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American Kennel Club (AKC) Comment on APHIS Strategic Plan Framework 
United States Department of Agriculture, Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service 

The American Kennel Club (AKC) thanks the United States Department of Agriculture's Animal and Plant 
Health Inspection Service (USDA APHIS) for the opportunity to comment on the APHIS’ Strategic Plan 
Framework for the next five years.  We appreciate the agency’s consideration of stakeholder input and 
strategic foresight in developing an operational framework to best prepare APHIS and its stakeholders 
for future challenges and opportunities.   

Founded in 1884, AKC is America's only private, not-for-profit all-breed dog registry devoted to the 
study, breeding, exhibiting, and advancement of purebred dogs.  We demonstrate our organizational 
commitment to responsible dog ownership and breeding through a large variety of educational 
programs, humane programs, a multi-million-dollar commitment to canine health research through the 
AKC Canine Health Foundation, and by conducting thousands of kennel inspections each year.  We are 
the only national all-breed dog registry with a kennel inspections program, which includes a flexible, 
comprehensive, performance-based care and conditions policy for the welfare of all dogs: Since 2000,  
AKC has conducted more than 75,000 inspections of those who register their dogs with us.   

We offer the following comment, which identifies opportunities for APHIS to address goals 2, 3, 4, and 6 
of its strategic plan.   

ENFORCEMENT 

AKC supports strong enforcement of the Animal Welfare Act (AWA) to protect both animal welfare and 
ensure that responsible professional breeders can continue to operate and be licensed subject to a 
reasonable system of national standards.  Without sufficient enforcement, irresponsible individuals and 
licensees who violate the AWA or who are subject to but not in compliance with the Act, cast a shadow 
on the vast majority of responsible breeders who care deeply about the wellbeing of their dogs, which 
may lead to reputational risk for USDA APHIS.   

Recent APHIS regulations have greatly increased enforcement responsibilities on the agency. These 
include Animal Welfare; Amendments to Licensing Provisions and to Requirements for Dogs – effective 
November 9, 2020, and Contingency Plans – effective January 3, 2022.  Despite these increasing 
regulatory enforcement demands, we recognize that the Animal Welfare Program has not received 
commensurate funding increases, and support increased funding for enforcement efforts, particularly 
for educational and collaborative approaches to improving operations of regulated classes.   



AKC also strongly encourages the use of “teachable moments” that help licensees identify and correct 
minor compliance deficiencies, which not only help ensure long-term compliance but also promote 
enforcement efficiency.  Educating and collaborating with the regulated community is critical to the 
well-being of animals.  Elimination of “teachable moments” will serve as a barrier to APHIS in its effort to 
enhance the care and conditions of animals under the AWA. 

It is of vital that USDA APHIS continues to justify and improve its public reputation as the trusted, 
reliable, and fair enforcement mechanism of the AWA.  We believe the strategies noted here will be 
crucial to addressing enforcement issues over the next several years.   

IMPORTS 

The U.S. demand for pet dogs—without accounting for population growth—is more than eight million 
dogs annually. U.S. Breeders are unable to meet this demand.  Instead, up to 1.25 million dogs are 
imported annually into the U.S., according to the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). 

Exponential growth in the import of dogs – particularly from unregulated sources – has resulted in dogs 
with non-native parasites and zoonotic diseases such as rabies, viral infections and brucellosis being 
imported and passed into the general public, creating a significant threat to the health of other dogs, 
animals and the humans who care for them. 

AKC recognizes the value of importing breeding stock from overseas, freedom of choice in selecting a 
pet, and ensuring that people may travel with their pets with a minimum of disruption.  However, we 
are also concerned about the increasing documented incidences of the importation of unhealthy 
random-source pets, particularly for transfer, where public and pet health may be inadequately 
protected. 

Despite CDC’s recent suspension of importation of dogs from countries classified as high risk for rabies, 
and APHIS’ restrictions on the importation of dogs for resale from regions where African swine fever 
exists, many current pet import oversight mechanisms administered by the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture and U.S. Customs were established prior to the exponential growth in imports and are 
unable to adequately check canine health upon entry or protect against the public and animal health 
threat this represents. 

To help protect animal and public health, we urge APHIS to consider the effects of increased 
globalization and importation of animals, particularly those imported for resale/adoption, as a primary 
component of its enforcement planning and practices.  We support continued efforts to ensure that all 
dogs imported into the United States are fully immunized; free of infection, parasites, and contagious 
diseases; and are individually certified as such by a qualified veterinarian.  We encourage greater 
collaboration between USDA, CDC, and Customs and Border Patrol, and increased funding for oversight 
and enforcement activities.   

DEFINITION OF BREEDING FEMALE 

AKC also respectfully reiterate our long-standing concern with the lack of a clear definition for the term 
“breeding female” as used in the AWA regulations.  Currently, USDA appears to define “breeding 



 

female” as “capacity to breed” and bases this assessment on a case-by-case visual inspection on the 
ground of the animals involved, determining whether they are “of breeding age” and whether there are 
health or other factors that would limit that determination.  AKC believes that this is not a practical, 
efficient, or clear way to establish a threshold for licensing and regulation, as it does not allow either 
APHIS or a breeder to assess whether a breeder would be subject to licensing, regulation, and inspection 
without first being inspected by APHIS, which could only be undertaken after the licensing application 
process has been initiated.   

Unless a breeder is certain which animals will “qualify” as non-breeding animals, a breeder has no way 
of knowing what their regulatory requirements are.  An individual with several intact females of various 
species who owns only one dog and whelps only one litter but sells one puppy sight unseen might still 
have to be licensed as a commercial breeder.  Subjecting such an individual to the same licensing 
requirements as an active 200-dog breeding kennel is inefficient and counterproductive.   

Visual or arbitrary determinations of “breeding female” are also problematic because many breeders 
“grow out” promising females to at least 24 months of age before determining whether they will have a 
show career or be worthy of breeding.  Maintaining an intact female that physically could be bred does 
not demonstrate the intention or the act of breeding.  We note:   

• Dog show hobbyists may keep a number of females intact because it is a requisite to show in 
AKC breed conformation dog shows or compete in certain performance events.  These events 
are intended to identify the best breeding stock to ensure that future animals are healthy and 
capable of performing the tasks for which the breed is intended.   

• Breeders must often wait until an intact female is a minimum of 1-2 years old before 
determining whether she would qualify to be breeding stock.  In many cases, key health tests for 
breeding stock cannot be accurately conducted until the animal is two years old.   

• Many recent studies demonstrate that intact females may have better health; likewise, 
premature spaying may cause a variety of health, longevity, and/or house-training issues.1 

We respectfully reiterate that the keeping of intact females is not equivalent to breeding and should in 
no way be treated as proof of breeding or selling puppies.  Moreover, by specifically defining “breeding 
female” in a manner that recognizes best practices among dog breeders, we believe APHIS will more 
clearly define its regulated class, thereby improving both enforcement practices and promoting 
regulatory efficiency and flexibility.  We encourage USDA APHIS to consider specifically defining 
“breeding female” as one that is in whelp or has delivered live offspring in the past three years.   

 

The American Kennel Club thanks USDA APHIS for its consideration of these comments. Questions 
specific to this comment or to discuss collaborations between USDA APHIS and AKC may be addressed 
to Sheila Goffe, Vice President, Government Relations, American Kennel Club, 8051 Arco Corporate 
Drive, Suite 100, Raleigh, NC 27617 or Sheila.Goffe@akc.org. 

 
1 For a list of studies, see Selection of Studies Demonstrating Negative Impact Of Juvenile And Mandatory Spay/Neuter, at 
https://cqrcengage.com/akc/file/uFrYpsiG4XG/SN%20Studies%20updated%20handout-%20Oct%2029%202020.pdf (accessed 
July 28, 2022).  

https://cqrcengage.com/akc/file/uFrYpsiG4XG/SN%20Studies%20updated%20handout-%20Oct%2029%202020.pdf

