A Dog Named Bruce

Summary for the Ventura County Board of Supervisors

This packet is submitted by community members asking the Ventura County Board of Supervisors to direct
Ventura County Animal Services and County Counsel to work with Santa Paula Animal Rescue Center and its
counsel toward a lawful, structured, lifesaving resolution for Bruce.

Bruce remains alive in VCAS custody. He is also the subject of ongoing state and federal litigation because
Ventura County Animal Services continues to pursue his destruction even though SPARC remains ready to
accept responsibility for him, qualified rescue and sanctuary alternatives have been offered, and VCAS's own
records describe Bruce as a "model citizen" in his kennel.

This is not a request to release Bruce to the public. It is a request to address public safety through the same
tools VCAS already uses for difficult dogs: qualified rescue transfer, full disclosure of history, further
assessment, professional training, prudent management, assumption of risk, and indemnification. And itis a
request to do so before taking the irreversible step of killing Bruce, especially where Bruce's treatability and
placement suitability have not been fully evaluated.

Two letters included in this packet deserve the Board's close attention.

Former Ventura County District Attorney Michael Bradbury wrote to the Board on June 9. He served the
public for 33 years and was Ventura County's longest-serving District Attorney. He and his wife have also
spent decades rescuing dogs, including dogs facing euthanasia. His letter recognizes both sides of the issue: the
County's responsibility to protect public safety and the need to give lawful, safe, nonlethal alternatives full and
fair review before taking irreversible action.

Mr. Bradbury put the point plainly:

"There is no public benefit in destroying Bruce if a qualified sanctuary/rescue placement can protect
public health, safety, and welfare while preserving his life."”

This packet also includes a letter from Taimie Bryant, Professor of Law at UCLA and the principal researcher
and drafter of the Hayden Act. Professor Bryant explains that California law favors lifesaving outcomes where
they are possible, that qualified rescue organizations were intended to play a central role in preventing
unnecessary killing, and that local dangerous-dog laws should not be used to defeat mandatory state-law
rescue-release obligations. Her letter gives the Board important legal and policy context that it did not
previously receive.

This is not theoretical. VCAS recently used the same practical pathway for Thor and Phoenix, two dogs it had
described as unsafe to handle, unplaceable, and scheduled for euthanasia. VCAS was not choosing between
killing Thor and Phoenix and releasing them to the public. It had another option — a controlled written rescue-
transfer framework requiring further assessment, remedial training, prudent management, disclosure of history,
assumption of risk, and indemnification. That framework is not unusual or ad hoc — it is VCAS’s own written
rescue-transfer process, and it comports with the law. California law recognizes rescue transfer before
euthanasia, confirms that a documented bite history does not preclude adoption, release, or transfer, and allows
a dog found vicious to be managed through conditions rather than destroyed. Ventura County's own ordinance
also allows non-destruction with conditions.!

VCAS described Thor, now known as Henry at SPARC, as a large American Bulldog/Mastiff mix who had
bitten an officer's hand, charged, growled, snapped, attempted to bite, remained unsafe for routine handling,
required tools, made no meaningful progress despite claimed daily desensitization attempts, and had a
guarded-to-poor prognosis. VCAS nevertheless transferred Thor to SPARC under a written waiver requiring
further assessment, remedial training, prudent management, disclosure of history, assumption of risk, and
indemnification.

VCAS described Phoenix in even more severe terms. Its records described growling, baring teeth, repeated
charging, biting and chewing restraint tools, refusing movement, persistent lunging and snapping, repeated
attempts to bite, "severe aggression," inability to be safely handled without tools, poor prognosis, and unlikely
successful rehabilitation. Phoenix also required extensive chemical restraint during medical handling. VCAS
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nevertheless transferred Phoenix to SPARC under essentially the same kind of written assessment, training,
risk-assumption, and indemnification agreement.

What happened after transfer matters. Thor had no issue at SPARC intake, entered playgroups the same day, is
being handled by staff without issue, and is working with a professional trainer. After his medical condition
was treated, Phoenix also entered playgroups, is being handled by SPARC staff without issue, and is working
with a professional trainer. Their progress shows why shelter-based conclusions should not be treated as the
final word on a dog's future.

The Court of Appeal recognized the same principle. It held that a county lacks discretion to withhold and
euthanize a dog based on the county's determination that the dog has behavioral problems or is not adoptable
or treatable. The Court explained that rescue and adoption organizations may be better equipped to evaluate
dogs, to "treat those dogs that can be treated, or to rescue and care for dogs that cannot be safely adopted as
pets." It also explained that cooperative agreements between counties and rescue organizations reflect the
Legislature's intent for those entities to work together to prevent the greatest number of animals possible from
suffering euthanasia. That is the point of the transfer pathway: when a qualified rescue can provide assessment,
care, management, and professional support, the shelter's own prediction should not be the final word on
whether a dog lives or dies.

Those examples matter because Bruce is being denied the same opportunity even though VCAS's own custody
records tell a very different story. At intake, Bruce was easy to leash, easy to walk, allowed handling and
vaccination without issue, and allowed staff to remove his leash and muzzle without issue. VCAS described
him as a "model citizen in his kennel." “Bruce supporters,” as they are referred to by VCAS, regularly feed
him snacks without incident. For more than two months, VCAS consistently documented relaxed and friendly
behavior. On April 29, VCAS moved Bruce from kennel 144 to kennel 122 without incident. After that
transfer, routine behavior charting stopped. The reasonable inference is that Bruce's behavior had remained so
positive and consistent that continued special behavior monitoring was no longer needed.

The contrast is important. When VCAS considered Thor and Phoenix present handling risks, its records and
handling measures reflected that. Phoenix required a documented sedation protocol for transfer. Thor's records
refer to syncope on a catch pole, meaning fainting or loss of consciousness, and his pickup required
extraordinary handling measures. Bruce's April 29 kennel transfer, by contrast, was recorded simply as a
kennel move without incident. Yet Bruce is the dog VCAS now says cannot be leashed, handled, weighed,
independently assessed, or transferred.

VCAS allowed Thor and Phoenix to leave the shelter for further assessment, training, rehabilitation, and
management by SPARC after describing them as unhandleable, unplaceable, and eligible for euthanasia. Bruce
has the much better in-custody record, but he is being denied the same opportunity for post-transfer
professional assessment and care.

We ask the Board to ensure that VCAS and County Counsel engage in good faith with SPARC and its counsel
to accomplish what the law and the facts already allow: a lawful transfer to SPARC or another qualified
rescue/sanctuary placement that preserves Bruce’s life.

Specifically, we ask the Board of Supervisors to direct VCAS and County Counsel to:
1. meet promptly and in good faith with SPARC and its counsel;

2. support the continued preservation of Bruce’s life while those discussions and any necessary transfer
logistics are addressed;

3. use VCAS’s existing written rescue-transfer process to accomplish a structured transfer to SPARC or
another qualified rescue/sanctuary placement;

4. apply VCAS’s standards consistently, including the same opportunity for post-transfer assessment,
training, management, disclosure, assumption of risk, and indemnification that VCAS allowed for
Thor and Phoenix; and

5. authorize and pursue the steps necessary to resolve the pending disputes through a lawful transfer that
saves Bruce.

1 Food & Agric. Code §§ 31108, 31754, 30503.5(¢c), 31645; Ventura County Ord. Code § 4470-12; Civ. Code § 1834.4;
Food & Agric. Code § 17005; Pen. Code § 599d; Santa Paula Animal Rescue Center, Inc. v. County of Los Angeles
(2023) 95 Cal.App.5th 630.
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