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Overview

In February 2024, Jet bit a cyclist passing him on a trail. Animal Services declared Jet potentially
dangerous and set ongoing requirements for keeping Jet. Jet’s then-owners appealed. In May we
held a hearing and upheld Jet’s potentially dangerous animal designation. However, we provided
an avenue to lift Jet’s designation, namely a trainer detailing their work with Jet and providing
Animal Services with an assessment by December. The trainer provided a timely report. Animal
Services asserted that the report was insufficient to warrant lifting the designation.

Jet’s former owners (joined by his new owners) ask us to lift the designation. Animal Services
opposed it, and the Riffes replied. We heard the motion on February 5, 2025. Although the issue
1s a close one, after studying the trainer’s report, our original record and decision, the parties’
written contentions, and the parties’ arguments at hearing, we grant the motion and remove Jet’s
potentially dangerous designation.
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Original Findings, Conclusions, and Decision

In our May 2024 determination, we found:

our most likely factual scenario generally as [the cyclist] described it. As [the
cyclist] approached [on his bicycle] Mr. Riffe and Jet from behind, he announced
himself and that he was passing on the left. Mr. Riffe and Jet moved about a body
width to the right. [The cyclist] slowed down as he passed on the left edge of the
trail. Jet took a step or two towards [the cyclist] and bit him. Jet took no further
aggressive action, such as lunging or even barking, but instead just stood there

next to Mr. Riffe.
We then concluded that:

Even if Jet truly had no clue [the cyclist] was approaching, the average dog would
not bite a passerby, even with a head whip [and] certainly not by taking a step or
two. Jet’s bite was disproportionate to [the cyclist’s] actions. The bite was not
legally provoked. We uphold the potentially dangerous designation.

We went on to write that:

“potentially dangerous” is normally a lifelong designation, requiring the present
(and any future) owner to continually register the animal as potentially dangerous
and meet all the other requirements, like wearing a muzzle when off its property.
In a select few decisions we have, while upholding a designation, provided an
avenue for eventually lifting the designation after some future benchmark (such
as completion of a particular training course and/or neutering/spaying the
animal) is accomplished. Here,

e The violence Jet showed on February 3, was relatively minor, more a back-off
nip than a serious clamp down, multiple bites, a bite-and-shake, etc. That is
especially true because, as a Mastiff mix (how a trainer described Jet) or a pit
bull mix (how Animal Services described Jet), if Jet wanted to do more than
warn [the cyclist] away, he would have inflicted significantly more damage.

e That probably would not have mattered, if, for example, Jet broke free of his
containment and charged across a long distance to deliver that bite to a [the
cyclist] just minding his own business. But here [the cyclist] initiated the
interaction, coming upon Jet from behind and passing by in close quarters. Jet
overreacted, but the average dog would have been startled by being
approached from behind in such near proximity, and his back-off nip was not
completely disproportionate to the scenario presented. There was not quite legal
provocation, but there was “provocation-ish.”

e That still probably would not have mattered if, after delivering the bite, Jet
kept up his aggression and tried to get back at [the cyclist] to continue the
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assault. But here [the cyclist] agrees that Jet bit once and ceased all aggression,
calmly staying by Mr. Riffe and not exhibiting any sign of reactivity, even with
the heightened tension level between Mr. Riffe and [the cyclist].

We thus provided an avenue to later lift the potentially dangerous designation. Specifically, we
closed our decision with:

If, by December 31, 2024, the Riffes submit to Animal Services a trainer
report(s) detailing work with Jet since the February 3 incident and whether, and
how, the trainer believes Jet would not bite again under the facts we found above
in paragraph 16 (not Mr. Riffe’s version), Animal Services should lift Jet’s
potentially dangerous designation.

Trainer’s Report

The Riffes, along with Jet’s current owners, the Holmes, retained a trainer, Jean Whitehead, MA,
CPDT-KA. Per her October 2024 report, she worked with Riffes and Holmes on a multi-
dimensional behavior plan for Jet, including management, behavior modification, and training—
training she found the Riffes/Holmes had done an “exemplary job” implementing.

She described 40 emails, a training log, almost 50 submitted videos. She noted that in her two
decades of work she had “rarely seen the level of dedication and follow through” the
Riffes/Holmes had demonstrated. She then detailed extensive training, including working with
passing cyclists—the scenario that triggered Jet to bite last February. She found that the
Riffes/Holmes had done a nice job using vatious techniques to encourage Jet’s calm and
cooperative behaviors.

She concluded with:

The Riffes and the Holmes are all aware of the seriousness of the incident and
lifelong attention to management and behavior necessary for Jet to be successful
in his home.

They have successfully implemented several techniques that were novel to them,
to the extent an increase in Jet’s confidence has been observed.

In reality there are no guarantees when it comes to biting. Given the right
circumstances anything, human included, may bite. However, I believe [the
Riffes/Holmes have] done the work to improve Jet’s comfort with triggers such
as passing bicycles, and overall work to improve his impulse control for unusual
circumstances in the future. I have confidence the Holmes’ understand the need
for strict management, such as secure fencing and muzzling when off property,
turther I have no doubt they will follow through with these preventive measures.

Personally, one of the situations I consider when working with dogs with a bite
history, and their families is whether or not I would be comfortable with them
living next door when I had a small child. I would have no hesitation living next
to the Holmes and Jet.
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Analysis

While we have criticized many trainers past appellants have had submitted opinions for (or had
testified at) hearings, we find Ms. Whitehead’s analysis thorough and persuasive. Yet Animal
Services’ resistance to lifting the designation is not misplaced.

The issue is not that Ms. Whitehead could not provide an ironclad assurance that Jet would not
bite again. That would be foolhardy. Her caveat—that there are no guarantees when it comes to
biting, and given the right circumstances anything may bite—is something any credible trainer
would need to say about azy dog.

Instead, Animal Services’ most salient point is that Ms. Whitehead couched her findings in terms
of continuing with the most significant condition (muzzling) imposed by a potentially dangerous
animal order (italics added):

I have confidence the Holnes’ understand the need for strict management, such as
secure fencing and muzzling when off property(;] further I have no doubt they will
follow through with these preventive measures.

That in some sense begs the question of the level of risk if we /f the potentially dangerous
designation and Jet is allowed to once again go out in public without a muzzle, as he was last
February when he bit the cyclist. Two factors seem relevant.

It would be odd to hold it against Jet (and the Holmes and Riffes) that during the period the
trainer was engaged she, as well as the Holmes and Riffes, were doing what the law required—
muzzling Jet except when he was inside the house or behind a secure fence. If, for example, they
had removed Jet’s muzzle to run their numerous bicyclist drills, that would have allowed the
trainer to report on how Jet performed without a muzzle, but it would have been a $500
violation of the confinement order each time. KCC 11.04.230.U (failing to “comply with an
order related to an animal designated as potentially dangerous”).

More importantly, there are essentially two components to risk: the probability of something
bad happening, and then how bad that bad thing would be if it happened. We consider those in

turn.

The extensive training Ms. Whitehead documented reduces the risk that, if the muzzle
requirement is removed, Jet would bite again. She discussed the exemplary job the
Riffes/Holmes had done with Jet, a rarely-seen level of dedication and follow through. There
are no guarantees, but we find a repeat of Jet’s behavior from 12 months ago unlikely.

As to implications of a repeat performance, in most scenarios that result in a potentially
dangerous or dangerous designation, the dog gets loose, runs at a person or domesticated
animal, and initiates the altercation. Conversely, here the cyclist initiated things when he came
upon Jet from behind and passed closely by. We did not find that to be legal provocation, but it
was at least “provocation-ish.” While Jet overreacted, his Mastiff/pit bull bite barely broke the
skin on the cyclist’s calf. It was a backoff nip, versus something like a serious clamp down or
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bite-and-shake. And after delivering that bite, Jet calmly stayed put while Mr. Riffe and the
cyclist argued. Jet was not trying to bite again or in need of restraint from further aggression.

Conclusion

There is no easy answer here. Yet in the end we need az answer. We find that Ms. Whitehead’s
report, including her conclusion that she would be comfortable living next door to Jet and the
Holmes when she had a small child, satisfies the criteria we set forth in May. We lift Jet’s
potentially dangerous animal designation.

DATED February 18, 2025.

//—'zf,?_._.//"/

David Spohr
Hearing Examiner

NOTICE OF RIGHT TO APPEAL

King County Code 20.22.040 directs the Examiner to make the County’s final decision for this
type of case. This decision shall be final and conclusive unless appealed to superior court by
March 20, 2025. Either party may appeal this decision by applying for a writ of review in superior
court in accordance with chapter 7.16 RCW.
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