
Dog Importation: Why Your Voice is Important
Last week, we sent out an announcement of USDA APHIS’s proposed rule regarding the importation of certain dogs into the United States. This week, we want to provide some background to let you know why this issue is so important, and why your comments as hands-on experts are needed to assure the best outcome and prevent unintended consequences.

Background
Americans have imported dogs into the United States for over two centuries. Arriving as family members, working animals, or as part of a breeding program, dogs have always played their special role in America’s melting pot, and our laws have recognized this.  

But over the last decade, there has been a massive increase in the number of dogs imported into the United States for the purpose of resale, both for retail and adoption transfers. These dogs commonly arrive without health certificates, from parts of the world that are rife with diseases that pose risks to both dogs and humans. 

According to the United States Public Health Service, Chicago O’Hare was the destination airport for 10,125 dogs imported in 2006, over half of which were not vaccinated. That same year, a multi-agency sting operation revealed massive smuggling of dogs into the United States, leading scientists from the CDC to estimate that over 199,000 dogs – 38,100 unvaccinated – had come into the country through the Mexican border in 2006 alone! 

This unprecedented surge in foreign dogs can be broken down into several categories:

· Dogs deliberately bred in Europe for the U.S. commercial pet trade, coming from countries where there are few – if any – regulations on dog breeding. Unlike the United States, where breed enthusiasts have worked for several decades to reduce genetic diseases, few of these dogs come from lines that are tested for health, and they often arrive with undisclosed communicable diseases and/or genetic defects.
· “Roadside dealers,” trading in dogs that come mostly from Mexico. These dogs – some deliberately bred, others street dogs – are typically smuggled in, regularly unvaccinated, and end up sold through flea markets, out of the back of vans in parking lots, or become part of the rescue/shelter/pet trade business. Like their European counterparts, they often carry undisclosed diseases and health problems.
· Puerto Rican street dogs: dogs that are flown in for the rescue/shelter pet trade between Puerto Rico and the continental U.S., with thousands of street dogs distributed to non-traditional shelters, rescue groups, and pet supply super stores each year.
The idea that we’d have thousands of dogs pouring in from all over the world to be sold or adopted to American consumers was inconceivable just a decade ago. That is why U.S. laws have not regulated dogs as an internationally traded commodity like livestock; our laws regarding canine importation have always been geared toward privately owned dogs: US citizens who travel with their pets, working dogs brought over for training, or single dogs imported by individuals to become household pet or used as breeding stock. 

But things are starting to change. To keep up with the burgeoning global pet market, the Food, Conservation, and Energy act of 2008 (widely referred to as the 2008 Farm Bill), added a new section to the Animal Welfare Act restricting the importation of certain live dogs. APHIS has drafted proposed rules in order to implement this amendment, and they are asking for comments. 

Giving Dog Importation Regulations Some Teeth
APHIS’s proposed rules are as simple and straightforward as they are necessary. 

First and most important, is the requirement of an import permit issued by APHIS for dogs entering the United States over the age of six months for purposes of resale, research, or veterinary treatment. This permit requires individuals importing dogs to identify themselves and their dog(s), list ports of departure and arrival, and the date of arrival into the United States. Dogs under the age of six months cannot be imported for resale at all. 

To clarify: the statute defines the term “resale” to include any transfer of ownership or control of a dog to another person, for more than de minimis consideration. This does not limit the ability of an individual to import a dog under the age of six months for their own use (e.g. as companion animals, working dogs, or for a breeding program). These rules apply to people who bring dogs into the country with the intention of transferring them to yet-unnamed consumers. 

These rules also place more stringent health requirements on dogs being imported, and provide penalties for noncompliance. Health certificates and proofs of rabies vaccination must now be written in English by a licensed veterinarian (having a licensed veterinarian handle these responsibilities should be important for obvious reasons), while dogs refused entry can be removed from the United States or seized by an APHIS official, with the person importing the dog held liable for the cost of caring for the animal – something that can become extremely expensive when veterinary and boarding fees are taken into account. 

Having these common sense regulations in place is vital from both a public health and animal welfare standpoint. Currently, unvaccinated dogs are not refused entry or forced into strict quarantine; instead they are sent home with their importer who is supposed to confine the dogs according to existing laws. This isn’t safe, intelligent, or humane, but under current rules, the oversight agencies have neither the resources nor authority to handle the situation any differently.

We have an opportunity now, while the proposed rules are available for comment (until October 31), for our voices to be heard, a chance to ensure that the new law is enforced as intended. and move our regulations on dog importation into the 21st century. Providing reasonable vaccination and health requirements for dogs entering our country’s resale market – and more importantly, enforcing these requirements – is a huge step in the right direction. These proposed rules, if enacted properly, will:

· Reduce the risk of spreading infectious and zoonotic diseases such as distemper, parvo, canine brucellosis, and even rabies among the domestic canine, wildlife, livestock, and human populations.
· Protect the integrity of America’s ethical, dedicated breeders who have worked so hard to reduce disease and genetic problems in their bloodlines.
· Limit the flow of puppies into this country from foreign breeders who do not abide by the same federal, state, and local regulations that are required of the US commercial pet industry.
· Reduce the number of unethical shelters and rescues that import hot-selling puppies from foreign countries, while local dogs are euthanized for lack of a home.
This is a call to action. It is vital your voice is heard! Read the proposed rules and comment on them here. If you have concerns that this is going to limit your ability to import dogs for your own use (e.g. for your working dog or breeding program) be sure that you spell out your concerns and your recommendations. APHIS needs to hear from the stakeholders! 

Comments by postal mail/commercial delivery should be sent to Docket No. APHIS-2009-0053, Regulatory Analysis and Development, PPD, APHIS, Station 3A-03.8, 4700 River Road Unit 118, Riverdale, MD 20737-1238 

For more information on this important rule, write Dr. Gerald Rushin, at:

Dr. Gerald Rushin, Veterinary Medical Officer
Animal Care, APHIS
4700 River Road Unit 84
Riverdale, MD 20737-1231
Phone (301) 734-0954 

Sincerely,

[image: image1]
Patti Strand, NAIA National Director 

For more information about this issue, contact Patti Strand at (503) 227-8450, or at naia@naiaonline.org. 

P.S. For more NAIA news and views, check out our blog: informative and entertaining, with new content available most weekdays. And did you know that you can support NAIA while you shop by using your own official NAIA credit card? Why yes you can – apply for yours here! Finally, don't forget to sign up for our raffle to earn a chance at winning a trip to the 2011 World Dog Show in Salzburg, Austria! 

