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Introduction

Despite ongoing efforts of welfare organizations and government authorities to encourage the desexing of pets, and improve owner education the number of homeless cats and dogs in many regions continues to be a significant problem.  Research indicates that household income (Marston and Bennet 2003) and owner education levels (New Jr, Salman et al 2000) are associated with increased pet relinquishment rates and that intact animals are at greater risk of being relinquished Patronek et al (1996).  Additionally, animals arriving at shelters are more likely to be intact (Marston et al 2004).  
The reasons people do not have their pets desexed is variable, though little research has been undertaken on Australian attitudes towards the issue.  The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (1995) reported that the most common reason owners did not desex their dog was that they were used for ‘breeding’ though expense was also listed as a contributing factor.  Furthermore, Blackshaw and Day (1994) found that expense was only one reason listed among many for not desexing pets.
As attitudes towards desexing and breeding of pets are likely to vary with owners’ socio-economic backgrounds this research project was conducted in the rural areas of Rockhampton and Yeppoon which have a relatively low social-economic ranking and which appear to have a large number of unwanted pets.  Surveys were conducted to investigate; the reasons and factors influencing owners to breed their bitches, attitudes towards desexing, likely utilization of a free desexing clinic, and the level of awareness of the pet overpopulation problem.  The survey targeted owners of entire bitches or queens who were advertising pups and kittens for sale.   
Materials and Methods

Surveys were conducted over ten weeks from July to October. An attempt was made to collect date through pounds and pet shops but was unsuccessful.  More success was made by conducting the surveys over the phone with those owners advertising in newspapers and notice boards. 

To quantify the extent of the current pet overpopulation problem, data from the Rockhampton City Council and the Livingstone Shire Council were obtained for a 6 month period and a monthly average was calculated.  

Results

Of 36 attempted telephone surveys, 31 surveys were completed.  Of these, 28 were in relation to litters of pups and only three to litters of kittens.  Therefore, this analysis is based only on the surveys provided by dog owners. 
Most owners were female, and more than a third were between 21 – 30 years old.  Bitches were mainly acquired as family pets or companions.  Many people felt their bitch’s routine health care was up to date, but time frames reported indicated this was often incorrect.  Almost half of the litters were a result of ‘unplanned breedings’ and although the reasons for not desexing were variable ‘expense’ was the primary cause followed by being a ‘breeder’.  Most litters were sold for less than $250 with many people believing that price was “reassurance it was going to a good home”.   Most pups had not commenced their vaccine schedule.  While over 40% of people planned to breed their bitches again, 75% of people reported they would use a free desexing service if it was offered monthly.   Despite almost two thirds of owners thinking the number of homeless dogs and cats in the local area was a serious issue, only one respondent realized over 100 unwanted animals were euthanased monthly.  In combination an average of 154 dogs and cats were euthanased at the pound and shelter each month; 64% of the 242 impounded.  

Discussion

A direct approach to pet owners yielded substantially more data than going through pet shops and pounds.  Robertson et al (1990) also found that telephone surveys were useful for collecting data from pet owners.  The data indicate that expense remains a major factor in an owner’s decision not to de-sex and that free desexing services could assist in reducing the unwanted pet problem in rural areas.   Results show that a substantial number of litters are produced through unplanned breedings.  Clearly, a lack of knowledge about the extent of the unwanted pet problem exists in this region and further educational programs to increase awareness of these issues may assist in reducing the numbers of unwanted pets.  ABS (1995) did not reveal expense to be the main reason people did not desex their dogs however, this research indicates that in areas of low socio economic nature that expense may indeed be the primary reason that pets remain entire.  This study shows that, apart from those who have a reason not to desex, 100% of people surveyed in these communities would use a free desexing service if it was offered once per month.  
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