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Transcript: Comments to SF Animal Control and Welfare Commission 
By Jean Donaldson, SF/SPCA 
2/8/07 
 
Donaldson: Good evening. I’m Jean Donaldson. I’m from the San Francisco SPCA. I’m hear to 
talk about a rather narrow aspect of this issue which is the issue of safety, i.e., the contention that 
unrestrained dogs pose any kind of threat to the citizens of San Francisco or to each other, or that 
being allowed off-leash to play contributes to the likelihood of aggression of any kind.  
 
There is not only no evidence that allowing dogs off-leash for play opportunities increases the 
incidence of aggression, to a person every reputable expert in the field of dog behavior in the 
United States is of the opinion that it is likely that off-leash access decreases the likelihood of 
aggression. 
 
Off-leash play has not proven to be a factor in dog bites. According to both the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention and the American Veterinarian Medical Association, the 
majority of bites take place on the guardians’ property. The remaining incidents involve dogs 
that are either restrained, i.e., leashed, or dogs that are “at large”, [that is,] unsupervised dogs that 
have escaped confinement.  
 
Consider for example, the three highest profile serious dog attacks in the history of San 
Francisco. Those are Diane Whipple in 2001, Sean Jones in 2001, and Nicholas Faibish in 2005. 
In the first, the dogs were on-leash. In the second, the dogs had escaped confinement in the 
backyard and were at large. And in the third, the dog was confined in the guardian’s home. I 
would add that in all these instances, the dogs were un-neutered. 
 
There is no research demonstrating that dog parks or off-leash play contributes to any kind of 
aggression, including dog-dog aggression. It was brought to my attention a couple of months 
ago, that claims were being made that such research existed. And so I did an exhaustive literature 
search as well as consulting at length numerous colleagues in dog behavior in the United States. 
All were amazed at the suggestion in view of no such research. 
 
Interestingly, it could very well be that the safest dogs are those that attend off-leash dog parks. 
Shyan and cohorts published a research paper in 2003 in the Journal of Applied Animal Welfare 
Science which looked at the prevalence of interdog aggression in dog parks. Dog-dog problems 
turned out to be minimal and of a non-serious nature. While the paper did not consider the 
question of dog-to-human aggression, the obvious interpretation of this low incidence of 
aggression was interesting and I think very relevant. They suggested that self-selection operates 
strongly, i.e., people who take their time to get into their car or walk to a designated off-leash 
area to exercise their dog tend to not to be the type who are derelict in other areas of dog 
guardianship, such as training, socialization or appropriate containment. 
 
Trish King, my counterpart at the Marin Humane Society, has been publicly quoted several times 
as having authored research concluding off-leash play contributes to aggression. I spoke to her at 
length about this and we corresponded in the last couple of weeks. She has not performed or 
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published such research. She is furthermore, and I quote, “mortified”, unquote, that anyone 
would suggest or imply that. She believes off-leash access, if anything, prevents aggression. 
 
Priscilla Feral, the president of Friends of Animals, often has also been quoted as opposing off-
leash access. I spoke to her this past Monday regarding Friends of Animals’ position, and she 
was adamant that statements suggesting that Friends of Animals oppose off-leash access are 
false.  
 
The same holds true for Kathy Santo, a nationally recognized colleague of mine. I also spoke to 
her this week. She followed up the conversation with me with an email, which I will now quote: 
“Hi Jean. I wanted to email you and clarify my stance on dogs engaging in off-leash play. I 
strongly believe that it is good, or more accurately necessary for healthy dogs to play off-leash in 
safe areas while supervised by their owners. An exercised, socialized dog is a happy and well-
adjusted dog.” 
 
To conclude, it is terribly important that the words of credible sources such as these not be 
twisted to advantage by either side in this issue. I, therefore, will put any interested Commission 
member in direct contact with Ms. King, Ms. Feral, Ms. Santo, or other authorities quoted so that 
they may get firsthand their positions on this issue, Thank you for your attention.  
 
 
 
 
Article referred to in her statement: 
“Bark Parks”—A Study on Interdog Aggression in a Limited-Control Environment 
Melissa R. Shyan, Kristina A. Fortune, and Christine King  
Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science, vol 6, no 1, 2003 
 
 
 


