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Bonds, big money and an imperfect democracy
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The human-dog relationship, conflict and coexistence

1 seems that each news cycle brings with ita

steady stream of gruesome, hear-wrenching

stories that relate o human-street disg
conflict. These are usually stories of people, often
children, being anadied by street diogs, or of the
mistrearment of dogs by humans. Familiar mropes
auch as “the dog menace™ or “man’s best frisnd”
animate these discussions and capiune public and
media attention

In rurn, more complicated and nuanced

accounts that pay fidelity o the socio-ecobogical
complexity of human-dog relations remain
ignored. How, then, can we reist thess
reactionary impulbses and fruitfully build on the
wealth ol work in the Belds of ecology, public
health, canine ethobogy, and urban dynamics w
oo b a more sophisticated and intsgrated
understanding of these isues?

Human-dog interactions

A starting point could be 1o appreciate daar
“pewsworthy " incidents of dog biting, chasing, or
mauling represent anly a fraction of all
hurman-dogg interactions. Citieen-hosed research
acriss varkous parts of Indis by ROH-Indies
{University of Edinburgh), shows that 3 majority
of people-dog interactions are mundane and
unremarkable swch as casual leeding, occasional
penting and ggnoring. While this is certainly nog
intended 1o downplsy the gravity of conflict, it
wold pay 1o resmind ourselves el exreme
instances such as mouling cannot be taken wo be
e ntative of the overall human-
:etmﬂemhq}' 1 e

On the other side of the spectrum ol opinions
on human-dog co-existence i the equally
problematic notion that dogs are inherently
viruows crestures who can do mo mm%anm
likee &l citheer animmals, including liman beings,
are beings whose motivations cannot ahways be
knoawn o s, This means tresting dogs as
individualk with specific backgrounds and
emvirnments, rather than an undiferentiared
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population mass that is either good or bad.

The tragic passing of the high-profile
businessman in Ahmedsbad in October la year,
and subsequent explosion ol anti-dog sentiment
in media and public discowrse is an exemplary
case in how this conflicn can move o a differsm
bevel.

It 1 with e supposed imolement of
d@bm?ammmn causing hin o Gll, w0 his
affection for dogs, wo the statement by the
hospieal that treated him, and, fnally, statements
by animeal rights groups asking the media not 1o
villainie dogs. Ulimately, it remains unclear how
the incidents keading up w his (all pammed out.
Did the dogs clase him? Or were they barking ar
the sight of him fllen on the ground? The
incident i an example of one where the same
s could come up again unbess we pay due
artention to the complexity of human-dog
interactions in India.

Finudings from a research sisdy

Being mindiul of teese considerations which
introduce different shades of grey can balp us
educate oursehes abou the folly in holding black
and white positions. Take for instance the
arguments in favour of mass culling or the
eradication of street dogs through other means
such a8 confinement in “shelters’. Culling is rarely
an effective or workable solution to reduce
conlliet, and can be counterproductive,
especially in the complex social and ecological
conditions found ina place such as India_

A reszapch study, “Reorbenting rabies research
and practice: Lessons from India” published in
the journal, Nature (2019, says, ersdication can
exscerbate the situarion by iriggering

redictable L that may be
umnmwdmn. hm hﬁ%u,fm?ﬁmﬂnﬁ,
where sreet dogs were successiully eliminated
through killing and removal, foxes have coeme 1o
live in the ecological niches vacated by dogs in
chties and towns. These foxes, and other animals

such as gulls which oocupy simibsr niches, are
now considered by some as pests and a nuisanee,
even Stracting controversy aroumnd sepected
artacks on d‘]ﬁi&ll — i effect, simply
reproducing mamy of e same old problems.
What this study shows is thar the diffierent isswes
— rabies, bites, pullic feeding, nuisinee —
associated with dogs may need different
FESpOnsSes.

Laoscal context, relevant actions

T thee Facee of such complexity, our energies mus
be ﬁmﬂ toward improving our understanding
ol the drivers of different types of condlict i
develop suitable inerventions, rather than
relying on silver bullet solutions that are rarely
successiul in building healthy societies.

In other words, what we need is a range of
actions that are ilored 1o local contexs. Our
onging research shows that this will have o
inctude measures such a8 ensuring ready acvess
L post-exposure frestment and anti-rabies
waocinstion for people; prevention of relocation
or remival of bbeal dogs, which then rriggers the
influx af new dogs and associated conflicy;
mintenance of peutered, vaccinsted amnd
socislised street dog populations in their
localities so &8 o reduce incidents of condlict
{such as those seen in South Mumbai and pars of
Chennai, Bengaluru and New Delhi); betrer solid
Wale management 38 & way o comtrol the
“carrying capacity” of known flash poins such as

dumps; and, very crucially, public
mﬂnw@m anml&sm':;1.|e:|<ﬂ|].1|m|)i.-:II b , both
adules and children, how o safely interact with
dings.

Our cities and villages have always been sites
where different species live together, without
ither harmony or conguest. n this contest, we
would do well to approach problems of
human-dog condlicn a3 one among other cvic
ssuess rebsting to how we live and share spaces
saliely with others.



