Dear Bootsie,

I’ve always liked Springer Spaniels and am now at a place where I can give a dog the time and attention he deserves.  But the prices that local breeders ask for a puppy seem a bit over the top. I’ve been looking at breeders on the internet and have found some reasonable deals.  Is that the best way to go?

Signed,   In Puppy Love

Dear Puppy Love,

According to an April 2007 report by the Humane Society of the United States (HSUS), there has been an increase in websites offering purebred puppies at bargain prices.  Along with this increase have come a growing number of complaints from heartbroken and disillusioned consumers.  Some have been scammed into sending hundreds or even thousands of dollars to phony breeders to purchase an animal that doesn’t even exist.  Others, believing they have purchased a puppy from a loving, responsible breeder, have received a puppy mill dog, complete with major genetic, medical and emotional problems.

According to Sid Kirchheimer, author of Scam-Proof Your Life (AARP/Sterling), internet swindlers buy website domains and newspaper ads using stolen credit cards.  They use catchy addresses such as www.lovelypetz.com and even steal the names of reputable breeders to make themselves sound legitimate.  When someone responds to their ads, they answer questions about the supposed puppies available and request money be wired for the cost of the animal, for the airfare and transportation paperwork.  The scammer gets some fast cash and the purchaser never receives his puppy.  The websites are dismantled every few months and new ones are set up, often using the same photos with different names.

Stephanie Shain, Director of Outreach for Companion Animals for The HSUS, explains another typical scenario:  “We know of puppy mills and so-called breeders who had a history of legal violations, closed up shop, and now sell dogs over the internet – hiding in plain sight.  It is very easy to create a beautiful, professional looking website.  And, describing dogs as ‘our little darlings’ and ‘babies,’ or noting that they only sell to ‘qualified homes’ are simply tricks of the trade to make these animals seem irresistible and the breeder seem responsible.  These dogs are shipped to the buyer – often with heartbreaking results.” 

‘Puppy mill’ is the term used to describe a large-scale breeding facility, run strictly for profit.  The parent animals spend all of their lives in despicable conditions - small, comfortless and often filthy cages, and social isolation.  They receive minimal nutrition and negligible medical care.  Overbreeding and genetic inbreeding is commonplace and mixed breeds are often passed off as purebreds.  Once a parent animal can no longer produce puppies, he or she is discarded or killed.

People who purchase a mill-bred pet often find themselves riding the emotional roller coaster of watching their new puppy go from one illness to the next.  All the while, they are pouring hundreds or even thousands of dollars into veterinary bills. 

A respectable breeder’s first priority is the welfare of his animals.  Yes, making a profit is part of the goal, but above all, he is in it for the love of the breed he represents.  A reputable breeder would never sell one of his animals through a pet store or over the internet.  He would insist upon meeting the potential adopter in person.

When you pay good money for a purebred pet, you expect to take home a healthy, well-socialized and thoughtfully bred animal.  You expect that the parent animals have been treated respectfully and humanely and have not been overbred or genetically inbred.  You assume that all of the breeder’s animals have received the best nutrition, great medical care and lots of interaction with people and other animals.  This kind of care requires a lot of time and comes at an expense to the breeders.  All of this is reflected in the price they charge for their animals.  Believe me, the higher price is well worth it.

How can you ensure that you are adopting a puppy from a forthright breeder? Surely the best way is to visit the breeder yourself.  Meet the owners and the parent animals, the father (sire) as well as the mama dog (dam).  Do the parent dogs display the characteristics you are looking for in a pet?  Are the dogs comfortably kenneled and are the kennels clean?  Are the dogs provided interaction with people and other animals? Ask the owners who they use for their veterinary services and don’t be afraid to call the veterinarian for a reference.  A breeder who takes pride in his dogs should have no problem with your questions and inquiries.

Better yet, visit local animal shelters and breed rescue organizations to find the puppy or adult dog of your dreams.  When you adopt from a reputable shelter, you are not only giving an animal a second chance, but you are taking home a pet who has received the best of care.  Shelters provide medical care, good nutrition, social interaction and sometimes even training for the animals in their care.  Now that’s the best deal around.

Love,   Bootsie 

