Dear Friends,

Animals are often pawns in the horrific cycle of domestic violence.  Abusers will use a woman or child’s love for an animal to control or coerce them.  In a national study done in 1997, 71 percent of battered women reported that family pets were threatened, harmed or killed by their abusers – most often in front of them and their children.  The purposes of these acts were either revenge or control.

Animal abuse as part of this cycle occurs with alarming frequency.  48% of women who were part of study done in the Northeast reported that animal abuse had occurred often in their households during the past 12 months.  30% reported it almost always occurred.  Instances of abuse included punching, hitting, choking, drowning, shooting, stabbing, throwing an animal against the wall or down the stairs. These incidents often took place during outbursts of violence against other family members. 

Of special concern is the impact that this violence has on children.  Children, who are part of a household where domestic violence occurs, are three times more likely to be cruel to animals.  Several studies consistently showed that children who were cruel to animals were likely to be violent into adolescence and adulthood. 

Children may also intervene to prevent their mothers and pets from being harmed then become victims as well.  Studies have found that some children will allow themselves to be victimized to save their pets from injury or even death.

When an abusive situation can no longer be tolerated, many women seek shelter with agencies that provide a safe house.  Most domestic violence shelters do not take in pets.  So many families are forced to leave their pets behind.  All too often, the animal is tortured or killed in retaliation.  Others refuse to leave for fear of what might happen to their beloved pets and continue living in fear and chaos. 

Since 1995, The Potter League for Animals has been involved in the PetSafe program in an attempt to remove the barriers that prevent women from leaving abusive situations.  We were the first animal shelter in the state to provide temporary housing free of charge for the pets of the victims of domestic violence who needed to seek a safe haven.  Hundreds of animals have been cared for at the Potter League during the past 12 years giving many families peace of mind and the support they needed during a most difficult time. 

Many national animal welfare organizations have played a major role in education on the connection between animal abuse and intimate partner violence.  The Potter League has also played a huge part in educating professionals in Rhode Island judicial, law enforcement, and social service systems about the link that animal abuse plays in this cycle.  If the woman and children are being battered, there is a strong likelihood that so is the family pet and vice versa.  

Education has paid off.  There has been remarkable progressive in terms of legal changes in the last ten years in the area of animal abuse and intimate partner violence.  In 2006, Maine, Vermont and New York all enacted laws to include pets in domestic violence protective orders.  Several other states including Rhode Island have introduced similar legislation during the first few months of 2007.  Rhode Island House Bill 5185 was introduced by Representative Lewis.

Legislation that protects pets by including them in protective orders is a critical piece for breaking the cycle of violence for many families especially in communities that do not have PetSafe programs or animal shelters able to provide housing.   By expanding current laws to include animals – defenseless animals will be afforded the protection they desperately need.







Love, Bootsie

P.S.  Be sure to stop by Island Book at 575 East Main Road in Middletown today from 1 to 3 for the books signing of A Cat Named Souffle by author, Kathy Kaye.  A portion of all sales will be donated to the Potter League.

