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THEY MAY BE LITTLE, but the problems 
these dogs face are huge. Chihuahuas 
have become a very popular animal in 
California — not in homes, but in ani-
mal shelters. Between 30 to 50 percent of 
shelters’ populations are now comprised 
of this diminutive breed with the over-
the-top personality. This nearly — and, in 
some cases, totally — overshadows the 
one-time record holder, the Pit Bull. Chi-
huahuas are now literally packed into 
animal shelters across the state. 

In 2009, 4,700 Chihuahuas entered the 

Los Angeles city shelter system — 1,000 
more than in the previous year. In San 
Francisco, animal control officials fear 
Chihuahuas will account for half of the 
shelter population in a few months. 
That’s already happened in Oakland, 
where Chihuahuas and Chihuahua mixes 
totaled up half of East Bay SPCA’s popu-
lation in December.

But why? Why California? Why is the 
Chihuahua population explosion now in 
red-level crisis status here, and not else-
where? And what’s being done about it?

SMALL DOGS

By Kyra Kirkwood

Chihuahuas 
crowd California 

shelters while 
other states 

yearn for these 
lap dogs
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at www.kyrakirkwood.com.

 www.dogslifemagazine.com  11 

are many things that can be done, and together, 
they could fix not only the Chihuahua crisis, but 
the nationwide pet overpopulation crisis.” 

SOLVING THE PROBLEM
Many animal organizations are dealing with the 
Chihuahua overpopulation problem by trans-
porting these small dogs out of overcrowded 
California shelters to other parts of the country 
where a small dog may be hard to find. 

“You would do this if you were in any other 
business,” said Bernstein. “Why not bring the 
supply to the demand? The tools are there.” 

These transports are often made possible due 
to volunteers, fundraising efforts, private donors, 
and the cooperation and communication be-
tween various shelters and rescue groups.

In December 2009, nearly 70 small dogs left sun-
ny Southern California’s shelters and headed to-
ward the chilly East Coast to places like Humane 
Society for Greater Nashua in New Hampshire, 
where more than 100 
people waited for one of 
these dogs. It’s reported 
that all of the 25 Chihua-
huas in the first delivery 
were adopted within a 
single day. Rescue group 
Kinder4Rescue and Grey’s 
Anatomy actress Kather-
ine Heigl, who co-found-
ed the Jason Debus Heigl 
Foundation, helped make 
this transport a reality. 
But there are many other 
rescue groups, private 
donors and commercial 
businesses including American Airlines, Virgin 
Airlines, Pet Airways and Animal Airlifts that have 
been instrumental in answering the Chihuahua 
demand from animal shelters across the country. 

On New Year’s Eve, 35 Chihuahuas from spcaLA 
flew to Denver’s Dumb Friends League on Pet Air-
ways. In fact, since Dec. 26, Dumb Friends League 
has taken in a total of 170 Chihuahuas and Chi-
huahua mixes from California via six different 
airlifts — four on Pet Airways and two via Animal 
Airlifts. All but 15 have been adopted so far. 

“After the first airlift, we received hundreds of 
phone calls from people in our area, as well as 
from people around the country, who were inter-
ested in adopting one of the Chihuahuas,” said 
Michelle Ray, public relations manager for the 
Dumb Friends League. 

On one of the Saturdays following an airlift, the 
Dumb Friends League had more than 250 people 
signed in at the Quebec Street shelter, all looking 
for a new canine companion.

 While the Denver-bound Chihuahuas flew the 
friendly skies to their happy endings, other small 
canines hit the road through various ground-
transport programs, such as the one created by 
the Kanab, Utah-based Best Friends Animal Soci-
ety. The Pup My Ride operation delivers puppy-
mill dogs and shelter dogs to local partners with 
highly successful adoption programs capable of 
finding homes for them. 

The Los Angeles arm of Pup My Ride has helped 
thousands of Chihuahuas and other small dogs 

in Los Angeles get adopted in Utah since 2008, 
thanks in part to a cooperative effort between 
the Jason Debus Heigl Foundation, Best Friends 
LA and the Humane Society of Utah (HSU). Ap-
proximately 30 small dogs, many on death row 
for overcrowding reasons, make the 625-mile trek 
from Los Angeles shelters to arrive at HSU every 
two weeks. HSU’s goal is to rescue at least 800 
small dogs and get them adopted this year. 

When rescue organizations like these adopt 
out Chihuahuas, it not only saves lives but helps 
put backyard breeders and puppy mills out of 
business. When people are choosing to adopt 
Chihuahua’s first, overpopulation problems 
caused by these booming businesses are even-
tually decreased. 

While airlifts and car transports are doing so 
much to stem this Chihuahua crisis, there are 
even more things being done at a grassroots level. 
Many Chihuahua rescue groups are advocating 
spaying and neutering in addition to adoption. 

“Pet owners who can af-
ford to get their pets fixed 
need to get it done be-
fore their pets ever have 
a chance to breed,” said 
Warner. “The two most 
common excuses I hear 
for not fixing a pet are ‘he 
never gets out,’ or ‘I just 
want them to have one 
litter.’ Accidents happen 
— 25 percent of stray dogs 
in shelters are reclaimed 
by owners who didn’t 
mean for their pets to get 
out. And even ‘just one lit-

ter’ means that same number of dogs will be put 
to sleep in a shelter, that same number of homes 
that are not adopting.” For people who are unable 
to afford the surgery, there are many low- and no-
cost spay/neuter programs through various orga-
nizations that are willing to help.

Rescue groups are also doubling efforts to edu-
cate the public about the breed. “Adopters should 
be screened and these dogs should be placed 
into the right homes, not just a home,” Hauger 
said. “Many times, a home with small children 
isn’t the right home. Chihuahuas are amazing 
little dogs. But they are not for everyone, just 
like a German Shepherd isn’t for everyone. It’s 
the responsibility of the rescue group to make 
sure a dog is matched with the right home.”

When the right dog is matched with the right 
guardian who has done the research, a great pair 
is born. Thoughtful pairings mean less unwanted 
dogs surrendered to shelters and less strain on 
the shelter overpopulation problem. The same 
rule applies to spaying and neutering. Stopping 
too many of these dogs from being born in the 
first place is key to slowing the surplus in Califor-
nia shelters.  

SMALL DOGS, BIG CRISIS
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WHAT CAUSED THE CRISIS
“Whatever goes on in one place, it’s in excess 
out here,” said Madeline Bernstein, president of 
the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Ani-
mals Los Angeles (spcaLA). “We’re like trends on 
steroids.” 

A large finger of blame is pointed straight at 
Hollywood. From Paris Hilton to Britney Spears, 
celebrities are seen toting Chihuahuas and other 
small dogs in their purses or on their arms like 
jewelry to red-carpet events. We’re not talking 
about the folks who are photographed walk-
ing their dogs in the park. No, the ones that the 
rescue world takes issue with are those who use 
these pups like personal fashion statements. If 
Hollywood icons and fashionistas are sporting 
the newest version of “Chihuahua couture,” oth-
ers follow. A trend — misguided and damaging, 
say animal advocates — is born.

“They are giving people the wrong idea about 
these dogs,” said Tiffanie Hauger, an indepen-
dent Chihuahua rescuer from Sherman Oaks, 
Calif. “Chihuahuas are living beings, not an ac-
cessory like a purse! So many young girls across 
the country run to pet stores and buy Chihua-
huas so they can be like Paris Hilton, and when 
they realize it’s actually a dog that pees, poops, 
barks and behaves like an animal, not a stuffed 
toy, they can’t handle it and the dog gets dumped 
in the shelter.” 

Then we’ve got Hollywood’s by-product: the 
movies. Beverly Hills Chihuahua and Legally 
Blonde, to name two, are being blamed in part 
for this crisis. Children see movies like these 
and want a dog like the one on the big screen. 
Parents give in and get the family a Chihuahua. 
When the dog isn’t perfect or good with chil-
dren, the dog gets dumped.

This phenomenon is nothing new. Look at what 
happened to the Dalmatians after all of the 101 
Dalmatians films hit theaters, or the Pugs when 
Men In Black became the newest summer block-
buster. People saw these dog actors looking 
and behaving preciously, and they fell in love 
with the breed. They thought with their hearts, 
not heads, leading to impulse buying and poor 
choices. Without much research on the breed, 
many people purchased these readily available 

dogs like toasters … and dumped them just as 
easily. Shelters became overrun with Dalmatians 
and Pugs before the blockbuster movies even hit 
DVD players. Chihuahuas are following suit, even 
though there’s not one specific movie to blame 
for this explosion. It may have started with the 
famous “Yo quiero Taco Bell” Chihuahua who 
turned the fast-food chain’s commercials into 
pop culture, but it kept growing from there. 

Unscrupulous breeders and puppy mills also 
shoulder the blame for California’s Chihuahua 
crisis. To say these dogs are overbred is an epic 
understatement. Too often, people dabble in 
breeding Chihuahuas to make a fast dollar — and 
a big dollar at that. A popular breed in its heyday 
can rake in hundreds of dollars per dog without 
much of an investment. Unethical breeders just 
see dollar signs. They don’t research the intrica-
cies of breeding, nor do they try to find ideal ge-
netic matches. They just pair any “cute” male with 
an “adorable” female and hope to pay for their 
next summer vacation with the result. 

“People who think they can make a profit by 
breeding their pets and selling the puppies don’t 
realize what a myth this is,” said Jennifer Warner, 
Adopt-a-Pet.com director of shelter outreach. 
“Typically, vet costs outweigh any profits. Preg-
nancy complications, especially with dogs this 
small, mean there’s a good chance the pups and 
mom won’t survive. Since the market is flooded, 
people are left with unwanted puppies.”

Then there are the puppy mills. While backyard 
breeders may be at fault for being ignorant, pup-
py mills are at fault for being cruel. Basically, these 
ventures use dogs as breeding factories, pump-
ing out litter after litter until the dog is physically 
depleted. The dogs are kept in horrid living con-
ditions (think rabbit hutches) and treated more 
like machines than living creatures. Many inves-

tigations by The Humane Society of the United 
States have shown that nearly all dogs found for 
sale in pet stores come from puppy mills. Too of-
ten, these dogs suffer long-term physical, mental 
and behavioral issues. Those unexpected vet or 
trainer bills can overwhelm unprepared own-
ers both emotionally and financially, leading to 
the dogs being abandoned at shelters. They may 
be cute, but when the workload overshadows 
adorability, the dogs are often relinquished.

We can blame Hollywood, celebrities, puppy 
mills and the guy selling Chihuahua puppies out 
of a cardboard box on the corner. Although many 
responsible and educated Chihuahua guardians 
got their dogs after much homework and evalu-
ation, many other people have purchased a Chi-
huahua without any in-depth research into the 
breed. At the end of the day, the focus of Califor-
nia’s latest canine crisis goes back to many of the 
misguided people who buy these Chihuahuas to 
begin with, say the breed’s advocates. 

People see tiny bodies, big eyes, and the ability 
to stuff them in purses and take them anywhere. 
They figure Chihuahuas are adorable, low-main-
tenance pets that work well in apartments and 
condos. Eager Chihuahua owners assume since 
Chihuahua’s are small, they don’t eat much, don’t 
take up much space, and don’t need as much at-
tention. “For some people, there’s just something 
about the ‘perpetual puppy,’” said Bernstein. 
“That’s part of the allure.” 

But reality soon sets in. And the reality is that 
Chihuahuas bark (sometimes a lot, and at any-
thing), require a financial commitment, are prone 
to certain medical issues like tracheal collapse 
and seizures, are notoriously difficult to house-
train, need constant training, and demand just as 
much work as a big dog does. When real life hits 
and the novelty of having a “toy” runs out (usu-
ally at the time the Chihuahua begins acting like 
a dog instead of a stuffed animal), people lose in-
terest, say rescuers. 

Yet even guardians with the best intentions can 
get overwhelmed by their dogs. John Van Zante, 
spokesperson for the Helen Woodward Animal 
Center in Rancho Santa Fe, Calif., states that all 
too often, people refuse to properly train their 
Chihuahuas because “they’re so small.” What re-
sults is a tyrant of a dog that’s surrendered to an 
animal shelter when the guardian can’t deal with 
the behavioral problems anymore. 

“I think that the lack of discipline is a major fac-
tor,” said Van Zante, explaining that Chihuahuas 
need to be given obedience training just like any 
other dog. “A dog of any size … needs to learn 
and follow the house rules.”

Given all the circumstances that have contrib-
uted to the suffering of Chihuahuas, the solutions 
seem much more difficult to execute than identify. 
“There is no one easy fix,” said Warner. “But there 
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» SHARE A LINK with a friend who wants a 
Chihuahua. Adopt-a-Pet.com has an easy 
“share” button on every pet’s listing. 

» DONATE $10 to an organization that will 
pay for a spay/neuter surgery.

» FIND ADOPTABLE Chihuahuas and tweet 
about them at www.twitteracritter.com.

» DISTRIBUTE FLYERS about spay/neuter to 
neighbors and friends that have unaltered 
pets. Download and print one from  
www.spayusa.org/help/help.asp.

» FOSTER A CHIHUAHUA for a rescue group. 
Search online for rescues in your community. 
www.petfinder.com.

1-866-K9 COVER (592-6837)
www.caninecovers.com

Cargo Area Travel Liner

Available in 8 Solid Colors, 4 Paw Print 
Colors and 3 Exclusive Camo Patterns

Canine Covers provide 
a comfortable way for 
“man’s best friend” to 
travel, while helping to 
protect vehicle seating 
surfaces, floor, seat-
backs and cargo area 
from pet hair, scuffing 
and “accidents”. 

Canine Covers are the ultimate seat protectors 
for people who travel with dogs and want to 
maintain the interior appearance of their car or 
SUV. Machine washable.

  SMALL - 24”W x 20”D
  MEDIUM - 35”W x 25”D
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The “Ultimate”
Dog Bed

Canine Covers provide 

• Custom & Semi-Custom Seat Covers
• Custom Cargo Area Travel Pads
• The “Ultimate” Dog Beds  

Custom Canine Rear Seat Protector,
shown with optional CoverAll™

Bucket Seat Covers

spcaLA Chihuahua airlift with Pet Airways. 
Left to right: Alyse Tagnotti, Pilot Casy 
Martin, Judy Taninies, Madeline Bernstein, 
and Steven Hanson.


