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I
t has been a widely publicised
and well-documented matter
that domestic violence is an
ongoing and longstanding issue.

Recent proposals to make domestic
abuse a free-standing criminal offence
independent of any other violent
offence have been greeted with a
positive response.1

In March 2013 the definition of
domestic abuse was broadened to
include financial and emotional abuse
as well as matters of a physical and
sexual nature.2 Most recently, the
shadow home secretary, Yvette Cooper
announced a £3 million fund for
domestic violence victims at the

Labour Party Conference on 24
September.3

The trauma felt by spouses, partners
and children suffering or fleeing
domestic abuse is recognised by many
as intolerable and unacceptable. But
the plight felt by domestic pets is all
too often overlooked. The manner in
which a pet is used and abused by the
perpetrator is not often forgotten by
those who have witnessed this type of
exploitation. Recently the case of
Amie Smith hit the headlines who
pleaded guilty, earlier this year to
animal neglect as a result of starving
her two-year old Bull Terrier, Rocky
to death. Smith claimed she had failed
to return for the dog as a result of an
abusive relationship.4  Whilst in the US
Ryan Eddy Watenpaugh was arrested
for alleged animal cruelty after
claiming to have cooked his partner’s
pet Pomeranian and serving it to her
as an act of revenge.5

A means to manipulation
The Dog’s Trust welfare charity
released posed pictures earlier this
summer in an attempt to highlight the
link between domestic abuse and the

sufferer’s household pets. In one
picture a Great Dane stands with its
leg wrapped in blue plaster, captioned
‘…I fell down the stairs’. Whilst
another shows a Bull Terrier with a
black eye, peering from behind a
kitchen cabinet door, captioned ‘I hit
my head on the cupboard’. This also
highlights the behaviour of victims
when attempting to disguise the
perpetrator’s brutality.6

The perpetrator either physically
abuses the animal or threatens to do
so as a manner of manipulating the
victim7 – this tactic commonly being
seen in cases involving children.

Some victims of domestic violence
have reported remaining with their
partners for fear of harm to their pet
or as a result of harm the perpetrator
has inflicted on them in the past.8 In
one study, 70.3% of women fleeing
domestic violence reported threats to
or actual harm being inflicted upon
their pet, with 54% of women
reporting actual harm.9

So when fleeing domestic abuse, what
are the options when it comes to a
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beloved pet? Many refuges provide
shelter for women and children
fleeing violence but many are unable
to provide the same for their pets.10

Planning ahead
Fortunately, the issue of domestic
abuse affecting family pets is being
acknowledged as an increasing one
and some websites are offering advice
to owners when assessing their
options. The Animal Welfare
Institute in Washington DC provides
advice for considering pets when
remaining with or fleeing from the
perpetrators of domestic violence.11

Upon advising those choosing to
remain with their partners; victims
are advised to ensure that they have a
hidden, emergency provision of food
for their pet to provide if their
partner withholds money from them.
Documentation to prove ownership
of the animal, such as vet bills,
should also be secured. Those
planning on leaving with their pet are
advised to change all vet’s details and
to take belongings familiar to the
animal such as their favourite toy or
bedding to ensure their transition to
new surroundings will be as easy as
possible. For those who have already
left the perpetrator taking their pet

with them, they are advised to keep
the pet indoors, especially if their
new address is known to the
perpetrator and not to walk their
pets alone on unfamiliar routes.

PetRetreat, the Freedom Project and
Paws for Kids
As a result of many victims of
domestic abuse being unable to take
their pets with them to refuges or
shelters, the RSPCA established
PetRetreat which provides a
temporary fostering service for pets
belonging to sufferers of domestic
abuse. Since 2002 it has helped 1200
animals belonging to 800 families
fleeing such violence. 12 Whilst the
Dog’s Trust founded the Freedom
Project and the charity, Paws for
Kids, based in the North West also
provide similar fostering services for
household pets.

A survey conducted by the Pet
Owners Association has reported
that 94% of victims of domestic
abuse would have left the perpetrator
earlier had they known of a pet
fostering service, therefore saving
them from further abuse. 13

Studies have found animal abuse is
directly associated to an increased
risk of harm to children within the
same household. 14 With Clare
Kivieha, Manager of the Freedom
Project stating that ‘animal abuse can
be the first visible sign that a family
is living with the threat of domestic
violence.’ 15 Whilst, the reverse can
also be said, in that those reported or
convicted of domestic abuse may
also have tendencies to demonstrate
the same behaviour towards animals.
A reported example of this being

Matthew Hawksworth who was
convicted of animal cruelty after
being found to have inflicted broken
bones and bruises to his
Staffordshire Bull Terrier puppy in
September this year. Hawksworth’s
previous convictions included
matters involving both harassment
and domestic violence. 16

In a proactive and pragmatic move
towards tackling the issue, vets are
being recruited and trained in
Scotland to spot the signs of the
domestic abuse in their animal
patients. 17 Scottish vets are being
advised on how to manage owners
of animals brought in with ‘unlikely
stories’, similarly to the manner in
which pharmacists are trained to
assist women suspected of being
victims of rape or sexual abuse
seeking contraceptives or painkillers.
The Domestic Abuse Veterinary
Institute developed by Scottish
charity, Medics Against Violence will
assist in training vets in encouraging
suspected victims of domestic abuse
to report matters to the police or
refer them on to organisations who
will be able to support them further. 

Tragically, as with most issues
concerning animal welfare the
stories of the victims frequently go
untold. Hopefully with these
services in place to temporarily
house pets it will enable sufferers of
domestic abuse to alleviate their
fears sooner rather than later.
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What is ALAW?
ALAW is an organisation of lawyers interested 
in animal protection law. We see our role 
as pioneering a better legal framework for 
animals and ensuring that the existing law is
applied properly.

We believe that lawyers should, as well as
interpreting laws, ask questions about the
philosophy underlying them: they have always
played a central role in law reform. There is also a
real need to educate professionals and the public
alike about the law.

Animal cruelty does not, of course, recognise
national boundaries and we are building up a
network of lawyers who are interested in animal
protection in many different countries.

What ALAW will do?
ALAW will:
• take part in consultations and monitor 

developments in Parliament and in European 
and other relevant international organisations,

• highlight areas of animal welfare law in need 
of reform,

• disseminate information about animal 
welfare law, including through articles, 
conferences, training and encouraging the 
establishment of tertiary courses,

• through its members provide advice to NGOs 
and take appropriate test cases,

• provide support and information exchange 
for lawyers engaged in animal protection law.

Who can be a member?
Solicitors, trainee solicitors, legal executives,
barristers, pupil barristers, judges and legal
academics are eligible to join and will receive
regular issues of the Journal of  Animal Welfare
Law. Other interested parties can become
subscribers to the Journal and receive information
about conferences and training courses.

How can you help?
Apart from animal protection law itself, 
expertise in many other areas is important - for
example, public law, civil liberties, environmental
health, planning law, freedom of information, 
civil litigation, media law, company law and
charity law.

In addition, lawyers have well-developed general
skills such as advocacy and drafting which are
useful in many ways. Help with training and
contributions to the Journal are also welcome.

How to contact us: Email info@alaw.org.uk or write to 
ALAW, c/o Clair Matthews, Monckton Chambers, 1&2 Raymond Buildings, Grays Inn, London WC1R 5NR
www.alaw.org.uk
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