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The veterinarian’s duty to report suspected cruelty is an important issue. Lachance’s (2016)
target article addresses many of the issues that the veterinary and legal community face. The
conflicts discussed can be reasonably resolved with certain actions, but educational support and
changing the mindset of the veterinary community are also required.
It should be stressed that the reporting of abuse is for suspected abuse, the purpose of which is
to initiate an investigation. The proven link of cruelty to other types of crimes is the foundation
to support this action. Veterinarians in practice, regardless of the nature of the client
relationship, cannot determine what is truly happening in the animal’s home environment and
must consider that other animals and people may be at risk. There may be a criminal history
involving animals or people. In addition, the veterinarian cannot judge culpability. That is for the
legal investigation to determine – if a crime occurred and who is responsible for the crime.
Most of the cases veterinarians will encounter in practice will be related either to domestic
violence (Signal 2016) or to neglect. The domestic-violence-related cases often involve acute
and/or prior physical injury. The neglect cases may present more challenges for the veterinarian.
They may range from client compliance failure to hoarding. These can be less clear regarding
when and whether to report. This is where the veterinarian should consult with the local
investigator for advice. Veterinarians need to understand that they cannot enforce compliance;
only the legal authorities can take action, which often results in proper intervention and
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monitoring. When an animal is suffering, we have a duty to take action that will ensure its safety
and welfare.
There are several legal avenues that can support the veterinarian’s duty to report. It is
imperative that the veterinarian have legal protection from civil and criminal liability when
reporting suspected abuse. It should be noted that when there is liability protection, it also
implies that the veterinarian is expected to report. In Florida, the animal cruelty statute includes
further protection for actions taken by the veterinarian in suspected abuse cases:
State of Florida Statute 282.12(4): A veterinarian licensed to practice in the state shall be
held harmless from either criminal or civil liability for any decisions made or services
rendered under the provisions of this section. Such a veterinarian is, therefore, under this
subsection, immune from a lawsuit for his or her part in an investigation of cruelty to
animals.
Mandatory reporting can be a great legal avenue; however, it must have the appropriate
incentive and educational support. The veterinarians must receive training on how to recognize,
document and respond to suspected animal cruelty (Fawcett 2016). This education should be
provided by the national and provincial/state veterinary medical associations. We have to
provide tools to the veterinary community and help create a different, proactive mindset that
involves looking for ways to help the animal. The discussion of client confidentiality raises
legitimate issues. There should be exceptions in every veterinary practice act or laws that
support or allow the veterinarian to report suspected abuse.
Lachance’s target article is a call to action for the veterinary and legal community to resolve all
of these issues and place priority on the protection and welfare of the animals we serve.
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