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Battersea Dogs & Cats Home evidence for the Public Bill Committee scrutinising the Animal Welfare 

(Sentencing) Bill 2019 – Tuesday 23rd July 2019 
 
About Battersea  

Established in 1860 to care for abandoned animals, Battersea aims to never turn away a dog or cat in need 
of help. We reunite lost dogs and cats with their owners; when we can’t do this, we care for them until new 
owners can be found. We accept any breed of animal, at any age, including dogs or cats with serious 
medical and behavioural problems. Our expert team of dog trainers and veterinary staff give the animals in 
our care the best possible chance of a fresh start in a happy new home in the UK, or even further afield. 
There is no time limit on how long an animal stays with us until the perfect new owners are found. 

Battersea has long campaigned for increased sentences for animal cruelty and is working to bring about 
change to legislation to increase the maximum sentence in England & Wales from six months to five years 
imprisonment, as so many animals who have been badly treated, abused or abandoned enter our centres 
every year. 
 

Key statistics and issues 

• In 2018, we helped around 7,000 animals including 4,009 dogs and 2,848 cats 
• We have an average of 247 dogs and 120 cats at any one time on site and on foster 
• On average 9 dogs and 7 cats arrive at our three centres every day 
• Our average stay is 35 days for dogs and 23 days for cats 

 
Animal cruelty - a case for change 
 
Currently, Courts in England & Wales can only punish the most serious animal cruelty with up to six months 
in prison, a banning order to prohibit the keeping of animals and an unlimited fine. Northern Ireland 
reviewed the operation of the Welfare of Animals Act (Northern Ireland) 2011 and concluded a five-year 
maximum was necessary as both a punishment and a deterrent. 

• To support and inform the campaign, Battersea produced a research report and launched its 
campaign in February 2017, called ‘Sentencing for animal cruelty in England and Wales’. This 
Report sets out the weakness of current animal cruelty sentencing. 

• Six months in prison for the gravest act of animal cruelty, such as torturing an animal to death, is 
disproportionately low relative to other offences. Furthermore, it is much less than the maximum 
sentence for fly tipping (five years’ imprisonment) and theft (seven years’ imprisonment). This is the 
lowest custodial penalty in 100 jurisdictions across four continents (including Europe, the USA and 
Australia) that Battersea examined in our report. 

• Serious animal cruelty offenders are a high risk to the public as well as to animals. Academic 
studies show they are five times more likely to go on to commit acts of violence, and animal abuse 
is 11 times more likely where domestic violence1 occurs. 

• This change in the law would provide the justice system with the flexibility to treat the most shocking 
acts of animal cruelty much more seriously than it can now. The current maximum penalty is neither 
a punishment nor a deterrent to offenders. Battersea does not believe that the maximum sentence 

																																																													
1http://www.genderbias.net/docs/resources/guideline/Battered%20pets%20and%20domestic%20violence%20animal%20abuse%20reported%20by
%20women%20experiencing%20intimate%20violence%20and%20by%20nonabused%20women.pdf	
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would be necessary in many cases, nor should it be sought inappropriately. This change is 
concerned with giving Courts the opportunity to treat each case on its merits in accordance with 
Sentencing Council guidelines. 

• In 2018, 862 people were found guilty of animal cruelty in England and Wales2. Nearly a third of 
these cases resulted in a custodial sentence and some received the maximum term of six months in 
prison, with an average sentence of 3.6 months. RSPCA prosecution figures show that this is an 
ongoing problem. From 2016 to 2018, the number of prosecutions secured in the Magistrates’ Court 
rose by just over 200 to 1,678.3 

• An econometric analysis of crime rates and sentence lengths by Birmingham University showed that 
a relatively small increase in sentencing length reduces crime, particularly when targeted to serious 
offenders. They estimated that increasing the average sentence length for burglary by one third, for 
example, would prevent 21,000 burglaries4 

• Researchers in Italy examined the reconviction rates of offenders released early from prison under a 
Government programme to reduce the prison population. The condition of their pardon was that if 
they were caught breaking the law again, their unserved sentence would be added to the new one. 
They found that this threat of increased sentence length reduced re-offending and concluded that 
increased sentence lengths can have relatively strong deterrent effects, particularly when initial 
sentence lengths are low.5 6 

• The Scottish Government has pledged to introduce five-year maximum sentences for animal 
cruelty7where the current maximum penalty is 12 months’ imprisonment. Having recently consulted 
on amendments to the Animal Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act (2006), which included five-year 
sentences, Scottish Government is expected to legislate later in 2019 to raise the maximum 
sentence to five years imprisonment. 

 
The effect of extended sentencing in other jurisdictions  
Of the jurisdictions that already have higher sentences, there is precedent which demonstrates the benefit 
of increasing sentences: 

• 48 states in the USA have introduced a felony offence for animal cruelty, enabling a maximum 
prison sentence of 5 years or more for a first offence: 

o In Chicago, 16% of those arrested for animal cruelty in 2009-2012 were charged with a 
felony, and this excludes animal fighting offences8. 

o Academic research shows that judges and prosecutors believe that harsher sentences do 
help reduce animal cruelty9. 

• Ireland raised its maximum prison sentence from 6 months to 5 years in 2014. 

o The Courts are now imposing higher sentences – most recently, in 2018, a puppy farmer 
was given a 3-year prison sentence and a lifetime ban on keeping dogs and horses, having 
caused appalling suffering to 340 dogs and 11 horses. 

																																																													
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/criminal-justice-system-statistics-quarterly-december-2018  
3 RSPCA Prosecutions 2018: Annual Report p.2 
4 https://www.civitas.org.uk/content/files/crimeanalysis2012.pdf 
5 https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2742557 
6 http://repository.essex.ac.uk/16189/1/Criminal_Discount_Factors_2_7_16.pdf 
7 A Nation with Ambition: The Government’s Programme for Scotland 2017-18 - https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/0052/00524214.pdf 
8 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/318653119_The_Nature_of_Animal_Crime_Scope_and_Severity_in_Chicago 
9 Frasch, P.D. (2008), ‘The impact of improved American anti-cruelty laws in the investigation, prosecution and sentencing of abusers’, in Ascione, 
F. (ed), The International Handbook of Animal Abuse and Cruelty: Theory, Research and Application. Purdue University Press, Indiana, USA 
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o Police recorded ‘offences against animals’ have reduced by 40% since the maximum penalty 
was raised, from 316 in 2013 to 188 in 2017.  

o However, Ireland does differ from England and Wales, as there was no sentencing at the 
maximum before the law was changed and there are no sentencing guidelines to provide a 
standardised sentencing practice 

• In Northern Ireland, the maximum prison sentence was raised from 2 to 5 years in 2016.   

o There is as yet no evidence of any change in sentencing. Yet, this is probably because the 
maximum sentences was already two years and extreme cruelty cases warranting more than 
two years in prison are rare.  

• Increasing sentences in England and Wales would have a positive effect. 

o Courts in England and Wales are already imposing maximum sentences. Unlike in Ireland, 
they are ready to make use of any increase in the maximum sentence. 

o The current maximum sentence in England and Wales is particularly low. This means that, 
unlike in Northern Ireland, the Courts here will have more opportunity to use the new 
provisions quickly. 

o This will also create more opportunities for credible deterrent messages in the media. 

 
The Bill 

• Battersea entirely supports the Bill, and encourages MPs to support it in Committee. We 
would further encourage the new Prime Minister and his team to pass this into statute as 
quickly as possible. 

• Nearly 67,000 people, drawn from every constituency in Parliament, have emailed their MP asking 
for their support for Battersea’s campaign and five-year sentences for animal cruelty. 

• The Animal Welfare (Sentencing) Bill is a short bill, and relatively non-controversial in scope to 
increase the sentencing powers within the Animal Welfare Act 2006. However, it could have a 
profound effect on animal welfare. 

• The Animal Welfare Act only pertains to those animals that are classified as “protected”. This means 
that they are commonly domesticated, or under the control of man or not living wild. 

• Battersea supports moves to see animal sentience recognised in law, as per the Draft Bill that was 
consulted on in 2018. This is outside the scope of the current Bill, but we would welcome a further 
Bill to enshrine animal sentience in law as soon as possible, ensuring that public policy must be 
carried out in a way that respects the needs of animals.  

• During the Second reading debate, Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for the Environment, Dr	
Thérèse Coffey MP stated that “My right hon. Friend [The Rt. Hon. David Gauke MP] is considering 
the issues relating to more minor, short-term custodial sentences. He is on record as saying that 
there is a very strong case to abolish sentences of six months or less altogether, with some closely 
defined exceptions”. If this were to occur and this Bill was not passed, no cases taken to Court 
under the Animal Welfare Act 2006 could result in a prison sentence.  

• Although Battersea does not take a view on sentencing reform and plans to reduce the number of 
short sentences served in prison; it is a real concern that an unintended consequence of this could 
be to ensure nobody can be jailed for animal cruelty, depriving animals of important protection.10 

																																																													
10 https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2019-06-04/debates/8CEDBB72-611F-4FD5-A72D-C4E9577380F2/ShortSentences  
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• Currently, several amendments have been tabled to the Bill. Battersea would particularly concur 
with efforts to make filming the commission of a crime an aggravating factor. This both demonstrates 
a mindset and considered planning behind the offence; and also if posted online facilitates others 
seeing the offence and implicitly encourages them to do likewise. 

 
Case study: April 
At nine months old, April was brought into Battersea after she was found on the streets by a Police Officer 
on a freezing cold night in January. She was in a terrible condition, underweight, with a shocking wound to 
her muzzle and an infection in her nose. Battersea’s dedicated Veterinary team spent many hours treating 
April’s injuries. She underwent many operations to close the deep wounds on her muzzle. They believe 
these horrific wounds were caused by someone using wire or string to tape April’s mouth shut. Although 
she is now safe and happy with a loving new family, she will always carry the scars of the cruelty inflicted 
upon her before arriving at our gates.  


