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In human society, what is considered reasonable behaviour is often formalised in legislation. There is much legislation that relates to the ownership of animals, including companion animals. The Companion Animal Welfare Council (CAWC) defines a companion animal as an animal, of any species, that is “kept by private individuals or groups for companionship, interest or hobby, and for breeding supply or education related to their keeping for these purposes.” (cawc.org.uk)
The veterinary surgery is in an enviable position to educate current owners in various aspects of animal welfare. It would also be useful to advise potential owners as to what species or breed may be most suitable for their lifestyle, reducing the number of impulse buys; which often have undesired consequences for both animal and owner. However, whether advising potential or current owners, it is essential that such advice is fully informed. 
It is likely that the veterinary practice will advise about the animal’s physical needs, but appropriate advice should also be given regarding psychological welfare, an area recognised in the Animal Welfare Bill 2006. While codes of conduct are being drawn up for various species, these will take time to develop and are unlikely to cover all species. With the variety of species kept as pets and the rapid advances in understanding of their welfare needs, no one person can have all the answers. As a teacher once said to me, intelligence is not just what you know, but that you know where to find out more. So you may wish to be ahead of the game and do some of your own research about which are the specialist and respectable organisations for information about keeping degu, coati or cornsnake for example!
There are general precautions that owners should take when owning a pet. Do they have insurance for damage caused by their animal? This does not only apply to dogs, what about the parrot that strips the wall paper or the hamster that escapes and chews the electric wiring? This may be covered by the owner’s home insurance or they may need to take out separate cover. 
Of course some laws just apply to the dog. These can be divided into 5 main areas (excluding welfare, which has been touched on earlier). The 5 areas are: identification, fouling, nuisance, general control and aggression.

All dogs must wear a collar with the owner’s identification – name and address/telephone number at ALL times when it is in a public place. This is true whether or not the dog is microchipped or tattooed. This makes sense as many dogs that go ‘awandering’ are returned by members of the public, and the Control of Dogs Order 1992 states that a dog not wearing such identification can be treated as a stray and the owner is guilty of an offence.
The 1996 Fouling of the Land Act has now superseded all previous byelaws. Basically it is an offence for the owner to not clean up after their dog on all designated land. To not to do so can cost £1000, simply because they did not carry a (preferably biodegradable) plastic bag or two in their pocket!!
All companion animals come under the Environmental Protection Act of 1990 – the screaming parrot to the stray dog. Local council officers can seize a dog thought to be a stray and keep it for seven days. After this, they are entitled to destroy, sell or rehome it, the owner has basically relinquished their rights to the animal. If the dog is claimed before the seven day deadline, the owner is liable for all costs incurred, which could be high if the dog had been injured in a car accident for example. Wearing a collar and tag seems a more sensible option to me!

There are various laws relating to general control of dogs, including them not chasing livestock and not hunting! The Hunting (wild mammals) with Dogs Bill 2005 relates to ALL dog owners, not just packs of foxhounds or beagles! It is illegal for more than two dogs to be chasing wild mammals, for example a deer in the woods or a hare on the downs. The dogs may or may not be owned by the same person – so if you go walking with 3 dogs or more, be aware. 
There are also local byelaws relating to issues such as where dogs must be kept on lead, where they can only be exercised at particular times of year – for example on beaches or wildlife sensitive areas. Your local animal warden would be able to provide you with information relating to your area.

The Dogs Act (1871) and the more infamous Dangerous Dogs Act of 1991both relate to dogs considered dangerous. Owners should know that these relate to all dogs of any size, shape and parenthood – pedigree or otherwise. And a dog does not have to bite in order to be considered dangerous. No, the case is tested on the basis of the dog causing ‘reasonable apprehension’. This surely has to be a very good reason for all dogs being taught about people and animals and having basic good manners (e.g. not jumping up at people) and obedience: recall, sit, down, leave, heel and stay; at the very least! 
Many owners will be asking you for advice about where to go to train their dog. Do make sure that someone knowledgeable has checked out the services advertised on the practice notice-board; be they for training, grooming, dog walking, animal sitting or any other service. If you do not you risk being sued for inappropriate advice, such advertisements can be interpreted as recommendations.
Finally, remember pet owners’ responsibilities also apply to other people. All people are different and for their own personal reasons may not like particular types of animals. They may not have been brought up around them and are anxious, they may have had a nasty experience and are scared or they may have cultural reasons. We need to respect their welfare too and be good ambassadors for the animals we love.

