of attacks on children by Pitbull terriers in the early 1990s. Before this there were no criminal penalties for injuries or deaths caused by dangerous dogs (DEFRA, 2009).  This Literature Review will provide a brief overview of the impact of the DDA and perspectives regarding whether it remains fit for purpose since its implementation 33 years ago. This chapter will address three key objectives regarding the effectiveness of the DDA and what alternative solutions could be considered.  
Arguments 
The Dangerous Dogs Act 1991 is one of the most controversial pieces of legislation passed in the UK according to Allcock and Campbell (2021). The DDA 1991 has two main aspects of legislation: i.  Dangerous dog law and ii. BSL. The BSL section outlines the four banned breeds and harbours the most contention. The main aims of the DDA are to reduce the number of dog attacks by specific breeds and to protect the public by reducing and removing potentially dangerous and aggressive dogs from ownership.  Podberscek (1994), claims that the DDA was hastily passed by the UK government due to growing public concern over dog mauling’s. The RSPCA (2016) has also highlighted that the DDA seems to be failing, as mauling incidences have risen in recent years, even with legislation restricting aspects of dog ownership. 
Klaassen et al., (1996) determined there is no direct connection between breed and aggression, as banned breeds are not the leading cause of the largest proportion of bites. Additionally, most minor dog bites are not reported to the police, meaning there is a gap in the data available. Another weakness in the use of the DDA is that the identification of dangerous dogs is subjective (Duffy et al., 2008). This subjective nature has raised concerns over the ways in which the police enforce the DDA, specifically through the BSL, as dogs are identified by their “type” or their “appearance” rather than breed. The guidance available to enforcers only provides limited characteristics for identifying Pitbull-type dogs and includes no mention of the other three banned breeds (DEFRA, 2009). By focussing upon ‘appearance’ the guidelines can only enable a subjective interpretation of a dangerous dog ‘type’. This is a considerable flaw as dogs that are not banned, not aggressive and have not caused harm could be euthanised based on the opinion of a police officer. In 2023, a Metropolitan Police report identified that 521 dogs were euthanised by the police in that year with 252 of those demonstrating no form of aggression (Metropolitan Police, 2024). 
In addition, research carried out in Norway based on the impact of Breed Bans debated its effectiveness. The research tested a hypothesis that banning breeds of dogs creates a false sense of security within the public and fails to handle the real issue regarding dangerous dogs, which is primarily anti-social ownership of dogs and unregulated, immoral breeders (Lie, 2017). This study identified a misplaced initiative victimising dogs rather than getting to the root cause of the issue. Lie (2017) also identifies that a person’s minority background and/ or criminal record may increase their risk of having their dog confiscated by the police, based on how the dog looks. This indicates that prejudice and discrimination could impact the likelihood of a dog being euthanised (Burstein, 2004). 
To investigate the effectiveness of the Dangerous Dogs Act 1991
The aim of the DDA is to reduce the number of dog attacks by specific breeds and to make owners liable for their dog’s actions.  Since the creation of the DDA, it is illegal to own any “specifically controlled dog”, unless an exemption has been granted by court. Dogs that are granted an exemption must be muzzled, always kept on a leash when in public, registered, insured, and neutered or spayed. Any breach of these conditions will lead to the destruction of the dog. Dogs identified within the act cannot be exchanged or sold; if an owner no longer wants or is unable to keep the dog, it will be destroyed. 
According to several sources in the UK, the DDA has not been effective in its objective to protect people from dog attacks, as many dog types do not fit the physical description of the dogs banned by the DDA. Breeds that are not considered “dangerous” have attacked people. Of the 52 serious dog attacks in the UK in 1991, only nine were caused by dogs banned by the DDA (Brannan, 2023). 
A study carried out by Allcock and Campbell (2021) suggests that the DDA is flawed in terms of the ways in which it keeps the public safe and ethically. Despite numerous amendments since its creation, the DDA is still one of the most controversial acts passed in UK history, largely due to its targeting of specific breeds. Hood et al (2000), refers to the act as “a cardinal example of poor, ill-thought-out regulation”. Most of this dissatisfaction comes from the Breed Specific Legislation stated in Section 1 of the act. The practicalities of whether the act can be accurately carried out are under constant critique as the DDA prohibits ‘any dog of the type known as the Pitbull Terrier’. Yet two studies conducted in 2014 and 2018 indicate that both the public and professionals have difficulty in identifying dogs of this type and other, similar breeds. A study carried out in Scotland in 1996 identified the DDA and the BSL had not reduced the number of dog bites recorded at A&E units across the country. It found that “Alsatians and Mongrels” were the most likely indicated breeds to inflict bites (Allcock and Campbell, 2021). 
Contrary to the strength of research identifying that the DDA is flawed, it could be argued it is achieving its objective to keep the public safe, for, as Allcock and Campbell (2021) demonstrate, 75% of dogs destroyed between 1992 and 2019 were Pitbull Terrier type dogs. However, dogs identified by the BSL that were granted exemptions by a court were seemingly destroyed for trivial reasons, such as not being muzzled from within a car or a brief lapse in insurance. None of these breaches were due to dog aggression making it difficult to argue their destruction was due to a genuine threat to public safety (Allcock and Campbell, 2021).  
The DDA may also not be effective at achieving its objectives due to the sometimes-unreliable evidence which cases depend upon or the nature of witnesses who disagree whether a dog is a Pitbull Terrier type. Another example is that one police officer could testify that a dog has similar characteristics to that of a Pitbull terrier, if this cannot be proven otherwise even if the traits are only minimal then the dog will be destroyed. Therefore, this could be a serious failing of the DDA as it is difficult to identify banned breed types, so the act could then cause the destruction of a dog it never intended to (Allcock and Campbell, 2021). 
There is a distinct lack of research into the effectiveness of the DDA, other than government reports with no clear evidence or quantitative data to demonstrate how it has successfully protected the public. The research could not find any credible sources or reports to suggest whether the DDA is effective at reducing dog attacks, deaths by dangerous dogs and/or dogs out of control. 
To explore professional opinions around the effectiveness of the Dangerous Dogs Act
This research has found minimal supporting evidence for the effectiveness of the DDA. However there has been a breadth of research, surveys and reviews detailing its shortfalls and limitations. Shepherd and Newbery (2016), argue that the DDA needs urgent change as the absence of accurate assessment of dog breeds by professionals is causing the wrongful euthanasia of dogs. Even though there has been a strong and consistent calling by non-governmental organisations and charities to change the law it is yet to be altered. There is an urgent need to ensure there is a standardisation of assessment and interpretation of both the anatomy and the behaviour of the dog, rather than speculation and assumption based on a similar looking trait (RSPCA, 2015). The RSPCA (2015) claim that the inability for dogs to be accurately identified can lead to physical and mental suffering, with dogs being seized and confined in isolation for months or even years until a decision is made on whether it is a “dangerous dog type”.  In addition to this, the Government Office for Science (2015) suggests that decisions made by courts on a dog’s future are decided by those with little to no anatomical or behavioural expertise.  Consequently, it is thought the DDA often fails to enable an accurate determination of a dog’s ‘dangerousness’ as no assessment of the dog’s anatomy or temperament takes place, only the speculation of whether it conforms to the Pitbull type. 
According to Allcock and Campbell (2021), governmental, non-governmental and independent reviews on the effectiveness of the DDA, resulting in limited changes being made none of which were to do with BSL. The government maintains the commitments to BSL and prohibited breed types as the best way to increase public safety and reduce dog attacks. But perhaps another form of assessment would be more effective. One alternative example is The American Temperament Test Society, which uses a test to assess a dog’s temperament. Dogs of ‘banned breeds’ – including the Pitbull Terrier, that were subject to this test were just as likely to pass it as any other breed. This has concluded that the BSL lacks scientific credibility and needs reviewing, especially in terms of canine welfare. 
According to Bleasdale-Hill and Dickinson (2016), critics have argued that the restrictions on specific types of dogs under the BSL reopens the debate about nature versus nurture; essentially claiming that ‘dog risk stems as much from training, housing and husbandry as from breed’. Hussain (2006) identifies there is too much emphasis on breed specific law and not enough significance placed upon trying to change the culture of responsible ownership. Hussain’s research identifies that the law is difficult to enforce and is unlikely to increase public safety to a satisfactory level, because not all dogs categorised in the BSL are likely to attack people. This is why the type-specific legislation is so notoriously contested, especially by people working within this area. Hussain’s research involved detailed examination of statistics regarding the BSL and its effectiveness, he concluded that, 
“…breed-specific legislation, and breed-based bans in particular… ignore the effects of ownership and environment on a dog’s behaviour and eliminate the rights of responsible owners. Breed-specific laws regulate or destroy dogs regardless of poor conduct and may require even responsible owners to sacrifice their rights”.
(Hussain, 2006)
Although BSL imposes difficulty, it has been retained for several reasons; namely the identified breeds have a particular physical strength and often an unpredictable nature. Collier (2006) suggests that this is a weak rationale for inclusion as not all the dog types will cause harm.  Legislation should be founded utilising robust supporting data instead of anecdotes and a narrow focus. DEFRA (2010) deliberated over several aspects of the DDA and were especially concerned with the BSL and whether it was effective at protecting the public against dangerous dogs and whether such laws should be repealed and replaced. However, DEFRA found that,
‘…welfare groups, local authority interests and the Association of Chief Police Officers consider that while breed-specific law is not easy to enforce at present, there are no viable alternatives, and it should not be repealed”.
(DEFRA, 2010)
Nevertheless, Bernstein (2004) suggests banning a restricted number of breeds doesn’t necessarily enhance public safety, as breed is just one component determining a dog’s likelihood to attack people. Banning an entire breed does not eradicate or alter irresponsible human behaviour, nor will it succeed at reducing the number of dangerous dogs created from this type of behaviour. 
Adding to this, The Dog Control Coalition consisting of the RSPCA, Blue Criss, Battersea, Dogs Trust, Hope Rescue, Scottish SPCA, The Kennel Club and British Veterinary Association have all campaigned to stop the banning of specific breed as they collectively agree this fails as a solution to a pressing issue. They claim the DDA has fixated on banning certain types of dogs which has not coincided with a decrease in dog bites and more recent deaths by dog mauling’s shows that it is ineffective. The Dog Control Coalition suggest the UK government need to tackle the root of the issue which goes back to immoral breeders that put gaining profit over the welfare of canines, and the irresponsible owners that are unable to control their dog or actively encourage aggressive behaviour. Finally, the coalition believe the government should design a policy that protects the public, but one which is based on rigorous evidence. The current DDA lacks data to prove that it has the potential to prevent dog bites. 

To explore alternative methods/means in dealing with dog ownership – do we need to reinstate licensing?      
Every dog has the potential to be dangerous and out of control, yet the current DDA largely puts the blame on specific breeds, rather than on the behaviours of breeders and owners. Leadbeater (2023) recognises the main problem associated with dangerous dogs as, there is no requirement for dog owners to have any knowledge or training regarding dog handling. An alternative method to the DDA, which has gained a following since the announcement of the banning of XL Bully dogs, is the reinstatement of a dog licence. Rose (2022) strongly argues that the BSL should be immediately repealed as statistics show the act is not protecting the public from dangerous dog attacks. Rose (2022) calls the BSL “discriminatory” as it is not based on statistics. A dog licence would be issued after the potential owner passes a test showing their ability and understanding about how to keep a dog. Leadbeater (2023) compares this ideology to that of a driving test; the dog owner would receive penalty points if their dog were to exhibit poor behaviour such as a dog attack, noise complaint or not picking up dog waste. Dog licensing can be a deterrent to owners who could face their licence being revoked, removal of their dog and legal proceedings if they do not handle their dogs’ care correctly. This makes the welfare of the animal a priority, something that the RSPCA claims is not represented throughout the DDA. The RSPCA reiterate the points made above by stating that:
“aggressive behaviour can be influenced by factors such as how they’re bred, reared and experiences throughout their life. Breed isn’t a good way to predict risk of aggression”.
(RSPCA, 2024)
Regardless of the prohibition of specific breeds, over the past 20 years bites have increased by 154 percent, and of the 62 dogs involved in deadly dog attacks between 1989 and 2017, 53 dogs were not on the prohibited list. This highlights there is little robust data to demonstrate the DDA works. 
Many countries have recognised the ineffectiveness of BSL and have explored alternative solutions advocating for the identification of individual animals with the aim of preventing them from inflicting harm. The RSPCA (2015) highlights how the Australian Veterinary Association has created a model that focuses on dog ownership and education. This consists of temperament testing to identify risks and needs of individual animals, this is thought to help owners to make better choices for their pets. They have a national reporting system with mandatory reporting of all dog bites to a national database. 
It is recognisable there are gaps in this research due to limited analysis of alternative approaches and whether they will acquire more success at protecting the public from dangerous dogs (i.e., the temperament test and the possibility of dog licensing). 
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