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THE DOG KILLER'S OFFICE IS IN A SQUALID PART

of town.  An understatement, since the town in

question is Ulaan Baatar, capitol of Mongolia,

one of the world's poorest countries.  Set

among rusty cars and derelict machinery, the

three-story office building has broken windows

and no paint; it looks like a slum, not a

government office.  Many parts of Ulaan

Baatar look similar, with only the addition of

children playing in the dirt and stray dogs

prowling the garbage.  But here, neither people

nor animals can be found on the half-paved

streets.

The taxi driver shakes his head.  “Are you

sure you want to come to this place?” he asks

A DEAD DOG’S
SOCIETY

MURDER IN
MONGOLIA

By Claudia B. Flisi

global focus
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me through Manda, my translator.  “I don’t

think this office shows off my city at its best.”

We ask him to wait for us—we would be no

more than an hour—and go inside for our

appointment with the chief dog killer of Ulaan

Baatar, the person responsible for the deaths of

17,000 dogs a year.

For the last four years, Mr. D. Naran has

held the post of general director of Nuuts

Company, Ltd., the government agency

responsible for health, natural resources, and

sanitation in the capital.  A pleasant-faced man

with sparkling eyes and a gentle smile,  he takes

seriously his responsibility to eliminate the

city's stray and wild dogs which carry rabies,

plague, foot-and-mouth disease, and worms.

Rabies and plague are unusually widespread in

Mongolia.  

In other countries, such as Romania, wild

dogs pose a more direct threat to people, but

that is not the case here. “We had 300 reported

cases of dog attacks last year,” says Mr. Naran,

“but most of these were done by pets or

former pets rather than street-smart dogs, who

shy away from people.”

Stray dogs are abundant in Mongolia;

they stalk the streets of Ulaan Baatar and

prowl the countryside.  Still, humans have little

to fear; the dogs seem terrified of close human

contact.  Skinny and starving, they sometimes

risk proximity for a small handout, but

Mongolians often throw rocks or sticks at them.

Neither kennels nor city pounds exist in

Mongolia.  This country is too poor for such

luxuries. The World Bank—which partly

supports the economy—does not have the dog

population of Mongolia at the top of its

priority list. Instead, Nuuts Company

eliminates the dogs in the most direct, cost-

efficient way: they shoot them. Not Mr. Naran

personally, but the four teams of hunters

contracted by him to do the work.  

Each team consists of a driver and a

marksman, who are paid 1,200 togruks, or

about $1.07 U.S. dollars, for every dog they kill

if they provide their own transportation.  If

they use a city vehicle, the team gets 1,000

togruks per dog.  “They must cut off the noses

of the dogs and bring them to us as proof in

order to be paid,” explains Mr. Naran

earnestly.  “Then the bodies are brought by the

hunters to a community burial place.”

This system removes 17,000 dogs per year,

but it does not solve the problem of Ulaan

Baatar ‘s strays.  There are 70,000 dogs in

Ulaan Baatar, according to government

estimates, 20,000 of which are household pets,

and the remaining 50,000 are strays.  Of the

latter, about 10,000 are female.  Since females

reproduce twice a year, with an average of five

puppies born and two surviving with every

litter, 20,000 new strays hit the streets of the

capital each year, and this does not take into

account strays from other sources, such as

corrections  11/22/05  11:15 AM  Page 33



34
Citizen Culture

unwanted pets or new arrivals from the

countryside.  The government estimates that

3,000 of these 20,000 new dogs are female,

and they continue to reproduce.  

“If we could, we would increase the

number of hunters and kill all 50,000+ strays,”

admits Mr. Naran, “but we don’t have the

funds.  So the dog population continues to

grow every year.”

He also has a problem finding hunters

these days.  Killing animals is not looked upon

favourably in Mongolia, a Buddhist country.

In fact, dogs have an especially elevated status

and play an important role in the nomadic life

of the Mongolian steppes, so much so that the

standard greeting for entering a ger is “Nokhoi

khar,” which literally means, “Hold the dog.”

In addition, Mongolia’s indigenous dogs

frighten wolves with their loud barks, not a

small virtue in a land where almost two-thirds

of the population lives in felt-covered tents. 

The interaction between the hunters and

the community is often tense.  As loyal pets,

dogs receive much respect from the people.  To

avoid dangerous encounters with angry

community members,  the hunting squads

must go out at 3:00 AM, when most people are

asleep.  “Our hunters tend to run in families

because few others want to do it,” notes Mr.

Naran.  “We need to offer them good money,

and 200,000 togruks per month, which is what

hunters can earn if they are efficient, is good

money.”  Still, the job of dog-hunter is not a

highly respected position.

To gain popular support, Nuuts tries

new strategies.  He points out the problems

posed by the growing number of strays

through  television and newspapers.  Ulaan

Baatar's under-financed, overburdened, and

inadequate infrastructure struggles to cope

with the influx in population resulting from

people migrating to the city over the past forty

years.  Disease-bearing stray animals

exacerbate the demands made on the city’s

health care services.  Moreover, an increasing

number of foreigners bringing their own dogs

and selling the puppies further complicate the

problem as the aggressive blood of German

shepherds and pit bulls, among others, now

mingles with indigenous breeds.

Many country people bring their dogs to

the city, increasing the dog population.  They

arrive without an occupation or residency and

must leave their dogs to the streets.  While

suckling, puppies may remain in homes, but

once they need more than milk for

nourishment, they are tossed out onto the

streets.  

“People don't want to kill puppies so they

leave them out and it is up to me to kill them,”

says Mr. Naran sadly.  “I am a Buddhist but I

have to bear the sins of others.” 

Yet Mongolia is not the worst sinner when

it comes to dog extermination.  The United

global focus
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States puts to death more dogs each year—

between 6 and 10 million, depending on the

source—than the entire canine populations of

Mongolia and dog-crazy France put together.

America’s victims include both strays and pets

given up voluntarily by their owners.

Unlike Mongolia, the U.S. has the

economic resources to implement a more

enlightened policy. Largely, though, it doesn't:

stray dogs can be put to death within days of

arriving at a municipal pound, and pets

surrendered by their owners can be killed the

same day.  The number of “no kill” shelters is

growing, but not as fast as the canine

population.

In part, however, the American approach is

enlightened, with its emphasis on neutering all

shelter animals.  In the long run, sterilization is

more practical and economical than killing,

which proves to be an insufficient means of

bringing dog births and deaths into

equilibrium.  

The Catch-22 of Ulaan Baatar

underscores this dilemma.  If you have 10,000

female dogs and manage to kill 5,000, the other

5,000 now have a better situation with more

food and less competition; hence, they will

reproduce more efficiently than before.  In

cold-blooded terms, the solution is either to kill

all the dogs, or to sterilize the females.

Mongolia doesn't have the money to do

either.  “Right now we are discussing

People don't want
to kill puppies so
they leave them out
and it is up to me
to kill them.  I am a
Buddhist but I have
to bear the sins of
others.
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sterilization of females as an alternative

solution,” notes Mr. Naran.  Currently no

females are sterilized, not even pets.  “We are

seeking voluntary services and voluntary

veterinarians to help us,” he continues. “We

can't think of any other answer.  Money is the

problem.  We are doing research in Western

European countries but the cost is too high for

the solutions we found there.”

Italy and France, for example, have

national “no kill” policies in their municipal

dog shelters.  Once a dog enters a shelter, it

stays until adoption or death from natural

causes.  Neither country, however, makes it a

regular practice to sterilize dogs in shelters.

Some only sterilize the females, some the

largest, and others the most aggressive males.   

Europe’s “enlightened” laws are flawed in

other ways as well.  Dr. Carlo Cheroni, a

veterinarian and private kennel owner living

near Milan, Italy, points out that the municipal

pound in his area was designed to hold 100

dogs but now holds 300.  “Obviously none of

the dogs is living in acceptable conditions,” he

says.  “It used to be that when the pound got

too full, it would choose the oldest, weakest,

sickest dogs to eliminate so it had room to take

in newly-born puppies, the ones with the best

chance of being adopted.”

Shaking his head, he admits, “This wasn't

an easy decision, but a humane one, all things

considered.  Now the kennels are so full they

can't take in the puppies, so pups are left

abandoned on roadsides and end up under

cars or prey for larger animals or simply starve

to death.  What is more humane?” 

Mongolia tries to be humane about its

harsh extermination policy.  The  hunters are

not supposed to bother pet dogs.  If they do

kill a pet by accident, an owner can take the

hunter to court and make him pay 500,000

togruks compensation, a very large fine in

Mongolia.  To make sure that pet dogs are

identifiable as such, they must wear collars at

all times.  The dogs must also have muzzles

and leashes when walked by their owners.

But greed sometimes gets the best of good

intentions.  Out of Mr. Naran's earshot,

Manda tells me about a dog her older brother

had brought home some years ago.  The dog

became part of the family, and there was

always someone looking out for him, not

difficult to arrange in a family with nine

children.  When her father died, Manda’s

mother and the entire family were away for a

day at the funeral.  The dog was tied up in

their fenced-in yard.  When they returned

home, the dog and rope were gone and there

were tracks of something being dragged, with

traces of blood in the dirt.  Unscrupulous

hunters had seen an easy way to help them

earn another 1,000 togruks, so they had killed

the dog.  The mother had gone to the local

global focus
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authorities to complain, but nothing ever came

of it.

But the line between greed and

pragmatism can be blurry.  Mr. Naran asks if I

would like to see his latest project.  He proudly

poses for me in dog fur coat, hat and boots,

while telling me lovingly about his own dog, a

crossbreed he has had for ten years.  Last year

he had the idea of skinning the dead dogs he is

obliged to kill, and using their fur to make

coats, boots, hats, and blankets.  “Since we

have the fur, why not use it?” he enthuses.

“These clothes will keep people warm.

Hunters should love them!”

One could contemplate whether the

money brought in through this project might

be put aside for a sterilization program, a more

humane and more efficient solution to this

problem.  

Or one might wonder why the world's

animal lovers are up in arms over Romanian

strays, but have never donated a dollar, euro,

yen or hour’s worth of veterinary support to

Mongolia.  

“Hold the dog,” they say, evoking the deep,

millennia-old bond between man and dog in

Mongolia.  Yet the advent of the modern city

has shaken that bond, putting man and his best

friend at odds.  How will Mongolia's canine

dilemma end?  In all likelihood, with the bang

of a rifle, and with a whimper.
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