Dog bite incidents soar in Tayside amid rising ownership
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Recent data indicates a significant rise in dog bite incidents in Tayside, with the region's primary accident and emergency unit witnessing a dramatic four-fold increase in victims seeking treatment over the past three years. According to information obtained by The Courier through a Freedom of Information request, attendances at Ninewells Hospital for dog injuries surged from 97 in 2021 to nearly 400 in 2024.
The figures also highlight a concerning trend in the severity of these injuries, evidenced by a doubling in the number of patients requiring hospitalisation. In 2020, 66 individuals were admitted for treatment following dog bites, a number that has increased to 132 by 2024.
The statistics show fluctuations that appear correlated with the COVID-19 pandemic. Following a reduction in 2021, the numbers rebounded sharply, with a notable three-fold increase in 2022. This rise has continued steadily, suggesting an ongoing issue.
NHS Tayside, which provided the data, cautioned that the figures might not represent the entire scope of the situation. They acknowledged limitations in the data, indicating that they were unable to detail the specific treatments given to those who attended A&E. Moreover, the health authority could not account for individuals who sought treatment for dog bites at minor injury units, stating, “Minor injury units data is reported to Public Health Scotland. The data is only held at diagnosis category level, which means that no specific information is held and therefore extractable.” Additionally, the records do not reveal whether the victims were bitten by their own dogs.
The backdrop to this increase has been a notable rise in dog ownership during the pandemic, leading to discussions about pet owner responsibilities and the importance of dogs being kept on leads. Many new owners have reported behavioural issues with their pets, attributed to a lack of socialisation opportunities during lockdowns, resulting in heightened incidences of aggression or anxiety in dogs.
Concerns about dog attacks have increasingly entered the legal arena, with The Courier reporting several court cases related to such incidents in the area. In one serious case, a teenager received a custodial sentence after their Doberman inflicted severe injuries on a toddler, necessitating 13 stitches. Courts have imposed compensation orders on dog owners and, in several tragic instances, ordered the destruction of attacking animals.
The escalation of dog bite injuries at Ninewells, alongside rising incidents of aggressive behaviour in dogs, indicates a pressing issue for health authorities and pet owners alike in the Tayside region.
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