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The NSPCA: Animal

W
hen comparing the way in

which crimes against humans

are handled and the way in

which crimes against animals are handled, one

notices a huge difference. When a crime is

committed against a human, the criminal jus-

tice system allows for the involvement of mul-

tiple specialised professionals who conduct a

forensic investigation. In contrast, there are

few supporting specialists that investigate 

animal abuse cases.

Justice for animals
Although South Africa has legislation in place

to protect animals from cruelty, a critical need

exists for trained professionals to support the

enforcement of these laws. Police and animal

welfare enforcement officers are responsible

for enforcing the law and making arrests, but

there must also be sufficient evidence to take a

case to trial. The objective in each legal investi-

gation is the discovery of the truth and, in order

to increase the likelihood of success during

prosecution of animal cruelty cases,a joint team

effort by different professions is necessary to

assist the NSPCA with their investigations and

to ensure justice for animal victims.

Animal abuse and the commu-
nity

Animal abuse results in massive public 

outcries because of the helplessness of its vic-

tims. It is an act of such obvious depravity that

the public demands action from the legal sys-

tem. The public is generally afraid of those

who abuse animals. According to the NSPCA,

acts of animal cruelty upset society because it

makes the individuals in a community feel

more unsafe than crimes such as drug-related

offences or prostitution would. Animal cruel-

ty can be committed by anyone, anywhere, and

it is not limited to age, gender or any socio-

economic boundaries.

As became clear in a previous article, there

is a proven link between animal cruelty and

other acts of violence, such as child abuse and

domestic violence (see SERVAMUS: March

2014). There is a historical link between seri-

al killers and a criminal past that involves ani-

mal abuse. Animal cruelty occurs in conjunc-

tion with, or as a prelude to, the perpetrator's

first act of assault against a human, or even a

murder. The act of animal abuse is a window

to the future - and it's up to the members of

an animal forensics team to try to change that

future, by ensuring that they find sufficient evi-

dence to link the perpetrator with the abuse.

Animal cruelty is committed against a help-

less victim who has no recourse and no voice.

This is a crime that often goes on behind

closed doors and in secret, hidden away from

prying eyes. An animal that is being abused can

Information and photos provided by

the NSPCA; By Kotie Geldenhuys

“The day will come when men such as I will look upon the

murder of animals the same way we look upon the murder of man.”

- Leonardo da Vinci, 1452-1519.
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never go to someone and report the abuse as

a human can do. It is therefore the role of the

NSPCA and their dedicated team of external

professionals to uncover the truth, to be the

animals' voice and to seek justice for their 

suffering.

The animal forensics team
An NSPCA animal forensics team may

typically consist, among others, of the 

following professionals:

n An NSPCA inspector

The presence of trained NSPCA inspec-

tors at animal cruelty crime scenes 

provides invaluable insight into evidence

recognition and is vital to ensure that

the more unique evidence, specific to

the animals involved, is not overlooked

or misinterpreted. The inspector also

provides expert advice on the applica-

tion of the Animals Protection Act 71 of

1962 and any other legislation applicable

to animal welfare.

n A veterinarian

The animal's body holds the hidden story.

The victim that can never speak may pro-

vide the best testimony.Veterinarians are

often in a unique position in that they can

witness and identify animal abuse as well

as being the medical examiner during an

investigation and being expert witnesses

during the trial.

Veterinarians have specialised knowledge

that can be of great help in the collection

of medically relevant evidence during the

investigation. Animal cruelty cases are

often difficult to prosecute, partly because

the animal victim is incapable of describing

the severity and duration of the pain it has

experienced. Veterinarians are regarded

as an authority on animal health, and as

such, they are in a position to issue a pro-

fessional opinion as to whether an animal

has been injured or is in pain. In this way,

veterinarians have the necessary profes-

sional knowledge to clarify the terminolo-

gy used in animal cruelty laws.

n A forensic anthropologist

Human forensic experts can be helpful in

the evaluation of the examination findings.

Forensic anthropology combines the theo-

ries and methods of anthropology, osteol-

ogy and archaeology with legal investiga-

tions.

The victims examined by forensic anthro-

pologists are often in the late stages of

decomposition, are completely skele-

tonised, or have been rendered otherwise

unrecognisable by fire damage or other

injuries.Whilst studying skeletal remains, it

may also be possible to identify evidence

of trauma which occurred prior to the

fatal incident, or trauma which occurred

during the incident, providing details as to

the cause of death.These analyses, details

and results are recorded in a detailed

report so that the information can be used

in the investigation and potentially during

the trial in court, during which the foren-

sic anthropologist may be required to tes-

tify as an expert witness.

The NSPCA benefits greatly from a close

relationship with the University of the

Witwatersrand's School of Anatomical

Sciences, which assists the NSPCA in

aspects such as bone identification, skeletal

trauma analysis, interpreting fire exposure

and scavenger damage, bioturbation and

entomology.

n SAPS officials

The importance of good crime scene

management at an animal cruelty crime

scene can make all the difference in the

cruelty case. Crime scenes are complex

and often chaotic and the assistance of

well-trained and well-informed police offi-

cials is vital to enforce the law and pre-

serve the crime scene. All forensic sci-

ence begins at the scene of the crime and

it is important that the environment is

contained and that any suspects are

detained in order to properly gather all
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possible information. Animal cruelty is

often a crime without witnesses or with

witnesses who cannot verbally testify. It is

therefore imperative that all law enforce-

ment officers confronted with an animal

cruelty crime scene pay proper attention

to ensure thorough investigation.

n A pathologist

Veterinary pathologists are veterinarians

who specialise in determining the cause of

an animal's death and the diagnoses of dis-

eases through the examination or necropsy

of an animal's body, tissue and bodily fluids.

n A psychologist

Forensic psychologists are sometimes

called in to assist in a variety of legal mat-

ters, including establishing the mental

state of criminal defendants.The relation-

ship between cruelty to animals and

interpersonal violence has been substan-

tiated by a significant body of work in the

social sciences. A psychologist can pro-

vide insight to the emotional and mental

state of an offender and provide valuable

information that can further provide

guidance, not only to the judiciary, in

terms of sentencing decisions, but also to

motivate intervention programmes for

victims and at-risk or offending popula-

tions.

n A specialist in animal behaviour

There are many different species that

may be part of an animal crime investi-

gation. Therefore, examinations and

comments by individuals with in-depth

knowledge and experience in the behav-

iour of that specific living species may be

important to establish what an animal

experienced during the abuse, as well as

the extent of its suffering.

Motives for cruelty against
animals

There can be many motives for why peo-

ple exhibit cruelty to animals. It could be to

demonstrate control and power, a tool used

for emotional abuse or intimidation, or to

demand compliance or cooperation. It could

be a means of revenge, retaliation or black-

mail. Sometimes, animal abuse arises out of

ignorance, misplaced curiosity or exploration,

or it can be the result of boredom, deviant

sexual behaviour or just plain sadism. Animal

cruelty can indicate mental instability, peer

pressure or forced participation in gang or

cult activity, and sometimes it's just done to

shock and offend.

No matter the motive, it is the job of an

animal forensic team to glean all the pieces of

information from the victim's body and the

crime scene together to determine the most

probable scenario or to uncover further evi-

dence needed to prove the crime. It is crucial

that no piece of the puzzle is ignored, for it

could be the missing link to solving the case.

Animal cruelty investigations and prosecu-

tions require a collaborative effort from all

involved. Treating an animal cruelty investiga-

tion similarly to any other criminal investiga-

tion results in better outcomes and greater

successes.

People often question the importance of

time spent investigating or prosecuting animal

cruelty. They may even make comments such

as: "It is just an animal." But violence against

animals IS violence, full stop. If we accept a

certain level of deviance and do not intervene,

then it can escalate to another level, and we

send a message to society that violence is

acceptable.

The NSPCA makes it clear that whenever

anyone says "it is just an animal" s/he becomes

a co-conspirator with the perpetrator.

Whenever someone objectifies the victim,

s/he becomes part of the problem.

* * *

The NSPCA is grateful to all the dedicated

individuals and institutions that support and

assist them in the fight against animal cruelty

and the prosecution of these terrible acts

against animals.

To report any incidents of animal cruelty,

contact your local SPCA.
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