
1 

 

Response to San Francisco Ordinance Proposal to Prohibit 
onychectomy (declawing) and tendonectomy procedures on cats 

 
San Francisco City Council Supervisor Mirkarimi is proposing an ordinance to ban a medical 
procedure based on an assumption that “There is widespread misunderstanding in the 
community regarding two surgical procedures performed on cats.”   
 
In fact, there has been a great deal of public education and information released from a large 
array of animal welfare organizations in recent years on the appropriate use of declawing.  In 
fact, it is the position of most reputable animal welfare organizations that declawing is a last 
resort procedure to be used after all other remedies have failed to keep the cat/guardian bond 
intact and to prevent “destructive” cats from being relinquished at local shelters.   
 
However, for the sake of argument even if it was stipulated that there may still be a widespread 
misunderstanding in the community regarding this procedure there is surely no such 
misunderstanding among the veterinary and animal welfare communities.   
 

Humane and Veterinary Associations Oppose a Ban 
The American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA), the California Veterinary Medical 
Association (CVMA), the Canadian Veterinary Medical Association; the American Association of 
Feline Practitioners (AAFP), the Humane Society of the United States (HSUS); the American 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA); the California Veterinary Medical 
Association (CVMA); the San Francisco SPCA; the Cat Fancier's Association, the Animal Council, 
and many other national and local humane and animal welfare organizations share this “last 
resort exception”.1 
 
 Mr. Mirkarimi then claims “A cat's claws are essential to its health and wellbeing, and 
scratching is a natural and important behavior for cats.  Cats use their claws for balance, 
walking, climbing, exercising, stretching the muscles in their legs, back, shoulders and paws, and 
marking their territory.  The claws are essential to keeping the cats body in proper alignment.  
Further, cats rely on their claws as a primary means of defense.  Declawed animals that are 
allowed outdoors are at increased risk of injury or death.  Animals subjected to tendonectomy 
are also robbed of an integral means of defense.” 
 

There is no Scientific Data to Support a Ban 
In fact, all animals allowed to roam outside are at risk of injury or death.  That is why it is the 
position of most respectable animal welfare organizations that all declawed cats should be kept 
indoors.  In fact, this is good practice for all cats.  Studies found that indoor cats live three times 
longer than their free roaming relatives, clawed or declawed.  Risks of outdoor life to all cats 
include exposure to infectious diseases, such as feline leukemia, feline immunodeficiency virus, 
feline infectious peritonitis, and rabies; injury or death occurring on busy roads; and attacks by 
predators.     
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But to respond directly to the Supervisor’s point, most declawed cats continue to scratch 
objects as though they still had their claws.  In fact, in a study, 40% of cat owners reported 
allowing their declawed cats outside, even after being advised not to do so.  Owners of these 
cats reported their cats still climbed trees, hunted, and successfully defended themselves 
against other cats and dogs. 2  
 
In fact, there is simply not enough scientific data available to suggest elected officials are in a 
better position than trained, licensed veterinarians to decide on the efficacy of this procedure.  
Until more scientific information is available, it is important to separate personal beliefs about 
declawing from what is objectively known about its medical and behavioral effects and 
benefits. 
 
With that in mind, it is important to understand the data that is available:  

1. Declawed cats are no more likely to bite than clawed cats.3 
2. Declawed cats have a very low incidence of complications or behavior problems.4 
3. There is no evidence that declawing causes long-term litter box problems. 5 
4. Declawed cats are less likely to be surrendered to shelters than clawed cats.6 
5. Declawing was not associated with any behavior problems.7 
6. Declawing has no long-term negative effects on a cat’s health and well-being.8  
7. In households where cats come in contact with immune-compromised individuals 

surgical onychectomy is an appropriate option.9 
8. Enforcement of a declawing ban is difficult, costly and will result in an increase in 

abandoned pets at local shelters.10 
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 Study conducted by Drs. Victoria Voith and Peter Borchelt, sampled about 600 cat owners and found that 

declawed cats were no more likely to bite than were clawed cats. 
4
 Dr. Gary Landsberg, a Canadian veterinary behaviorist, surveyed over 200 owners whose cats had been declawed, 

and found a very low incidence (4%, 10 cats) of complications or behavior problems. Most of these (70%, 7 cats) 
were due to poor surgical technique, and only one owner reported a continuing house soiling problem after 
surgery. 
5 Daniel Estep, Ph.D. and Suzanne Hetts, Ph.D.; the above cited Landsberg study found no evidence that declawing 

causes long-term litter box problems.   
6
 “Assessment of claims of short- and long-term complications associated with onychectomy in cats” study 

conducted by Gary Patronek, a veterinary epidemiologist, indicated that declawed cats were less likely to be 
surrendered than were clawed cats. 
7
 Patronek, study results indicated that declawing was not associated with any behavior problems. 

8
 Landsberg study, 40% of cat owners reported allowing their declawed cats outside, even after being advised not 

to do so reported their cats still climbed trees, hunted, and successfully defended themselves against other cats 
and dogs. 
9
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9. A legislative ban in opposition to the recommendation of the AVMA creates a liability 
for the enacting municipality in the event a person is disfigured or whose health is 
compromised by a cat scratch. 

 

Myths and Anecdotal Evidence Used to Support a Ban 
Mr. Mirkarimi then contributes to the “widespread misunderstanding” by claiming that 
“Removing the claws, or surgically preventing the cat from extending them, may make a cat 
feel defenseless, which can lead to stress, aggression, or withdrawal.  Cats undergoing these 
procedures often also suffer chronic pain.  Cats that are declawed may display behavioral, 
psychological and personality changes, including litter box avoidance and biting.  Many cats 
that are surrendered to shelters are surrendered because of behavioral problems that developed 
after the cats were declawed or underwent a tendonectomy procedure.  The goal of reducing 
cat populations in a shelter environment is furthered by prohibiting declawing and 
tendonectomy procedures.” 
 
In fact, there is absolutely no data to support these assumptions.  Veterinarians today are able 
to make recovery from declaw surgery easier by using medication to control post-surgical pain.  
Despite short-term pain and discomfort, there are no scientific data to support claims that 
declawing has long-term negative effects on a cat’s health and well-being. 11 
 
Studies cited in this paper found declawed cats are no more likely to bite than clawed cats12; 
are less likely to be surrendered than clawed cats13; declawing is not associated with any 
behavior problems14; declawed cats still climb trees, hunt, and successfully defend themselves 
against other cats and dogs15; and cats with destructive clawing behavior are more likely to be 
euthanized, released, abandoned, or surrendered to shelters, thus contributing to the homeless 
or feral cat populations.16 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
10

 AVMA position statement states, “Scientific studies indicate cats with destructive clawing behavior are more 
likely to be euthanized, released, abandoned, or surrendered to shelters, thus contributing to the homeless or feral 
cat populations.” 
11

 Patronek, study results indicated that declawing was not associated with any behavior problems. 
12 Drs. Victoria Voith and Peter Borchelt, sampled about 600 cat owners and found that declawed cats were no 

more likely to bite than were clawed cats. 
13

 “Assessment of claims of short- and long-term complications associated with onychectomy in cats” study 
conducted by Gary Patronek, a veterinary epidemiologist, indicated that declawed cats were less likely to be 
surrendered than were clawed cats. 
14

 Patronek, study results indicated that declawing was not associated with any behavior problems. 
15

 Landsberg study, 40% of cat owners reported allowing their declawed cats outside, even after being advised not 
to do so reported their cats still climbed trees, hunted, and successfully defended themselves against other cats 
and dogs. 
16

 AVMA position statement states, “Scientific studies indicate cats with destructive clawing behavior are more 
likely to be euthanized, released, abandoned, or surrendered to shelters, thus contributing to the homeless or feral 
cat populations.” 
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Mr. Mirkarimi then cites an unidentified study to make an unsubstantiated claim that the “rate 
of complication for declawing procedures is relatively high compared with other so-called 
‘routine’ procedures; one study showed 50% of declawed cats developed short-term 
complications and 20% developed long-term complications.  Often, cat owners are insufficiently 
informed or aware of the nature of the procedure and the serious complications and changes 
that may result.” 
 

Ban Proponents Discredited 
While Mr. Mirkarimi fails to disclose the source of his mysterious study, Declaw Ban Proponents 
typically point to studies by Dr. Gary Patronek, a researcher of onychectomy and its relationship 
to feline behavior, in an effort to produce “evidence” that declaws are bad.  A Google search of 
Patronek’s name paired with “declaw” brings up 1,800 results, with the initial majority of sites 
linking his work to broad, anti-declaw statements. 
 
Yet, when Dr. Patronek, vice president of animal welfare and protection at the Animal Rescue 
League of Boston, was contacted by the VIN News Service, he expressed surprise that his work 
was providing fuel for the anti-declaw movement.  He said statements extrapolated from his 
studies were being used out of context, “People cherry pick data to see what they want to see.  
But if you are asking me if I can make some kind of unequivocal statement that declaw is bad in 
a large population, I can’t do that.  No one can answer that question, and if they can, I haven’t 
seen the data.” 17  That is because the data simply does not exist.   
 

The Paw Project Founder is Misleading Elected Officials  
So then, from where does all this seemingly convincing data originate?  The chief crusader for a 
Declaw Ban, is founder of a CA 501(c)(3) charitable corporation called The Paw Project  The Paw 
Project’s mission is the abolition of the practice of declaw surgery on big cats (lions and tigers).  
Paw Project founder, Dr. Jennifer Conrad, an animal rights activist and wildlife veterinarian, is 
attempting to leverage unrelated big cat research 18 that she and Dr. Kirk Wendelburg, The 
Paw Project Chief Surgeon, conducted in 2002.  She is deliberately misrepresenting the data 
from this study as well as studies conducted by Dr. Patronek and others in an attempt to 
persuade elected officials to circumvent existing due process by politically banning a medical 
procedure.    
 
A Declaw Ban is a personal campaign conducted by Dr. Conrad.  Dr. Wendelburg, however, who 
is also a Diplomat of the American College of Veterinary Surgeons, and founder of the Animal 
Specialty Group (ASG) in Los Angeles, a premier referral hospital, is on the record as saying, 
“I’m not against declawing.” 19  He echoes Dr. Patronek’s concern that data not be “cherry 
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 Dr. Gary Patronek, veterinary researcher, vice president of animal welfare and protection, at Animal Rescue 
League in Boston 
18 The two doctors co-authored a paper in 2002 entitled, “Deleterious Effects of Onychectomy (Declawing) in Exotic 

Felids and a Reparative Surgical Technique: A Preliminary Report” that has nothing to do with pet cats. 
19

 LA Daily News: “Claw replacement surgery a giant step for big cats” By Nicholas Grudin, Dec. 1, 2002 
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picked” to fit a political agenda.  He explains that the declawing of big cats and the declawing of 
domestic cats have to be studied and understood independently.  His website also provides a 
great deal of information on the efficacy of declawing to alleviate destructive scratching and to 
avoid cat relinquishment to shelters. 20   
   
The fact is that there is simply insufficient scientific data available today to advise elected 
officials on the appropriateness of banning a life-saving veterinary medical procedure.  Until 
more scientific information is available, it is important that political leaders separate their 
personal beliefs about declawing from what is objectively known regarding its medical and 
behavioral effects.  There is no scientific data available to support the claims of ban 
proponents, and in fact, one of the scientists sited by proponents openly refutes their 
interpretation of the data. 21 
 

There is No Legal Ban in Any European Country 
Next, the Supervisor wildly claims “Declawing is illegal in 25 nations, including the United 
Kingdom, France, Australia, Austria, Switzerland, Sweden, Brazil, Norway and Germany.” 
 
In fact, that is simply not true.  Most of these countries subscribe to the same “last resort” 
policy as most US animal welfare and veterinary organizations.   According to the Federation of 
Veterinarians of Europe “there is no legal ban in any European country prohibiting 
declawing.”22 
 
Then the Supervisor, perhaps unintentionally, insults the veterinary community by asserting 
“Declawing and tendonectomy are elective procedures that… veterinarians advocate primarily 
to prevent damage to property or minor personal injury.  Reasonable and humane alternatives 
exist, including nail trimming, scratching implements such as carpeted posts and boxes, 
temporary soft nail caps, behavioral training for the cat, deterrent sprays, and such simple 
measures as covering furniture or limiting an animal's access to certain areas of the home.” 
 

Keep It Legal, Keep It Rare: Declawing Saves Lives Not Furniture 
All responsible animal welfare and veterinary organizations agree with the Supervisor that all 
other remedies must be tried before resorting to declawing - - declawing is to be avoided if at 
all possible.  However, Mr. Mirkarimi proposes that after all else has failed, cat guardians left 
with no other options should be classified as criminals if they choose to declaw their cat in an 
effort to maintain their pet with a home and love for as long as the cat lives. 
 
                                                           

20
 Dr. Wendelburg’s website: http://www.asgvets.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=166&Itemid=162   

21
 Dr. Gary Patronek, veterinary researcher, vice president of animal welfare and protection, at Animal Rescue 

League in Boston 
22 Federation of Veterinarians (FVE):  http://www.fve.org, according to FVE spokesperson Ulrike Tewes   
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Mr. Mirkarimi then, a bit presumptuously, speaks on behalf of all the Supervisors, before the 
matter is even voted on, stating, “The Board of Supervisors finds that declawing and 
tendonectomy are inhumane procedures that cause pain, anguish and permanent disability to 
a cat, and frequently result in behavioral and personality changes in cats subjected to those 
procedures.  The primary benefit of the procedures – the convenience of pet owners – is 
outweighed by the cruelty of the procedures.”  
 
Exception must be taken to the premise that a medical procedure in common practice for 
decades can be properly characterized as “inhumane” if it is administered as a last resort 
procedure to save an animal’s life by preventing it from being abandoned, relinquished, killed 
or cruelly treated.     
 

Declawing is a Life Saving Procedure of Last Resort 
Like The Humane Society of the United States, most responsible people oppose declawing 
when done solely for the convenience of the owner.23  However, as explained throughout this 
paper there is strong evidence that there is a greater cruelty than declawing, and that is the 
cruelty of relinquishment, abandonment, and the untimely euthanasia these animals 
experience when their owners are given no recourse for salvaging a strained human/pet bond 
after all other remedies have failed. 24    
 
While the San Francisco Board of Supervisors’ position on Cat Declawing is well known and 
lauded, Mr. Mirkarimi believes “further action is needed to prevent this procedure within the 
City and County of San Francisco.” 
 

The Experts Disagree with Mr. Mirkarimi 
The experts disagree.  Dr. Patronek, whose studies the Declaw Ban proponents rely on, spoke 
specifically about San Francisco’s proposed ordinance, stating, “Legislation tends to be messy, 
nasty, and painful and you never know which way it’s going to go; the road is a perilous one...  
We feel that here (in Boston) we’ve been enormously successful moving away from declaw 
with education.”   
 
Mr. Mirkarmi, unable to trust the professionals with this decision, says “onychectomy and 
tendonectomy are municipal affairs appropriate for local legislation.” 
 

A Ban Hastily Circumvents 100 Years of Existing Due Process 
Again, we find Mr. Mirkarimi at odds with the professionals.  The AVMA and CVMA assert it 
“simply doesn’t serve Californians to create a patchwork quilt of standards of care from city to 
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 HSUS Position Statement . 
24

 Dr. Bernard E .Rollin, Distinguished Professor of Philosophy, Animal Sciences and Biomedical Sciences at 
Colorado State University; Arnold Plotnick DVM, board-certified veterinary internist and owner of Manhattan Cat 
Specialists, feline-exclusive veterinary hospital in New York City; Bonnie V .Beaver BS, DVM,MS, DPNAP, DACVB, 
Professor, Head of the Community Practice Service 
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city and county to county.”25   A politically motivated ban is dangerous, ill-advised, and 
irresponsible and would be the result of animal activists manipulating the data and masking 
unintended consequences to influence municipal leaders into circumventing an existing and 
appropriate due process for reviewing and evaluating medical procedures.26 
 
Mr. Mirkarimi believes cat declawing “falls within the police and other powers of the City and 
County of San Francisco” and that “The Board of Supervisors finds that the public interest, 
health, safety and welfare is served and protected by banning onychectomy (declawing) and 
tendonectomy procedures on cats.”   
 

A Ban Compromises Public Health and Safety 
In fact, public health and safety is greatly compromised by a cat declaw ban. There are 
legitimate reasons for declawing in the prevention of transmission of Bartonella in 
immunocompromised persons.  Bartonella is the causative agent of Cat Scratch Disease in 
persons with competent immune systems.  Cat Scratch Disease is diagnosed in an estimated 
22,000 persons a year in the United States. 27  In healthy people, Cat Scratch Disease typically 
causes fever, lymph node swelling, headache and fatigue.  Immunocompromised people, 
particularly those with HIV/AIDS, are at higher risk for developing bacillary angiomatosis, a 
severe and potentially fatal disease, caused by the organism Bartonella. 28 
 
Additionally, there is a large population of elderly residents who have cats as pets and may 
have increased incidence of bleeding due to medications such as Coumadin to control clotting.  
These individuals often have cats as sole companions and reach the decision to declaw their pet 
after all other options have been exhausted. 
 
The Supervisor’s claim that declawing increases the incidence in biting is also inaccurate.  In 
fact, a study found that declawed cats were no more likely to bite than clawed cats.29 
 
An unintended and costly consequence of the proposed ordinance is revealed by a study that 
found declawed cats are less likely to be surrendered than clawed cats, and that declawing is 

                                                           
25

 AVMA’s amicus letter to the CA Supreme Court states “veterinary medicine… will be undermined if cities, 
villages, and counties get a green light to chip away at the uniformity of state veterinary practice acts and 
regulations issued by state veterinary medical boards, as authorized by statutes.” 
26

 The California Legislature, the Department of Consumer Affairs (DCA), and the boards and bureaus overseen by 
the DCA, are the appropriate authority over medical scope of practice issues for healing arts licentiates.     
27

 Dr. Ed Breitschwerdt, a veterinary researcher at N.C. State University, adjunct professor in infectious diseases at 
Duke University Medical School says unreported Baronella cases represents “a silent epidemic…taking an 
unacknowledged toll on human health”. 
28

 Arnold Plotnick DVM, board-certified veterinary internist, feline-exclusive veterinarian: Reasons Not to Adopt a 
Ban on Declawing Cats 
29

 Drs. Victoria Voith and Peter Borchelt, sampled about 600 cat owners and found that declawed cats were no 
more likely to bite than were clawed cats. 
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not associated with any behavior problems.  A Declaw Ban will likely result in a significant 
increase in cat abandonment and relinquishment at a tremendous cost to the City. 30  

 
Crime and Punishment 
However, if declawing is in fact inhumane, as Mr. Mirkarimi insists, then “the police and other 
powers of the City and County of San Francisco” already have Penal Code Section 594-625c as 
the law of the land for prosecuting this “crime”, and in fact, the Penal Code is stricter than the 
Supervisor’s proposed ordinance.  The fine for being found guilty of existing law is one year in 
prison and/or a $20,000 fine.  Why do we need a less strict law to ban this form of alleged 
animal cruelty in San Francisco than already exists in the State of California?31 
 
Finally, Mr. Mirkarimi drops the hammer.  In a surprising show of force typically reserved to 
crime syndicates, the Supervisor asserts he wants to punish anyone who violates this ban along 
with their friends and family.  While that may be a bit of an exaggeration, consider this 
language, “No person, licensed medical professional or otherwise, shall perform or cause to be 
performed an onychectomy (declawing) or tendonectomy procedure by any means on any cat 
within the City and County of San Francisco... 
 
“If an onychectomy (declawing) or tendonectomy procedure is performed on any cat within the 
City and County of San Francisco in violation of this Section, each of the following persons shall 
be guilty of a violation: (1) the person or persons performing the procedure; (2) all persons 
assisting in the physical performance of the procedure; and (3) the animal guardian that 
ordered or approved the procedure.   A violation of the provisions of this Ban shall be a 
misdemeanor.  A person found guilty of such violation shall be punished by imprisonment in the 
county jail not exceeding six months, or by fine not exceeding one thousand dollars ($1000.00), 
or both.” 
 

A Ban is Costly and Difficult to Enforce 
During a time of unprecedented budget crisis, the Supervisor seems to give no thought to the 
extraordinary cost associated with enforcing this ordinance, or to the staff/time required to 
investigate and prove that a procedure (that is legal throughout the United States, but illegal in 
SF), actually occurred within the City limits of San Francisco.   
 
The Motion is asking that every veterinarian, veterinary technician, veterinary clinic employee, 
and possibly the vendors who sold the surgical materials, along with the cat owner and anyone 
who helped the cat owner pay for a surgery to be guilty of a crime.  This could include local and 
                                                           
30

 “Assessment of claims of short-and long-term complications associated with onychectomy in cats” study 
conducted by Gary Patronek, a veterinary epidemiologist, indicated declawed cats were less likely to be 
surrendered than were clawed cats; Myths and Facts about Cat Declawing, Advocates for Fact-based Policy Making 
31 PENAL CODE SECTION 594-625c:  

http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=pen&group=00001-01000&file=594-625c 
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out of state foundations and relatives who make a monetary donation to help offset the cost of 
the surgery.  A Ban is simply unenforceable.  
 

Let Existing Due Process Evaluate the Efficacy of this Procedure 
If the claims of the proponents of a Declaw Ban have any validity, their concerns can be 
reviewed by the California Veterinary Medical Board.  This is the appropriate venue, where 
there is no need for hasty, heated and ill informed decisions.   
 
"A municipal body generally lacks [the] professional expertise, and should not be allowed to 
substitute its judgment for that of the licensed medical professionals who are appointed to 
regulate the profession and advise the Legislature, in this case, the California Veterinary 
Medical Board. 32   
 
The City Council should resist taking medical law into their own hands because Ban Proponents 
are claiming the sky is falling.  The process for reviewing medical procedures already exists.  
Medical decisions must be left up to the professionals.  Please vote NO on a Declaw Ban. 
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 From an Amicus Letter to the California Supreme Court from the Department of Consumer Affairs.  


