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Simple Summary: European citizens’ perception of dogs and cats has shifted, calling for a more
robust and appropriate approach to protect the welfare of these pets. While recent updates to
EU legislation have aimed to improve some aspects of companion animal welfare, these measures
remain insufficient and lack harmonization across Member States. The existing legal framework still
falls short of establishing a comprehensive, high standard of care and protection for these animals.
Key issues include unhealthy and unethical breeding practices, irresponsible sale and ownership,
the complexities of transporting animals for both commercial and non-commercial purposes, and
inadequate regulations on training methods and working dog conditions. Additionally, there are
concerns about the regulation of dog and cat shows, competitions, therapeutic neglect, end-of-life
care, shelter management, and the rights of free-ranging cat and dog populations. To address these
issues more effectively, there is a need for more consistent legislation across Europe, coupled with
increased education and awareness of responsible pet ownership. The One Welfare approach, which
emphasizes the interconnectedness of human and animal welfare, could also play a crucial role
in bridging these legislative gaps, ensuring that the human–animal bond is better integrated into
modern society’s welfare considerations. However, despite these efforts, many challenges remain
unresolved, highlighting the need for further legislative action and societal engagement to fully
protect companion animal welfare.

Abstract: Companion animals, especially dogs and cats, have increasingly been recognized as moral
subjects and valued as family members by European citizens. This new role encourages policy makers
to face the many companion animals’ welfare issues not yet covered by the EU legislation. The main
gaps in the protection of dog and cat welfare during their all lifespan have been identified: unhealthy
and unethical breeding practices, irresponsible sale and ownership, transport for commercial and non-
commercial purposes, training methods, working dog conditions and rights, regulation of dog and
cat shows and competitions, the therapeutic neglect, dog and cat end-of-life care, shelter management
legislation and the free-ranging cat and dog population rights. The EU legislation framework is still
very weak and far from establishing a harmonized approach, promoting a high standard of care and
protection across Member States. We conclude that education and awareness regarding responsible
pet ownership and the need for a One Welfare approach have a high value in finding adequate
solutions, especially when poor human social welfare affects companion animal welfare. Given the
link between human and companion animal welfare, the use of stakeholders’ involvement strategies
and a transdisciplinary approach appear crucial for the development of an EU legal framework for
the well-being of dogs and cats.
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1. The Legal and Socio-Economic Framework

Over the last 50 years, companion animals, especially dogs and cats, have gained
a new position in European society: they are moral subjects and are considered family
members by many European citizens [1]. In 2022, approximately 106 million dogs and
129 million cats lived in EU citizens’ households [2]. It is estimated that in the EU between
24,000 and 30,000 commercial dog breeders and between 8000 and 10,000 commercial cat
breeders work with a trade market volume of 1.3 billion per year [3]. Only 20% of them
are pedigree breeders. A total of 60% of the EU market for dogs and cats is developed
online [3].

In 2023, the Eurobarometer highlighted that 44% of European citizens own companion
animals and almost 74% of respondents support the need for rules to have better protection
for the welfare of pet animals in their country [4]. Furthermore, over eight in ten European
respondents consider that breeding practices should meet basic ethical requirements for all
domestic animals including pets [4]. The new social role of pets and the market volume of
their trade encourage policy makers to face the many companion animals’ welfare issues
not yet covered by the EU legislation [5].

Since 1987, some provisions to establish standards of attitude and practice towards pet
ownership, breeding, and pet trades have been provided through the European Convention
for the Protection of Pet Animals (ETS N. 125). In 1995, the Convention was followed by
some Resolutions aimed at harmonizing the implementation of the Convention by Member
States (e.g., Resolution on surgical operations in pet animals; Resolution on the breeding of
pet animals; Resolution on the keeping of wild animals as pets).

Moreover, some additional actions were taken that directly or indirectly consider the
welfare of pets, but with many limitations:

• Council Regulation (EC) N. 1/2005 of 22 December 2004 on the protection of animals
during transport and related operations and amending Directives 64/432/EEC and
93/119/EC and Regulation (EC) No. 1255/97;

• Regulation (EC) No. 1523/2007 of the European Parliament and of the Council of
11 December 2007 banning the placing on the market and the import to, or export
from, the Community of cat and dog fur, and products containing such fur;

• Directive 2010/63/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council which regulates
the keeping, breeding, and supply of animals kept for scientific purposes (including
dogs and cats);

• Regulation (EU) No. 576/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of
12 June 2013 on the non-commercial movement of pet animals and repealing Regula-
tion (EC) No 998/2003;

• Commission implementing Regulation (EU) No. 577/2013 of 28 June 2013 on the
model identification documents for the non-commercial movement of dogs, cats, and
ferrets; the establishment of lists of territories and third countries; and the format,
layout, and language requirements of the declarations attesting compliance with
certain conditions provided for in Regulation (EU) No. 576/2013 of the European
Parliament and of the Council.

Indeed, all these legislative acts are addressed to protect dogs and cats in a specific
context, for example, when used for scientific purposes or during commercial and non-
commercial transport. They do not consider the welfare of these animals in the industry
focusing on the health and welfare issues resulting from the breeding, keeping, trading,
and supplying of dogs and cats in the EU [6,7].

Even in the two EU regulations that have recently changed the legal framework of
animal health, food and feed production, plant health, and plant protection products in
Europe, cats and dogs are mentioned. Regulation (EU) 2016/429 of the European Parliament
and of the Council of 9 March 2016 on transmissible animal diseases and amending and
repealing certain acts in the area of animal health (‘Animal Health Law’) classifies dogs and
cats as pets in Annex I. In this Annex, the European legislator listed the species considered
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“companion animals” in Europe by law, going beyond the scientific and ethical discussion
about this animal category [8].

The regulation covers their movements between Member States and from third coun-
tries in the context of animal diseases (most notably rabies) and requires the identification
of dogs and cats with a transponder. However, the Regulation does not establish precise
standards about transponders, registrations, databases used, and their interoperability and
complete pet traceability.

In the Regulation (EU) 2017/625 of the European Parliament and of the Council of
15 March 2017 on official controls and other official activities performed to ensure the
application of food and feed law, rules on animal health and welfare, plant health, and
plant protection products, the Commission approved a single legislative framework for the
organization of official controls. This framework will fit also for the breeding and trade
of cats and dogs as soon as requirements are established. Indeed, the absence of an EU
regulation for breeding, keeping, and placing on the market of dogs and cats as well as the
lack of harmonization among national rules of some European countries (where existing)
often cause circumstances detrimental to the welfare of dogs and cats. Welfare problems
concerning dogs and cats can affect both physical and behavioral aspects [9]. Some breed
standards and selection practices favor inherited disease diffusion [10] in the populations
of pedigree dogs and cats [11]. The poor sanitary management of breeding stocks and stress
during transport and commercialization can lead to many health issues spreading high-risk
infectious diseases [12] and zoonosis. Moreover, early-life and parental experiences are
potential contributors to the developmental origins of health and disease (DOHaD) in
adulthood [13].

Even the main behavioral problems like generalized anxiety disorders, separation
anxiety, and phobia in dogs [14] and complaints like house soiling in dogs and cats can
originate from poor management conditions at the kennel or at the cattery [15–17].

2. The New Regulation Proposal (2023/0447)

In December 2023, a proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of
the Council on the welfare of dogs and cats and their traceability was published. At its
meeting on 26 June 2024, Coreper approved the revised Presidency compromise text on the
above-mentioned proposal and agreed that, according to this text, negotiations could start
with the European Parliament in the context of the ordinary legislative procedure.

This regulation aims to protect the welfare of cats and dogs according to the “Five Do-
mains Model” used to describe the different dimensions of animal welfare. This model does
not focus only on the absence of negative experiences for the animal but also encompasses
positive experiences [18].

This proposal shall be applied to the breeding, keeping, trading, and supplying of dogs
and cats with or without pedigree as pets in the EU establishing minimum requirements
for the following:

• The welfare of dogs and cats bred or kept in establishments or placed on the
EU market;

• The traceability of dogs and cats placed on the EU market or supplied in the
EU countries.

Therefore, this regulation proposal considers the following:

• Traceability of dogs and cats bred in Europe: transponder implantation, registrations
of animals, and breeding centers;

• Traceability of dogs and cats coming from third countries: same welfare and identifica-
tion standards of pets bred and raised outside the EU;

• Regulation of online advertisements;
• Common welfare standards: requirements for housing, breeding, and care of dogs

and cats;
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• Responsible ownership: future owners must be aware of proper pet care, veterinary
needs, and nutrition;

• Competences of animal caretakers: breeding centers, pet shops, and shelters must
have animal caretakers with proper knowledge, skills, and competencies in the care
and welfare of housed animals.

This Regulation can reduce all risks related to poor traceability like public health and
animal health risks (zoonotic diseases spread, animal diseases diffusion, poor breeding,
and animal care), unfair competition among commercial breeders and pet shops, and all
risks for consumers (frauds, animals with health and behavioral problems).

The Regulation should be followed by some implementations already well known:

• Harmonization of the education, training, and professional experience of animal
caretakers;

• Identification of information to be provided by suppliers as proof of identification and
registration of dogs and cats (both online and by other means);

• Details about check systems to verify the authenticity of the identification and regis-
tration of dogs and cats;

• Minimum requirements for databases and their interoperability;
• Harmonization of the methodology for collecting and measuring animal welfare data

and the reporting of these data by Member States to the Commission;
• Procedures to recognize the equivalence to EU requirements of dogs and cats bred

and kept in third countries, which intend to import animals to the EU with specific
provisions regarding establishments.

3. The Gap Analysis

The Regulation proposal helps to go through the development of better conditions
for the breeding and keeping of dogs and cats in the EU. However, some additional points
need to be considered and management strategies need to be implemented by the EU:

1. Unhealthy and unethical breeding practices that push towards hyper-types or suf-
fering phenotypes: unhealthy dog and cat breeding practices should be considered
genetic abuse [11,19]. Thanks to the development of epidemiological studies and
DNA technologies, scientific evidence about genetic disorders and their detrimental
consequences on dog and cat health and welfare at both individual and population
levels forced the adoption of new approaches to dog and cat breeding programs, high-
lighting the need of a stronger leadership of kennel and cattery clubs in mentoring
breeders to address their breeding programs;

2. Actions to contrast irresponsible sales and ownership [20,21]. This should include
actions to improve citizen culture about pet care and needs, to reduce neglect, ther-
apeutic neglect [22], and other social phenomena involving pets like hoarding, dog
aggressions, and pet abuse [23]. These actions should be developed through a transdis-
ciplinary approach and at different levels in society starting with children’s education
for a respectful and positive human–animal relationship [24,25];

3. Dog training methods and dog trainers’ education, competencies, responsibilities,
and registration as professionals. Dog trainers have an important social role in the
management of dog behavioral problems and in the education of owners for a positive
human-dog relationship. Nowadays, we have no harmonization of the competencies
and responsibilities of these professionals in Europe even if scientific literature stresses
the impact of training methods on dog welfare [26,27];

4. Working dog conditions and rights (including assistance dogs) with the development
of guidelines for dog welfare requirements in the industry, along the supply chain.
Dogs are involved in many kinds of work on behalf of, for, and with people in strong
cooperation with their handlers: their work should be founded on respect, reciprocity,
and protection of rights [28]. In this perspective, new insight into interspecies justice
can be investigated highlighting how animal work needs to be addressed for animal
self-realization, skills development and pleasure, autonomy, and agency [28];



Animals 2024, 14, 2571 5 of 7

5. Shared rules for dog shows and competitions and cat shows can ensure the health
and welfare of the animals involved [29,30]. Dog and cat shows are not only the
celebration of beauty, attitudes, good genetic selection, and love for our pets. They
are often contexts where extreme conformational traits and appearance are glorified,
rather than the health, comfort, and welfare of the animals, which are secondary
considerations, resulting in neglect of their basic needs [31].

6. Free-ranging cat and dog population rights (e.g., rules for their management and
protection as well as governance strategies for their reductions);

7. A complete shelter management legislation that includes the necessary professional
figures required in shelter staff, as well as delineates organizational and operational
procedures, including the implementation of a transparent financial management
system. Given that animal shelters are transitional spaces for dogs and cats, one of
the priorities for volunteers and staff should be the re-homing process optimizing the
match between animals and adopting families [32]. This approach aims to reduce the
risk of abandonment or the return of animals following unsuccessful adoptions. To
achieve this, the adoption team should receive proper training and comprehensive
“adoption guidelines” should be developed based on scientific evidence [33]. These
guidelines should include selection criteria for prospective adopters based on both
psychological and demographic factors, as well as general criteria for adopter-animal
matching that can be tailored to individual cases. This will ensure impartiality and
fairness during the assignment of animals to new families, thereby facilitating optimal
re-homing outcomes [34]. Additionally, the legislation should outline the inspections
that the competent authority is obligated to conduct, along with the data that shelters
must provide to the competent authority, including financial information;

8. Legislative actions addressed to support the human–animal bond for all European
citizens including the more vulnerable members of the EU society, e.g., elderly people
with a social impairment or mental diseases [35]. The need for pet-friendly service
networks and a community care approach that considers not only people but also their
loved pets opens new perspectives and frontiers in social welfare policy programs and
in the emergency management guidelines of the EU that are necessary to guarantee
both pet and people’s well-being.

4. Conclusions

In conclusion, the education and awareness regarding responsible pet ownership and
the need for a One Welfare [36] approach hold significant value in identifying adequate
solutions to problems affecting companion animal welfare. Given the link between human
and companion animal welfare, the implementation of stakeholders’ involvement strate-
gies and a transdisciplinary approach appear crucial for the development of an EU legal
framework aimed at promoting the well-being of companion animals.
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