
Dog Policies Considerations Roundtable
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Brian Hagenbach, Executive Director, Steeprock Association

Vince LaFontan, Executive Director, Flanders Nature Center

David Brant, Executive Director, Aspetuck Land Trust

Jeff Croyle, President, Essex Land Trust
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Major Topics:
• Allow or do not allow dogs (or animals) on your land trust 

properties.

• Formulation of a policy with key elements.

• Conformance with Federal, State, and possibly Municipal Laws

• Approval, Posting and Communicating

• Enforcement concerns and approaches

• Relationships with police and ACO’s (Animal Control Officers)

• Ancillary considerations
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Allow dogs or not
• Many, but not all land trusts allow dogs on properties.

• If no dogs, you will still have enforcement issues.

• If yes, some sort of concise policy is likely warranted.
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Formulation of a Policy
• Develop a concise policy. One page is best.

• Describe applicable laws either by reference or stated outright.

• Clearly describe penalties if rules are not followed.

• Include key policy elements (next slide).
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Key dog policy elements
• Include “under control” specifics you demand and decide upon.

• Site expected interaction behavior with people and other dogs.

• Stick to trails and land trust property.

• Site off-limits spots for wildlife and safety. Prohibited spaces.

• Site livestock interaction considerations.

• Number of dogs per owner limit.

• Animal waste collection and removal.

• Hunting exceptions if allowed.

• Special event overrides “no dogs” at certain busy events.



7

Federal, State, and Municipal Laws
• Federal Law – ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act)

• Unleashed service animals must be allowed

• Only two questions can be asked of the owner
Is the dog a service animal required because of a disability?

What work or task has the dog been trained to do?  

• Comfort animals do not count for ADA
• State Law – Key topic is control of the animal, which is circumstantial.

• No roaming animals allowed

• Terminology “under control” is all that exists in state laws

• Owner is responsible for the animals behavior
• Does your municipality have any laws beyond federal and state laws?
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Approving, Posting and Communicating
• Seek official approval of any policy with your land trust Board of 

Directors. Collaborate with staff and volunteers on content.

• Post the final policy in prominent locations like trail-head kiosks 

and land trust offices.

• Keep a copy with important land trust documentation.

• Share the policy on your land trust’s web page and social 

media sites.

• Give a copy of your policy to your municipality, police 

department, and ACO department.
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Enforcement concerns and approaches
• Start with verbal warning(s) from volunteers and staff when violations are 

observed. 

• Decide upon the number of verbal warnings you might issue before losing 

patience.

• For extreme recidivist behavior, call your ACO to issue a ticket(s) if they are 

willing. This can also help with identification of the individuals as well.

• Beyond verbal warnings, send certified letters to create a paper trail for the 

misbehavior for legal purposes.

• Consider video surveillance options. Trail cams, license plate collection. The law 

is still evolving on this. Be careful.

• Last resort is to ban the individual from your properties and threaten criminal 

trespass penalties.
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Enforcement concerns (continued)
• Identify name and address of the dog owner/keeper who violates your policy.

• Policy must be posted and communicated as mentioned earlier. More places = better.

• Document all violations and verbal warnings by keeping paper records with dates and names. Keep 

electronic records as well that are backed up.

• Send a letter(s) by certified mail to the offender explaining the policy and details of the violation(s).

• Save the green cards and mailing receipts as proof of notification to owner/keeper.
• Explain the consequences of repeated violations, i.e. notifying animal control, banning from properties, refer to 

statutes that set ACO ticket fines, impounding of vicious animals, owner/keeper is subject to civil liability. 

• If violations continue, inform ACO to take action under state statutes.

• If violations continue or ACO fails to act or did all they could, consider banning owner/keeper from 

your land trust properties.

• As mentioned, if you don’t know the identity and address of a dog owner/keeper who violates your policy, then 

surveillance cameras may be helpful.  However, the law is developing re use of such cameras, and any decision 

to do this should be carefully considered.
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Relationships with police and ACO’s
• Every municipality is required to have an ACO (Animal Control Officer). It 

can also be regional. Towns with more than 25,000 must have a full time 

officer.

• Not every ACO is the same. Their interest in enforcement on land trust 

properties varies.

• Try to establish a good working relationship with your town’s ACO by 

sharing your policy with them and gaging their willingness to ticket or 

warn violators.

• If you collect information via video surveillance you will likely need the 

help of the police or ACO to identify the policy violator.

• Police departments enforce criminal trespass.
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Ancillary considerations
• Trail counter systems. Multiple devices set for different heights.

• Video surveillance. Passive versus active systems. Public visitors are wary 

of this and there are financial costs. If used, post signs about them.

• Stewardship volunteer assistance and monitoring.

• Non-commercial policy and dog walkers.

• Site dog parks and their availability as an alternative to your properties if 

available nearby.
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Southbury Land Trust case
• Leash-only rule policy existed without defined penalties.

• Individual appeared every day, same time, same place, two dogs off 

leash.

• Many verbal warnings given.

• Called ACO. Two different ACO’s wrote three tickets $90/each over the 

period of one year but the problem continued despite this action.

• Dog/Horse interaction occurred finally ending bad behavior. Individual 

stopped coming to the land trust preserve.

• Created concise one-page policy after events.
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Steep Rock Association case 
• Created concise one-page policy.

• Wildlife chased by dogs experiences.

• Prohibiting certain areas for nesting birds.

• Quick feedback from lawyer(s) day after posting policy. Folks watch this.

• Other?
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Flanders Nature Center
• Lack of control at special events example. Too many people around.

• Executive Director bad experience.

• Other?
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Aspetuck Land Trust
• Managing dogs on preserves is not about achieving perfect compliance

• It is about reducing impact and protecting the most sensitive resources

• Goal is mitigation, not elimination

What We’ve Learned

Signs are necessary but not effective on their own

Many visitors don’t see them or ignore them

Rules without enforcement don’t change behavior

Local ordinances can help

But enforcement depends heavily on whether officials are willing to issue tickets

A staff presence makes a difference

A ranger or visible authority figure helps reinforce rules in real time

Personal interaction is more effective than passive messaging

What Works

Designate a specific off-leash area

Acknowledge that people want to walk dogs off leash

Concentrate that use in one controlled location

Require leashes everywhere else

Easier to communicate and justify

Protects the majority of the preserve

Use site design to guide behavior

Put off-leash areas in less sensitive locations

Keep dogs out of core ecological zones
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Essex Land Trust
• Created concise one-page policy.

• Enforcement experiences, warnings, letters. Vigilant stewardship 

volunteers.

• Other?
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Questions and Resources
• Questions?

• Hand outs exist with more with legal references and information. 

• Handout with Federal ADA Information and cases

• Handout with Connecticut State Dog Laws Information

• Handout with sample dog policies from participating land trusts

• Send any other questions later to Joe Ruggiero:

President@SouthburyLandTrust.org 
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