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Quick Answer: Texas has no statewide pet limit, but most cities
allow 4 dogs and/or cats per household. However, limits vary
dramatically by city—from 6 combined pets in Odessa to 8 in
McAllen, and no specific limits in Houston and Austin. Dallas allows
up to 8 on larger properties. Always check your specific city
ordinance, as violations can result in fines up to $2,000, animal
confiscation, or criminal charges.

I'm Gigi M. Knudtson, and I've represented pet owners in Texas for over a
decade. What strikes me most is how many people move into a Texas city with
their three dogs or five cats, only to discover months later that they’ve
unknowingly violated local ordinances. The surprise hits harder when animal
control shows up at the door.

Texas loves its animals—we’ve got more rescue organizations per capita than
almost any state. Yet our patchwork of pet ownership regulations creates
genuine confusion for residents. The frustrating part? Texas doesn’t impose a
statewide pet limit. Instead, each city writes its own rules. Your neighbor two
blocks away in a different jurisdiction might legally own twice as many pets as
you can.

This isn’t just about legal compliance. It’s about understanding your rights,
protecting your family, and knowing what happens if you find yourself caring
for more animals than your city technically allows—which I've seen happen
more times than you’d think, especially with rescue volunteers who can'’t say
no to one more dog.

Why Texas Has No Statewide Pet Limit (And
What That Actually Means)

Unlike California, which delegates to counties, Texas takes a different
approach entirely. The state constitution emphasizes local control, which
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means cities and counties have broad authority to regulate pet ownership
within their jurisdictions. Texas Parks and Wildlife focuses on wild and exotic
animals, but ordinary dogs and cats? That’s the city’s job.

From a policy perspective, this makes sense. Houston—with nearly 3 million
people—needs different pet regulations than a rural county in West Texas. But
it creates real practical problems for Texans.

What does “unincorporated Texas” mean for pet ownership?

This is where people get genuinely confused. If you live outside city limits but
within Harris County (Houston’s county), you follow county ordinances, not
Houston'’s city rules. In Harris County, for example, the regulations focus
heavily on restraint requirements and vaccination, but they don’t impose a
numerical pet limit in the same way Dallas does.

The difference matters enormously. In my experience, county residents often
have more flexibility with pet numbers because rural regulations prioritize
different concerns—keeping dogs from running at large matters more than
whether someone owns five dogs versus three.

Texas Cities’ Pet Limits: A City-by-City
Breakdown

Texas Pet Ownership Limits By City: Quick Reference Guide
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Texas Pet Ownership Limits by City

Green=Permissive (6+) | Yellow=Moderate (4-5) | Red=Restrictive (2-3)

City Dogs Cats Combined Permits Notes
Dallas 3 3 8 No Varies by property size
Houston None None Varies No Mostly unregulated; check loca...
San Antonio 3 8 8 Yes Can apply for excess permit
Austin None None N/A No Minimal restrictions; licensin...
Fort Worth Reg Reg Varies No Focus on restraint & care stan...
Lubbock 4 4 N/A No Standard Texas municipal limit
Odessa 3 3 6 No Combined total limit of 6
Weatherford 3 b N/A No City limit; county allows more
Lake Worth 4 4 N/A Yes Multi-pet permit available
Tyler 4 4 N/A No Standard 4-animal limit
Longview 4 4 N/A No Similar to Tyler ordinance
McAllen 8 8 8 No Most permissive in Texas
Mansfield 4 2 N/A No Stricter cat limit than dogs

The Permissive End: Cities Without Hard Limits

Houston and Austin stand out as surprisingly relaxed. Houston doesn’t
impose a specific numerical pet limit for most residential areas, though the
2022 ordinance updates now require microchipping instead of tags. Austin
similarly has minimal ownership restrictions—the city prioritizes spay/neuter
compliance and vaccination more than pet count.

I've had clients from both cities tell me they were shocked at how permissive
things were compared to their expectations. One woman moved from Dallas
(where she could legally have 3 dogs per dwelling unit) to Austin with her four
rescue dogs and discovered she was compliant. That move might have been
illegal in Dallas.
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The catch? Both cities have strict leash laws, restraint requirements, and noise
ordinances. You might legally own five dogs in Austin, but if they bark
excessively or run loose, you'll face significant penalties.

The Standard Mid-Range: The “4-Dog Rule”

Most Texas cities cluster around 4 dogs and/or 4 cats as the baseline. This
includes Lubbock, Tyler, Longview, and Lake Worth. Dallas complicates things
slightly—it allows 3 dogs and 3 cats in apartments or smaller properties, but
increases to 8 total on properties over half an acre that don’t share walls with
other dwellings.

San Antonio follows a similar pattern: 5 dogs maximum, 8 cats maximum, with
a combined household limit of 8. Residents can apply for an “excess animal
permit” if they need more, which the city evaluates on a case-by-case basis.

The reason most cities settled on four is practical. Municipalities discovered
that 4 is the number where responsible owners can usually provide adequate
care while preventing the severe overpopulation and hoarding situations that
tie up animal control resources.

The Permissive Outlier: McAllen’s Eight-Pet Standard

McAllen, Texas stands alone. After community pushback against a proposed 4-
dog limit in 2023, the city increased the allowable limit to 8 dogs, 8 cats, or a
combination not exceeding 8. Owners wanting more animals can apply for an
“excess animal permit” (technically called an “cess animal” permit)—valid for
one year and renewable.

This surprised animal welfare advocates. The American Kennel Club actually
opposed the original lower limit, arguing that numerical restrictions don’t
effectively address irresponsible ownership. McAllen’s compromise—higher
numbers plus individual permit consideration—might be a model other Texas
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cities explore, though it’s too early to tell if the strategy actually improves
animal welfare outcomes.

The Restrictive End: Odessa and Mansfield

Odessa takes the hardest line in major Texas cities. The ordinance states
clearly: “It shall be unlawful for any person to keep, possess, or maintain dogs
and/or cats in a total number exceeding 6 per premises.” That’s 6
combined—you could legally have 6 dogs and zero cats, or 2 dogs and 4 cats,
but not 4 dogs and 3 cats.

Mansfield is even more nuanced: 4 dogs maximum, but only 2 cats. This
asymmetry reflects a local concern about breeding—the city apparently saw
more feline hoarding situations than canine ones, so they differentiated the
limits.

Both cities require multi-pet permits if you want to exceed the limit, but
approval isn’t guaranteed and depends on property size, zoning, and
demonstrated ability to care for animals appropriately.

The Property Size Factor: When Your Lot
Determines Your Pet Limit

Dallas presents the most complex scenario because property size directly
affects your legal limit.

Dallas Pet Limits (City Code 7-4.6):

- Shared wall dwellings (apartments, duplexes, townhomes):
Maximum 4 dogs/cats combined

- Single-family homes on < 0.5 acre: Maximum 6 dogs/cats combined
- Single-family homes on > 0.5 acre: Maximum 8 dogs/cats combined
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- Excludes puppies/kittens under 6 months

The logic is straightforward—the city recognized that someone with 1.2 acres
can responsibly house more animals than someone in a townhome. But
implementation gets messy. I once helped a client who owned a 0.49-acre
lot—just shy of the 0.5-acre threshold—and couldn’t find the exact survey
documentation. The city gave her a temporary exemption while she located the
deed, but the stress was entirely avoidable.

My advice to Dallas residents: Get your property size verified in writing before
relying on higher limits. Assessor’s records are usually reliable, but don’t
guess.

Weatherford similarly implements a city versus county distinction. Within city
limits, the limit is 5 dogs and 5 cats. In unincorporated Weatherford County,
regulations are looser. One resident I worked with lived 0.3 miles outside city
limits and could legally keep 10 dogs; moving three blocks closer to downtown
would have made that illegal.

What’'s NOT Mentioned in Most Pet Limits:
Exotic and Wild Animals

Can I legally own a tiger or exotic pet in Texas?

This is where Texas’s permissiveness becomes genuinely concerning from a
public safety perspective. Texas allows surprisingly extensive exotic animal
ownership compared to most states.

Here’s what’s legal in Texas without special permits:
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« Capybaras, peacocks, alpacas - Completely legal

» Sugar gliders, hedgehogs - No permits required

 Ball pythons, corn snakes, most non-venomous reptiles - Legal
 Ferrets - Legal in most of Texas (though some cities ban them)

What requires permits or is banned:

Prohibited or Restricted: Venomous snakes (including native
rattlesnakes and copperheads) require permits; big cats (lions, tigers)
need exotic animal permits; primates are banned; alligators and
crocodiles are restricted; wolves are effectively banned without
permits; bears are prohibited.

The practical effect? Texas has become a haven for exotic animal owners. The
infamous “Tiger King” phenomenon highlighted this—exotic animals are easier
to own legally in Texas than in almost any other state. This regulatory leniency
reflects the state’s traditional “don’t tell me what to do” attitude, but it creates
real public safety risks.

In my practice, I've seen cases where neighbors had to deal with escaped
exotic pets because owners underestimated what “legal” actually meant. Legal
doesn’t mean the animal is safe or that you can handle escapes responsibly.

HOA Pet Restrictions: A Separate (And Often
Stricter) Layer

Here’s where Texas residents get blindsided. Your city might allow 4 dogs, but
your HOA can legally restrict you to 2. Or 1. Or even zero under certain
circumstances.

Texas Property Code § 209.006 and § 209.007 address HOA restrictions, but
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they’re surprisingly weak compared to California’s pet protections. An HOA
can impose pet bans, breed restrictions, size limits, and number caps. The only
exceptions are service animals (required under ADA and Texas House Bill 489)
and emotional support animals (required under Fair Housing Act).

“In my experience, HOA pet disputes are some of the most
emotionally charged cases I handle. People buy homes specifically to
keep their dogs, then discover the CC&Rs restrict them to one. The
financial and emotional toll is real.”By Gigi M. Knudtson, Founder

What you should do before buying an HOA property:

Read the CC&Rs (Covenants, Conditions & Restrictions) document
carefully—don’t skip the pet section

Contact the HOA directly and ask for clarification on current pet
policy as actually enforced

Ask if grandfather clauses apply—some HOAs allow existing pets to
stay but prohibit replacements

Get clarification on what counts toward the limit (do puppies count?
Visiting pets? Foster animals?)
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Ask about the enforcement history—is the HOA known for strict
enforcement or do they look the other way?

Many Texas HOAs allow 1-3 pets per household. Some upscale communities
restrict to dogs only or cats only. The variation is enormous, which is why
property research is critical.

Rental Properties: Your Landlord’s Pet Rules
Usually Supersede City Law

If you rent in Texas, your landlord can impose pet restrictions stricter than
your city allows. This is one of the most frustrating aspects of Texas rental law.

A landlord can require:

« Pet deposits (up to one month’s rent, typically)
» Monthly pet rent or fees

 Breed or size restrictions

« Number limitations (e.g., “one pet maximum”)
« Specific documentation of pet vaccinations

« Proof of spay/neuter

What landlords cannot do:

Landlord Cannot Restrictions: Deny service animals for any
reason; charge fees for service animals; deny emotional support
animals with valid documentation; charge fees for emotional support
animals; refuse based on disability status; discriminate based on the
tenant’s receipt of disability benefits.
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From 2024 onward, Texas tenants with legitimate ESA letters from licensed
mental health professionals have stronger protections. The Fair Housing Act
requires landlords to make reasonable accommodations for ESAs, which means
waiving pet fees, lifting breed restrictions, and ignoring breed bans when the
animal is documented as an emotional support animal.

However, landlords can still deny ESAs that pose “direct threat” to safety or
that have documented histories of aggression. This must be evaluated on the
individual animal’s behavior, not breed stereotypes alone.

Service Animals vs. Emotional Support
Animals: Critical Distinctions in Texas

Are service dogs and emotional support animals treated the
same in Texas?

No, and this confusion costs people real money and legal headaches.

Service Animals: Specifically trained dogs (and in limited cases, miniature
horses) that perform specific tasks for people with disabilities. Under the ADA,
service animals have full public access rights. They cannot be denied housing,
and landlords cannot charge pet deposits or fees. Service animals don’t count
toward pet limits in housing or rentals.

Texas House Bill 489 strengthened service animal protections in 2014, making
it illegal to misrepresent a pet as a service animal (fine up to $100).

Emotional Support Animals: Any animal (dog, cat, rabbit, bird, etc.) that
provides comfort through companionship. ESAs are protected under the Fair
Housing Act for housing only—they don’t have public access rights like service
animals. ESAs don’t count toward pet limits in rental housing if a valid letter
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from a licensed mental health professional documents the need.

The distinction matters because I've seen people misrepresent their pets as
service animals—often unknowingly, using cheap online ESA letters that don’t
meet legal standards. This creates skepticism that harms people with
legitimate needs.

What makes an ESA letter valid in Texas:

Written on licensed mental health professional’s letterhead
(therapist, psychologist, psychiatrist—not online mills)

Includes professional’s license number and contact information

References the specific disability or mental health condition

Explains how the specific animal provides relief from the disability

Dated recently (ideally within one year; some professionals update
annually)

Texas follows federal FHA guidelines strictly here. As of 2025, there’s
increased scrutiny of fraudulent ESA letters after years of people using
services like “ESA Express” to register pets falsely. Landlords can request
documentation, and courts are increasingly skeptical of ESA claims without
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proper mental health professional support.

Violations, Penalties, and What Happens When
You Exceed Pet Limits

This is where theoretical knowledge meets practical reality. What actually
happens if you have five dogs in a city with a four-dog limit?

In most cases: nothing happens immediately. Animal control doesn’t
proactively search for pet limit violations. Enforcement almost always starts
with a neighbor complaint—the dog barks excessively, escapes frequently, or
someone notices and reports it.

Once a complaint triggers investigation:

First Offense: Written warning with 30-60 days to comply (reduce
pet count or obtain permit). Fines vary by city: $100-$500 typically.

Continued Violation: Escalating fines. San Antonio: $100-$2,000
depending on offense number. Dallas: similar structure. Some cities
add penalty increases for each 30-day period of non-compliance.

Severe or Chronic Violations: Criminal charges (Class C
Misdemeanor), animal confiscation, potential jail time (up to 30 days),
and forced removal of animals. Fort Worth explicitly treats animal
hoarding as animal cruelty.

Real case I worked on: A client in Dallas had 6 dogs legally (large property,
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over half-acre). When she divorced, the property division resulted in her
keeping a 0.4-acre home—now under the threshold where 6 dogs became
illegal. She had 90 days to reduce to 4 dogs or face fines. She couldn’t rehome
them, so we negotiated with animal control for a temporary hardship
exemption while she made arrangements. The process was stressful, expensive
(required veterinary records proving all six dogs were properly cared for), and
entirely foreseeable with better legal planning before the divorce.

Unincorporated Texas: The Gray Zone for Rural
Pet Owners

If you live outside city limits in unincorporated Harris County, Tarrant County,
Bexar County, or elsewhere, you're typically governed by county ordinances,
which are generally much lighter on pet restrictions.

Most Texas counties focus on:

» Rabies vaccination (statewide requirement for all dogs over 4 months)
« Licensing/registration

 Restraint requirements (dogs can’t run at large)

« Dangerous dog regulations

 Animal cruelty and neglect prevention

Counties often don’t impose numerical pet limits. Instead, they focus on
whether you’re providing adequate care, shelter, food, water, and veterinary
treatment.

This creates a perverse incentive: some Texans specifically buy just outside
city limits to avoid municipal pet restrictions. It’s technically legal, but it often
correlates with larger-scale breeding and hoarding operations—the situations
that county animal control actually needs to address.
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Texas State Laws That Affect All Pet Owners
Statewide

While cities control numbers, Texas has consistent statewide requirements:

Rabies Vaccination (Texas Health & Safety Code § 826.014)

Every dog and cat over 4 months must be vaccinated against rabies. Period.
This applies statewide—no exemptions for cities, no city-by-city variation.
Failure to vaccinate is a Class C Misdemeanor (fine up to $500). From a public
health perspective, this is non-negotiable.

Tethering Laws (Texas Health & Safety Code § 821.077)

Texas severely restricts outdoor tethering of dogs. As of January 2022, you
cannot leave a dog outside unattended on a chain or tether if:

e It’s between 10 p.m. and 6 a.m.

o It’s within 500 feet of a school

» There’s extreme weather (temperature below 32°F, heat advisory, or
storm warning)

Additionally, the tether cannot use pinch, prong, or choke collars, and must be
at least the greater of: 5 times the dog’s body length (nose to tail) OR 10 feet
long. The restraint must not injure the dog.

This law reflects growing recognition that tethering causes behavioral and

health problems. I've worked with animal control on cases where the tether
law was enforced more strictly than pet limit laws—tethering violations can
escalate to animal cruelty charges faster than simply having too many pets.
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Dangerous Dog Liability (HB 1355, “Lillian’s Law”)

Texas made dog owners criminally responsible if their dog causes serious
bodily injury or death off the owner’s property in an unprovoked attack
through criminal negligence. This means if your uncontrolled dog attacks
someone, you could face criminal charges beyond civil liability.

Your Texas Pet Ownership Checklist: Stay
Compliant

Research your specific city/county ordinances online or call animal
control directly—don’t rely on what your friend told you

If you own property, get the exact acreage verified (affects Dallas and
similar cities’ limits)

If you live in an HOA, read the CC&Rs pet section and contact the
board for clarification

If you rent, review the lease agreement carefully for pet restrictions
before signing

Ensure all dogs and cats over 4 months are currently vaccinated
against rabies (statewide requirement)
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License/register your pets annually (most cities require this, plus it
aids recovery if lost)

Spay or neuter your pets—many cities reduce licensing fees for
altered animals

Keep animals restrained or confined—never leave dogs unattended on
tethers during restricted hours

Maintain adequate shelter, food, water, and veterinary care (actual
cruelty is separate from pet limits)

Respond promptly to any animal control inquiries or complaints

Frequently Asked Questions

Can I get a permit to keep more pets than my city allows in
Texas?

Yes, in most major Texas cities. San Antonio, Odessa, Lake Worth, and McAllen
explicitly allow multi-pet permits or excess animal permits. Requirements

typically include: proof of property size and zoning appropriateness; veterinary
certification that all animals are healthy and properly cared for; documentation
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of adequate space and resources; sometimes a higher annual licensing fee; and
property inspection. Success depends heavily on your city’s policies and animal
control’s discretionary judgment. Dallas and Houston rarely need permits
because their limits are higher to begin with.

If I move to a different Texas city with more pets than that
city allows, what happens?

You typically have 30-60 days after establishing residency to come into
compliance. Most cities will give you a written warning before issuing fines. If
you move from Dallas (where you legally owned 4 dogs) to Odessa (6-pet
combined limit), you’'d be compliant. But if you moved to a more restrictive
city, you’d need to arrange rehoming. Some cities offer temporary hardship
exemptions or grandfather clauses if you can show existing pets were legally
owned at your previous location, but this requires documentation and isn’t
guaranteed.

Do foster animals count toward my pet limit in Texas?

Generally yes, but it’s a gray area. Most Texas ordinances don’t explicitly
exempt foster animals. However, some cities have informal agreements with
rescue organizations to not enforce limits on registered fosters. San Antonio is
more flexible than most. If you're considering fostering, contact your local
animal control directly and ask for clarification in writing before committing.
Some people successfully operate under the legal fiction that fosters are
temporary (under 30 days), but this is risky if animal control decides to
enforce.
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Does a service animal or emotional support animal count
toward the pet limit in Texas?

For housing rentals: No. Under Fair Housing Act, ESAs and service animals
don’t count toward pet limits and can’t be restricted by landlords. For owned
properties and city ordinances: The answer is murkier. Most city codes don't
have explicit exemptions for service/ESA animals in the numerical limits, which
creates ambiguity. However, the spirit of fair housing law suggests they
shouldn’t count. If you have an ESA or service animal and your city’s limit
would otherwise prohibit it, contact animal control and provide documentation.
In practice, enforcement against legitimate service/ESA animals is rare
because it invites federal fair housing complaints.

What'’s the difference between Texas county ordinances and
city ordinances for pets?

Cities have more restrictive and detailed pet regulations including numerical
limits, licensing, breed restrictions, and leash requirements. Counties typically
focus on health and safety basics: rabies vaccination, licensing, dangerous dog
prevention, and animal cruelty. Counties rarely impose numerical pet limits. If
you live in unincorporated areas, you're governed by county ordinances, which
are usually more permissive. If you live inside city limits, the city ordinance
applies even if it’s within county bounds. Always identify whether you're in the
city or unincorporated area—this determines which rules apply.

Can my Texas HOA enforce a stricter pet limit than my city
allows?

Yes, absolutely. HOAs are private entities and can impose pet restrictions
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stricter than municipal law. If your city allows 4 dogs but your HOA restricts to
2, the HOA rule applies to you. The only exceptions are service animals
(required under ADA) and legitimate emotional support animals (required
under Fair Housing Act). If you already have a pet when stricter HOA rules are
enacted, most HOAs implement grandfather clauses allowing existing pets to
stay but prohibiting replacements. Before buying in an HOA, review the pet
restrictions carefully—they’re often non-negotiable once you sign the purchase
agreement.

What are the most common Texas pet violations animal
control actually enforces?

In my experience: barking complaints (noise violations) and dogs running at
large (restraint violations) are the most common triggers for enforcement. Pet
limit violations are usually secondary—animal control discovers the excess pet
count while investigating a noise or escape complaint. Rabies vaccination
violations, failure to license, and animal cruelty/neglect are also actively
enforced. Tethering law violations have increased since the 2022 law passed.
You're far more likely to face enforcement for a loud dog or a dog that escapes
repeatedly than for simply having five dogs when four are allowed, unless
someone specifically complains about the numbers.

Can I have unlimited pets if I live in unincorporated Texas?

No, there’s no automatic unlimited pet ownership in unincorporated areas.
County ordinances still apply, focusing on proper care, restraint, and animal
cruelty prevention. While counties rarely impose numerical limits like cities do,
they absolutely enforce animal welfare standards. You still need rabies
vaccination, proper restraint, adequate food and water, shelter, and veterinary
care. Animal control can remove animals for neglect or cruelty regardless of
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location. Additionally, if your county property is within a special district or
near a city that later annexes your land, you could suddenly be subject to city
pet limits.

Final Thoughts: Know Your Local Rules Before
You Adopt

Texas’s love of personal freedom extends to animals. We have fewer statewide
restrictions than most states, which appeals to our independent streak. But
that freedom creates responsibility—you have to research your specific city’s
rules because assuming rules will differ if you move three blocks.

The worst situation I've seen is when someone falls in love with a fourth or
fifth rescue dog, brings it home confidently, then receives a violation notice
weeks later. By then, emotional attachment makes rehoming devastating. A 30-
minute research session before adopting prevents months of stress.

Legal Disclaimer: This article provides general information about
Texas pet ownership regulations but does not constitute legal advice.
Pet regulations change, and local ordinances vary significantly.
Always verify current regulations with your specific city or county
animal control agency before making adoption decisions. This
information should not replace consultation with a qualified Texas
attorney regarding your specific legal situation.

GIGI M. KNUDTSON
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Gigi Knudtson is the founder of the law firm Knudtson & Associates. A trial
lawyer since 1984, she handles complex civil litigation, including medical
malpractice, personal injury, and commercial disputes for both individuals and
companies. Her firm is woman-owned, and she is dedicated to advancing the
interests of women and minorities.
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