


Jerry Springer, Snoring Dogs, and Title 17 Revisions

Editorial by Lori Jo Oswald


It is one of those late nights when I have too much to do to sleep but am too tired to function.  I am lying in bed, watching Seinfeld and Cheers and CNN and whatever else I can flip to.  It’s a bad habit--this late night cable flipping--useless and wasteful and not something I will look back on with pride when I’m on my death bed.


But still...I flip...trying to lure myself to sleep with sounds of people talking.  The single person’s substitute for family.


Suddenly, there he is.  Jerry Springer.  The downfall of society.  The base--the banal.  And something worse.


Tonight it’s a large young woman shocked by the discovery that her husband is a gay cross-dresser.  His lover comes out and kisses her husband and screams at her.  She knocks her husband’s wig to the floor, then commits the one sin Jerry can’t allow--she leaves the stage.  “Upset” is too shallow of a word to describe her.  The audience, Jerry, the husband, the lover...none of them care about her feelings.  The t.v. is loud with cheering and laughter and shouting and cries of “Jerry!  Jerry!  Jerry!”


My eyes drop down to the three large furry bodies on my bed, and I turn off the t.v.


Then I look at them, pet them, talk to them.  They are my dogs, and they make so much more sense than anything I’ve seen on t.v.--ever.


There is such a purity about them, such a kindness, such an overwhelming gift of love that we humans hardly seem to merit.


Behind my pillow a cat purrs in my ear; now that the “Jerry!” rants have stopped, I can hear her, this friend I’ve had for over a decade.


I am blessed with the friendship of animals.  All of them were unwanted, abandoned, tossed out, unappreciated.  All of them were a burden I didn’t need or want.  All of them are the treasures of my life, and I cannot imagine the emptiness of a life without them.


What is far more terrifying to me now than Jerry Springer is that a small group of people--the animal control advisory board--has the power of life and death over my family, over all pets in the municipality.  For months they’ve been debating the words that go into Title 17; now it is nearing the end, and I am seeing little improvement in a code that punishes instead of understands, that emphasizes “control” rather than compassion.


Oh, my dogs and cats...they have carried me through great losses, career changes, moves.  I never have to worry about them cross-dressing, cheating, or going on Jerry Springer.  I have the absolute knowledge of their complete loyalty and love.  I know in their hearts they are entirely good.


So why I am so frightened by Title 17’s little words?  Because every one of my dogs--Eb, Schatzy, and Buddy--could be impounded and even killed based on those words.  Anchorage has one of the worst-written, most antidog ordinances I have ever read.  Neighbors are using it against neighbors.  Dogs are dying because of it.


Take Eb, my old arthritic lab, who refuses to move from the door until I return, who sits under my feet when I type, who for 10 years has followed my every move through the house or during our daily walks, who even blocked a moose kick probably meant for me and suffers from a bad liver because of it.  Eb loves me.  Eb never had to, but I know he would protect me if someone tried to harm me--as he should.  The problem with Title 17 is it doesn’t try to see things from a dog’s point of view, or to consider dogs as individuals, or even to consider particular situations.


The first time Eb saw 3 things in his life, he barked, blocked me, and then charged or tried to chase the object away from me--that makes him a vicious dog.  What were those 3 things?  A bike, a motorcycle, and skis.  Because there were humans attached to those things, animal control would have no choice.  Old Eb would be gone.  Eb--who wouldn’t let me lose myself in my despair after my parents died.  Eb--whom I owe and love so much.


All it took was for me to take Eb up to a bike, a motorcycle, and skis--just one time for each--and show him that these things were okay, that they wouldn’t harm us, and that he never needed to bark at or chase them again.  And so he never did.  That’s Eb.  I know him.  I know he’s smart and obedient and is simply looking out for me.  That’s his job.


But suppose that biker called animal control?  They would have to impound old Eb, and if they saw anything during his week in a cage--and he’s never been in a cage in his life--to make them think he’s dangerous, my “boy” would be killed.


What kind of planet am I on, where people on Jerry Springer purposefully emotionally batter each other, yet these dogs I am so lucky to share my life with--who are absolutely incapable of emotionally battering anyone--could be killed for merely being dogs?


A neighbor called animal control recently on a friend’s dog because the dog ran out the door barking at her.  No harm was done, except to a poor dog, who lay in a cage, terrified, unable to eat or drink, for a week.  Why?


Years ago I briefly worked for animal control, and I can’t blame the people there.  Many of them got involved because they love animals--try to imagine what it’s like to work around death-row pets evey day.  I know there are laws and rules and always someone “higher up” emphasizing enforcement first.  I also know that as many complaints that they receive from people like me, there are probably more from people like the one who wrote me after seeing my pet newsletter: “The day I see an officer out quickly to deal with problems is the day I believe enforcement is real.  Yes, I have had responses, but usually the workers are confined in what they can do because of the ways the laws are written.”  She advised me: “Remember,” your dogs “ARE still animals.”


I know what she means, yet I don’t know.  Yes, they ARE animals.  I’m just grateful they’re not animals like the ones on Jerry Springer.


The letter writer complained that in her neighborhood, dogs “enter yards, poop and pee, causing damage to yards and personal property.  They cause accidents” by running loose.  I feel for her, and she’s right.  These animals need to be controlled.  When I find a stray in my neighborhood, I try to find its home, and it is often a one-time mistake--a gate left ajar by a child, for example.  If it “goes” in my yard, I merely clean the yard.  If it barks at me, I say hello, and dogs are usually friendly when they know we are.  I’ve met many hundreds of dogs over the years and all but one were nice; the one was owned by a fellow who pointed a gun at me, so I’ve little question why the dog was unkind.


When there is a problem--a real problem, not a dog merely barking, “Hey, you’re not supposed to be here!  It’s my job to tell you that!” or a dog chasing a bicycle because it’s coming right at him and he’s never seen one before--then can’t we be understanding? (I know--dogs should never be out where they can chase a bicycle or anything else, but my point is it happens and the dog should not be impounded or killed if it only happens once; please think of poor old Eb.  And yes, I am thinking of the poor old bicyclists--God forbid your dog should do it a second time.  Take him to obedience training instead of bike paths for a while.)


How did Title 17 become so strict and unforgiving?  It didn’t just happen in Anchorage.  The 1980s national press exposure of vicious dog attacks on children led to an antidog furor, which spilled into our laws and affected even good dogs.  Humans kill at least 20 million dogs and cats annually in the U.S.; dogs do unfortunately kill a few humans.  One dog in millions is going to be bad, but such attacks are by creatures made insane by bad breeding, abuse, or neglect.  Actually, I’m surprised that every poor dog left out on a chain or ignored in the yard night and day doesn’t go crazy.  And there are far too many of them “living” like that in Anchorage.


Dog fighting, dog neglect and abuse, pet overpopulation, strays, and truly vicious dogs should be the things Title 17 is concerned with, not my snoring labs, although if the advisory board wants to make a law that forces them to give me more room on the bed, here’s to you.  But please give me back my right to walk in the woods with them off-leash, running circles around me.  We won’t bother you; we probably won’t ever see you or anyone else.  But I really don’t want to break the law; I was raised to respect laws.  I just want to have fun fear-free walks with my dogs like I did until last year’s Title 17 version.


Also, allow for some exceptions and individual considerations when you rewrite this title.  Remember that the lives of our pets are in your powerful hands.  If a dog is good and an owner is good, forgive them a trespass or two--like Eb barking at skis or a bike the first time he saw them.  And--here I’m going to make some people very mad, and I’m very sorry about that, maybe we can talk about it on Jerry Springer’s--even allow for a bite under certain circumstances!  Let’s not call all bites the results of a vicious dog, as Title 17 now does.


I’ll end with one more true dog story to illustrate this.  It may shock you, but my hope is that you’ll consider it with compassion, and realize that the way the law is written, the dog should have been killed.  But that would have been a great moral injustice.


A man I knew died.  His family, friends, visitors, and his dog were in the house a few days later: a house filled with mourning, noise, and people.  The dog did not know where or why the human he loved was gone.  A child was left alone with the dog.  She later--years later--told me that she stuck her finger in the dog’s eye.  The dog bit her.  The child was not hurt or scarred.  The dog was not reported.  Everyone took it calmly; therefore, the child took it calmly.  The dog has lived for many years since with a family with 3 young children, who crawl all over and poke her.  The dog has never been anything but a loving house pet ever since.  She was forgiven and understood and given another chance.  She was a lucky dog.  Today, in Anchorage, she would probably be killed.
