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Veterinary forensic knowledge 
is useless if you don’t do 
anything with it.  



OVERVIEW 
• 6 (not so) weird tricks to reporting: 

1. Know your Laws 
2. Have a plan 
3. Recognize 
4. Record 
5. Report   
6. Let it go!   



1. KNOW YOUR LAWS 
• Is reporting mandated? 
• Is there immunity? 
• What is reportable*? 

•  Animal-related  
state / local laws & codes 

•  Slightly less important; Lawyers/ ACO decides 

• To whom do I report? 
•  Check official state websites 
•  Google “veterinary reporting laws [jurisdiction]”  



1. KNOW YOUR LAWS 

• Medical record confidentiality/ release laws  
• Usually: Full copy to client upon request 

• Occasionally: Summary or incomplete copy OK 
• Often: Records may not be shared with  

anyone else without a court order 
• Some exemptions for human  

and/or animal welfare 



2. PRACTICE PLAN 



2. PRACTICE PLAN 

• Relevant laws 
• Chain of command  

•  How are concerns handled (in hospital) 
•  Internal decision-making team  
•  Who can report  

• Contact info for investigative agencies  
•  Animal control; Police; Sheriff;  

Humane society / Rescue agencies;  
District, county or city attorney;  
State veterinarian;  
Bureau of Animal Protection.  

•  Get contact info for >1 



3. RECOGNIZE 



3. RECOGNIZE 
• You are an expert on what normal, typical 

injuries / illnesses in your practice & community.  
• You do not need to a forensic expert to recognize 

cases outside the bounds of normal. 



3. RECOGNIZE 
• #1 The history is not consistent with the injury  
• History is vague or changes - over time or by person  
• No history / no explanation 
• The injury is unusual in nature &/or severity 

•  EX: Chemical / Thermal Burns 

• This / other animals in home  
have had similar injuries 

• Patient with multiple injuries in  
various stages of healing   



3. RECOGNIZE 

• Client discrepancies in name/ addresses   
• Client discrepancies of animal ownership  
• Animal brought in by person other than O 
• Client uses multiple vets   

• Can obscure a pattern of cruelty  
OR drug abuse 

• Client with series of young  
pets & no old ones  



3. RECOGNIZE 
• Client shows lack of concern   
• Client is belligerent or defensive;  

dismisses or is hostile to recommendations 
• Client does not follow up 
• Pet behavior 

•  Fearful?   
•  Relaxes away from O   

• Family interactions 
•  Withdrawn, silent?  
•  Angry, confrontational? 



3. RECOGNIZE: HOARDING 
• Large scale neglect 

•  Inability to provide care >1 animal 
• # irrelevant 

• Poor continuity of care / animals lost to follow up   
• Preventable, Infectious, 

or Husbandry-related Dz 
• #1 Dirty, smelly, hair coat 
• Recurrent / Chronic  

contagious Dz  
•  Cats: URIs, FIP 



4. RECORD (DOCUMENT) 

• If it’s not written down, it didn’t happen 
• Unusual cases à unusually detailed records 
• O behavior, P behavior, Hx 
• Anything said to any / all staff   
•  Implications by the owner 

•  Battered women may recant later – records won’t 



4. RECORD (PHOTOS) 
• Photos are worth 1000 words 
•  In the US... You do NOT need O’s permission   

•  MD / nurses / 1st responders do not need permission  
•  “I need to document this so we can track improvement.” 

• Use the camera you know best (phone!) 
• Take a lot of photos  

•  Can’t have too many  

• Take photos BEFORE & after treatment 







5. REPORT (OR NOT) 

• Consider using 
• Risk Assessment & Reporting Decision Tree 
• +/- Client Questionnaire 

Google “AVMA Arkow” 









•  25% of NAI cases -- owner admitted abuse 
after NAI was brought up by the vet  (Tong 2016) 



•  We need to be asking if NAI happened 



5. REPORT (OR NOT) 

Assess Risk 

Clinical 
Hx 

Client 
behavior 

Pet 
behavior 

Respond 

Flag Record 

Educate 

Report 



OBSTACLES 
• Lack of training in recognizing abuse 
• Belief that you must be certain before reporting 
• Fear of missing a treatable Dz  
• Unwillingness to believe cruelty occurs /  

Reluctance to believe a client could commit cruelty 
• Fear of losing client relationship / loss of business 
• Fear of being sued by the client 
• Fear for personal & staff safety   
• Apathy (time, energy, etc.) 



OBSTACLES 
• Lack of training in recognizing abuse 
• Belief that one must be “positive” before reporting 
• Fear of missing a treatable Dz  
• Unwillingness to believe cruelty occurs /  

Reluctance to believe a client could commit cruelty 
• Fear of losing client relationship / loss of business 
• Fear of being sued by the client 
• Fear for personal & staff safety   
• Apathy (time, energy, etc.) 

These should not prevent you 
from following the appropriate 

course of action 



6. LET IT GO! 



6. LET IT GO! 

Law enforcement & court determines if  
a crime was committed, not the veterinarian  



6. LET IT GO! 
• The legal system has  

many players, stages 
• Vets are…   

•  Expert witnesses 
• Document & report 

• NOT responsible  
for proving cruelty 

• After you report, others 
determine if additional  
action is indicated 

Reporting 



6. LET IT GO! 

Good news - Bad news 
• Reports do not inevitably lead to 

prosecution   
• Criminal charges are uncommon 
•  If you are subpoenaed 

•  Chances you will go to court - LOW 
•  Chance of testifying – VERY LOW 

• Conviction rare 
•  Most people plea   



6. LET IT GO! 
• The Media 

• NOT a responding agency 
• DO NOT POST any case info on the web EVER ! 
•  If the media comes calling…. 

•  If case reportedà refer media to  
agency you reported to 

•  If charges filedà refer media to  
Prosecutor’s office 



RESOURCES 



RESOURCES 

Google: “HSVMA reporting animal cruelty” 



RESOURCES 

Google: “HSVMA reporting animal cruelty” 



SUMMARY 

1. Know your Laws 
2. Have a practice plan 
3. Recognize 

• Trust your gut 
• AVMA / Arkow: Risk assessment 

& Reporting decision tree, 
Client questionnaire   

4. Record- Photos 
5. Report   
6. Let it go!  
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