On Brainwashing & Manipulation of Social Acceptability
Or…The Spay / Neuter Conspiracy & Controversy
By Karen Schwartz, Traumhof German Shepherd Dogs
I believe there are reasons to spay & neuter your pets & I have made spay/neuter a requirement of my contract for puppy buyers, except in specific cases where a puppy is slated for the show ring. 
I did not want my puppy buyers to indiscriminately or accidentally breed, to decide to have a litter so their kids could experience birth, or because they loved their dog and wanted one just like him/her. I choose homes carefully for my puppies, & I didn’t like the idea of a family handing puppies off to neighborhood/friends/family -homes that have not necessarily been properly screened, nor with any way to provide support or ability to take back any of those puppies if needed. It takes a solid knowledge base to breed & raise a litter properly. Not all pet owners – even though they are loving homes – possess the knowledge & lifestyle to optimally raise and home puppies. 

For female puppies, I recommended spaying because of the very real chance that she could develop pyometra, which can be life threatening and, at best, is an expensive problem to solve & makes the animal quite ill. Spaying also eliminates risks of mammary cancer.
For males, I recommended neutering for the usual reasons – no testicles = no risk of testicular cancer, less prostate problems, & because it has been my experience that un neutered male dogs are often targeted/attacked by NEUTERED dogs in doggie social situations like the park or daycare. Another consideration is that most doggie daycare and boarding places will not accept in intact animal over 6 months old. While some theorize that neutering a male “takes him down a notch” and makes him easier to handle; this has not been my experience. It is a widely reported benefit of neutering, & I am not sure if my experience has been different by chance or if this benefit is a myth. There is also some anecdotal agreement that neutering reduces marking behavior.
So. That was the basis of my recommendation to alter one’s pet. 

I always advised the owners wait until the dog was close to one year old – ideally between 10-14 months – before spaying or neutering. Many veterinarians recommend altering the puppy at 6 months or even younger. I disagreed with this protocol. 

My reasoning was: the likelihood of your male dog developing a cancer if you neuter him at 1 year old vs 6 months is miniscule. It has been shown however, that it is beneficial to the dog to retain his hormones while growing. The push to neuter early is soley to “prevent the animal having a chance to reproduce.”
Altering a pet before he develops his secondary male sex characteristics changes his final appearance. Dogs who are neutered prematurely never develop as wide a chest or head as males left in tact until they are more developed. We have known for some time that neutering alters long bone growth, and one does not have to be an expert to observe the “perpetual puppy” appearance of an early  neutered male vs the more masculine appearance of one left in tact longer. This difference in appearance can also be noted in females; a female spayed at 6 months compared to an intact littermate will appear taller, longer, narrower.
Knowing this, I gave my puppy buyers an extended period of time to choose when to alter their pet, and did not advise early spay/neuter.
Current research suggests that spay/neuter is not necessarily the panacea of protection it was purported to be in recent years. A new study found a link to hip dysplasia onset & early neutering. 
With new information causing me to question the benefits of altering a dog vs the dog remaining intact, I no longer felt certain I should be advising everyone to spay and neuter. While I do not want my dogs indiscriminately bred, I can simply include a codicil in my contract that Buyer agrees not to breed the dog, warranty will be voided if they do, offspring will not be register able. (And trust the families I have chosen to be responsible.)
I began to investigate the pros and cons to spay/neuter, to read the research & in keeping an open mind, found my belief in the absolute necessity of altering one’s pet wavering.

How can I demand my puppy buyers spay and neuter by 14 months old, when I am not 100% certain that this is truly the best thing for the dog, vs what has become a socially acceptable norm with no real basis for WHY it must be done?
When we discuss alteration with our veterinarians, I believe we should be presented with the REAL proven benefits and drawbacks, and current research findings should be noted. As owners/Guardians, we should then make an informed decision as to if and when to alter our animal.

The more I read the more I felt that we (in our society) have been subject to a mass brainwashing/ propaganda campaign.

I believe that making spay/neuter a requirement for social acceptibility and responsible pet ownership was largely propaganda perpetuated by Organizations such as HSUS & SPCAs. We were brainwashed into believing that if everyone spayed and neutered, there would be no more pets in shelters. If we didn’t alter out pet, we were contributing to pet overpopulation.

I have a problem with this idea. It assumes that I am not responsible enough to keep my male dog from randomly impregnating a female, nor to keep my female from getting pregnant. I do not let my dogs wander around the neighborhood loose to begin with. And in all my years of breeding, and keeping intact males and females in my household, I have not had a single unwanted, accidental breeding. Preventing unwanted litters and homeless pets is important, but this does not equate with spay/neuter being sold to me as necessary to keep my animal healthy and prove I am a responsible owner – and most certainly not at an early age.  
The social norm of spay/neuter has become so ingrained in my area that many veterinarians seem uncertain what to do with an intact animal – and they certainly frown upon one. It is as if the presence of the animal’s own body parts make him an abomination & make  me ignorant.  And public opinion is the same. Think about it. (I am guilty of this myself – I see a guy walking an intact male dog & I roll my eyes thinking he hasn’t neutered the dog because he has projected his own squeamishness at the idea of having the crown jewels removed onto his dog.) We form instant opinions about someone being uneducated & machismo if their animal is intact.

   Many things contribute to pets landing in shelters. For years, spay neuter was so successful amongst the educated population in MA, our shelters had far, far less puppies than shelters in less educated geographic areas where dogs wandered and created numerous accidental litters. But a large number of dogs who are abandoned in shelters are Not unwanted puppies. They are adults who have either grown too large, too unruly, developed a health issue, behavioral issue, or the family’s commitment level waned, or someone lost their job and can’t afford, or lost their home and can’t rent with a dog, or got divorced and can’t keep the dog, or someone is allergic etc. And many of these are spayed or neutered dogs.
Economically difficult times can contribute to a homeless pet problem.

Another bothersome facet to the push to spay/neuter; it originates with organizations who have mottos like “Adoption is THE Option.”

Really? Last I checked, adoption was AN option. And a good one. But  not the only choice.

Currently, Breeders are increasingly vilified in our society– All Breeders are lumped in with puppy mills. “Adopt don’t shop” is another popular motto. You, the consumer are contributing to horror if you purchase a puppy from a breeder. Really? A breeder who is knowledgeable, active in their breed, breeds selectively and offers support…is a bad guy? Public Opinion has been so manipulated, and people are so polarized. I recently read an article that called someone a “Suspected Breeder.” And on a similarly sour note, there was criticism because the person had “multiple intact dogs.” 

SUSPECTED breeder? As if the person were a suspected drug dealer or criminal? 
 Without breeders, we would lose breeds. We would lose dogs selectively bred to perform certain work or excel in sport. People choose a breed for many reasons, including job suitability, character, hypoallergenic coat, as well as simply an affinity for a breed’s aesthetics, energy level, personality traits, size, trainability. 
I believe there are great dogs in shelters, dogs who need a home and will make a great pet. I also believe that in some situations, it is more appropriate for a family to begin with a puppy from a known background, matched to their needs for family dynamic, competition, sport, work, lifestyle. 

I do not believe that a family’s decision to obtain a particular breed of dog from a breeder is contributing to pet overpopulation.

I do not believe that every dog should be altered and no one should breed. I do not believe that the ONLY option for acquiring a pet should be adoption.

And I no longer believe in the sweeping statement that all pets should be altered. 
Here are some links to research and articles on Spay/Neuter:
The Golden study on hip dysplasia/neuter link: http://news.ucdavis.edu/search/news_detail.lasso?id=10498
 http://blogpowerblast.blogspot.com/2011/07/the-great-spay-neuter-fallacy.html
http://healthypets.mercola.com/sites/healthypets/archive/2013/09/30/neutering-health-risks.aspx
http://traumhofgsd.com/LongTermHealthEffectsOfSpayNeuterInDogs.pdf
http://www.whole-dog-journal.com/issues/7_9/features/Spaying-and-Neuturing_15649-1.html
