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The Links Group

Vision
A world free from the abuse of humans and animals

Mission
We raise awareness of the link between abuse of 
people and animals through support, training and 

inter-agency working
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The Links Group

Non-accidental Injury (NAI)

Fabricated or Induced Illness

Animal sexual abuse





The first guidelines to help to differentiate 
between deliberate and accidental injury in pets 

were developed from the study

JSAP (2001): 42 (5) 218 – 226 

JSAP (2001): 42 (6) 279 – 290 

JSAP (2001): 42 (7) 333 – 337 

JSAP (2001): 42 (8) 385 – 389 



Diagnostic Pointers: NAI, Child

• History inconsistent with injury

• Discrepant history

• Repetitive injury

• Behaviour of parent/child

(Certain patterns of injury)



Diagnostic Pointers: NAI, Pet

• History inconsistent with injury

• Discrepant history

• Repetitive injury

• Behaviour of owner/pet



James Stuart Hutton (1983)

Suggested that evidence of animal 
abuse might be a useful diagnostic 
indicator of abuse to other family 

members



Phil Arkow (1994)

Child Abuse, Animal Abuse and 
the Veterinarian

JAVMA, 204, (7), 1004-1007



Tyson 6 month Rottweiler x SBT 

29 Feb 2008: RSPCA attended house and found Tyson to 
be very lame with a bruised eye

Kylie said that Tyson had “fallen down the stairs” after 
being beaten by Kevin for chewing a suitcase

Kevin was extremely upset and paranoid: 
“My head is all over the place”



Tyson cont’d

Tyson was signed over to RSPCA 

In March 2008 Kylie gave birth to a baby boy, Alfie

On 29 May 2008 Kevin was charged with murdering 
his 3 month old son, Alfie. Kylie initially said Alfie 
had “fallen down the stairs” but Kevin later 
confessed to throwing the baby down the stairs.  



The Challenges for Vets



The Human/Animal Bond

Some people do not 
understand why 
companion animals 
are so important to 
so many people



Vets face the challenge of dealing with multiple species; and with it the differing 
views held with regards the various groups.
e.g. can castrate calves with no anaesthetic up to 6 weeks – after that local used 
cf cats / dogs always full GA with appropriate analgesia



Animal Abuse and the Veterinary Personality

“Veterinarians in the main 
tend to be of the 
tender-hearted variety, 
caring deeply for the 
welfare of their animal 
patients but also 
frequently feeling 
compassion for the 
animal’s owners.”

Animal Abuse and Unlawful Killing 

Munro & Munro 2008



Non-Accidental Injury: 
Difficulty of Diagnosis

“The diagnosis of physical abuse (non-
accidental injury) is a difficult intellectual & 
emotional exercise. 

It is one of the most difficult subjects in clinical 
work, needing time, experience and 
emotional energy.”



“The most important step in diagnosing non-
accidental injury is to force yourself to think of 
it in the first place.”

“All those working with children should be 
warned that their overwhelming impulse on 
confronting their first case will be to want to 
cover it up.”



What is Abuse?

• Exploit
• Maltreat
• Hurt
• Misuse
• Damage
• Take advantage of
• Interfere with
• Cruel and violent 

treatment

• Treat badly
• Cast aspersions on
• Harm
• Revile
• Injure
• Ill-treat
• Wrongdoing
• Misconduct



Types of Abuse

•Physical
•Sexual
•Emotional
•Neglect



A Tale of 3 Kittens

• Kitten 1:
– Allegedly stopped breathing. DOA at clinic
– subdural haemorrhage
– Liver / kidney trauma
– Fracture dislocation of tail
– 3 healing rib fractures

• Kitten 2
– Allegedly found dead at home
– Subdural haemorrhage



A Tale of 3 Kittens

• Kitten 3
– Presented with nervous signs, recovered
– Presented as subdued. Recovered
– Allegedly a case had fallen onto the kitten causing 

a fractured spine. Euthanasia on humane grounds

Perpetrator found guilty of NAI



Identifying NAI

• No single pointer is diagnostic

• A combination raises concern

• The combination is variable
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Vets and the Link
• Do vets have the training and confidence to recognise 

abuse in animals?
• Do vets know what to do when faced with a vulnerable 

human victim?
• We need to know what to do when abuse confronts us 

in the surgery or on the farm
• So that we never miss the “golden moment”



What is the “Golden Moment”
• That opportunity to extend some compassion 

towards a victim of violence

• This single empathetic gesture of support may 
be the first time anyone has shown any 
kindness towards the victim



How common is it?



• 1 woman in 4 (25%) is physically abused by a partner 
during her life-time (Council of Europe, 2002) 

• 2 women are killed each week in England and Wales by 
a current or former partner (Homicide Statistics, 1998 -
2012) 

• 20% of children in the UK have been exposed to 
domestic violence (ONS)

• 62% of children in domestic abuse households are also 
directly harmed (ONS)

• Every minute police in the UK receive a domestic 
assistance call (Stanko, 2000; Home Office, 2002)

• Domestic violence accounts for 16-25% of all violent 
crime (Home Office, 2005)

• Domestic violence has the highest rate of repeat 
victimisation of any crime (Home Office, 2002)



Vets and Animal Abuse
• UK

– 48% of 404 practitioners
– Personal communication: 1%

• US (386 practitioners)
– Mean 5.6 per 1000 patients: 0.5%

• Canada (300 practitioners)
– 46% seen in prev 12 mths

– Only 10% had NEVER seen

• Australia (185 practitioners)
– Average rate 0.12%



Are we seeing the tip of the 
iceberg?
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Vets fall into three categories

• Don’t see, don’t hear.....

• See & hear but don’t want to know...

• See, hear and want to help....





• Budgie stamped on and 
kicked across room

• Dog repeatedly punched -
died from internal injuries

• Attempted drowning in 
kitchen sink

• Cat stabbed to death with a 
pen

• Dog killed from its throat 
being slit

• Dog stabbed to death; knife 
still in situ when police 
arrived

• Cat microwaved
• Dog decapitated with a 

spade

• Dog thrown out of a first 
floor window

• Cat repeatedly swung by its 
tail, hitting the wall

• Hamster strangled
• Gerbil thrown against a wall
• Cat killed by putting in 

freezer
• Finches stabbed to death in 

front of the children
• Family pet hung from the 

light fitting
• Budgie thrown on an open 

fire
• Cat’s tail cut off in front of 

children
Many of the animals involved are killed – therefore unlikely to be 
presented at a veterinary practice



Spiral Fractures

• Spiral fractures are known to be 
associated with the physical forces 
involved in violent swinging of a child 
or animal by the arm or leg

• NB: There are other accidental causes of spiral 
fractures in animals



Why Vets?
• Without a doubt our 

responsibility lies with the 
animal

• But vets are trusted 
individuals and may find 
themselves in the position 
of receiving information 
about further violence 
towards vulnerable humans 
(disclosure)



A national opinion poll of more than 2,000 
members of the public..….. has found that 94% 

of the general public trusts the veterinary 
profession generally or completely

Source: RCVS / BVA 2015  https://www.rcvs.org.uk/news-and-views/news/vet-futures-94-of-
british-public-says-we-turst-you-youre-a-vet/







What has happened since 2001?

• More referral between professions
• RCVS has changed Code of Professional 

Conduct
• Guidance for veterinary surgeons and other 

veterinary employees
• Vet and veterinary undergraduate training
• Pet fostering services



Code of Prof Conduct Supporting Guidance 
14: Client Confidentiality

• 14.6
‘…where the client has not given permission 
for disclosure and the veterinary surgeon or 
veterinary nurse considers that animal 
welfare or the public interest are 
compromised, client confidentiality may be 
breached…’



Examples of possible situations:
a) an animal shows signs of abuse
b) a dangerous dog poses a risk to safety
c) child or domestic abuse is suspected
d) where a breeder in England has presented litters    

without possessing a licence to breed, or has 
breached the licence conditions (where applicable)

e) where the information is likely to help in the 
prevention, detection or prosecution of a crime

f) there is some other significant threat to public 
health or safety or to the health or safety of an 
individual.



Code of Prof Conduct Supporting Guidance 
14: Client Confidentiality

• 14.13
‘When a veterinary surgeon is presented with 
an injured animal whose clinical signs cannot 
be attributed to the history provided by the 
client, s/he should include non-accidental 
injury in their differential diagnosis.’





ARDR Programme

• Ask
• Reassure
• Document
• Refer





Putting it into Practice

• Have a protocol – use the Links Guidance in 
combination with Code of Professional 
Conduct

• Appoint a Safeguarding Liaison Officer (SLO)
• Keep good (clinical) notes
• Beware of acronyms e.g. PBTO



Links Veterinary Training Initiative

2019 dates:
23 June: Wetherby
16 Sept: Gloucester

27 October: Cambridge



Veterinary Undergraduate Training



Pet Fostering
• Many women are afraid to 

or wont leave an abusive 
situation because they fear 
for their pet’s welfare 

• 90% of domestic violence 
victims participating in a 
recent survey report having 
a safe place for their pet 
would make it easier for 
them to leave (Campbell, 
2018) 





Pet Fostering Sub-group

Cats Protection Paws Protect
Dogs Trust Freedom
Endeavour
Help4Wales
Refuge4Pets (Devon and Cornwall) 
Cumbria



Dogs Trust Freedom Project

Greater London & Herts
2004

Essex
2016

Yorkshire
2005

North East
2017

Scotland 
2018

All Home Counties
2018/2019

North West
2018/2019



Dogs Trust Freedom Project

“Without the Freedom service 
I would probably have been 
killed by now by my abuser, I 
could not have left him 
behind and I had no one else 
to look after him.”

“I don’t know how to 
express my gratitude 
towards you for looking 
after my dog. The only 
thing that has kept me 
going is knowing that he 
is in a loving home and 
that I will see him soon.”



Wendy Sneddon Vicki Betton

Understanding Animal Welfare: 
for the Human Healthcare Professional 

Understanding pets; recognise good welfare; assess an 
animal’s wellbeing; how recognise signs of neglect or 

abuse; understand the link between human abuse and 
animal abuse and what to do about it; where to get 

help; how to contact a vet for advice 



Crimestoppers



Emotional Abuse
(threatening behaviour/verbal harassment)



Coercive / controlling behaviour

Nicholas Allen / Justene Reece



When animals are abused, people are at risk

When people are abused, animals are at risk

Phil Arkow, 1996




