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This book is dedicated to the tens of millions of cats who have suffered 

due to ignorance and greedé and to the advocates who are working 

tirelessly to make sure that the cruelty stops. 
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The Cat Lover's Anti-Declawing Handbook 
By Jean Hofve, DVM 

Important Stuff, please read! 
 
This ebook was written to help cat lovers in the United States and Canada get the 
barbaric procedure of declawing banned by law. 
 

Please feel free to copy and share this ebook with other cat lovers! I am happy to 
give this ebook away for free, but please understand that it took hundreds of hours 
of research and hard work to produce. If you find it helpful, please consider 
donating to Little Big Cat (www.littlebigcat.com), COP Cats Initiative 
(www.copcats.org), or the Paw Project (www.pawproject.org) to support these 
efforts to stop declawing.  
 

This ebook does not constitute veterinary advice; readers should consult their 
veterinarian for specific advice concerning their catôs health. The author and the 
publisher shall not be liable for any loss or injury to any party resulting from 
reliance on any information contained in this book, or with respect to any 
information on any websites to which this book may refer, or be related, or link to. 
If you have questions about your catôs health or behavior, or if your cat has a 
medical issue, please consult your veterinarian.  
 
© 2017 Jean Hofve, DVM. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written 
permission. 
 

Vetwise Publishing, Denver, Colorado, USA 
 

http://www.littlebigcat.com/
http://www.copcats.org/
http://www.pawproject.org/
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Morality cannot be legislated, but behavior can be  

regulated. Judicial decrees may not change the  

heart, but they can restrain the heartless.  

~ Dr. Martin Luther  King  
 

 

 
The question is not, can they reason? Nor, can t hey  

talk? But, can  they  suffer?     ~ Jeremy  Bentham  

 
 

 
For the animal shall not be measured by man. In  

a world older and more complete than ours they move 
finished and compl ete, gifted with extensions of the  

senses we have lost or never attained, living by 

voices we shall never hear. They are not 
brethren; they  are  not underlings; they are other 

nations, caught with  ourselves in the net of life and 
time, fellow prisoners of the splendor and travail of  

the  earth.                             ~ Henry  Beston  

 
 

An error does not become truth by reason of 

multiplied propagation, nor does truth become 

error  because  nobody  sees  itó          ~ Gandhi  
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Chapter 1. Why Cats Get Declawed 

Cats have claws; theyôre born with them. Claws are a natural part of being a 
feline. They use them to stretch, clean, climb, manipulate objects, exercise, mark 
their territory (with scent glands in their paws), and express themselves. 
 

 
Cats, like dogs, are digitigrade; that is, they walk on 
their digits (toes), as shown in the illustration on the 
right. The wrist or heel (stifle) is elevated when theyôre 
walking. Humans are plantigrade, like the squirrel in 
the illustration. This is equivalent to putting your 
fingers flat on a surface, then lifting your hand and 
wrist. The carpus (wrist) is then able to flex with each 
step to absorb the shock. 
 
There are three bones, or phalanges, in the toes. The 
first phalanx, which is equivalent to the bone in your 
hand or top of your foot, originates at the wrist or 
ankle. The second phalanx goes from the first knuckle 
at the back of your hand to the second knuckle. The 
third phalanx is the bone between the last knuckle 
and your finger or toe tip. 
 
In people, the nails grow from the skin overlying the bones, but in cats, the claw 
grows directly from the bone. Therefore, to declaw a cat, most or all of the bone 
containing cells that grow the new claw must be amputated. 
 
People declaw their cats for many reasons, but primarily because of damage (or 
potential damage) to their home, to themselves, or both. Reasons may include: 
 

¶ To protect furniture or other property (95-99%, see below) 

¶ They donôt know that a cat needs a scratching post (48% see below)  
¶ They donôt want to try to train the cat 

¶ They tried to train the cat, but it didnôt work 

¶ They tried one or two alternatives, but they were too much trouble or 
didnôt work immediately 

¶ Their other cat is declawed and they want to ñlevel the playing fieldò 

ñThe act of scratching serves many purposes; it conditions the claws by 
removing aged cuticle, serves as a visual and scent territorial marker, 
provides defense from attack, and stretches the muscles of the limbs, 
thorax, and back.ò American Veterinary Medical Association, Literature 
Review, Welfare Implications of Declawing of Domestic Cats. February 
16, 2016. 
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¶ To stop the cat from scratching them 

¶ Their friendôs or familyôs cat is declawed, itôs what you do 

¶ They have always had declawed cats, why change? 

¶ Their veterinarian recommends it 
¶ A family member has a medical condition that ñrequiresò declawing the cat 

¶ Because they just donôt know any better  

 

Property Damage 
 

Declawing probably originated in laboratories in the 50s and 60s, as a quick way 
to make sure researchers wouldnôt get scratched by their (involuntary) 
experimental subjects. It didnôt really spread to the public (via veterinarians) until 
the 70s, when several papers describing surgical techniques appeared in 
veterinary journals. [See Appendix A]  

 
Even in the early days of declawing, it was ñfrequently performed in cats for 
behavioral reasonséoften as the only solution to scratching on objects such as 
chairs, couches, or draperies.ò [Hart 1972]  

 
In the first internet survey looking at the effects of declawing, about 80% of 
clients indicated that destructive scratching was the reason for declawing; and 
almost 50% claimed that biting was the impetus (clients could choose more than 
one answer, so the total is more than 100%). [Bennett 1988]  
 
In a 1991 survey of veterinarians, 229 of 230 respondents indicated that 
furniture damage was the reason for declawing (99.5%). [Landsberg 1991] 
 
Scratching household materials was the top reason for electing declawing or 
tendonectomy surgery in a 2001 survey. [Yeon 2000] 
 
A 2009 survey of veterinarians in Southern California showed that 95% of clients 
wanted their cats declawed due to household damage. [Southern California 
Veterinary Medical Association 2009]  
 

When you think about it, it seems absurd to perform painful, irreversible, surgical 
alteration on an animal in order to protect a rug or sofa. And itôs clearly 
unnecessary: in some of the highest priced places in the world, home to many, 
many wealthy people who undoubtedly have very, very expensive furniture, 
declawing either always was, or has become, illegal: 
 

¶ Paris 

¶ London 

¶ San Francisco 

¶ Beverly Hills 

¶ Switzerland 

¶ Iceland 
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Lots of people have faced this dilemma, and have found many creative ways to 
correct scratching behavior and/or repair the damage. Check out this Pinterest 
page to see the great ideas folks have come up with! 
 

There are more than a dozen ways to stop problem scratching that 
donôt involve radical, irreversible surgery. Any one or a combination 
thereof will solve the problem in the vast majority of cases. 
 
However, we Americans are impatient; weôre conditioned to expect instant 
results. Declawing is the perfect ñquick fixò for a society that wants everything 
to come easily and now. But cats should not have to pay the price for our own 
human failings. 
 

Human Health 
 

In recent years, a whole host of excuses for declawing have cropped up around 
human health risks. Susceptibility to ñcat-scratch diseaseò (bartonellosis, a 
bacterial infection) is a particular favorite. Veterinarians cite the need to have 
cats declawed in the homes of people with immunodeficiency diseases, thin 
skin, or organ transplants; or who are taking corticosteroids, blood thinners, 
other drugs that affect the immune system, or most absurdly, small children. But 
these are completely bogus arguments. Here are the facts: 
 

¶ Cat scratch disease is transmitted by fleas infected with Bartonella bacteria. 
Dogs are actually more susceptible to the disease, and carry more zoonotic 
(transmissible to human) species of Bartonella (5) than cats (only 2). Cats are 
usually asymptomatic carriers. Both cats and dogs are major reservoirs of 
Bartonella. Getting óCat Scratch Feverò from a cat scratch is uncommon. It is 
primarily a vector-borne disease. [Chomel 2004] 

 
¶ ñGetting rid of fleas on your cat will also keep you and your family members 

from acquiring the infection [bartonellosis].ò [American Academy of Family 
Physicians] 

 
¶ In those cats where declawing is being considered to prevent injuries, a well-

known veterinary behaviorist notes the hind claws and teeth are likely to do 
as much or more damage. [Landsberg 2009]  

 

¶ Many pets, including dogs, rabbits, rodents, reptiles, and birds, have claws 
and can deliver some pretty bad scratchesðbut only cats have been singled 
out for radical surgery to solve a behavior problem.  

 
¶ From Johns Hopkins University: ñYou need not declaw the catò in homes 

with HIV+ patients. [Bartlett 2001] 
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¶ From the U.S. National Institutes of Health: ñFor people with weak immune 
systemsé avoid rough play with cats that could lead to scratches or bites.ò 
[NIH]  

 
¶ ñDo not tease or provoke a cat. Most scratches and bites come from 
cats that are provoked.ò [American Academy of Family Physicians] 

 

¶ The U.S. Centers for Disease Control (CDC) does not recommend declawing 
cats of HIV+ or immune-compromised individuals, but suggests keeping 
claws trimmed, keeping the cat indoors, adequate flea control, adopting a cat 
over 1 year of age, and avoiding rough play as the best ways of preventing 
cat-scratch disease and other infections that could occur from scratches. 
[CDC]  

 
¶ A paper on disease risk in veterinary workers concluded, ñFinally, it is 

important to remember that declawing is not an effective means of disease 
prevention.ò [Weese 2002]  

 

Euthanasia and Relinquishment 
 

Most veterinarians sincerely believe that declawing ñsaves homesò or ñsaves 
lives.ò However, the sole evidence on which this statement is based comes 
from a 1991 opinion survey, in which 102 Canadian veterinarians took a guess 
as to how many of their clients would get rid of their cat if it couldnôt be 
declawed. The number they came up with (56%) is pure conjecture, and was 
completely contradicted by subsequent research. Nevertheless, the paperôs 
misleading titleðñDeclawing controversial but still saves petsòðhas become 
the veterinary professionôs primary justification for declawing, despite the 
erroneous conclusions of the paper that coined it. [Landsberg 1991]  
 
What most veterinarians havenôt heard is that a follow-up survey was also 
conducted; but it was published in a different journalða publication not generally 
known or read by veterinariansðso it did not reach the same audience. It found 
thatðwhen those same veterinariansô own clients were askedðonly 4% said 
they would have actually gotten rid of the cat. [Landsberg 1991b] So, while 
clients may claim that itôs ñdeclaw, dump, or dieò for the cat who cannot be 
declawed, this appears to be far more of a manipulation to gain the veterinarianôs 
cooperation than a serious threat.  
 
Veterinarians worry, they say, about a massive wave of cats being surrendered 
to shelters if declawing becomes illegal. It will cost municipalities a lot of money, 
they say, to deal with the influx, as well as the cats who become homeless when 
they are exiled or abandoned by people who donôt even bother to bring them to 
a shelter. 
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However, the truth is that there is no evidence that declawing causes 
increased euthanasia of cats, although there is evidence that the opposite is 
true.  
 

A study on risk factors for relinquishment to shelters found that, while 
declawing as a single variable appeared to reduce the risk of relinquishment, 
the more realistic, reliable, and statistically powerful multivariate analysis 
showed that declawed cats were almost twice as likely to be relinquished to a 
shelter (Odds Ratio 1.89, Confidence Interval 1.00 to 3.58). [Patronek 1996] 
 

Behavior experts believe that the same people who were intolerant of their catsô 
scratching behavior to the extent of declawing will also be intolerant of any other 
unwanted behaviorðand if another behavior issue develops, will quickly get rid 
of the cat, presumably by any means: relinquishment, abandonment, or 
euthanasia. [Overall 2003, Patronek 2001] 
 
Another factor influencing how declawed cats might lose their homes is the fact 
that, despite veterinariansô near-universal precautions about not letting 
declawed cats go outside, clients let their declawed cats out just as much as 
they do clawed cats (41% of declawed cats [Landsberg 1991b]; 31% declawed 
and 41% non-declawed (difference not statistically significant) [Clancy 2003]). 
Fifteen percent of surveyed households had lost a pet; 16% percent of lost cats 
were never recovered; and only 2% of found cats were located at a shelter. 
[ASPCA 2012]  
 
Declaw proponents claim that a legal ban on declawing would result in abrupt, 
massive relinquishment, burdening its shelter(s) and costing the city millions of 
dollars. They use figures based on average number of homes with cats, at 2.1 
cats per home, of which an estimated 25% are declawed; and assumed that half 
of them would have been relinquished if declawing had not been an option. 
(Bear in mind that only 4% would actually get rid of the cat if not declawed, not 
50%.) 
 
The obvious flaw in that reasoning: all those cats are already declawed, therefore 
the expectation would be for ZERO of them to be relinquished. The only cats at 
risk would be those that already in homes, in which people may, sometime in the 
future, decide they want to declaw but wonôt be able to. 
 
In my personal experience (and that of other veterinarians), a large majority 
(75-90%) of people requesting declawing will change their minds when 
truthfully told the nature of the surgery, the potential complications, and the 
alternatives. (In other words, when AVMA guidelines are followed.)  
 
In addition, no matter what the laws are, there are always previously-declawed 
cats available for adoption from hundreds of shelters and rescues.  
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The ñmassive relinquishmentò argument has also been dealt a death-blow by 
factual data. In the California cities where declaw bans were passed at the end 
of 2009, the rate of cats coming into shelters (and, consequently, euthanasia 
rates) consistently went down (see chart below). There are probably multiple 
factors that play into this decline of surrendered cats, such as increased spay-
neuter efforts in the area; and these numbers do not separate clawed from 
declawed cats. But clearly, declawing did not cause even the slightest increase 
in relinquishments due to the bans. In addition, unpublished data show that, 
specifically, the surrender of declawed cats to shelters where bans were in place 
also went down. [Hofve 2010, 2016] 
 

 
Data for five cities where declawing was banned in 2009 for the five years before and  

after the bans went into effect, showing a consistent decrease in the numbers of cats 

entering shelters for any cause.  [The Paw Project, 2016] 

 

 
Declaw proponents also point out that a large majority of cats entering shelters 
do not get adopted, but instead are euthanized. This is true, and tragic. However, 
it has nothing to do with the declaw status of any of those cats. Since declawed 
cats are frequently found in shelters, it is clear that declawing does not protect all 
cats from surrender or abandonment. 
 
Anti-declaw advocates are often involved with shelters, trap-neuter-release 
programs, or rescues, and these groups have a totally different perspective on 
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declawing than veterinarians. They are adamantly opposed to declawing 
because they see the damage it causes every day. 
 
Every day, there are thousands of declawed cats available for adoption in U.S. 
shelters. For those cats, declawing was clearly not enough to keep them in their 
homes. 
 
However, not all declawed cats that end up in shelters are put up for adoption. 
Many shelters don't accept declawed cats at all; or, if the shelter takes them in, 
many will be euthanized. Since the two behavior problems claimed to be 
associated with declawing (inappropriate elimination and aggression) are also 
the top two behavioral reasons for relinquishment [Salman 2000], it is likely that 
an unacceptably large proportion of declawed cats surrendered to shelters due 
to these behavior problems are euthanized.  
 

ñFor example, if owners with a low tolerance for behavior problems 
are more likely to declaw their cats to begin with, and also more 
likely to relinquish their cats if they do begin to exhibit 
inappropriate elimination, then this could explain the apparent 
higher incidence of inappropriate elimination in declawed 
relinquished cats. [Patronek 2001] 

 

One completely unacknowledged issue with relinquished declawed cats is that 
they are disproportionately older. In an unpublished survey of U.S. and Canadian 
shelters, more than half of adoptable declawed cats were age 7 or older; the 
majority of those were seniors over 10 years of age. In contrast, in the general 
population of adoptable cats, fewer than 10% were seniors. [Hofve 2010, 2016] 
 
As of December, 2016, of 126,590 available cats on Petfinder.com, 5% were 
seniors. But of 2,818 declawed cats available, 27% were seniors. This is a 
serious wake-up call! Veterinarians have no way of knowing what happens to 
every cat they ever declawed. But we know that most cats are declawed before 
theyôre 1 year old. Yet, years later, it appears that a quarter of those cats are 
NOT still in their homes. Many of the behavioral problems associated with 
declawing may not arise for years, until arthritis sets in, claws regrow, or other 
pain-related behavior problems occur. [Gaynor 2005] Is that why so many 
elderly declawed cats lose their homes?  
 
A group of anti-declaw activists tracked more than 2,500 declawed cats between 
June 16, 2016, and December 1, 2016, who were exiled, abandoned, or 
dumped. They were all found outdoors; many in bad shape. These are just the 
cats who were found and rescued. How many were dumped and died out there 
is unknowable.  
 
Since virtually none of the studies on declawing have looked beyond 5 years 
post-declaw, the suggestion of a greatly increased risk of relinquishment for older 
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declawed cats will come as a surprise to most veterinarians. A serious look at 
this issue is urgently needed.  
 

When Declawing is Required to Rent 
 

Another pro-declaw argument says that veterinarians must be able to declaw 
cats, because people wonôt be able to find housing if they have clawed cats. 
 

Itôs true that many uninformed landlords require cats to be declawed as a 
condition of rental. Sadly, because itôs already hard to find a place that allows 
pets, many cats fall victim under this unfair requirement. Landlords need to know 
the truth about declawing, and the property damage and legal liability they may 
face due to such a requirement. 

 
There is no federal law regarding declawing. The law does state that residents 
may have pets, and restrictions on pet ownership must be reasonable and in 
accordance with state and local anti-cruelty laws. [24 CFR 960.707] 

 

First, there are some simple rules for cats in rental properties; if tenants just do 
these simple things, the risks of cat-induced property damage are greatly 
reduced: 
 

1. Spay/neuter cats 
2. Keep cats indoors 
3. Provide adequate scratching surfaces 
4. Maintain clean litter boxes 

 
For landlords who insist on declawing, here is what we (a veterinarian and an 
attorney) tell them: 
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Of course, if declawing is legally banned in a city, county, or state, the 
affected lease clauses (if the lease was properly written) would likely 
become void and unenforceable.  

Declawing is excruciatingly painful for the cat. It involves ten separate 
amputations of the catôs toes at the third joint. In other words, this invasive 
surgery amputates functioning bones. Declawing severs not only the catôs 
claws, but also the attached nerves, bones, tendons, ligaments, blood 
vessels, and connective tissue. The surgery carries significant risks of 
lifetime physical, psychological, and behavioral consequences. Adult cats 
have an increased risk of medical and behavior complications; the older the 
cat, the worse the risk. Landlords may not realize how traumatic this 
procedure is. 
 
Declawed cats can cause far worse property damage than clawed 
cats. Approximately 15% of cats develop litter box aversion after declawing, 
likely due to intermittent or chronic pain.  Declawed cats are twice as likely to 
avoid the litter box as clawed cats. Cat urine can penetrate and damage 
floors, floorboards, sub-floors, carpet, drywall, baseboards, woodwork, and 
furniture, creating long-lingering urine smells, and major property damage. s 
will reduce damage to their property by not requiring declawing. 
 

Up to 18% of cats become biters after being declawed. Increased 
aggression can result from chronic pain. Because aggressive biting is a 
known consequence of declawing, requiring the surgery may invite litigation, 
should a visitor get bitten. Cat bites are more dangerous, and much more 
likely to become infected, than cat scratches. Landlords can protect 
themselves from potential liability by not requiring declawing. 
 
There are many humane alternatives to declawing for preventing 
scratching damage. Cats can wear Soft Claws or Soft Paws (soft vinyl nail 
caps). Their nails can be trimmed frequently to keep claws blunt and unlikely 
to snag carpet or leave deep scratch marks. Scratching posts, vinyl carpet 
runners, double-sided sticky tape can reduce or eliminate scratch damage. 
There are more than a dozen humane, non-surgical solutions to cat 
scratching. 
 
Cat declawing is legally declared to be animal cruelty in the U.S. Eight 
cities in California have already outlawed it: San Francisco, Los Angeles, 
Berkeley, Santa Monica, Beverly Hills, Culver City, Burbank, and West 
Hollywood. Other city, state, and county governments throughout the country 
are considering similar legislation. These laws apply to everyone who 
participates in the illegal declawing of a cat in any of those jurisdictions. 
Landlords who require declawing could be criminally liable under such laws.  
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Chapter 2. The Declaw Surgery 

Declawing, which is more accurately described as ñde-toeingò when the same 
procedure is done to chickens, is the amputation of each front toe at the third joint 
(hind foot declaws are not commonly done but would be equivalent). This is 
necessary because, unlike a fingernail, the claw actually grows from the third toe 
bone. The germinal cells that grow the claw are deeply and inextricably embedded in 
the bone and cannot be separated. 
 

 
The catôs three toe bones (phalanges) before and after declawing. 

 
Most cats are only declawed on the front paws, but the numbers are still terrible. 
Some 20-25% of U.S. cats are declawed. But according to one study, 25% of 
declawed cats were declawed on all four paws. [Martell-Moran 2017] 
 
Pre-Op: For declaw surgery, the cat is pre-medicated with a sedative and (hopefully) 
pain medications. General anesthesia is induced, and the toes are prepared with 
antiseptic soap and/or alcohol; the fur is usually not clipped. If scalpel or guillotine nail 
clipper is used, a tourniquet will be placed on the leg and tightened to prevent 
excessive bleeding. The tourniquet should be placed below the elbow, because 
putting it above the elbow, though more convenient, can cause radial nerve damage, 
which may be irreversible. The only solution to that is to amputate the entire leg, from 
shoulder to toes. [Harasen 2009] 
 
Scalpel (Blade) Technique: The surgeon grips the tip of the claw with a hemostat 
(small clamp), and uses a small scalpel to carve all the way around the third phalanx, 
cutting through the skin and severing tendons, nerves, and blood vessels and 
removing the entire third phalanx through the equivalent of humansô last knuckle. 
[Clark 2014] 
 
Resco or Guillotine Nail Trimmer Technique: A sanitized guillotine-type (Resco) 
dog nail clipper is used to cut through the bone behind the claw, the last or third 
phalanx (toe bone). A scalpel may or may not be used to remove the last piece of 
bone. If this piece is not removed, the claw may regrow. But if the piece is removed, 
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tendon contraction may occur, causing lameness. The treatment for that is another 
surgery to cut the flexor tendon that is causing the tension under each toe. [Cooper 
2005] The current thinking is that it is below the standard of practice to leave any 
fragments behind, yet radiographs of declawed cats' paws show that a majority 
(63%) have one or more retained fragments. [Martell-Moran 2017]  
 
Laser Technique: The mechanics of the surgery are similar to the scalpel technique, 
although the laser cauterizes the blood vessels by burning them as they are cut. It is 
a difficult technique to master; there is a steep learning curve; and even with 
experience, complications still arise. Along with all the other potential surgical 
complications, severe burns to surrounding tissue and bone can occur. The 
advantage of lasers is that there is less bleeding, and in the hands of a competent 
surgeon, less tissue damage. [Clark 2016] 

 
Contrary to claims, using a laser does not reduce pain. Laser declawing has not 
been shown to be less painful immediately post-op; all the complications that occur 
with other techniques also occur with lasers; and the long-term effects are the same 
as other techniques. [Holmberg 2006, Mison 2002]  
 
Incisions are typically closed with sutures or surgical glue, or they may rely solely 
on bandages to control bleeding. [Martinez 1993] Tight bandages restrict the 
normal response of the tissue to swell, causing intense pressure and pain.  
 
After declawing by any method, cats may go home the same day, or they may be 
kept for one or two nights.        
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Chapter 3.  Surgical Complications 

Many studies have looked at the complications of declaw surgery. There are 
many. How often they occur is a matter of debate; most veterinarians will say 
they rarely if ever see any problems. But the data say otherwise. 
 
Abscesses and claw regrowth can occur a few weeks to many years after 
surgery. Chronic or intermittent lameness may develop. In one study that followed 
cats for only 5 months after surgery, nearly 1/3 of cats developed complications 
from both declaw and tendonectomy surgeries (digital tendonectomy is a 
procedure whereby the tendons that extend the toes are cut; itôs sometimes 
promoted as an ñalternativeò to declawing. However, because tendonectomized 
cats require constant maintenance and frequent nail clipping to prevent injury, 
many are eventually declawed anyway). Biting and urinating outside the litterbox 

are the most common behavior problems reported, occurring in 33% of cats.20
 

 
The full list of reported complications is a long and scary one:   
 
1. Pain   
2. Hemorrhage (bleeding) 
3. Lacerated paw pads 
4. Swelling 
5. Reluctance to bear weight on affected limbs 
6. Neuropraxia (transient motor paralysis) 
7. Radial nerve damage 
8. Lameness   
9. Infection 

10. Abscess 
11. Tissue necrosis 
12. Wound dehiscence (re-opening of surgical site) 
13. Incomplete healing 

14. Protrusion and/or necrosis of 2nd phalanx (middle 
finger bone) through the paw pad and skin. 
15. Claw regrowth (known to occur up to 15 years 
post-declaw) 
16. Scurs (growth of deformed claw segments) 
17. Retention of flexor process of 3rd phalanx 
18. Chronic draining tracts 
19. Self-mutilation 
20. Dermatitis 
21. Lethargy   
22. Carpal hyperextension (palmigrade stance, dropped carpus, walking on wrists) 
23. Chronic intermittent lameness 
24. Chronic pain syndrome 
25. Flexor tendon contracture 
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26. Aggression 
27. Cystitis (bladder infection associated with stress) 
28. House-soiling not associated with cystitis 
29. Laser burns 

 
While most practitioners assert that they rarely see declaw complications, research 
tells a different story. Reported medical post-op complication rates include: 24% 
[Jankowski 1998]; 53% [Martinez 1993]; 1.4% [Pollari 1996]; 82.5% for blade and 
51.5% for shear (guillotine) technique [Tobias 2006]; and 80% [Yeon 2000]. (To be 
fair, the high complication rates reported in some studies were attributable to the 
inexperience of student surgeons at veterinary teaching hospitals.)   
 
A 2014 study noted that ñthere appears to be a discrepancy between the popularity of 
the onychectomy procedure and the emphasis placed on relevant instruction in 
veterinary schools in the USA. The lack of formal instruction in onychectomy 
potentially has far-reaching effects. The obvious concern would be poor surgical 
technique that could increase the prevalence of short and long term complications. In 
addition to surgical technique, there would also be concern for the lack of instruction 
of anesthetic and analgesic techniques appropriate for what most veterinarians 
consider a procedure that results in severe pain.ò [Lockhart 2014] 

 
Practitioners who use lasers for declawing believe that their patients have fewer 
complications and less pain. However, research does not bear out this belief. 
Lasers are cutting tissue (as well as burning it), and they still cause pain. Studies 
have found that there was no difference in discomfort between laser and scalpel 
techniques after 1-2 days. [Holmberg 2006, Mison 2002] Proper use of a laser results 
in less bleeding and swelling immediately post-op, but there is little evidence that it is 
significantly less painful or causes fewer long-term complications.  

 
Lameness is a frequently cited complication of declawing. Significant lameness has 
been documented for: >3 days (Landsberg 1991, Yeon 2001); >1 week [Martinez 
1993];  Ó 8 days [Holmberg 2006]; >12 days [Romans 2005]; 180 days [Jankowski 
1998]; and 96 months (8 years) [Tobias 1994]. These time frames are all well 
outside the typical hospitalization period for declawing. Clients who have been 
forewarned to expect ñsorenessò for a week or two may not report even serious 
lameness. 
 

Another point to ponder is whether pain or lameness is even noticed by clients. 
Bilateral (both legs) lameness may not be obvious as lameness at all. Even if they 
do notice a problem, will they report it to their veterinarian? In an average 10-15-
minute annual exam, clients may fail to mention if the cat has had occasional signs 
of pain or lameness. Or, they may simply change veterinarians if they think the 
lameness is due to poor surgical technique. There is undoubtedly significant 
underreporting of all complications in practice. With regard to declawing 
complications, ñabsence of evidence is not evidence of absence.ò 
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To a large extent, the likelihood and severity of complications vary with the ability 
of the surgeon. An inexperienced surgeonðor one who only does a few declaws 
a yearðmay not have or maintain the necessary level of skill. 

 
There is an acknowledged gap 
between the "ideal" and the "typical" 
conditions. Veterinarians are 
defending declawing based on every 
cat having the ideal conditions; but 
that is not the norm. Typical or 
deficient techniques, which cause 
more pain and complications, are the 
rule. [Gordon-Evans 2005] 
 
Declawing isnôt even being taught in 
some veterinary schools. [Lockhart 
2014] Whatôs the inevitable result? 
While veterinarians typically say they 
have not seen problems from declaws 
they did themselves, every vet can tell 
you about the botched ones theyôve 
seen done by somebody else. 
 
Lasers make the situation even more 
challenging. A vet with a new laser 
and a couple of weekend courses 
under his belt is going to make a lot of 
mistakes; and the laser, like any 
cutting torch, is not very forgiving. If a 
surgeon slips with the scalpel, she 
can always glue or suture it back 
together. Aim a laser at something, 
and it fries. Soft tissue vaporizes 
instantly; bone burns and chars.  
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The results of a sloppy scalpel disarticulation. Cuts to the 
paw pads (the fleshy areas at the bottoms of some of the 
bones) are extremely painful and take a long time to heal. 

A sloppy declaw. 
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Pressure Necrosis 
 
Even bandages are trickyðand potentially 
dangerous. If theyôre too tight, pressure necrosis 
may occur, resulting in severe injuries, like the 
kitten in the photo to the right.  
 
In the worst cases, tissue may be so damaged 
that further amputation higher up the paw or leg 
may become necessary.   
 

 
 
 

A few cats for 
whom declaw 
surgery went 
very, very 
wrong. They 
will live with 
these injuries 
for the rest of 
their lives. 
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Chapter 4. Declawed vs. Normal Cats 
 
Declawing removes a very important behavior in the cat's repertoire. Cats scratch to 
stretch, condition their claws, and leave visual and scent markers that help them feel 
secure in their territory. 
 
How sad is it that a declawed cat will never again experience the luxury of a full-body 
stretch, from the claws to the spine? No wonder so many declawed cats have back 
pain! [Martell-Moran 2017]  
 
Declawing changes the conformation and weight-bearing characteristics of a catôs 
paws. These changes are obvious if you know what youôre looking at. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
In the normal paw, the catôs body weight 
falls across the joint between P2 and P3. 
P2 fits into a notch at the back of P3, 
where it the bone is cushioned by tendons 
and other sft tissue as well as the paw pad 
under each toe. In the photo at right, you 
can see the shape of the notch, which is 
lined, like the end of P2, with smooth, 
slightly springy cartilage, to create a joint 
where the movement and pressure can be 
easily absorbed. 

After declawing, P2 may move and 
change angles significantly. When cut, the 
superficial digital flexor tendon shrinks as 
scar tissue forms and contracts (a normal 
and expect part of healing) and pulls 
backwards on P2, often pulling into a 
vertical or even hyper-flexed position.  
 
 

This figure shows the bones of the toe, 
P2 and P3. Note the broad flat end of 
P2, which is weight-bearing, compared 
to the small, round end of P3, which 
nestles into a little curved notch, is left 
to jut out and directly bear the cat's 
weight after declawing. 



 22 

Additionally, when P3 is removed, P2 becomes directly weight bearing. It doesnôt 
have the right shape or structure to do that. The catôs weight is now concentrated on 
the tiny end of P2, instead of being distributed across the joint and properly 
supported. 
 

Normally, the angle between P1 and P2 is relatively shallow; i.e., far greater than 90o. 
After declawing, however, that angle tends to narrow, in some cases to an acute angle, 
due to contraction of the superficial flexor tendon. When cut, this tendon shrinks as it 
heals and pulls backwards on P2. The effects of this tension can be seen in the 
following radiographs. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Declawed Paws 

Normal Paws 
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During my years of veterinary practice in feline-only clinics, I noticed that the 
paws of older cats (who came in for dental or other procedures) who had 
been declawed many years earlier were stiff. The joints were ñfrozenò by 
tendon contraction and arthritis, so that the toes could no longer be 
straightened out or even moved at all. 
 
Similar to the changes seen on radiographs, the shape of the paws go from 
smooth, rounded toes to a more angular shape; sometimes even vertical as 
the angle between P2 and P3 becomes more acute. 
 
 
 
 

Normal 

Declawed 
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Changes in the Toes and Pads 
 

The change in focus of weight from the base of the amputated P3 to the much 
smaller surface of the distal P2 actually alters the shape of the paw pads. These 
changes are easily observed in declawed cats. 
 

 
 

 

 

Normal Paw Pads: 
consistent oval shape 

Declawed Paw Pads: 
rounded, irregular shape 
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Declawing even changes the way the toes move, because the surgery severs 
tendons and ligaments, which have a relatively poor blood supply so they heal 
very slowly. Scar tissue also forms, which eventually shortens the tendons and 
ligaments and affects range of motion. [Velnar 2009]  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
A Holistic Point of View 
 

Acupuncture, an aspect of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), has gotten a lot 
of study in the U.S. There are several programs that teach veterinarians the 
fundamentals of acupuncture, and itôs even taught to students at the Colorado 
State University School of Veterinary Medicine and Bioscience and used in their 
clinical training. Itôs been proven effective for anesthesia, neuromuscular 
conditions, gastrointestinal problems, pain management, and more. [UC 
Davis]
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The basis of acupuncture is the concept of energy meridians that run through the 
body and affect different organ systems. The energy within the system, also 
called life energy, vital force, and many other names, is Qi (pronounced ñcheeò). 
Everything is balanced through the principles of Yin and Yang. 
 
In the symbol on the right, white represents Yang, and 
the qualities of light, fire, sun, action, positive, overt, 
and masculine; and black represents Yin and the 
qualities of darkness, hidden, moon, cold, concealed, 
and feminine. But there is always a little bit of Yin 
within the Yang, and Yang within the Yin.  
 
Also in TCM, there are Five Elements: fire, earth, 
metal, water, and wood. Each organ in the body is 
either Yin or Yang, and is also associated with an 
element. 
 
When energies become imbalanced, disease can result. The acupuncturist uses 
needles (or heat or pressure) to draw energy from meridians that are in excess, 
and flow energy to those that are deficient. [Schwartz 1996] 
 
There are twelve primary meridians in TCM; they are paired as one Yin and one 
Yang organ. For example, for the fire element, the Yin organ is lung, and the 
Yang organ is large intestine. All kinds of imbalances can occur, and all of this is 
ridiculously simplified, but thereôs a point to be made here. 
 
Every meridian has a beginning and an end point. Additionally, they also have 
ñTingò points are where the energy is closest to the surface of the body. These 
Ting points form a bridge between the yin and yang channels, creating a 
completely interconnected network of energy throughout the body, 
 
Ting points are located at the base of the nails (or claws, in the case of cats and 
dogs)é and they are amputated when cats are declawed. 
 

In an accidental or necessary single amputation, the body can compensate; it can 
re-adjust the flows to a relatively normal state. But a catôs entire energy system is 
disrupted the amputation of many Ting points at once. [Zidonis 2017] The flow 
between Yin and Yang, and among the meridians, is instantly disconnected when 
the toes are severed. Energetically for the cat, this is permanently devastating. 
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Chapter 5. Behavioral Effects of Declawing 

Most studies on declawing have been very short-term (hours to days). While not 
many studies followed cats long enough, or were thorough enough, to fully 
evaluate post-surgical behavior, the following studies reported one or more 
behavioral complications at some point after surgery. In the most credible, long- 
term studies, the data show that up to 1/3 of declawed cats do, in fact, develop 
behavior problems after declawing.  
 

¶ "Significant increases in the odds of back pain (odds ratio [OR] 2.9), 
periuria/perichezia (OR 7.2), biting (OR 4.5) and barbering (OR 3.06) 
occurred in declawed compared with control cats." This study of 274 cats 
used control groups, with declawed and non-declawed, age-matched, 
owned and shelter cats. [Martell-Moran 2017] This specifically puts the lie 
to the AVMA's declaw policy. (Note: Periuria is urination in inappropriate 
places; perichezia is defecation in inappropriate places; in other words, 
litter box avoidance.) 

 

¶ ñResults of the study reported here supported the hypothesis that 
onychectomy is associated with an increase in house soiling behavior of 
cats.ò [Gerard 2016] This was a cross-sectional survey of a non-random 
sample of households with cats. It compared the behavior of 455 cats, of 
which 66.8% were declawed. While the sample was definitely skewed, the 
analysis appears to be quite good. Being declawed was an independent 
risk factor for house soiling 

 
¶ ñFeline onychectomy is also associated with adverse social behavior, 

such as inappropriate urination and biting in some cats.ò [Ellison 2003] 

 

¶ ñ[A] common concern is behavioral changes, which may include decreased 
activity, decreased appetite, or increased aggression. [Gaynor 2005] 

 
¶ [Out of 39 cats] ñsix cats that underwent onychectomy would not use the 
litterbox (house soiling)é and 7 cats had an increase in biting habits or 
intensity of biting following onychectomy.ò That is, 33% of cats developed 
behavior problems (house soiling or biting) after being declawed. [Yeon 
2000] 

 
¶ A review of the veterinary literature on declawing found evidence of 

behavior problems after surgery. Declawed cats were almost as likely 
to bite as unneutered cats. [Patronek 2001] 

 
¶ ñShort-term complications includedé changes in behavior, such as 
inappropriate urinationé.ò [Jankowski 1998] 

 



 28 

¶ ñAmong relinquished cats, 25 of 84 (29.8%) declawed cats had daily or 
weekly inappropriate eliminationé and 16 (19%) of declawed cats were 
aggressive toward people on a daily or weekly basisé After adjustment 
for other variables, being declawedé [were] associated with an increased 
risk for relinquishment.ò). Inappropriate elimination was far more common 
in declawed (52.4%) as intact cats (29.1%); and declawed cats were 
nearly twice as likely to be relinquished. (Biting was reported for 
approximately 12% of declawed catsé house soiling was reported for 
approximately 25% of declawed cats versus approximately 15% of 
sexually intact cats. [Patronek 1996] 

 

¶ ñThree behavioral changes (house-soiling, no longer covering stools, 
and disliking paws being handled) developed after declawingé 4% 
reported a possible increase in biting or harder biting following 
declawing.ò [Landsberg 1991 

 

¶ An internet survey found that declawed cats were more likely to jump on 
tables and counters, and also house-soiled more than non-declawed 
cats (25% vs.15%). [Morgan 1989] 

 
¶ ñAfter declawing, one cat (4%) began to defecate outside the litter pan 

and three (12%) began to bite,,, 54% of the cats with behavior problems 
were declawed.ò More than half of cats with reported behavior problems 
were declawed, yet only about 25% of all cats are declawed. [Bennett 
1988] 

 
Recent research on individual declawed cats, including radiographs, was 
described by a Utah veterinarian, who thus far has found that: 
 

¶ 66% of declawed cats had bone fragments left behind. These fragments 
likely feel to the cat like pebbles in your shoe. They can also cause nails to 
regrow under the skin, which can then form abscesses (only if one of them is 
the growth center). 
¶ Osteomyelitis, a painful bone infection, was present in 30% of declawed 

cats.  

¶ 15% of declawed cats displayed litter box avoidance. 

¶ 36% of declawed cats were aggressive, with a tendency to bite with little 
provocation or warning. 
¶ Bladder inflammation and lower urinary tract disease were very common 

in declawed cats. [Singer 2016] 
 
A 2015 report cites ñPostsurgical conditions that cause pain or discomfort while 
urinating or defecating, such as onychectomy or tendonectomyò as a medical 
cause of inappropriate urination. [Curtis 2015] 
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So, we can safely conclude that some cats, maybe quite a lot of cats, develop a 
behavior problem after declawing. 
 

Some veterinarians try to minimize behavior changes and point out the fact that 
most cats continue to make ñscratching motions,ò somehow inferring from this 
that the cat feels fine and there is no pain. ñDeclawed cats will continue to 
"scratch" the furniture, indicating that their motivation to engage in this normal 
marking behavior has not been suppressed by the consequences of 
onychectomy.ò [Bennett 1998] 
 

But in truth, all this behavior shows is how strong the scratching instinct is, and 
how necessary scratching is to the well-being of the cat. It doesnôt mean the cat 
ñdoesnôt knowò it is declawed, but simply indicates the hardwired compulsion for 
the cat to perform these motions. 

 
Let's talk in a little more depth about the first two, very recent studies.  
 
1. The Martell-Moran study found the following problems to be more common in 
declawed than clawed cats: 
 
Å Back pain (OR 2.9) This isnôt a great metric, since many things can cause 
back pain.  
Å Periuria/perichezia (OR 7.2) Periuria is just another name for house soiling, 
also known as inappropriate urination, or peeing outside the litterbox. But 
Perichezia specifically means pooping outside the litterbox.  
Å Biting (OR 4.5) This is actual biting, teeth contacting human skin.  
Å Increased aggression but not actual biting; any witnessed or reported 
lunging, attempting to bite, or other unprovoked attacks. (OR 3, range 1.06 to 8.59) 
Å Barbering (OR 3.06) This is excessive grooming or even pulling out their 
own hair. Grooming is a self-comforting behavior, and over-grooming is common 
under conditions of stress. 
 
First, what are these OR? OR stands for "odds ratio," and is a term very familiar to 
Las Vegas casinos. It's the odds that an outcome will occur given a particular 
exposure, compared to the odds of the outcome occurring in the absence of that 
exposure. For example, an OR of 3 means that the outcome is three times more 
likely to occur.  
 
This study of 274 cats used control groups, with declawed and non-declawed, age-
matched, owned and shelter cats. This specifically challenges AVMA's declaw 
statement that there is no evidence of behavior problems "when compared to a 
control group." This study has an excellent control group.  
 
So, according to this case-controlled, blinded study: declawed cats are: 
 
Å Three times more likely to have back pain 
Å Seven times more likely to not use the litterbox 
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Å Four and a half times more likely to bite 
Å Three times more likely to be aggressive  
Å Three times more likely to barber 
 
This study also compared declawed cats as to whether or not they had 
radiographic or physical evidence of bony fragments. Shockingly, 63% of cats did. 
Leftover pieces of P3 are most common with the guillotine technique, which 
surveys suggest is used by only about 30% of veterinarians, as opposed to scalpel 
or laser techniques. (However, fragments were still found in cats who had been 
declawed by scalpel or laser.) 
 

 
 
2. The Gerard study was a cross-sectional survey of a non-random sample of 
households with cats. They compared the behavior of 455 cats, of which 66.8% 
were declawed. While the sample was definitely skewed (it's hard to get people to 
take such surveys), the analysis appears to be valid. Being declawed was an 
independent risk factor for house soiling; but being declawed by either guillotine or 
scalpel was even worse. Cats declawed by guillotine or scalpel were more likely to 
house soil than cats declawed by laser; but laser only reduced, but did not 
eliminate, house soiling behavior. The authors also reported that declawed cats in 
households with 3-5 cats were more than three times more likely to house soil than 
declawed cats in any other size household. So, the idea of declawing all cats in the 
home to "level the playing field" is just nonsense.  
 
In sum, we can safely conclude that some cats, maybe quite a lot of cats, develop 
a behavior problem after declawing. I'd say that's "scientific evidence" of adverse 
behavioral abnormalities. I'm waiting to see what the AVMA does about their now-

So, what could possibly account for the fact that twice as many cats had 
fragments as veterinarians who use the guillotine technique (or at least, 
those who admit to it)? How abouté money? Guillotine declawing takes 
less time, and a $10 tool can be used forever with occasional $2 
replacement blades, making the surgery less expensive. People often 
shop around for the clinic that has the cheapest price. Perhaps twice as 
many (or more) people choose clinics that use guillotine than laser or 
scalpel.  
 
This may also account for why the surgeons who use the costlier 
techniques say they hardly do any declaws anymore, and almost never on 
all four paws; and why so many cats are four-paw declawedð25% in this 
study. The guillotine crowd is apparently taking the lion's share of the 
declawing businessðand of course, they're not participating in the surveys 
that ask such potentially incriminating questions. Unfortunately, these 
cheap (I am thinking a bad word, here but I'll be polite) butchers are likely 
to use the cheapest pain management, if they use any at all. 
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false policy statement. I've seen a suggestion that they would prefer to chicken out 
of the fight, and simply delete the policy. We shall see. 
 
Some veterinarians try to minimize behavior changes and point out the fact that 
most cats continue to make ñscratching motions,ò somehow inferring from this that 
the cat feels fine and there is no pain. ñDeclawed cats will continue to 'scratch' the 
furniture, indicating that their motivation to engage in this normal marking behavior 
has not been suppressed by the consequences of onychectomy.ò [Bennett 1998] 
Maybe Dr. Bennett wasn't aware that scratching behavior is hard-wired and cannot 
be turned off. Some of the scent-marking glands in their paws may remain after 
declawing, so that motivation is still there.  
 
But the cat I knew who was most intractable about scratching, and continued the 
behavior dozens of times a day, was declawed. I think it was because of pain and 
a desperate desire to stretch her toes, joints, and back. That she lost her home and 
ended up dumped at our clinic certainly contradicted the name she came with: 
"Lucky." Declawing wasn't at all lucky for her!  
 
But in truth, what this behavior shows is how strong the scratching instinct is, and 
how necessary scratching is to the well-being of the cat. It doesnôt mean the cat 
ñdoesnôt knowò it is declawed, but simply indicates the hardwired compulsion for 
the cat to perform these motions. Some scent is still left by the central paw pad, so 
marking behavior is still getting some reward, and cats will continue to do it, 
declawed or not. [Cozzi 2013] 
 
But all of that is mostly irrelevant to the discussion. Potential behavior changes are 
far from the worst thing about declawing (though they might make the biggest 
impression on people who are considering declawing their cat). 
 
The very worst thing about declawing is something we know that every 
declawed cat experiences: pain. 
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Chapter 6. Declaw Pain 
 
Cats are notorious for hiding pain. They are incredibly stoic. Many studies have 
looked for signs or ways to assess pain in cats, looking at everything from blood 
cortisol levels (high cortisol indicates stress), blood pressure, posture, and 
behavior. None has proven consistently accurate. [Benson 1991; Cambridge 
2000; Smith 1996; Taylor 2004] 
 
This obviously works to the disadvantage of cats. When I was a senior in surgery 
rotation in veterinary school, a fellow student asked, ñWhy donôt we declaw 
dogs?ò The answer? ñBecause they scream.ò 
 
Yes, dogs are much more demonstrative of pain. They may not always scream, 
but they certainly whine, growl, and otherwise unmistakably communicate their 
state of body and mind. Cats donôt scream. Itôs not easy to know how much pain 
theyôre in. Most veterinarians in practice today were not taught how to recognize 
feline pain; lay people are much less able to do so. 
 
Itôs hard to tell what cats are feeling. Signs of pain are subtle, often deceptive. For 
example, if a declawed cat is painful on both paws, there may not be a noticeable 
limp. It will walk a little differently, but that may not be obvious. If that strange gait 
persists, human family members will come to see it as normal. Even if the cat 
does limp once in a while, is that something that will be mentioned in the catôs 
next 15-minute annual exam?   
 
Many veterinarians, particularly those who have testified against proposed 
declaw bans, claim that they use excellent surgical technique and perfect 
multi-modal pain management. Thatôs greatðbut itôs not standard. Itôs not 
mandatory. Many veterinarians provide what is today considered adequate 
pain management, despite its serious deficiencies, but even this is far from 
universal.  
 
As of 2002, ñAn accurate estimate of the number of US veterinarians that 
aggressively treat pain in small animals is not currently available. Anecdotal 
evidence from talking with practitioners, new graduates, and students would 
suggest that the percentage is fairly low. [Hellyer 2002]  
 
A study from 2006 found that 12% of veterinarians were still not using any 

analgesics for any surgery. [Hewson 2006]  

 
In a survey published in 2016, the vast majority (82%) of veterinarians provided 
just 3-7 daysô worth of pain medications for clients to give at homeðdespite a 
previous study demonstrated that cats were painful for at least 12 days post-op 
(the entire term of the study). [Romans 2005]   
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Horrifyingly, 1.1% of practitioners still do not give any pain meds at all, before, 
during or after surgery; and 6.6% of practices (163 individual clinics) do not send 
ANY pain control with clients to give to the cats at home. [Ruch-Gallie 2016] 
 

It is important to note that this survey was conducted among members of the 
Veterinary Information Network, an online bulletin board and resource for 
veterinarians. It costs a fair amount of money to belong to it. Only about 1/4 of 
practicing veterinarians are members; and those who are, are the ones who are 
interested in keeping up with the profession, and in doing excellent medicine and 
surgery, according to modern practices. Unfortunately, a great many veterinarians 
fall far below this standard. 

 
The real issue with declawing is pain. 

 
Declawing is an excruciatingly painful orthopedic amputation; a radical surgical 

solution to a behavior problem. It is very rarely a medical problem (Iôve 

therapeutically declawed one cat in 22 years); in fact, the AVMA and other 

professional organizations are quite definite in saying declawing has ñno medical 

benefitò to the cat. In any case, the proposed ban provides an exemption for true 

medical conditions.  

 

Amputating the ends of fingers or toes is so excruciatingly painful that it was once 
used as a technique of torture. [Dodman 1999] Today, it remains the primary test 
of the effectiveness of veterinary pain medications.  
 
Physical recovery takes a few weeks, but even after the surgical wounds have 
healed, there are other long-term physical and psychological effects. 

 

 
Veterinarians contend that, done properly and with adequate pain management, 
cats do just fine with having their toes amputated. But what constitutes ñproperò 
technique and ñadequateò pain medications are the subject of much debate.  
 
Many veterinarians feel that laser declawing is the least damaging declawing 
technique. Some veterinarians who testify against declaw bans insist that laser is 
the standard, and that ñeverybodyò is using it.  
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This is what a veterinarian found inside a ñmassò on 
a catôs paw: 16 claw fragments. That big circular 
ring is one claw that has completely grown aroundð
inside the toe. The cat was declawed 9 years 
before. 

Research, however, suggests that there is little if any difference in pain and long-
term complications between laser and other techniques. [Holmberg 2006; Mison 
2002]  
 
And a recent large survey of veterinarians found that 29% use guillotine nail 
trimmers; 70% use scalpel disarticulation; and only 36% use a laser. 
(Respondents could choose more than one answer, so the total is not 100%.) 
[Ruch-Gallie 2016]  

 

Claw Regrowth 
 
One common long-term complication of onychectomy is claw regrowth. 
[Landsberg 1991c] A recent study found that claw regrowth was more common 
with use of a [guillotine] nail clipper than with use of a scalpel or laser (15.4% vs. 
6.5% and 3.4%); but claw regrowth occurred regardless of technique. [Clark 
2014] This is the so-called ñpebble in the shoeò issue. All the time that claw is 
growingðup to 15 yearsð it is causing pain. 
 

 
 

 

 

 
On the effects of declawing, Professor Narda Robinson at Colorado State 
University says, ñThe ensuing neuropathic pain and degenerative changes 
may plague [cats] for life.ò  [Robinson 2012] 


