Should You Spay or Neuter Your Pet?

By Lori Jo Oswald

The answer is simple: yes.


Why?  Because dogs and cats are killed every day in animal shelters around the country because there are too many of them.  The number of dogs and cats killed annually in the U.S. is estimated to be about 4 to 7 million.  (Spay programs are having an effect: 20 years ago the estimates were 13 to 20 million.  In the late 1970s, Anchorage was euthanizing almost 10,000 pets a year at the Animal Control Center; in 2000, 2,725 adoptable pets were killed.)  


It is one of the great tragedies in our country—barely mentioned, rarely thought of.


If you doubt it, go to the shelter.  Look into the eyes of those who will be killed.


Recently, a sheriff whose office took over animal control duties shocked his community by showing pets being euthanized on television.  I applaud him.  People who want their pets to breed should first observe a euthanasia session at the local animal shelter.  If the Mat-Su Borough Animal Control shelter aired the killing of dogs and cats on television, perhaps we would be the first borough without pet overpopulation.  And wouldn’t that be a wonderful thing?


I first began volunteering for humane societies in 1977, when I was still in high school, because Anchorage’s Channel 7 aired a program on the local animal control situation.  At the end of the program, the camera silently showed the slow deaths of a dog and a puppy in a decompression chamber (which has since been outlawed in Alaska as a method of euthanasia).  It was shocking, cruel, horrible.  And it was the best thing for the community to see.  At that moment I knew that the only puppies or kittens I would have in my life would be ones I had rescued.  My pets would not breed.


What about just one litter?  The Humane Society of the U.S. said, “It's hard to imagine that letting your pet have one—or even two—litters causes a problem, especially if you find homes for most of your pet's puppies or kittens. But the fact is that ‘just one litter’ does cause pet overpopulation.  In less than a year, all of the little ones in your pet's litter could be having litters of their own. Every day, thousands of healthy puppies and kittens must be euthanized—and each one of those thousands came from ‘just one litter.’"

Spaying and neutering won’t harm your pet; your pet will still be the same—only perhaps less inclined to run away or fight.  And most importantly, you will be doing the right thing.  

Spay and Neuter: Excuses, Myths, and Facts

By Lori Jo Oswald


I am one of those lucky people to be surrounded by pets—dogs, cats, and horses.  My dogs and cats have gone up and down the Alcan with me several times.  


All of my pets have been rescues, and my dogs and cats are always spayed and neutered.  Once I experienced the “joy” of a cat in heat, and another time a dog in heat.  I can only describe it as suffering for all concerned, especially them.  My dog was in a frantic panic to run away; my cat was yowling in misery for over a week until I gave up and had her spayed during her heat cycle instead of waiting it out.

To help explain what spaying and neutering are, and what they are not, I asked the Humane Society of the U.S. and a local veterinarian.  

Basically, as HSUS explains, spaying means the removal of the reproductive organs of dogs and cats.  Male dogs and cats are neutered by removing their testicals. “In both cases, the operation is performed while the pet is under anesthesia. Your pet usually goes home the same day as the procedure.”

Dr. Marion Varman of All Creatures Veterinary Clinic said that it’s not always intentional that people let their pets breed. “A lot of people don’t think far enough in the future about it until it’s too late.”  In particular, she notices that male dogs aren’t neutered as often as female dogs are spayed because pet owners don’t see the results – i.e., puppies – from their males’ roaming.  But the males are definitely contributing to the overpopulation problem.

Following are the myths HSUS commonly sees, as well as comments by both HSUS (in italics) and Dr. Varman.

• "My pet will get fat and lazy." The truth is that most pets get fat and lazy because their owners feed them too much and don't give them enough exercise. 

 • "It's better to have one litter first." Medical evidence indicates just the opposite. In fact, the evidence shows that females spayed before their first heat are typically healthier. Many veterinarians now sterilize dogs and cats as young as 8 weeks of age. 

Dr. Varman said along with thinking their pet should experience having a litter, a lot of people believe pets need to go through one heat cycle before being spayed.  Actually, she said, “it’s a lot better for female dogs not to go through the heat cycle.  Female dogs can have mammary tumors, and if spayed before first heat cycle, the risk is reduced by almost 100 percent.”  Spaying also “eliminates the possibility of uterine or ovarian cancer” in pets, HSUS said.

As for male dogs, neutering reduces some forms of cancer, but the greatest advantage is in the reduction of prostate problems.  “Older male dogs who haven’t been neutered can be prone to bad prostate infections and disease,” Varman said.  “We see a lot of that.” 

• "But my pet is purebred." So is at least one out of every four pets brought to animal shelters around the country. There are just too many dogs and cats—mixed breed and purebred.

• "I want my dog to be protective."  Spaying or neutering does not affect a dog's natural instinct to protect home and family. A dog's personality is formed more by genetics and environment than by sex hormones.
A lot of the characteristics that you like in your dog, Dr. Varman said, are going to be there whether he is neutered or not.  She said some clients have expressed concerned that their sled dogs won’t want to pull if they are neutered.  She responds, “They pull because they like to pull, not because they aren’t neutered.”  Other pet owners fear their dogs won’t be as protective as they were before neutering. “That’s not true either,” Dr. Varman said.  If they are protective dogs already, they will continue to be after neutering.  Neutering does not change their personalities.  What it will do is help cut down on certain problem behaviors related to testosterone, particularly when around females in heat, such as roaming and aggression against other dogs.  Neutered male dogs are much less likely to get into dog fights. 
• "I don't want my male dog or cat to feel like less of a male." Pets don't have any concept of sexual identity or ego. Neutering will not change a pet's basic personality. He doesn't suffer any kind of emotional reaction or identity crisis when neutered.

My own experience with this is that I have seen absolutely no change in personality in my pets after they were neutered.  Buddy was still Buddy; Woody was still Woody.  And of course the same goes for spayed females.

Dr. Varman said, “As far as with cats, unneutered male cats will usually start spraying to mark their territory.  The sooner you have them neutered the better.”  Neutering has a “very high success rate,” she said, in ending the spraying problem.

• "It's too expensive to have my pet spayed or neutered." Spay or neuter surgery is a one-time small cost when compared to all the benefits. It's a bargain compared to the cost of having a litter and ensuring the health of the mother and litter; 2 months of pregnancy and another 2 months until the litter is weaned can add up to significant veterinary bills and food costs if complications develop. Most importantly, it's a very small price to pay for the health of your pet and the prevention of the births of more unwanted pets.

Dr. Varman said some people want to spay or neuter their pets, “but they are letting the money issue affect them.”  She mentions that there are plenty of low-cost options in the Valley for those in need, including the SPCA mobile spay clinic. “It’s not that difficult to budget the money.”

 Also, although it may be fun to have puppies and kittens around – well, at least kittens, since they are less work then puppies, Dr. Varman said, “but what about when it doesn’t go fine? What if the mother has a hard time giving birth?  A caesarean can cost $400 or $500 on up.”  Considering the food, vaccinations, and advertising costs for those litters can also help a pet owner determine whether it would be less expensive to spay.

• "I'll find good homes for all the puppies and kittens." You may find homes for all of your pet's litter. But each home you find means one less home for the dogs and cats in shelters who need good homes. Also, in less than 1 year's time, each of your pet's offspring may have his/her own litter, adding even more animals to the population. The problem of pet overpopulation is created and perpetuated one litter at a time.

What I tell people who say they have homes for all the potential puppies or kittens is that they should then go to the animal shelter and adopt a litter instead of having their dog or cat bred.  Then they can save lives and give the shelter pets to those wonderful homes, instead.

Most of the Valley residents she has met are actually quite responsible about spaying and neutering their pets, Dr. Varman said, and it only seems to be getting better.  “For a lot of people, pets are more like family members.”  

