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Animal Welfare (Sentencing) Bill 
 

1. About the RSPCA 

1.1 The Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals is the world’s oldest and the UK’s 

largest animal welfare charity.  We rescue, rehabilitate and rehome hundreds of thousands of 

animals each year.  We offer advice on caring for animals and campaign to change laws to better 

protect them, which we then enforce through prosecution. The RSPCA is the principle prosecutor in 

England and Wales under the Animal Welfare Act 2006 (AWA), responsible for around 85% of effort. 

  

1.2 In all aspects of our work, the RSPCA always seeks to base its policies, strategies, and 

activities on the best available veterinary and scientific, technical and practical information, to ensure 

that our actions are appropriate and effective in promoting better welfare for animals. 

 

2. Rationale for increasing sentences for animal cruelty 

2.1 The perception of the public, and some members of the Magistracy, is that sentences 

available to the Courts to deal with serious cases of animal cruelty are inadequate. The UK has some 

of the most progressive animal welfare legislation in the world, which reflects the high level of public 

consciousness of compassion towards animals.  Yet despite this, the RSPCA deals with cases of 

serious neglect, cruelty and violence against animals every day.  

 

2.2 The maximum sentence  for the most serious of animal cruelty is up to six months in prison, 

an unlimited fine and a ban on keeping animals, which leaves us us trailing behind the rest of Europe 

and other parts of the UK in terms of  sentencing (See appendix 1 for a table of sentences in other 

countries). 

 

2.3 As seen from the table a substantial number of EU countries have maximum sentences of 

between two and three years for animal cruelty, with sentences going up to five years for Canada, 

Australia and New Zealand. Even within the United Kingdom, the maximum sentences for England 

and Wales pale in comparison to Scotland’s one year sentence and even more so with Northern 

Ireland which has sentences up to five years.1  Scotland has also recently announced a consultation 

on proposals to increase sentences to five years2.   

  

2.4 The RSPCA receives and investigates thousands of complaints about cruelty to animals each 

year.  In 2018, we investigated more than 130,7673 complaints, the vast majority we were able to 

deal with by way of education and advice and only 747 individuals were prosecuted resulting in 1,678 

convictions.  Of the convictions in 2018 under the Animal Welfare Act 2006, 54% were for cruelty 

(section 4 offences) and 1% were for fighting (section 8).  The acts of cruelty classified under section 

8 can be some of the most extreme and which current punishments do not appear to ‘fit the crime’.   

 

2.5 During the past six years the maximum fine imposed on anyone prosecuted by the RSPCA 

                                                
1 Scottish Government have recently committed to reviewing penalties under the Animal Health and Welfare 
(Scotland) Act 2006 
2 https://www2.gov.scot/Publications/2019/02/6647/362198  
3 Unfortunately an accurate figure cannot be calculated due to a change in recording systems. 

https://www2.gov.scot/Publications/2019/02/6647/362198


under the Animal Welfare Act 2006 (AWA) is £15,000 (£2,500 for each of six offences).  However, 

unless someone can repay a fine within a reasonable period, Courts adjudge that imposing large fines 

is  futile.  This trend suggests that, in order to meet the appropriate punishment, focus should be 

placed upon prison sentences; which will also act as a deterrent for these crimes. 

 

2.6 In 2018 immediate custodial sentences were imposed on 66 individuals, many were at the 

upper end of the scale suggesting these cases were near the six month ceiling set under the Animal 

Welfare Act 2006 and the courts would have more flexibility once sentences were raised to impose 

harsher punishments.  In some of these cases the magistrate expressed their frustration that they 

were not able to impose tougher sentences.  

 

2.7 In addition the Justice Secretary announced that he would consult on abolishing prison 

sentences under six months4 which he confirmed last month he hoped to have firm proposals by the 

summer5.  If that happens and the Animal Welfare (Sentencing) Bill is not entacted there will be no 

custodial sentence at all for serious animal cruelty offences. 

 

2.8 The Sentencing Council also recommends that if the defendant pleads guilty at the first 

reasonable opportunity, the sentence can be cut by a third.6 So those who commit the most violent 

of crimes against animals, but admit guilt at the first Court hearing, can receive a sentence of only 

four months imprisonment.  This is rightly felt to be an inadequate punishment for the severity of the 

crime in the public’s eyes. 

 

2.9 The following examples give a flavour of the types of incidents and sentences: 

● A man from Fulham was jailed for 26 weeks and banned from keeping animals for life, after 

he was found guilty of kicking his four-month-old puppy to death7. 

● A Lancashire man was jailed for 22 weeks and disqualified from keeping animals for life after 

the RSPCA obtained videos of him setting his dogs on a pet cat and a fox8.  One of the 

Magistrates had to leave court after watching the sickening footage of the incidents. 

● Two men were sentenced 22 weeks in prison for setting dogs on deer, badgers and boar 

causing horrific injuries to the dogs and wild animals including a baby badger being skinned 

alive9 

 

2.10 In addition to the above examples, on the same day as the Government announced moves to 

introduce tougher sentences the RSPCA launched investigations into two separate horrific incidents: 

● The body of a two-year-old female French bulldog - who appears to have recently had 

puppies - which was found by a member of the public in Brasenose Road, Bootle, Liverpool, 

on 17 June.  Her collar was attached to a long piece of wire with a broken clip at the other 

end and her injuries were consistent with her being dragged along until her death. 

                                                
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/justice-secretary-david-gauke-sets-out-long-term-for-justice  
5 https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2019-06-04/debates/8CEDBB72-611F-4FD5-A72D-
C4E9577380F2/ShortSentences  
6 https://www.sentencingcouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Sept-2015-MCSG-pdf1.pdf  
7 https://www.londonnewsonline.co.uk/fulham-man-jailed-for-kicking-four-month-old-puppy-to-death/ 
31.05.19 
8 04.12.18 
9 21.06.19 https://www.southwalesargus.co.uk/news/17723025.two-men-jailed-for-animal-cruelty-offences-
after-badger-was-skinned-alive/ 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/justice-secretary-david-gauke-sets-out-long-term-for-justice
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2019-06-04/debates/8CEDBB72-611F-4FD5-A72D-C4E9577380F2/ShortSentences
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2019-06-04/debates/8CEDBB72-611F-4FD5-A72D-C4E9577380F2/ShortSentences
https://www.sentencingcouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Sept-2015-MCSG-pdf1.pdf
https://www.londonnewsonline.co.uk/fulham-man-jailed-for-kicking-four-month-old-puppy-to-death/
https://www.southwalesargus.co.uk/news/17723025.two-men-jailed-for-animal-cruelty-offences-after-badger-was-skinned-alive/
https://www.southwalesargus.co.uk/news/17723025.two-men-jailed-for-animal-cruelty-offences-after-badger-was-skinned-alive/


● The body of a female German shepherd - thought to be between six months and one year old 

- was found by a dog walker washed up on the beach on Tuesday (25 June) at East Cliff Chine 

in Ramsgate, Thanet, Kent.  Her muzzle and legs had been bound with material and she had a 

stab wound on her head where the fur had been shaved. 

 

2.11 After comparing sentences in England and Wales with equivalent offences in other countries 

we fair pretty badly.  Clearly we should be looking at increasing our sentences so we are more in line 

with our European neighbours. There is also a distinct lack of consistency in sentencing animal 

related offences even within our justice system. For example, a person can go to prison for three 

years if their dog injures a guide dog, whilst the maximum sentence is only six months for beating a 

dog to death. 

 

2.12 In addition, we find ourselves in the rather strange position whereby if a dog, for example, is 

an assistance dog used by a visually impaired person10, is attacked or injured the penalties for such a 

crime are significantly higher than if it is, simply, a much loved pet (or event a service dog used by the 

police11) - as well as the impact on the family whose treasured pet has been hurt.  A dog, regardless 

of the purpose it is kept, has the same welfare needs and as such any attack will have the same 

impact on that animal’s welfare.  We are also facing the prospect of no prison terms for animal 

cruelty or fighting if the proposal to abolish 6 month sentences or less by the Ministry of Justice are 

taken forward12. 

   

2.13 Finally, it is about clearly delineating what is acceptable in a civil society and establishing the 

consequences for transgressing these laws.  This should act as a deterrent for some and equally for 

those who are convicted of such offences it shows the public that the Criminal Justice System takes 

these matters very seriously. 

 

3. Commentary on the Bill itself  

3.1 The RSPCA supports the Bill and the fact that it will become operative within two months of 

its Parliamentary passage.  We are satisfied with the Bill and do not believe it needs any further 

amendments at this stage.  Although we will provide a separate document with a commentary on 

any amendments tabled. 

 

3.2 In addition to this the RSPCA welcomes the announcement by the Welsh Government to 

undertake a Legislative Consent Motion which would, once passed by Parliament, introduce the Act 

to Wales.   

 

 

  

                                                
10 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2014/12/contents/enacted   
11 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2019/15/contents/enacted/data.htm  
12 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/justice-secretary-david-gauke-sets-out-long-term-for-justice 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2014/12/contents/enacted
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2019/15/contents/enacted/data.htm
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/justice-secretary-david-gauke-sets-out-long-term-for-justice


Appendix 1 - List of countries and their maximum sentences for animal cruelty 

Country Maximum 
sentence 

Comments 

Australia  Up to 5 years  Legislation is different in each state. NSW and WA both carry up 
to 5 years imprisonment. 

Austria 1 year Animal protection Act 2004 
Federal Act on the Protection of Animals.  
Currently reviewing penal code, looking for a 2 year sentence 

Belgium 6 months Belgian Ministry of Health 

Bulgaria  3 years Art.325b of Bulgaria’s Penal Code 

Canada 5 years Criminal Code of Canada, 445 + 445.1 

Croatia 1 year  Animal Protection Act 1999 

Cyprus  1 year  Animal Welfare Act 

Czech Republic  3 years  Act No 246/1992 Coll., on the Protection of Animals Against 
Cruelty 1992 

Denmark  2 years Act on the Protection of Animals 1991 

England and Wales 6 Months  Animal Welfare Act 2006 

Estonia 1 year  Article 264 of Penal Code 

Finland  4  years Penal Code of Finland 17:14A1  

France  2 years Penal Code Art 521-1 & 521-2 1992 

Germany  3 years  Animal Protection Act (Last revised in 2010) 

Greece  2 years Law is the 4039/2012 

Hungary  3 years Act XXVIII of 1998 on the Protection and Humane Treatment of 
Animals 

India  5 years  Under section 428 + 429 of the Indian Penal Code 

Ireland  5 years Animal Health and Welfare Act 2013 

Italy  3 years13 Italian Penal code ‘offences against the feelings of animals’ 2004 

Latvia  5 years  Range of legislation 

Lithuania 1 year  New Animal Welfare Legislation 2012 

Malta  1 year Animal Welfare Act 2002 

Netherlands 3 years Animal Health and Welfare Act 1992 

                                                
13 For animal fighting offences 



New Zealand 5 years Animal Welfare Amendment Act 2010 

Northern Ireland 5 years14 Welfare of Animals Act 2011 

Poland  3 years Animal Protection Act 1998 

Portugal  1 year Thirty-third amendment to the Penal Code, approved by  
Decree-Law No. 400/82 of and the second amendment to  Law 
No. 92/95 2014 

Romania  3 years  Law on the Protection of Animals 2004 

Scotland 1 year Animal Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act 2006 

Slovenia  2 years Animal Protection Act 

Spain 18 months  Animal Protection Law 2007 & newly updated criminal code  

Sweden 2 years ‘Cruelty to animals’ under the Criminal Statute  
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14 For indictable offences  


