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Executive Summary 
Breed-specific legislation introduced by the Government of Ontario in the 2005 Dog Owners’ 
Liability Act must be amended. More commonly known as the Pit Bull Ban, the amendment 
unjustly targets a specific breed of dog instead of negligent and irresponsible owners. The Act’s 
definition of the breed is vague and creates obstacles in the enforcement of its legislation. In 
Canadian cities where breed-specific legislation has been enforced, no significant difference of 
pit bull bites before and after the legislation has been reported. The ban also stigmatizes pit 
bulls and their owners and promotes racism in already-marginalized communities. Other 
Canadian cities have demonstrated that persecuting dog owners is more beneficial than 
enforcing breed-specific legislation. Thus, the Act should be amended to target owner 
responsibilities for pit bull aggression, educate the public about canine behavior, and demand 
more thorough investigation of dog bite-related incidents.  

Introduction  and Problem Definit ion  
In March 2005, the government of Ontario introduced an amendment to the Dog Owners’ 
Liability Act to increase public safety in relation to dogs, specifically concerning pit bulls. Hence 
known as the Pit Bull Ban, the breed-specific legislation prohibits residents of Ontario from 
owning, breeding, transferring, and abandoning a pit bull to a place other than a rescue shelter, 
allowing a pit bull to stray, importing a pit bull to the province, and training a pit bull to fight.  

The ban took effect after a widely-publicised attack of a 25-year-old Toronto man by two pit 
bulls he was looking after for a friend. The dogs turned on him when he was taking them for a 
walk and attacked him by biting his legs, arms, and back. Another man on the scene started 
hitting the dogs with a stick in an attempt to stop the attack and even tried to smother one with 
a mattress. It wasn’t until the police arrived and fired multiple bullets at the dogs that they 
could pry the dogs off the victim (“Pit bulls attack”).   



I ssue Analysis  
DEFINITION OF PIT BULL  

The ban’s broad explanation of the breed is flawed because it does not clearly define the pit 
bull breed. The ban interprets the breed as the pit bull terrier, the Staffordshire bull terrier, the 
American Staffordshire terrier, the American pit bull terrier, and any breed that “has an 
appearance and physical characteristics that are substantially similar to those of dogs.” By this 
reasoning, any dogs that possess characteristics such as blocky heads, white chest markings, or 
brindle coats can be described as pit bulls. This definition makes this ban initially problematic 
because the characteristics that are attributed to pit bulls can be found in numerous other dogs 
(Dickey). Vague understanding of the breed allows for the lack of enforcement of, or confusion 
towards, the ban.  

PRE/POST BREED-SPECIFIC LEGISLATION 

Between 1990 and 2007, the American Staffordshire terrier, commonly known as the pit bull, 
was responsible for only one of the 28 reported fatal dog attacks across Canada (see Appendix: 
Table 1). When the breed of the dog involved in the attack was known, Huskies, Rottweilers, 
and mixed-breed dogs were responsible for more human deaths (Raghavan). While data is 
unavailable for breed-specific fatal attacks for Ontario, the number of dog bites in Toronto, one 
Ontario city that enforces the ban, “has held steady since 2005” despite how registration 
numbers of pit bulls have decreased (Hinkson). This is conducive of nation-wide data that 
breed-specific legislation causes no significant reductions in dog-bite injury hospitalisations 
(Burchill et al.). 

PERPETUATING BREED-RELATED STIGMA  

The ban stigmatizes not only dogs, but also their owners. Fatal dog attacks in general occur 
more on Aboriginal reserves and in rural communities (see Appendix: Table 2) (Raghavan). The 
distaste towards pit bulls perpetuates racism for marginalized communities as pit bull owners 
are often associated as individuals described as thugs, gangsters, and drug dealers (Dickey, 
Medlin). The stigma against pit bulls is so severe that when pit bull owners are confronted 
about the breed of their dog, they might deny that their dog is a pit bull and try to hide it 
(Twining et al). Dog shelter workers have also been reported to knowingly mislabel a pit bull as 
another breed to raise the adoption chances of the dog (Hoffman et al). In allowing the ban to 
continue, the government of Ontario is supporting the “perceived threat to normative 
whiteness” (Tarver) that pit bull stigma represents.  

  



Proposed Solut ions  
The Ontario Government should amend the Dog Owners’ Liability Act to repeal the ban on pit 
bulls. Most dog bite-related injuries and fatalities are characterized by coincidental and 
preventable factors (Sacks et al.). Attacks commonly occur when dogs suffer abuse and 
starvation, are territorial, or are not socialized or trained properly (Raghavan). Breed is 
irrelevant regarding dog bite incidents and rather than enforce breed-specific legislation, which 
frequently results in euthanizing the dog, it is essential that bad owners be held responsible for 
their actions that create hostile and aggressive dogs (Patronek et al.). And as public education 
plays a vital role in preventing dog bite-related incidents, it is mandatory to educate the public 
how to safely interact with dogs and how to recognize when a dog is threatened. 

Strategic Recommendations  
Efforts should be made to ensure that dog bites and attacks are more accurately reported by 
the media. This begins with more thorough investigations by police of cases involving dog bites. 
A highly-publicized example of this issue is when Montreal introduced legislation to ban pit 
bulls after a woman was mauled to death by a dog that investigators initially described as a pit 
bull. However, after further probe into the case, the dog’s registration documents revealed that 
the dog was actually a boxer, not a pit bull (“Woman mauled by boxer”).  

L imitat ions  
Holding the owner’s responsible for the behaviour of their dog will require active enforcement 
and collaboration by police, animal enforcement officers, veterinarians, and members of the 
general public – each party plays an essential role. Uplifting the pit bull ban is a step in the right 
direction, however it will take additional strategic efforts from the government and media to 
shift the focus from breed-culpability to owner-responsibility.  

Cost-Benefit  Analysis  
Canadian cities are promoting cost-effective alternatives to breed-specific legislation. 
Frequently, jurisdictions are now holding the owners accountable for the behaviour of the dogs 
and providing guidelines on how to behave around aggressive dogs.  

 Edmonton repealed its ban on pit bulls and now requires owners to licence, spay, and 
neuter their dogs, as well as walk their dogs on a leash.  

 Calgary offers free training and obedience classes for all dogs and fines any owners 
whose dog bites or attacks people or animals.  

 Ottawa requires all dog owners to register their dogs and walk them on a leash.  

Despite not enforcing the provincial ban, pit bulls allegedly cause only two per cent of the 
average 450 dog bites that Ottawa reports annually (Hinkson). As fewer cases will be pursued in 
the judicial system, the aforementioned solutions will free up time and resources for Ontario’s 
court system. Good ownership will also lead to well-behaved dogs and subsequently result in 
fewer attacks and time spent in the hospital. 



Appendix:  Table 1  
Dogs implicated in the 28 newspaper reports on fatal attacks in Canada, 1990–2007 

Number of dogs implicated in victim’s death Number (%) of 28 fatalities 

 1 9 (32.1) 

 2–3 6 (21.4) 

 4–6 8 (28.6) 

 8 4 (14.3) 

 Multiple dogs; number not reported 1 (3.6) 

Domestication, socialization of dogs 

 Owned 25 (89.3) 

  Pet, farm, or yard dogs 19 (67.9) 

  Guard dogs 1 (3.6) 

  Sled dogs 7 (25.0) 

 Wild or stray dogs roaming in packs 6 (21.4) 

 Owned dogs’ familiarity with victims 

  Belonged to or temporarily housed with victim’s family 10 (35.7) 

  Belonged to relative, friend, or neighbor of victim’s family 8 (28.6) 

  Unrelated 8 (28.6) 

  Unknown/not reported 1 (3.6) 

 Owned dogs’ access to victim 

  Restrained on property; unsupervised victim in dogs’ area 8 (28.6) 

  Unrestrained on property 7 (25.0) 

  Restrained off property; unsupervised victim in dogs’ area 2 (7.1) 

  Unrestrained off property; wandering in packs 6 (21.4) 

  Unknown/not reported 3 (10.7) 

 Owned dogs’ history of aggression 

  Towards people 5 (17.9) 

  Towards animals 2 (7.1) 

  No history 4 (14.3) 

  Unknown/not reported 14 (50.0) 

Breeds (total numbers) of dogs implicated 

 Reports quoting dog owner or knowledgeable authority (n = 48) 16 (57.1) 

  American Staffordshire terrier 1 (3.6) 

  Husky, Labrador; husky, Siberian 3 (10.7) 

  Rottweiler 3 (10.7) 

  “Sled dog”  4 (14.3) 

  Rottweiler-German shepherd crossbreed  1 (3.6) 

  Other 6 (21.4) 

 Reports not quoting dog owner or knowledgeable authority 7 (25.0) 

 Mixed breed/breed not specified 7 (25.0) 

 



Appendix:  Table 2  
Place and time of attack in the 28 newspaper-reported fatal dog attacks in Canada, 1990–2007 

Place Number (%) of 28 fatalities 

 Region (Provinces or Territories) 

  Atlantic (Newfoundland, New Brunswick) 3 (10.7) 

  Central (Quebec, Ontario) 8 (28.6) 

  Prairie (Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta) 13 (46.4) 

  Western (British Columbia) 1 (3.6) 

  Northern (Northwest Territories, Nunavut) 3 (10.7) 

 District 

  Urban, metropolitan 1 (3.6) 

  Suburban 3 (10.7) 

  Small, rural, or remote community 24 (85.7) 

   Aboriginal reserves 11 (39.3) 

   Rural, remote municipality 11 (39.3) 

   Uninhabited island 2 (7.1) 

Location 

 Private property 17 (60.7) 

  Victim’s residence 9 (32.1) 

  Other residence 8 (28.6) 

  In home 3 (10.7) 

  Yard 13 (46.4) 

  No information 1 (3.6) 

 Public space 11 (39.3) 

  Street, road, highway 7 (25.0) 

  Sea ice/outdoors 2 (7.1) 

  Uninhabited island 2 (7.1) 

Time 

 Season (months) 

  Winter (Dec–Feb) 7 (25.0) 

  Spring (Mar–May) 6 (21.4) 

  Summer (Jun–Aug) 11 (39.3) 

  Fall (Sep–Nov) 4 (14.3) 

 Time of day 

  Morning (0800–1200) 6 (21.4) 

  Afternoon (1200–1600) 2 (7.1) 

  Evening/night (1600–2400) 8 (28.6) 

  Unknown/not reported 12 (42.9) 
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