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OVMA Position Statement — Partial Digital Amputation (Onychectomy
or Declawing) of the Domestic Felid

OVMA endorses the CVMA position statement on Partial Digital Amputation:

Position:

OVMA opposes elective and non-therapeutic Partial Digital Amputation (PDA), commonly
known as declawing or onychectomy, of domestic cats.

Summary:

Scratching is a normal behaviour in cats.

OVMA views non-therapeutic PDA as ethically unacceptable when performed without
comprehensive client education including a thorough review of available alternatives, as
the surgery has the potential to cause unnecessary and avoidable pain and alternatives
to PDA are available.

Veterinarians should educate clients about strategies that provide alternatives to PDA.

Background
1. Scratching is a normal feline behaviour. It is a means for cats to mark their territory both

visually and with scent, and assists with nail conditioning and whole body stretching.
Nails are used by cats to assist with balance, climbing, and self-defence.

Partial digital amputation (PDA) is the surgical removal of the third phalanx of each digit.
Non-therapeutic PDA is generally performed for the convenience of the owner to
eliminate the ability of a cat to cause damage from scratching. The surgery typically
involves the digits of the front paws, although surgery on the digits of all four paws is
sometimes undertaken.

Veterinarians strive to use their scientific knowledge to promote animal health and
welfare and relieve animal suffering in keeping with the principles of veterinary medical
ethics (1). With or without concrete scientific evidence, ethical consideration has to be
given to the welfare of the animal. Veterinarians need to consider what advantages non-
medically driven PDA’s offer to the feline. Viable alternatives to PDAs exist. Therefore
from an ethical viewpoint, the OVMA views this surgery as unacceptable as it offers no
advantage to the feline and the lack of scientific evidence leaves us unable to predict the
likelihood of long-term behavioural and physical negative side effects.

OVMA recognizes that appropriate medical therapy may necessitate surgery, including
PDA (2). Medically necessary PDA surgery may include, but is not restricted to, biopsy
of a nail or phalanx or surgery to treat: neoplasia of nail bed or phalanges, severe or
irreversible trauma, immune-mediated disease affecting nail bed, paronychia



(inflammation or infection), onychodystrophy (abnormal formation), onychogryphosis
(hypertrophy and abnormal curvature), onychomadesis (sloughing), onychomalacia
(softening), onychomycosis (fungal infection), or onychoschizia (splitting) (3).

5. Surgical amputation of the third phalynx of the digit alters the expression of normal
behaviours in cats, causes avoidable short-term acute pain, and has the potential to
cause chronic pain and negative long-term orthopedic consequences (2,4-7).

6. As with any surgery, PDA can result in complications due to adverse reactions to
anesthetics, hemorrhage, infection, and lack of effective perioperative pain
management.

7. Since the third phalanx is removed by PDA, cats must thereafter bear their weight on the
second phalanx. This fact has implicated PDA as a cause of lameness. It is recognized,
however, that lameness is difficult to diagnose and detect (5). For this and other reasons
the long term orthopedic effects of PDA are poorly understood.

8. A recent long-term study assessed cats six months after PDA (6,7). No significant
differences were found between cats that had undergone bilateral forelimb onychectomy
with successful outcomes and cats that had not. Specifically no differences were noted
in peak vertical force and vertical impulse, the most commonly evaluated parameters in
kinetic gait analysis, when measured at least 6 months after surgery. Since the original
study only considered cats with successful surgical outcomes, the results likely have
limited application and generalizability.

9. Both acute and chronic pain in felines can result in an increase in behaviours such as
inappropriate elimination, excessive vocalization and increased aggression. The OVMA
believes that current studies on long-term behavioural effects as a result of PDA are
insufficient to draw firm conclusions about its role in causing chronic pain. The CVMA
will therefore continue to review new studies as they are published (8,9).

10. It has been suggested that PDA be performed on cats in order to decrease the health
risk to immunocompromised humans. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention does not list PDA as a means of preventing disease in either healthy or
immunocompromised individuals (10).

11. There are currently no peer-reviewed studies that identify a higher rate of relinquishment
of cats with intact claws versus cats that have undergone PDA, including in countries in
which PDAs have been banned. Partial digital amputation is not considered to be a
justifiable alternative to relinquishment (11).

12. Tendonectomy is not an acceptable alternative to PDA because it causes similar pain
post-surgery (8) and could lead to increased complications if the nails are not properly
maintained.

13. Veterinarians should educate their clients about reasonable and effective alternatives to
PDA including providing advice on the design and location of scratching posts and other
suitable scratching materials and approaches aimed at preventing aggressive play
behaviours.
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14. Other strategies that offer alternatives to PDA include:

feline pheromone sprays to redirect the cat to more desirable scratching materials;
double-sided tape to deter cats from scratching the edges of furniture;

regular nail trimming (recommended every two weeks);

artificial nail covers;

environmental enrichment and appropriate daily play to decrease feline aggression;
avoidance of hand/foot play which can lead the cat to see these human parts as prey;
the application of basic principles of reinforcement of desirable behaviour, including the
use of catnip, treats, and verbal praise.

15. Partial digital amputation procedures are currently banned in several countries and/or
regions including the United Kingdom (e.qg., Ireland, England), Europe, and Australia.

16. In the current absence of a legislated ban on PDA surgery in Canadian jurisdictions, the
OVMA, though opposed to elective and non-therapeutic PDA, supports the actions of
provincial veterinary governing bodies that require that veterinarians, as a minimum,
provide clients with information regarding PDA surgery, potential side-effects, and
alternatives that is sufficient for owners to give informed consent (12).

17. Veterinarians have the right to refuse to perform non-therapeutic PDA surgery. If
alternatives fail to alleviate undesirable scratching behaviours, veterinarians have the
right and responsibility to use professional judgement for a humane and ethical
outcome.

(April 26, 2017 Board)
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