How Much is that Doggie on the Internet?
by Angie Bonnert, Sonoma Humane Society

Many of us can still hum the tune “How Much is that Doggie in the Window,” but today that window is the internet as more people are going online to purchase dogs and cats. But what you might not realize is that just like some other online opportunities such as dating, buying clothing, books and used cars, you don’t always know what you are getting. The same holds true for animals that are being bought and sold online and shipped across the country. Recently, the Sonoma Humane Society came across one such breeder whose website portrays a beautiful retreat for his beagles, but in actuality the dogs were not romping on green hills, but instead confined to tiny cages with little or no human contact.

When breeders mass produce like this, it’s often referred to as a puppy mill, and the horrors of their living quarters are like those of factory farms. Dogs are crammed in wire cages, veterinary care is minimal, and the adult dogs used to mass produce litters are often inbred and live their entire lives confined. While most pet stores typically use puppy mills to stock their inventory, breeders are finding direct sales on the internet to be more profitable.

Many online animal breeders have beautiful websites showcasing happy dogs, cute and fluffy puppies, a gorgeous countryside estate and highlighting their loving care and expertise. And the puppies don’t come cheap, ranging in price from $500 up to $2,000. While some of these websites are actually reputable breeders who lovingly care for their animals, the majority are not. So how do you know if it’s a puppy mill? Oftentimes when you call to make an appointment or purchase, the breeder will insist on meeting you in a neutral location so that you cannot see the kennel conditions. This is a red flag. And, if they offer to ship the puppy, do not fall for it. We are talking about living beings; you are not ordering a toaster. And too often the puppy arrives sick, needing immediate medical attention. Can you imagine how terrified he/she must be, a young puppy traveling as cargo all alone?
Occasionally I encounter people who want to “rescue” puppy mill puppies by purchasing them. But what one is really doing is keeping the business open and profitable, perpetuating the breeding and horrific conditions. If there aren’t buyers, there won’t be puppy mills.
So where should you go when looking for a new puppy? Well, first check your local shelters. There are thousands of homeless animals in need of homes and the price is just right, plus they are already spayed or neutered, vaccinated and microchipped. Also try a breed rescue group. Petfinder.com is a great resource since you can identify the size, age and breed you are looking for. If you do wish to go through a breeder, visit their kennel and ask lots of questions. According to consumeraffairs.com, an AKC-registered puppy guarantees almost nothing other than the breed of the dog. Do your research and make an effort to add a new companion to your life in the most humane way possible. Purchasing from a puppy mill, whether through a pet store or online, is almost as bad as operating one.
