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Previous chapters have provided substantial evidence of the benefits that contact with animals can have for older adults. This contact may be in the form of visiting schemes, a residential pet belonging to the housing provider or warden, or pets owned by individual residents or tenants.

This chapter will focus on the keeping of pets by individual tenants/residents. It will consider the issues surrounding pet ownership in an integrated society of those who wish to own animals and those who do not. Suggestions will be given to enable housing providers to establish an inclusive policy that incorporates pet ownership in their housing stock / premises.

Traditional, ‘domestic’ species kept as pets include the dog, cat, rabbit, hamster, fish, budgerigar and pigeon. More recently there has been a trend for the keeping of exotic species such as invertebrates, snakes and other reptiles and birds, both of the parrot and raptor groups. (CAWC, 2003). The increase in number and variety of species kept has implications for both human and animal welfare. Whilst pet ownership can be of positive benefit to the individual owner and society in general, it should be acknowledged that there are drawbacks. 

There are health and safety concerns related to pet ownership that can potentially compromise human welfare. Transfer of zoonotic diseases and injury through bites from dogs or scratches from cats are all cause for concern, especially where the recipient is elderly and/or infirm, particularly if they are immuno-compromised or have any other vulnerability.   For older people, failing eyesight or hearing or a reduced sense of balance means they are more likely to trip over the pet, and their greater risk of brittle bones means this may have a more serious consequence than for younger owners. Even small caged mammals and birds can cause problems by escaping or chewing wiring causing a potential fire hazard. Animals can disturb neighbours through noise, smell and allergy. All of these are concerns for housing providers and, whilst these risks appear to be substantial, in fact they are easily minimised through following simple guidelines. Indeed, given the UK population of over 7 million cats and 6 million dogs, let alone the millions of rabbits, hamsters, budgerigars etceteras, we here very few stories of hazards of pet ownership to life and property! 

Zoonoses are not common and any risk of contracting anything unpleasant from an animal is counteracted by normal hygiene routines, such as handwashing, keeping animal bowls / utensils away from those used by people and keeping the animal’s environment clean. With respect to cats and dogs, regular worming should be a further routine precaution to ensure both the animal and the person stay healthy. 

Health and safety issues relating to the animal’s behaviour again can be minimised with the application of common sense and responsible ownership. Small mammals and birds should be kept in cages designed for the purpose and from which they cannot escape. If they are taken out of the cage, then they should be supervised. As for wiring and the potential for it being chewed by an inquisitive house rabbit, for example, then this should be prevented by the use of cable ducting – often used by householders to reduce the spaghetti effect of the innumerable cables associated with modern living! As for the general behaviour of animals, in particular dogs, this is an issue for all pet owners and relates to responsible ownership. Not only does this mean that the animals must be appropriately socialised to people and other animals, properly (and kindly) trained, but also provided with a suitable diet, environment and physical and mental exercise.  

From the point of view of the animals, insufficient knowledge of, or ability to meet, their needs can result in poor welfare, and lead to behaviour problems. Detrimental factors include inadequate diet and inappropriate environment, such as the keeping of horses on urban estates. A space that may be suitable for one or two members of a species, may invoke poor psychological or physical welfare when animals are overcrowded. For example, too many cats in a flat – the number may be as small as three – may result in them fighting and/or spraying urine on the walls and furniture.

In recent years, the multifarious issues surrounding the keeping of animals in accommodation have become of increasing concern to housing providers and the community as a whole. These have been reflected in the changes in legislation regarding the keeping of dogs, such as the Dangerous Dogs Act (1991) and the Fouling of the Land Act (1996). The Animals Act (1971) and the Environmental Protection Act (1990) all of which reflect society’s desire for its members to be aware of the effect of their animals’ behaviour on others. Likewise, concerns about how we treat animals, including pets, are reflected in the Protection of Animals Act (1911, 1912), the Abandonment of Animals Act (1960) and the proposed Animal Welfare Bill that is under discussion at the time of writing. It should be remembered that these laws serve to underline the need of owners to be aware of their responsibilities both to their pet and its well-being and that of other people. 

These issues of suitability of the premises for different types of pet, animal welfare and responsible ownership are of concern with respect to owners of all ages and are not specific to older adults. In addition there are factors that particularly relate to older adults, namely the changes that accompany aging, especially those of deteriorating health. Increasing mental or physical frailty and a concurrent reduction in the ability to care for oneself and/or one’s pet may threaten the continuation of the human-animal relationship and may lead to the loss of the pet. The owner may need to be hospitalised or enter another form of residential arrangement, such as a nursing home, where the animal cannot accompany them. Indeed, the pet may outlive the owner. Such scenarios are perhaps more probable for the older adult, but they can apply to a pet owner of any age. Consequently, they should not dissuade housing providers from considering pet ownership for older adults as an integral part of their policy.

Whether or not a housing provider should allow pets and, if so, under what circumstances, requires a decision making approach that is wide-ranging and holistic. The welfare of the owner, other residents, the public and the animal all need to be considered. Evidence from experts should be sought and many useful sources are indicated in this publication. In addition, information from other providers regarding their experiences of pet ownership can help inform policies that limit the negatives and accentuate the positives.

Why bother – isn’t it easier to say ‘NO PETS’?

Given the above issues of potential disturbance or other nuisance, possible zoonoses and the problem of what to do with the animal if the owner can no longer care for it, perhaps it is not surprising that some housing providers categorically say ‘NO PETS’. Others take the approach that an older adult can bring a current pet with them, but are not allowed to replace that pet once it dies. However, there are several reasons why allowing pets may be of benefit to the housing provider and why it may actually be less than advantageous to say ‘no pets’.

There is an increasing perception worldwide of the benefits of pet ownership. In 1985 the International Association of Human-Animal Interaction Organisations (IAHAIO) wrote its Geneva Declaration that called upon governments to recognise the therapeutic value of the human-animal bond and to utilise this knowledge to enact positive legislation for pets in both housing and residential care. The World Health Organisation (WHO) has endorsed this.

The WHO report “Social determinants of Health” (1998) encourages social settings to provide greater opportunities for health promotion. Pet ownership should be included in this ongoing remit. There is empirical evidence to support the view that pets are one of the social determinants for positive human health. In a major study undertaken in Australia, Anderson (1992) showed that pet ownership (not just of dogs) was a significant factor in the prevention of coronary disease. For older adults too there can be physical and psychological benefits, especially where personal social support, namely access to friends and family, are diminished (Hart, 1995, Roberts et al., 2004, Roubire, 2004)

In the USA, Canada, Greece, France and Switzerland such evidence has resulted in legislative changes. These ensure that older adults have the right to keep or maintain contact with animals, whether they live independently in the community, in sheltered accommodation or in long term care homes. (SCAS Dec 1999). 

In 1970, France legislated that pets be allowed in all private or public housing, provided the pet is properly cared for and not causing a nuisance.  In 1986, they further recommended that pets should be admitted to nursing homes and sheltered housing provided the owner can care for them. On the other side of the Atlantic, in 1983 the USA passed a national law permitting older and disabled people to keep pets in housing that has received Federal funding.  Prior to this law some older people, unable to find housing that permitted pets, ended up living on the streets, or even committed suicide.  Many state departments have extended these positive pet policies to include residential care. Indeed, the national law was preceded in 1981 by a state law in California that allowed pets in governmentally assisted housing for the elderly.

Hart and Mader (1986) conducted a survey of Californian housing managers to ascertain the effects of implementing the 1981 state law. 50% of the managers rated the effect of having pets in their accommodation as positive, 34% as neutral and only 16% rated it as negative, the latter group tending not to offer support services to facilitate a successful implementation of the law. Older adults were reported to be very responsible owners and to show positive changes in their mental attitude, to exercise more regularly and to feel more secure. Managers also stated that pets contributed to community feeling and encouraged friendships between residents. Complaints about pets from other residents were few and were minimal in authorities that had adopted clear guidelines and supplied owners with information on community resources that provide advice and support for pet owners.

In contrast, the UK, a nation of animal lovers, has no such legislation and research has shown that there is no cohesive view of housing providers regarding older adults and pets (McNicholas et al., 1993, Bryant and McBride, 2004). 

McNicholas and colleagues in their 1993 study for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation found that very few managers were aware of the therapeutic and social role of pets, or had considered the impact of pet loss, or were aware of its profound consequences. Those establishments that allowed pets found that there were many benefits for staff and residents, and they reported few problems. 

Few establishments had a formal policy on pets, and when pets were allowed it was at the manager’s discretion.  Such decisions are fragile, in that they depend on an individual rather than a formal policy. This potential inconsistency can lead to unease amongst pet owning residents and problems should the decision to allow pets be reversed. 

Other establishments in the study had a ‘no pets’ policy. To become a resident in one of these establishments meant that many older adults had to relinquish their pets. The effects of enforced pet loss on residents were marked and included:

· Significant increased likelihood of experiencing health problems either an exacerbation of an existing condition or the onset of new symptoms

· Diminished sense of health and well-being

· Disturbances in sleep and appetite

· A longer period of time to adjust to the move

· More problems in integration with other residents

Interestingly, even though there was a ‘no pets policy’, managers said they had no objections to pets, but they felt that the care staff would object.  Conversely the care staff said they would welcome pets, but they did not think management would agree.  Residents, even those not wishing to own a pet, said it should be an option. The possibilities of problems of health, safety or nuisance were not given as major concerns, a finding supported by the PATHWAY study conducted by Bryant and McBride (2004) as described later in this chapter.

The recently enacted UK Disability Discrimination Act (1996) means that there must be provision for people with Assistance Animals. There is a reasonable argument to be made that, if Assistance Dogs are allowed, then other dogs should also be allowed, or other species of pet, so long as they are kept in a responsible manner.

Over the last 30 years pet ownership has increased. Likewise, the proportion of older adults in the population has also increased. In 2002, 9.5 million people in the UK were aged 65 or over, representing 16% of the total population. By 2021 this is expected to rise to 12.2 million, nearly 20% of the population, that is 1 in 5 people, with approximately 1 in 10 being aged over 75. The majority of people over 65 live independently in the community with only 5% living in communal housing and less than 4% in care homes or hospitals. However, the proportion of older adults living in sheltered accommodation increases with age with 19% of those over the age of 85 living in such accommodation as compared to 2% of those aged between 65-69 (People Aged 65 and Over, 2003).

Many of these people will have been and will wish to continue to be pet owners. Life expectancy at 65 years of age may be 15 years and more. There is a possibility that someone with a pet may expect to live long enough to enjoy the company of another animal after their present one has died. As customers of housing providers, a major factor in their choice of retirement accommodation may be whether or not the provider allows them to take their current pet and allows for that pet to be replaced once it dies. The Elderly Accommodation Counsel and the Cinnamon Trust, amongst others, provide information on those local authority councils and housing associations that accept pets into their retirement housing (www.housingcare.org; www.cinnamon.org.uk ).

In addition, there is anecdotal evidence of older people resisting moving into sheltered accommodation because they may not be able to take their pet. This is detrimental to the health and welfare of the person and may add to the load of social care and medical services. It also raises an animal welfare problem. The Anchor Housing Trust (1998) showed that, annually, some 140,000 pets were given up by older adults when they had to move into sheltered housing or care homes, and 38,000 of these animals were euthanased as a result of being relinquished. Anchor Housing advocates a pet friendly policy and currently provides 24,000 retirement properties for pet owners (www.anchor.org).  

The ‘no pet’ or ‘no pet replacement’ policies of many providers can be considered shortsighted in two respects. First, it does not acknowledge the health benefits of pet ownership, which in turn may benefit the housing provider, as pet owners may use less care resources. Secondly, such a policy may restrict the potential population of residents. Increasingly sheltered accommodation is provided privately and there are potential financial benefits for those providers that acknowledge the market forces relating to the desire of people to share their lives with companion animals. Even for those who decide not to own a pet themselves, the presence of pets in the accommodation may be an attraction.

General Considerations – policy form and tenor 

A recent UK survey (2004) of pet policies used by both Local Authority and Housing Associations was conducted by PATHWAY (Bryant and McBride, 2004). This highlighted that, whilst the majority of providers have a policy, there is little in the way of agreement regarding their structure and content.

Some organisations did not have a written policy, though many had some form of verbal agreement made with individual tenants. The reasons given for not having a written policy suggest that these housing providers have never, or rarely, had negative experiences with pet ownership, have not had to make a decision about restricting pets, and consider the issue of pet possession as insignificant compared to the other concerns relating to housing provision. These comments may reflect the type of housing stock managed such as sheltered accommodation, resource issues, or ‘good fortune’.

However, the reason that “no issues have arisen” suggests some lack of preparedness amongst these housing providers. They base their practice on past experience with the expectation that this situation will continue in the future. However, this lack of preparedness may become problematical in the future with respect to tenant relations and pet keeping should there be any issues relating to the animal’s behaviour or welfare, or that of the owner or other tenants. Furthermore, individual agreements can be perceived as discriminatory. The housing provider may be forced to reconsider their pet policy. 

The PATHWAY survey illustrated the need for providers to consider pet ownership as an integral part of their housing policy formulation, preferably with explicit, formal written agreements being a part of the tenancy. These written policies should state whether or not pets are allowed and, if they are allowed, what the relevant conditions are. Such agreements are perhaps even more important with regard to older adult owners whose abilities may be expected to change significantly during their occupation and the stated conditions should allow for such changes. The manner in which policies are written can be more or less ‘friendly’ without compromising the formality of the agreement or the responsibilities of both parties. The survey revealed four categories of tenor of both written and verbal policies: prohibitive, restrictive, permissive and supportive.

'Prohibitive' policies indicated that they did not allow the keeping of any pets.

Examples are 

· ‘No pets’ 

· ‘residents are not allowed to keep pets in their rooms’

· ‘the Association does not allow animals on the premises generally’.

 The latter makes it clear that visitors too should not bring their animals with them.

Whilst these examples clearly state that pets are not allowed, it is perhaps good customer relations to give a reason as to why. However, this reason must be one that is rationale. For example, ‘we have a “no pets” policy because we provide shared accommodation’ indicates the fact that whilst one resident of the room may wish to have a pet, their co-habitee may not. 

'Restrictive' policies were those that, although allowing pets, placed a high emphasis on conditions relating to specific pet types and/or numbers, control of behaviour and type of accommodation.

Examples are  

· 'The tenant shall not be permitted to keep pets at the property unless prior written consent of the landlord is obtained'  

· 'not without consent to keep any pet or other animal other than fish, 

· a caged bird ...' 

· ‘not to keep any domestic pets without consent in writing' 

· 'the keeping of pets is restricted' 

· '[for incoming tenants] we accept existing pets'

· 'tenants are not to keep  ... any animal(s) on the premises without first obtaining the written consent of the Association' 

Whilst allowing pets, permission to own one had to be requested (usually in writing) before a pet could be acquired. Unless specifically stated in the restriction, a tenant cannot assume that a particular type or number of animals would be acceptable. Use of terms such as ‘any animals’ ‘domestic pets’ meant the text of these policies was ambiguous. For example, can the injunction to not keep ‘any domestic pets without consent in writing' be interpreted, legally, that it would be permissible to keep non-domestic, ‘exotic’ pets? Would these include species such as snakes or parrots?  

Equally ambiguous, or missing altogether was any information about the outcome if a pet was obtained prior to permission being granted. Ambiguity was also a characteristic of permissive and supportive policies.

‘Permissive’ policies indicated that generally pets were allowed, and though they often mentioned restrictions, less emphasis was placed on these.

Examples are
· 'Unlike many landlords, we do not have hard and fast policies which stop people keeping pets in flats. We believe that these policies discriminate against people  ...  who may be perfectly responsible pet owners and want to keep a pet as a companion'

· 'we have no blanket policy on species or numbers ... some applicants may be refused permission for two dogs and some get permission for six dogs; several factors [not specified] have to be taken into consideration'

· 'the tenancy agreement does not require the resident to request written permission to keep a pet and hence the Association will probably only have to respond to complaints about a pet's behaviour' 

· '[we] would not unnecessarily prevent you from keeping an animal ... we take a common-sense approach' 

· 'we will take a flexible view on allowing pets in accommodation related to individual circumstances whilst controlling numbers or species owned by an individual to prevent nuisance'

· '[the Association] does not wish to discourage its tenants from having pets  ... 

· you will need to obtain permission, which will normally be granted under conditions' 

· 'we will normally allow the usual pets, as long as they are well-behaved and kept under control'

These policies were framed in terms of fairly open allowances and the requirement for written permission did not figure so prominently. However, the lack of specific parameters of pet ownership may mean that tenants are left with concerns about who decides what is acceptable and on what basis. This lack of clarity and its possible drawbacks are also applicable to the supportively framed policies. 

'Supportive' policies were framed as 'welcoming' pets and recognized their value to tenants, and (sometimes) included pet care advice.

Examples are
· '[We] recognize that domestic pets can be a great source of love and companionship to individuals and families' 

· 'pets can often enhance the quality of life ...in view of this pets are welcome' 

· '[our philosophy is] to encourage pet owners to take responsibility for their pet's behaviour ...pets are recognised as valued company for many elderly residents' 

· 'owning a pet is acknowledged as a significant emotional relationship for many people  ... [we] support the principle of pet ownership for such individuals'

· 'we would not wish to discourage pet ownership' 

· 'many tenants will want to keep a pet in their homes  ... [we] acknowledge this right' 

These policies appeared to not require tenants to notify the provider about the pets they keep or intended to keep. The policies acknowledge the benefits of pet ownership, but are less likely to explicitly recognise that pet keeping can be problematic. 

From the survey it appears that there are three main aspects to be considered when framing a policy relating to pet ownership. These are; clarity of the process, restrictions of the type/number of pets allowed, and the procedures that are followed including potential outcomes of any breach of the agreement.

Clarity of Process

There are potential problems in having a permissive policy, though it is understood that where large housing stock is maintained there will be resource issues relating to the management of a more formal pets policy. However, with particular reference to older tenants, formal policies may be beneficial for the provider, the tenant and the animal concerned. Where these are well constructed they can be managed on a database along with other information about the tenant.

Written agreements have advantages over verbal ones. Both parties are clear about what has been agreed and the provider has a legal document should any problems arise in the future. In addition to agreeing conditions relating to the number and type of pet, appropriate behaviour of the animals and clear statement of the outcomes of any breach, additional information can be made available about sources of help that the owner can call on if needed. These could include the contact details local animal boarding establishments, foster organisations (e.g. The Cinnamon Trust), local behavioural counsellors and veterinary surgeries. The owner too can provide useful information to the housing provider.

For older adults, the contact details of their doctor and relatives tend to be held by the provider in case of emergency. Under the National Assistance Act (1948), the Local Authority has a responsibility to look after a person’s pet should the owner be hospitalised or moved to sheltered accommodation and is unable to take the pet (www.nwd.co.uk:). However, for many owners this will not be the preferred option, and alternative named carers that can support the animal long term will reduce the strain on Local Authority resources and, potentially, will be better for the animal’s welfare. Additional details of the pet’s veterinary surgeon and alternative carers can be held by the provider alongside details of the owner’s doctor and next-of-kin. It should also be a condition of tenancy that the tenant informs the provider of any changes to these details. Exemplar clauses include

· “the tenant must designate 2 pet caretakers in the event the dog is unable to be cared for, and also supply the name of the dog’s vet.”,

· “Estate assistants will keep a register of dogs and other pets and monitor how they are kept”. 

Of great benefit would be a clear policy about pet ownership so that all potential residents are fully informed before they move in. On application for accommodation a potential tenant should be provided with the relevant information on how to apply for permission for a pet. It is also important that the officials responsible for granting / refusing permission, and those who monitor the situation are adequately knowledgeable and/or take appropriate advice from the local authority animal warden, veterinary surgeon or other specialist. 

Housing Stock: what sort of pet where?

Many housing providers have a range of accommodation in their care. This can include detached, semi-detached or terraced properties, ground floor or upstairs flats, or the flat may be in a high-rise block. Accommodation may have its own or shared access, and own or shared garden. Accommodation in itself does not preclude pet ownership but the type of accommodation will affect the suitability of certain types of animals to be kept as companions.

The range of species of animal that are kept as pets is vast and each has specific requirements relating to housing and dietary needs to ensure its welfare. Some pets are eminently suitable to a life indoors, such as fish, hamsters, insects and small birds. Others, like horses and ponies, impose more restrictions. It is not possible to specify exactly what sort of animal and how many are suitable for any particular type of accommodation but some general points are given below. 

Horses, ponies, donkeys, pet sheep and goats have requirements that mean they are probably unsuitable for the accommodation usually provided, though they may still be a much loved pet of an older adult. Horses can live for 25 years or more and the bond between horse and owner should not be underestimated. Whilst it is unlikely that they can be homed with the owner, arrangements can be made to ensure the animal is well cared for, and hopefully can be visited by, or even visit, the owner.

Properties with private access are more suited to the ownership of cats and dogs, and even more so if they have access to a garden space. Where this is a shared space, then all those using it should be consulted about the pet before it is acquired or before the owner is moved in with their animal. 

Properties with communal access may be less appropriate for ownership of cats. Not everyone will appreciate the cat that darts into his or her home from the communal landing. For dog owners, shared access is fine assuming the dog is friendly and is under control at all times. This is a public place and the rules of responsible ownership and the laws of the land regarding health and safety and dog behaviour need to be observed.

Properties that are not on the ground floor are not really suitable for cats. Whilst cats can be kept as purely indoor pets, this may not be the most welfare friendly way for them to live, especially when an older person may not be able to provide a cat with the necessary physical and mental stimulation it requires. Access to the outside with its opportunities for exploring, interacting with other cats and hunting are the preferred option.

Many properties above the ground floor will have balconies. The RSPCA (2004) strongly discourages the keeping of pets on balconies (and communal walkways). Pets may be in danger of falling or, if tethered, of being strangled. Smaller species may suffer from temperature extremes or be neglected if not regularly monitored. In such cases, where a dog or cat is not suitable, indoor pets would be the preferred option.

For dogs, especially toy breeds, being owned by someone living on a higher floor is not such an issue, assuming the dog can be taken out regularly for walks and is not kept on the balcony. Dogs can be trained to use a litter tray for emergencies, or overnight. It would be advisable however, to ensure the breed of dog is small enough that in the case of necessity- such as the lift not working- it can easily be carried down or up stairs. Stairs are awkward for dogs to negotiate and frequently going up and down them can cause back problems in larger breeds or those with long backs such as Dachshunds.

However, these common sense restrictions on pet types should not preclude pet ownership. As outlined in chapter xx ‘Appropriate pet selection: which owner, which animal?’, there are many other species of animal that can be kept as solely indoor pets, be less physically demanding and thus be very appropriate and rewarding for older adults who are less mobile. Similarly, there is no clear logic behind the, fairly common, restriction of dog ownership to Guide or Hearing Dogs. 

Pet numbers and types – what sort of animal and how many?
Policy statements relating to numbers and types of pets allowed included.

· 'we aim to retain discretionary rights for housing staff and promote flexibility in allowing pets. Our policy makes no reference to types/numbers as such'

· 'you may keep one dog or cat, or a reasonable number of small domestic pets ...  without our permission'

· 'you must not keep any animal, bird, insect or domestic pet other than: cats or dogs; small caged bird; small caged animals; an aquarium'
· 'as a general rule ... a small number of cats, small caged animals, caged birds and fish in tanks may be kept - also one dog in a house, without permission'  
From the PATHWAY survey it appears that this aspect of a pets policy is the most difficult to construct, and yet is no less important for that. Currently, policies tend to be individualistic and often vague. Types of pet kept seem to be more important in the specifications than the numbers. Many respondents made general reference only to 'pet(s)' or 'animal(s)', often qualified by 'usual', 'suitable', 'domestic', 'small', 'caged'. . In several cases specific reference was made concerning exotics such as prohibiting / restricting ‘poisonous insects and snakes’.  However, in general, reference to type of pet was vague. It is not clear what the terms ‘usual pets’ or ‘caged birds’ means. Likewise, reference to and the rationale for the number of pets allowed was not always clear. In terms of potential nuisance to other tenants, for example noise, there is a considerable difference between someone keeping a cage of several finches that are quiet as compared to a single parrot that can be very noisy. 

The majority of restrictions reported in the survey related to the ownership of cats and dogs. This probably reflects their being the most popular pet species and, perhaps more importantly, the species that are less restricted in their movement away from the owner’s property, i.e. not caged, and thus more likely to cause obvious nuisance to other tenants. However, the increase in popularity of ownership of species of parrot, snake, insect and spider, may mean that restriction clauses for these groups are more common in the future, as they are perceived to be a potential health and safety / nuisance hazard. Likewise there is an increase in the variety of breed / type of dog being kept that may or may not be considered suitable as pets in particular types of accommodation. Given this, it may be considered appropriate that providers consider further clarifying what types of animal they would consider permissible.

As a general guide, providers may wish to prohibit the keeping of any animals listed under the Dangerous Wild Animals Act (1976) or poisonous animals or livestock. They may also wish to consider that breeding of animals is not allowed, except where it is difficult to control, namely in an aquarium of fish!

Sheltered housing schemes often have the provision for a person to bring with them an existing pet, but do not provide for the replacement of that animal once it dies. There are two aspects to be considered. 

First, is what is meant by ‘an existing pet’? Are there to be restrictions on type – for example breed of dog, parrot or reptile? Are there restrictions to be made on the numbers – one versus two budgerigars, 1 cat and 1 dog? What flexibility is there in the system? 

Second, is it reasonable, given the likely lifespan of the older adult, to refuse the replacement of an animal? It may be appropriate that advice is sought about what sort of pet would be a suitable replacement, given any changes in the circumstances of the potential owner. Some providers may include other residents in the decision making process regarding the replacement of an animal: viz  'Our policy is to permit ownership of a single animal  ...  and when the pet dies the other residents have to vote on whether or not to allow a replacement pet'. The loss of a pet can have significant deleterious effects for older owners, as has been described in chapter xx on pet loss. Providers should consider carefully what opportunities they may be able to accommodate before passing a blanket ‘no replacement pet’ policy. 

Responsibilities
Obviously it is in no-one’s interest to have pets on the premises that are uncared for or pose a health and safety risk, be that through the manner in which they are kept or because of the animal’s behaviour. Responsible pet ownership is an essential aspect of a pet policy. However, it is not always clear what is meant by responsible ownership. 

Various providers say that responsible ownership means that:

· 'you must keep under control any animal kept on the premises'

· 'if normal domestic pets are allowed, they must not cause a nuisance to other tenants   ... or anyone in the local area, including our employees'

· 'you must not keep any animal which is a danger or a nuisance, and maintain proper control of your animals at all times' 

· 'reasonable steps to supervise and keep pets under control are expected'
· tenants must ensure that family's pets do not cause any nuisance or annoyance or disturbance to neighbours or the Council'
Responsible ownership should include provision for adequate and suitable animal housing and care, including a statement of alternative care arrangements should they be required. Owners, of all animals, should be required to have at least third party insurance if not pet health insurance as well. Animals should be neutered where possible, especially dogs, cats and rabbits. If the animal has access to the outside it should be micro chipped and dogs should wear a collar and tag. This will enable the animal and owner to be quickly reunited if the animal should get lost.

There are sources of advisory documentation available from the National Dog Wardens Association, PATHWAY Pets and People booklet, RSPCA and other charities regarding relevant animal legislation, the requirements of responsible pet ownership and sources of help where problems may arise. These can be made available to pet owning tenants. In addition, charities such as the Dog’s Trust run schemes to assist with the payment of neutering and micro chipping.

Enforcement

The issue of what the outcomes are of breaching the pet policy requirements and how these may be enforced is often left very unclear. Providers should have clear rules and procedures, and make these known to the residents – both pet owning and non-owning. These should consider four main categories:

· roaming and unattended animals;

· fouling;

· nuisance (e.g. noise, property damage)

· neglect (note: neglect is usually due to lack of appropriate knowledge / resources rather than intentional cruelty).

What is the reporting procedure for these issues, what is the procedure for allowing rectification of the problem, and what is the procedure if the problem is not resolved satisfactorily? Sources of help should be indicated to the owner to help them resolve issues. These may be referral to veterinary surgeons, local animal wardens, pet behaviour counsellors or dog trainers. 

There are a variety of options that may be available. Voluntary or paid dog walkers may provide a solution for the owner of a dog that is barking because it is not getting sufficient daily exercise. Many younger working adults would like to own a pet, such as a dog, but do not have time but may be happy to walk that of an older adult.  Short or longer term fostering may be appropriate where an owner is temporarily unable to care for their animal; the Cinnamon Trust provides such schemes. Other more able residents may be willing to assist in the care of the pet. Where an owner has a care package, such as a home help, they may be willing to take on responsibility for the feeding / cleaning of a pet – such as feeding the house rabbit and cleaning the litter tray. 

Where problems persist, the owner should be given the option of re-homing the animal, either directly or through an animal charity. This of course, may not preclude them having a different, more suitable pet. These options provide reasonable compromise positions for negotiations between tenant and provider, rather than the stark, and media grabbing, position of “get rid of the animal or be evicted.”

Conclusions
Pets bring much pleasure to their owners and to others in the community. They can provide substantial social support to people, in particular older members of our society whose human support systems become restricted due to loss of family and friends, decreased mobility and financial resources. Pets can also help maintain good physical and psychological health in their owners. Consequently, pet ownership should be recognised as a “good thing”, with the proviso that it is the right pet in the right home.

With this in mind, pet ownership should be considered as a positive element in the package of housing provision. A risk assessment that allows for the planning of both real and perceived risks can be undertaken by a working party of residents’ representatives, representatives of the provider and local expertise; veterinary surgeon, local animal warden, behaviour counsellor. Many of the areas of concern are likely to be covered by existing national legislation or local byelaws. There will of course be more specific issues relating to the property itself, for example areas that are to be dog free or where dogs must be kept on leads.

A pet policy should be written in language that demonstrates a positive and reasonable attitude to pet ownership. Conditions of ownership and measures that will follow any breach of these conditions should be clearly stated and written in language that is easy to understand, but that also forms an enforceable legal document.  There are several organisations that have successfully integrated pet ownership into their housing policy, and would no doubt be willing to share their experiences and policy wordings with co-professionals. Examples include Wandsworth Local Authority and the Anchor Housing Trust, the latter being an organisation that has always provided for pet owners and encourages other housing providers to learn from their experiences.

The development of a workable, legally valid policy should not be considered an onerous task. Whilst planning is essential, it can be viewed as an opportunity to work with the resident community to produce a document that will deter potential significant problems in the future that may arise simply because the issue of pets was never high on the agenda.
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