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Cathy Cowan Becker 

Resident, Grove City, Ohio 

Testimony on SB 331 

 

 

Senator Peterson and members of the Senate Finance Committee, 

 

My name is Cathy Cowan Becker, and I am a resident of Grove City, Ohio.  I am a longtime 

volunteer for several local and national animal welfare organizations.  I have walked dogs and 

socialized cats at Capital Area Humane Society, raised money for Cat Welfare Association, 

worked to organize an adoption event with Save Ohio Pets, sat on the board of Animal Cruelty 

Task Force of Ohio, and on the Ohio state council for the Humane Society of the United States. 

 

I am testifying today on the amendment to SB 331 that would override an ordinance that I 

strongly supported in Grove City and worked to help pass. 

 

Earlier this year, the Grove City Council held a series of hearings about an ordinance that would 

require pet stores in the city to offer dogs and cats only from shelters and rescues.  This 

ordinance was thoroughly discussed through five different city council meetings lasting several 

hours each.  Dozens of Grove City residents including me testified in favor of the ordinance.  

Several lawyers and employees of Petland testified against it.  

 

Several things became clear during these long hours of testimony.  First, Petland sources most of 

its dogs from large-scale "middleman" brokers that deal with puppy mills.  Chief among these is 

middleman brokers is Hunte Corporation, which sells 90,000 puppies a year.  Most Petland 

stores in Ohio, including all Columbus area, have sold puppies sourced through Hunte.   

 

Sadly, Hunte has a long track record of prioritizing profit over animal welfare: 

 

 In 2003, the Missouri Department of Natural Resources found “trenches of dead canines” 

on the premises of Hunte Corporation.  "The kennel was close to violating the state's dead 

animal disposal laws, which allow no more than 1,000 pounds of dead animals to be buried 

per acre,” spokesperson Mark Rader said.  No one asked how the dogs died, and after citing 

Hunte for clean water and waste violations, the state did not investigate further.  

 

 In 2006, a semi trailer delivering puppies from the Hunte Corporation caught fire in 

Lowell, Mass., after a 1000-mile trip.  Sixty dogs inside died before the fire department 

reached the scene.  The driver was charged with violations for defective brakes and an 

expired inspection, but moving so many animals in one truck on such a long trip is legal. 

 

 In 2009, the HSUS and consumers filed a class-action lawsuit against Petland and Hunte 

Corporation for conspiring to sell unhealthy dogs from puppy mills to unsuspecting 

customers in 20 states. The 34-page complaint included numerous examples of sick and 

dying puppies transported by Hunte and sold through Petland.  After not allowing oral 

arguments, the judge dismissed the case on the grounds that Petland had no obligation to 

inform customers about where the dogs they sold came from.  
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In all these cases, Hunte and Petland were able to get away with terrible animal welfare practices 

because of a lack of regulations.  There was no law against disposing of almost 1,000 pounds of 

dead dogs in Missouri, no law against hauling 60 dogs stuffed in a semi trailer across the 

country, and no law against selling sick pets to unsuspecting customers without telling them 

where the pets came from.  That’s one reason why the Grove City ordinance is so important. 

 

A second thing also became clear through the long hours of testimony on the Grove City 

ordinance: USDA licensing alone does not guarantee that animals are being raised in humane or 

healthy conditions.  Just last week, the HSUS released a list of the 100 worst puppy mills in 

America, all of which have a USDA license. Of these, nine are in Ohio.  Their violations include: 

 Neutering puppies without a vet and without anesthesia 

 Dogs found lethargic and in pain during inspection with no veterinary care 

 Severely matted dogs found repeatedly with no veterinary care 

 Puppy with a severe head wound not seen by a veterinarian, and inspector not given 

access to property even after a $7,700 fine 

 Failure to get veterinary care for 33 dogs with advanced dental disease, more than six 

months after being directed to have them treated. 

 

Fortunately, there is precedent in Ohio to set a standard above USDA licensing only.  When 

Ohio passed the Dangerous Wild Animals Act of 2012, exotic animal breeders tried to get an 

exemption for facilities with a USDA license, knowing that USDA standards are lax and 

enforcement rare.  Gov. Kasich said no.  He said he would not sign the bill if it contained a 

USDA exemption because he wanted to clean up bad facilities in Ohio, not perpetuate them. 

 

In enacting its pet store ordinance, Grove City followed the lead of Gov. Kasich, and the Ohio 

legislature should allow our ordinance to stand.  The ordinance does not preclude people from 

buying purebred dogs from breeders in Grove City or anywhere else.  Legitimate breeders do not 

sell through pet stores.  It also does not put pet stores out of business.  Several other pet stores 

have been in business in Grove City for years, including PetSmart and Petco.  They offer dogs 

and cats from area shelters and rescues and do just fine.  People come in, adopt the pets, then 

spend lots of money on supplies for the pets they just adopted, right there in the pet store. 

 

Finally, home rule is enshrined in the Ohio constitution for a reason: So that cities can govern 

themselves in matters where they see fit.  We as a city have every right to say what kind of 

activities we allow and what kind of reputation we want.  Regulations that prohibit pet stores 

from selling dogs and cats from puppy mills are no different than regulations that prohibit 

smoking in bars or massage parlors acting as a front for prostitution. 

 

Home rule should only be suspended in matters of the utmost importance and urgency.  Giving 

Petland the right to sell dogs from puppy mills does not meet that high bar.  Petland could do just 

fine by offering dogs and cats from area shelters and rescue groups.  Our ordinance, passed with 

a great deal of public support, is a win-win-win, for the community, the stores, and the animals.   

 

I urge you to vote against the proposed amendment that would gut our home rule and force 

Grove City to allow the sale of animals from inhumane and unhealthy puppy mills.  Thank you. 


