
By 2001 official figures for 
Bucharest’s population of stray dogs 
were put at around 200,000. With its 
development as a post-communist 
capital, Bucharest has become 
increasingly uncomfortable with the 
presence of the animals, but has failed 
to reach a consensus on how to deal 
with the issue. For several years City 
Hall adopted a strategy of euthanasia. 
Although official policy was to put the 
animals down with a humane lethal 
injection, it is widely believed that 
authorities pocketed the funds made 
available for this and used cheaper 
methods instead — poisoning, 
garroting or beating the dogs to death. 
This caused an outcry, particularly 
from animal lovers, a term that is 
thrown around in reference to the 
sector of Bucharest society who care 
for stray animals and set themselves up 
in opposition to City Hall.

The animal lovers tend to 
characterise the plight of the dogs as a 
symptom of man’s abuse of power, 
talking in terms of the natural 
innocence of animals in contrast to 
human cruelty. They include 

individuals who feed dogs on the 
streets or take them into their homes, 
as well those who run private animal 
shelters. While their dedication and 
good intentions are hard to question, 
for some the animal lovers are just part 
of the problem, sustaining and 
encouraging the strays’ existence.

As I approach one private shelter, 
across a scrubby field on the outskirts 
of the city, three hundred animals raise 
the alarm, barking at full volume and 
throwing themselves excitedly against 
their rusty enclosures, cobbled 

together from wood and scrap metal. 
The noise and impact of so much 
penned-in energy are overwhelming. 
The dogs here are well fed and their 
cages relatively clean. But they are 
never allowed out to exercise and they 
are exposed to the elements year-
round. 

Most of the animals in this shelter 
were taken in before 2008, when a law 
was passed banning the killing of 
street dogs. The more humane 
approach of sterilisation then became 
official policy. However, this was 
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On an otherwise deserted street in a 
residential district of Bucharest, a 
rag-tag band of scruffy mongrels hangs 
out on the pavement. A couple of 
springy pups bat each other with their 
paws and try to induce an aging dog 
with a greying muzzle to join their 
game. Their shaggy brown and white 
coats give the pack a family 
resemblance. Suddenly, the gang prick 
up their ears and turn their heads in 
unison towards a window being 
opened, high up on the seventh floor 
of the decayed-looking apartment 
building across the street. A middle-
aged woman in a flowery housecoat 
turns out a plastic bag and the pack 
rush over to snap up an assortment of 
kitchen scraps.

Earlier in the day, a complaint was 
made to Antonio Lorentz, director of 
Bucharest’s new Authority for 
Supervision and Protection of 
Animals (ASPA). A resident on the 
same street had called to complain 
about a pack of twenty or more strays 
terrorising passersby. If these are the 
animals he was referring to, they don’t 

look very terrifying.
Lorentz’s phone buzzes constantly 

with similar calls. Bucharest’s 
population of strays is estimated at 
anywhere between 30,000 and 
100,000 animals, depending on which 
city department, NGO or charity you 
speak to. Three months into his new 
job, Lorentz says that his biggest 
concern is the recent biting by a stray 
dog of Czech President Václav Klaus, 
who was attending a Second World 
War memorial ceremony while on a 
state visit. Feral beasts roaming the 
capital’s city centre are not a good look 
for a country still treated as a poor 
relation within the European Union.

Ask people why the dogs are there 
in the first place and you will often 
hear that it all goes back to Ceaușescu. 
In 1984 the dictator laid the 
foundation stone of Bucharest’s House 
of the Republic and its surrounding 
civic centre, comprising huge plazas 
and a boulevard designed to challenge 
the scale of the Champs-Élysées. The 
Palace itself — now called the People’s 
Palace — remains the second largest 

building in the world after the 
Pentagon. An astounding proportion 
of the country’s national budget went 
into the building, as well as hundreds 
of thousands of hours of conscripted 
labour.

Conceived as a monument to the 
dictatorship, the redevelopment 
required the complete demolition of 
eight square kilometres of the city’s 
historic centre: turn-of-the-century 
apartment buildings, churches, 
synagogues, a monastery and a 
museum. Locals refer to the Ceauşima, 
conflating the autocrat’s name with 
Hiroshima. Some 40,000 families 
were forced to leave their homes. Most 
were relocated to modern high-rise 
flats in which pets were forbidden. 

And — so the story goes — it was 
then that Bucharest’s dogs were turned 
out on to the streets. Three thousand 
animals roamed the doomed city 
centre and ventured out into the 
inhabited neighbourhoods, growing in 
number and inhabiting every corner of 
the city alongside its oppressed human 
population. 
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limited to animals taken off the street 
after a public complaint, after which 
they were kept in filthy, overcrowded 
and poorly-funded municipal animal 
shelters. 

In July 2010 the municipal 
department responsible for the issue of 
stray animals underwent a re-branding 
process and former newspaperman 
Antonio Lorentz was put in charge. 
Lorentz admits that public perception 
is a big problem: City Hall is still 
associated with cruelty and 
corruption. He has attempted to 
remedy this my reaching out to animal 
protection NGOs, most notably Four 
Paws, an international organisation 
whose Bucharest office is now 
providing the most effective action, 
concentrating their limited funds on 
sterilizing as many animals as possible. 
Within three months of a program 
operating out of City Hall’s main 
animal shelter, they have succeeded in 
neutering close to 2,000 dogs. 

The operation’s project manager, 
Kuki Barbuceanu, is glad to finally 
have some support from local 
government, but remains critical of the 
ASPA. One issue is the careless way 
they dump neutered animals back on 
to the streets. “They take the dogs 
from one place and release them 
somewhere else. If you take a dog from 
one place it doesn’t matter if you kill 
it, put it in a shelter or send it to the 
moon. That place will be empty, but 
the living conditions and availability 
of food and shelter have not changed. 

In a short time you will have the same 
number of dogs in that place as 
before.”

The good spots in the city that will 
always be filled are those where local 
residents and businesses provide food, 
and any street with a small parade of 
shops seems to have its own band of 
five or six animals. “There are two 
types of dogs,” Lorentz explains, “the 
ones that stay near a building or shop 
where people protect and take care of 
them. And those are fine, they can live 
quite peacefully on the street. The 
problem is the dogs that do not find a 
protector and work in packs, 

migrating from one place to another.”
Ovidieu has been a dogcatcher for 

seven years and understands well how 
these territories operate. I join him in 
the back of a van with three large 
cages, each containing four or five 
dogs. In the past twenty-four hours 

these animals have been snatched from 
the street and shoved into vans, 
transported to an unfamiliar location 
and confined in cages. They have then 
been anaesthetised, operated on and 
caged again, ready to return to the 
streets to find their own post-op meal. 
It is no wonder they shiver and shake 
and retch in their cages. But despite 
their rough treatment at his hands, 
when Ovidieu reaches through the 
bars to administer a gentle scratch 
behind the ears the animals become 
instantly calmer. 

At out first stop a taxi driver and 
his family come out to meet the van —  

two of the dogs live on their property. 
At this point, despite care taken to 
return each animal to its established 
territory, Ovidieu realises that he has 
forgotten where one of the dogs lives. 
Luckily, the family recognise the 
animal, and offer to return it to its 
patch themselves. 

With two remaining dogs in the 
van, we drive into an industrial zone 
and make a stop at a warehouse. We 
are asked not to film or take pictures 
and not to approach any dogs we see 
on the property. Both Four Paws and 
the ASPA encourage people to adopt 
the dogs they pick off the streets. 
Many — particularly those caught by 
the City Hall dogcatchers — are 
animals that have behaved aggressively, 
sparking complaints. In fact, these 
animals are often be the most desirable 

for adoption as guard dogs, either on 
commercial properties such as this or 
in the yards of private homes.

Although plenty of Romanians do 
keep dogs as house pets, even in 
Bucharest many people see dogs as 
working animals to be kept outside. 
And there is a fine line between 
unwanted stray and working animal. 
The street dogs may not be pets, but 
neither are they merely vermin. They 
are not rats, or pigeons or even cats. 
Many thousands of stray cats also 
inhabit Bucharest, but no one talks 
about the cats because they slink into 
dark corners and perhaps creep around 
bins or friendly backyards if there is a 
chance of finding food. Dogs, on the 
other hand, are out in the open, 
treating the city as their own, forming 
their own social groups and interacting 
with the human population. One of 
the most striking things about 
Bucharest’s câinii comunitari 
(community dogs) is that most have 
the sleek bodies of animals that rarely 
go long without a meal.

After a long day’s dog-catching, we 
drive home through streets decked in 

6160



tinsel and flashing lights. It’s three 
weeks before Christmas, and twenty-
one years since these streets saw the 
bloodshed of the Revolution, when 
the terrible oppression of Ceaușescu’s 
rule came to an explosive end. Chaos 
and confusion reigned for several 
desperately uncertain days, bullets 
flew, lives were lost and few 
understood who had initiated the 
challenge to power  or who was 
fighting whom. The culmination of 
the Revolution on December 25th, 
1989 came with the Ceaușescus’ hasty 
trial and execution, aired on public 
television within hours of the actual 
event. 

It has been posited that these 
brutal events robbed the Romanian 
people of the sense of justice that the 
overthrow of the dictator should have 
afforded them. Ovidieu hints at this 
idea with a surprising degree of 
superstition. “You understand why 
things are so bad here?” he asks 
rhetorically. “God is punishing us. To 
do a thing like that on Jesus’s birthday? 
Of course — that’s why we live like 
this.”

Ovidieu has almost nothing good 
to say about his hometown. 
“Everyone’s on the make,” he insists. 
“During the communist era we lived in 
terrible deprivation … but at least 
people pulled together. Now everyone 
is out for themselves. We’ve taken 
everything bad from capitalism and 
nothing good.” Like most people I 
meet, he has warned us of crime, 
pickpockets, conmen, rip-off artists 
and gypsies. (The only difference is 
that most people’s list includes the 
dogs.) Pushed to give an example of 
just one thing that makes him proud 
to be Romanian, Ovidieu extols his 
country’s magnificent natural beauty, 
but then adds that “mostly Romanians 
don’t appreciate it, because it’s not 
something you can steal.”

For a country struggling to define 
its post-communist identity and find 
its place in Europe the dogs are a 
minor issue compared to the 
struggling economy, high 
unemployment and low wages. But 
they are also an ever-present symbol of 
everything that is perceived as 
shamefully backward about Bucharest 
in the twenty-first century and a 
reminder of the country’s traumatic 
past. They scavenge, surviving on 
scraps and rubbish. They live and shit 
on the streets, operating within their 
own unofficial order, mapping out 
their own territories in public space 
and defending them, at times 
aggressively. They are seen both as the 
consequences of a lack of public order 
and the embodiment of a reckless, 
vagabond spirit. 

No one seems able to envision a 
Bucharest without street dogs any 
time soon. Ovidieu says that his city 
will always be inhabited by strays. 
Barbuceanu hopes that Four Paws will 
be able to sterilise 20,000 dogs over 
the next two years, but believes that 
the only effective long-term solution 
would be a tax on owners who do not 
neuter their pets. A proposal to 
introduce such a law has been waiting 
on parliament for three years. 

Lorentz sees the problem as 
something that Bucharest will have to 
grow out of, and believes this will take 
another twenty or thirty years. “We 
will have to wait until the older 
generation passes on,” he explains, “for 
a time when the younger generation 
have families, people who like animals 
but don’t want to have a whole pack of 
dogs outside their house.”

I chat with an elderly man selling 
the meagre produce of his vegetable 
garden from an up-turned crate 
outside a butcher’s shop. He shares his 
spot with five dogs. Asked who feeds 
them, he tells that me that plenty of 

people living in the surrounding 
apartment blocks contribute to the 
dogs’ welfare, but that the shopkeeper 
sees them as a menace and does his 
best to discourage their presence.  
“I tell him, if you kick a dog, you are 
nothing but an animal yourself,” he 
declares, “The shop is your space —  
not the pavement outside. This is 
public property and the dogs have a 
right to be here.”

This man’s assertion of the “rights” 
of Bucharest’s dogs may simply reflect 
that he is used to sharing the city with 
dogs and accepts them as normal part 
of everyday life. But it also echoes 
something that Romanian poet and 
philosopher Andrei Pleșu wrote in 
teasing reference to his country’s new 
membership of the EU:

“Our dogs are, as of the 1st of 
January 2007, European dogs … Soon, 
the phrase “bad dog” will be 
prohibited as being discriminatory. A 
“dog’s life” will need to become a 
dignified, decent life, with immovable 
rights …”

At the beginning of February this 
year, back in Berlin, Oana, my friend 
and translator who first introduced me 
to the story of Bucharest’s dogs, calls 
with bad news. The Romanian press 
are reporting that a woman in her 
forties was killed by dogs in Bucharest. 
It is speculated that she fell trying to 
scale the high fence of a factory yard 
and was attacked by a pack of vicious 
animals. I imagine a setting not unlike 
the industrial warehouse where 
Ovidieu took us to drop off the 
adopted guard dogs. Oana, who grew 
up feeding dogs on the streets of 
Bucharest and spending her pocket 
money on sterilisations, is convinced 
that this will put the ban on killing 
strays in jeopardy. Sure enough, a 
month later the Romanian Parliament 
voted to lift the ban on killing street 

dogs, opening the way for local 
government in Bucharest to revert to a 
policy of euthanasia. At the time of 
writing debate rages and animal rights 
protestors are staging public protests.

Four years ago, a similar story 
broke. A visiting Japanese businessman 
died as the result of dog-bite wounds 
sustained in the lobby of a Bucharest 
apartment block. Cuţu-Cuţu, an 
animal-protection NGO, enlisted the 
services of lawyer Paula Iacob to 
prevent the street dog accused of the 
killing from being put down. Iacob is 
famous for defending Ceaușescu’s son, 
Nicu, at his trial in connection with 
the massacre of 89 civilians shot 
during the revolution that toppled his 
father. Nicu Ceaușescu was sentenced 

to twenty years in prison by a military 
court, but Iacob had more success with 
her canine defendant. The animal’s life 
was spared on the basis of forensic 
evidence that the precision of bites to 
the man’s jugular suggested the work 
of a trained attack animal rather than a 
crazed stray. It was perhaps for his own 
protection that the acquitted beast 
was later exiled to Germany, to live out 
his dying days in a country where the 
relationship between man and dog is 
less politically fraught.
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