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	DRAFT RESEARCH TITLE QUESTION:

How effective is the Dangerous Dogs Act 1991 at protecting the public from dog attacks? 

INTRODUCTION:

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 act is broken down into ten sections with the first section harbouring the most debate, this section is where the four banned breeds of dog are mentioned under the Breed Specific Legislation. The main aims of the DDA in the UK is 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 ownerships and popularity within the UK.  The DDA is now 32 years old, yet little research has been done with regards to the effectiveness of the Act. Parkinson, 2008 identifies that since its creation in 1991, the legislation has been fraught with difficulties to enforce by the police. This is largely due to the inability to identify dogs that are banned. Additionally, there is an ethical debate on whether the seizure of dogs who have caused no harm or distress to a member/members of the public is necessary for the protection and safety of the public and the prevention of dangerous dog related crimes. It must be identified that many dog related crimes are being committed by dogs that are not on the banned breed’s register.

By some the Act has been considered negative and flawed particularly by dog owners, dog workers (e.g. dog groomers, dog walkers, etc.), and campaign groups. Many of the issues with the Dangerous Dogs Act is that it is often difficult for members of the public as well as professionals to identify the breeds that are banned, especially as the DDA does not exclusively apply to the four named banned breeds. Furthermore, Kaspersson (2008), claims that banned breeds are no more likely to be involved in dog attacks that other breeds. It has also been argued that the ways in which a dog acts are as much down to its nurture as it is its nature, meaning that the environment a dog is exposed to via its owner can often have just as much of a part to play on the dogs’ disposition as its genetics does. 

This topic is of relevancy and is extremely contemporary, as there has been a rise in dog ownership in the UK since the 2020 covid pandemic. With there now being over 12 million dogs in the UK, this means that dog bites and attacks are on the rise. Between January 2022 and 2023, 11 people died from dog attacks with 75% of these being children dying from fatal bites to the head. Moreover, 7,433 people were admitted to hospital for dog bites in 2020-2021. Recently, the governments discussions on the potential banning of American XL Bully dogs has put the Dangerous Dogs Act on the agenda. Largely since six of the deaths caused by out-of-control dogs in 2021-2022 were known to be American XL Bully dogs (Kerr, 2023). These statistics identify some potential downfalls of the Dangerous Dogs Act 1991 and show why non-governmental organisations such as the RSPCA believe that the Dangerous Dogs Act should move away from the banning of dog breeds and instead focus on ‘responsible ownership’. The MET Police have released that they are now dealing with at least one call about dangerous dogs a day. This has led to members of parliament calling for new laws to be passed, as the data suggests that a rise in the seizure of dog breeds is not matched by actions against owners. 

A police officer’s duty is to protect and reassure the public and to uphold the law. Therefore, they have a duty to detect offences being committed relating to dangerous dogs. These offences are defined as “owner or person in charge or allowing a dog to be dangerously out of control in any place in England or Wales, injuring any person or assistance dog”. Whilst there were 886 dog related crimes reported in 2019-2021 in the Gwent Policing Area, the amount of dog attacks and fatalities in England and Wales are still increasing. Research conducted by the BBC found that dog attacks recorded by the police in England and Wales have increased by more than a third in the past five years. 

A brief look at the research conducted around the effectiveness of the Dangerous Dogs Act 1991, has already identified the lack of research into whether it works as a means of protecting the public against dangerous dogs. Additionally, the cost to the police when enforcing the Dangerous Dogs Act over a five-year period was reported as £5 million in 2015. A cost that many would say has not actually been effective at protecting the public from dog attacks (Parkinson, 2018). As well as this there are many ethical debates as to whether dogs are being targeted as suspicious based on their owners’ demographics, this can cause more of a barrier between public confidence in the police. 



	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH OBJECTIVES: 

· Identify whether the Dangerous Dogs Act 1991 has had any effects on the prevalence of dog attacks across England and Wales. I will try to ascertain data to identify whether dog attacks have increased or decreased in the past 30 years and if so, how the police have contributed to these changes. Through research I want to discover whether seizing dogs stops criminal dog activity and if it has an impact to the owner committing future offences. 
· Establish whether the Dangerous Dogs Act 1991 has improved the public’s confidence in the ways in which the police aim to prevent the occurrence of dog attacks. The study will analyse the opinions of members of the public on whether they feel the police protect them against dog attacks or if they even feel at risk. This will be conducted via a public questionnaire aiming to identify the attitudes of the public based on their demographics and personal circumstances. 
· Recognise whether the identification, seizing and destruction of dangerous dogs by the police reduces the likelihood of future dog attacks. The information I am looking to collect from my research is to establish any trends in the relationship between the ways officers respond to dangerous dog reports and what impacts this has on the occurrence of dog attacks. I will aim to conduct an interview with Gwent Police’s Dangerous Dog Lead to ascertain what impacts they believe the police input has on the reduction of dangerous dogs and whether the system has any shortfalls. 


	LITERATURE REVIEW:

There has been minimal research conducted into the effectiveness of the DDA 1991 on increasing public confidence in the police. Largely the research available is around whether it has worked rather than public perception and the impact from the police. Many veterinary practitioners and animal charities have conducted research or released articles on to whether the Act is ethical and the alternative approaches (e.g. dog handling courses for owners). 

However, there is some literature that has laid the groundwork for my research. Namely the work of Professor Claire Parkinson (2018) who has researched Breed Specific Legislation and the Dangerous Dogs Act 1991 in the UK. Largely, this focusses on whether the current approach has been effective at protecting the public from dog attacks and identifies the costs this has had on the NHS and police forces. She also identifies the ethical issues surrounding subjective visual assessment of the physical characteristics of a dog. 

Another key piece of literature in my research is a study carried out in Norway based on the impact of Breed Bans (Lie, 2017). This research unpicks the effectiveness of banned breeds and establishes a view that banned breeds create a false sense of security to the public and fails to handle the real issue regarding dangerous dogs, which is mainly dangerous dog ownership. This study also identifies a misplaced initiative victimizing dogs rather than getting to the root cause of the issue. Lie (2017) also identifies that a person’s minority background and criminal record may raise their risk of having their dog confiscated by the police based on how it looks.


	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 

I will be using a questionnaire to gather qualitative and quantitative data on public perception of the DDA 1991 and the handling of it via police intervention. This will help to establish any trends in public response based on age, gender, dog ownership, and attitudes towards dogs. For example, dog owners may feel more strongly against the destruction of dangerous dogs more than a non-dog owner and someone who has been bitten by a dog may feel that not enough is done to prevent dog attacks (of course this is currently just speculation). The questionnaire will be anonymised to ensure the answers hold more authenticity, additionally it will help participants to feel they can freely express their opinions without repercussions or judgement on their responses. This is best suited to my research as the study I am conducting is based on public perception.

Additionally, alongside public opinions I will aim to gather information from the Dangerous Dogs Lead for Gwent Police. This will be conducted via a short interview to gather information on what Gwent Police’s stance is on the DDA 1991 and police initiatives and responses to the Dangerous Dogs Pandemic. This will give up-to-date information on how the police deal with dangerous dogs and will be based on facts and examples not opinions.  




	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 

For the questionnaire I will gauge perspectives from members of the public via survey monkey. I am to obtain a sample size of 50 to increase accuracy and to help establish trends in responses. I am to get responses from a range of ages, genders, and people from various economic backgrounds. This will help to give a range of perspectives. I will look to produce a questionnaire with 10-15 questions with a variety of open and closed questions. 

Additionally, the interview with the Dangerous Dogs Lead for Gwent Police will seek the perspective of an expert who works in this given field. This interview can be either done face-to-face or via a phone call. It will only consist of 3 discussion points based on the effectiveness of Gwent Police’s interventions to handle dangerous dogs, any problems faced and future hopes. 



	ETHICAL ISSUES:

I do not foresee there being any ethical issues with my research as I aim to protect the rights of my research participants by giving them anonymity, requesting voluntary participation, and ensuring that participants have informed consent (they understand the purpose of the study and agree to join). 

I will also ensure that my work is free of plagiarism or research misconduct by only accurately representing my results and not fabricating the data to fit a particular trend.

All information gathered will be stored on a secure encrypted database to stop any potential GDPR breaches and maintain confidentiality. 

With the questionnaire I will only use clear, simple, and concise language and avoid leading questions that could lead to bias. 


	TIME SCALE:

I will attempt to gather all my research and data (questionnaire and interview) within the first three months of my study to ensure that I have time to aggregate the appropriate data and analyse it via graphing, visual inspection, and statistical analysis. 
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