
 We oppose the proposed mandatory spay/neuter ordinance being considered by The 
Chicago City Council. 
  
We strongly encourage spay/neuter. Unfortunately, the rosy picture painted by the 
mandatory spay/neuter enthusiasts is far from complete, and support for the measure 
within the animal care community is hardly unanimous. The reality is that the support 
seems to come from a vocal minority. 
  
Proponents refer to the proposed measure as the “Pet Overpopulation and Safety 
Ordinance.” The name is misleading. It implies that the ordinance will positively impact 
pet overpopulation, while at the same time making our streets safer. Available evidence 
doesn’t support either assertion. 
  
In fact, where mandatory spay/neuter laws have been passed, they have failed to achieve 
their stated purposes. Worse are the unintended, highly undesirable consequences that are 
diametrically opposite to the spirit in which these laws are proposed. 
  
There are many reasons that pet owners give when choosing not to have their animals 
surgically sterilized. Whatever we may think of their objections isn’t the issue. What is 
important is that pet owners behave responsibly, and that their pets receive appropriate 
care. When mandatory spay/neuter laws are passed, routine veterinary visits decline 
because non-compliant pet owners fear they may be reported. The resulting diminished 
health care is not in the pets’ best interest. What’s more, since the veterinarians are a 
primary advocate for spay/neuter keeping these people away from veterinarians is 
counterproductive. 
  
Also, fewer visits to the veterinarian results in a reduction of the rabies vaccination rate. 
In Fort Worth, Texas, for example, declining vaccination compliance in the wake of new 
spay/neuter requirements led to a rabies outbreak, and their spay/neuter law was hurriedly 
rescinded.  
  
There is an additional problem concerning cats. According to Alley Cat Allies and the 
American Veterinary Medical Association, the vast majority of housecats are already 
spayed/neutered, particularly in urban areas like Chicago. Cat overpopulation is largely 
the result of un-sterilized stray or feral cats. The mandatory spay/neuter approach actually 
hinders those working to manage this problem through trap, neuter, return. (Stray and 
feral cats are trapped, altered, vaccinated for rabies – very young kittens and friendly cats 
adopted out, and the remainder returned to live out their lives but incapable of 
reproducing). 
  
Supporters of the ordinance have cataloged an almost unbelievable “laundry list” of 
benefits they insist will accrue if the measure is passed. Proponents suggest that police 
need the mandatory spay/neuter ordinance as an additional tool to deal with gangs and 
dogfighters, an argument that’s awfully hard to swallow. There are already a myriad of 
laws that could be utilized as a “back door” method to impact dog fighting such as dog 
licensing laws, vaccination requirements, leash laws and many others.  



Proponents also assert that mandatory spay/neuter will make Chicago safer from biting 
dogs, but neutering does not magically eliminate or prevent aggression. While hormones 
do matter, behaviorists agree early socialization, genetics, appropriate care and 
supervision are far more significant. A recent, study by the University of Pennsylvania 
School of Veterinary Medicine, entitled “Non-Reproductive Effects of Spaying and 
Neutering on Behavior in Dogs,” indicates that most dog bites are, in fact, inflicted by 
spayed female dogs. 
  
There are also major budget implications that have been ignored in this debate. 
According to testimony at City Hall from the Acting Director of Chicago Animal Care 
and Control, even minimal enforcement would require considerable additional staff and 
other resources. How will this be financed? 
  
Chicago requires that all dogs are licensed. There are over one million dogs in the city, 
only about 20,000, less than two percent, are licensed. Should City Council approve 
mandatory spay/neuter, that already low compliance rate will decline. Instead of 
observing the new law, owners go further underground – not wanting to essentially turn 
themselves in, they won’t license. When San Mateo County, CA passed mandatory 
spay/neuter legislation, the result was a 35% decrease in dog licenses. This 
counterproductive effect would unfortunately occur just as City Clerk Miguel Del Valle 
has implemented a proactive plan to increase dog license participation, with proceeds 
helping to fund animal control.  
  
What is perhaps most disturbing to the mandatory approach is that a proven, cost-
effective, alternative model already exists. Unlike the failed mandatory measures that 
seek to punish non-compliance, subsidized spay/neuter programs that reward positive 
behavior have enjoyed real success. Privately-funded, large-scale, subsidized spay/neuter 
programs already exist in Chicago, including those sponsored by Chicago Animal Care 
and Control, The Anti-Cruelty Society, PAWS Chicago and Tree House Humane Society. 
Together, these programs were responsible for nearly 20,000 low-cost or no-cost 
spay/neuters last year alone, and the continuing success of these programs (along with 
the tens of thousands of sterilizations performed each year by private veterinarians) is an 
important factor in the on-going drop in citywide euthanasia rates in the last decade. 

The steadily increasing success of the current voluntary approach calls into question the 
need for any new law. Over the last ten years, the number of companion animals 
euthanized in Chicago has been dramatically reduced from over 50,000 per year to less 
than 19,000, and that trend continues to move rapidly downward.  

Ultimately, one critical, uncontestable fact remains: the decision to sterilize a pet is a 
medical one. Veterinarians today, along with members of the animal shelter community 
and most experts, strongly encourage sterilization with great success, but the final 
decision about if to sterilize or when to sterilize should remain between the client and the 
veterinarian without any government interference. 

The undersigned strongly support spay/neuter, and believe that widespread sterilization is 
a worthy goal. We simply don’t believe that the proposed ordinance would further that 



goal, and would add unintended deleterious consequences. Proponents of the measure 
stubbornly insist that mandatory spay/neuter is the only possible solution to the problem 
of pet overpopulation; ignoring the evidence that such a course is ineffective, 
unnecessary and counterproductive. 

Sincerely, 

The Anti-Cruelty Society of Chicago 

Harmony House for Cats 

Lake Shore Animal Shelter  

Red Door Animal Shelter 

Tree House Humane Society  

Illinois State Veterinary Medical  

Chicago Veterinary Medical Association 

 


