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There are many misconceptions about how pets are kept in Asian countries. Some of these are based on fact and some on ignorance. Japan has a long and rich relationship with dogs. Small, companion dogs were highly valued by Japanese royalty as far back as the 5th century. Some popular breeds kept as pets in the west originated from Japan such as the Akita and Japanese Spitz. Nevertheless, the Western view of dog ownership in Japan is often tainted by belief that Japanese people do not care for their pets in the same way as Westerners.

Animal welfare in Japan is still in its early formative stages. Cultural and religious influences make it difficult for the Japanese public, and veterinary profession, to accept the use of euthanasia as a method of disposal of unwanted pets as studies into attitudes to animal euthanasia in Japan have suggested. This has led to the very mechanised official government system of stray disposal that has reflected poorly on Japan’s international reputation in animal welfare. For example, British breeders are advised not to export puppies to Japan. However, it is important to recognise that religious and cultural influences can also have a positive effect on the attitudes of dog owners.
For example, animals and humans are considered equal in Mahayana Buddhist teachings and therefore equal respect should be shown to both. Whilst this leads to the moral difficulties associated with the taking of an animal life, that is euthanasia, it also has interesting implications for how the human-animal relationship is commemorated once death occurs. The need for closure rituals after the death of a pet seems to be widely accepted in Japanese culture. This is demonstrated by the growing demand for good pet burial and cremation facilities and the willingness of Japanese dog owners to pay a considerable amount of money (between £50-£400) to provide their pet with an appropriately conducted funeral. Pet funerals have been held at Buddhist temples for at least 20 years, not only for dogs but also for cats, birds and, even, hamsters.

This video is an observational documentary of one such funeral. The dog was a rescued border collie that had been with the Animal Fanciers Club for just six weeks. It had to be euthanased because of serious aggression problems that had been caused by inappropriate handling and training when the dog was younger. The Animal Fanciers Clun is a private animal shelter and dog training facility that actively promotes the use of positive reinforcement and humane training methods. The rituals performed at the pet funeral reflect those performed at the funeral of a human. The video clearly demonstrated the dichotomy between the slow progress being made in some aspects of canine welfare in Japan and the advanced understanding of the human/companion dog bond that is rapidly spreading amongst Japanese dog owners. 
