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Honorable John J. Romero, Jr. 

Past President, National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges

O C T O B E R  2 3  – 2 5 ,  2 0 2 0

The ‘LINK’ and What Judges and Other Court Personnel Need to Know 
About Animal Cruelty Issues



JUVENILE AND FAMILY COURTS –
a changing climate 

• Virtual court 

• Distance learning

• Video therapy

• Virtual home visits 

• Tele-health

• Work from home 

• Financial challenges

• Family Isolation
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• Who has a pet?

• Do you consider your pet a family member?

• Issues that have come across in my work that also relate to animal 
cruelty and animal welfare

• As judges and other court personnel, why should we care about 
animal welfare? 

Welcome!
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Understand the link between animal cruelty and

• domestic violence
• child abuse

• juvenile justice
• elder abuse

Learn about what judges and other court personnel 
can do in and out of  court to safeguard family 

members and the animals they are attached to 

Learn about resources and tools for judicial 

decision-making and leadership on the issues   

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
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• 68% of US families have a pet in their household 

• A child in America is more likely to grow up with a pet 

than with a stay at home father

• 99% of pet owners consider their animals to be 

companions or members of the family

• Pet-owners report less loneliness, more extraversion, 

and more exercise than nonpet-owners

• Pets rank as high as siblings when it comes to feelings 

of emotional support 

• Pets help children feel less lonely and more accepted  

• Kids rank their ties to pets above parents/friends as 
“most likely to last no matter what . . .”

The Importance of Pets and Animals in the Lives 

of Children and Families
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When animals are abused, 

people are at risk…

When people are abused, 

animals are at risk. 

The LINK …
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• Animal cruelty is a public health and safety issue

• It concerns violence against vulnerable members 
of society

• Animal abusers are five times more likely to commit 
violent crimes against people   

• Federal agencies acknowledge animal cruelty as 
being associated with crimes against property and 
humans

• In 1999, 70% of those  who committed crimes 
against animals committed:

- Crimes against people

- Property crimes

- Illicit drug use or disorderly-conduct

Animal Cruelty and Family and 

Interpersonal Violence
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The presence of a pet in the home 

impacts a domestic violence survivor’s 

decisions or options when it comes to 

leaving an abusive relationship! 

Domestic Violence and Animal Cruelty 
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• In one study, 89% of women that experienced DV 

reported their partner threatened, harmed, or killed their 
companion animal.

• More than half of women victims of DV have reported 
delaying escape from their abusive partner out of fear 
for their companion animals

• The bond to a companion animal can be used to 
manipulate, intimidate, and control partners and 
children.

• Batterers who abuse pets are more dangerous than 
batterers who do not abuse pets.  

Impact . . . 

DV and Animal Cruelty – cont’d
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How do acts of cruelty or neglect against a family 
pet by adults cause harm to the children attached 
to the pet? 

Is there a connection between animal cruelty by a 
child/youth and the likelihood that the child/youth 
is a victim of abuse?

Child Abuse and Animal Cruelty 
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Having an attachment to a pet can be a buffering and protective factor 
for children in a home where abuse or neglect occurs. BUT

• Attachment to animals is used by an adult batterer to intimidate and 
control children in the home.

• Children may interfere to protect their companion animal from harm 
by adults.

• Animal cruelty may indicate that others in the home are not safe, 
including children.

• Abuse of animals by a juvenile can be a sign that the juvenile has 
been abused or is experiencing abuse.

• Witnessing animal abuse is traumatizing to children.

• Foster care placement is hard on children and youth; being 
separated from a pet and placed in foster care is even harder…   

The LINK…Child Abuse and Neglect and 

Animal Cruelty
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If a child or adolescent commits an act of 
cruelty against  an animal, does that predict 
possible future violence against people?

Is there a link between animal cruelty and 
bullying?

Juvenile Offending  and Animal Cruelty
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• Animal abuse by a youth does NOT predict violence 
against humans, but may signify underlying issues, such 
as oppositional defiant disorder or conduct disorder, that 
warrant assessment and possible intervention.

• The median age for the onset of hurting animals is 6 ½
years old – earlier than bullying, vandalism, and setting 
fires. 

• Abuse by youth of companion animals for entertainment 
may be a predictor of extreme violence, such as school 
massacres. 

Juvenile Offenders and Animal Cruelty
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caregivers; the companion animals of such individuals 
are at risk of abuse as well.

• The co—occurrence of elder abuse and pet abuse by a 
caretaker can be life threatening when the pet is a 
service animal for the elder person. 

• 92% of adult protective service workers reported 
hearing from their clients that their pets have been 
threatened, injured, killed, or denied care by a 
caregiver.

• Neglect of an animal often coincides with an elder 
adult’s self-neglect due to  the elder person’s physical, 
mental, or financial incapacity.

Elder Abuse and Animal Cruelty 
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On the Bench

• How can a family/child’s attachment to a 
household pet be taken into consideration 

• When devising a safety plan in a DV case? 

• When placing a child out of the home in a 
child maltreatment case? 

What can judges and other court professionals do to 

safeguard family members and the pets they are 

attached to?
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• Pet safety is an important issue in the context of domestic violence -
include companion animals in protection orders.

• Ask about pets in elder abuse cases; provide referrals and 
resources for pet care to the elder victim.  

• Pet attachment is important to children in child abuse and neglect 
cases – ask if a child has an attachment to a pet; pursue options to 
keep the child and pet together during the dependency case 
process; include pets in safety plans.  

• Youths who engage in acts of animal cruelty may themselves have 
been abused; always order a through psychological assessment
for youths charged with animal cruelty. 

• It is traumatizing to children and youth to witness or be forced to 
engage in animal cruelty. Order assessment and treatment for 
such children and youth.

On the Bench…
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Off the Bench 

• Animal and pet-related cases and issues 

can be relevant in several courts or 

agencies at the same time.

• Cross-court and cross-agency discussions 

help identify and better address-animal and 

pet-related cases and issues.
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• Promote collaboration among court, animal control, humane animal 

shelters, elder protection, and child welfare departments and professionals 
for responding to animal cruelty and interpersonal violence.  

• Learn about humane education/empathy courses/services available in your 
community for children and youth impacted by animal cruelty – if none are 
available, contact experts to help create them.  

• Promote cross-disciplinary training of court, legal, social service, animal 
control, juvenile justice, law enforcement, and domestic violence 
professionals on the link between animal cruelty and interpersonal 
violence.

• Support cross-reporting practices by professionals in different systems. 

• Promote training on and awareness of the overlap of animal-related issues 
with other law and code violation matters 

- across levels and types of courts (civil, criminal, municipal, justice, code 
enforcement) 

- across judicial officers (magistrates/lower court, superior court/trial court)          

Off the Bench …
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Resolution regarding animal cruelty and its link to other forms ...
www.ncjfcj.org › wp-content › uploads › 2019/10 › Ex...

2018 U.S. Animal Protection Laws State Rankings  
https://aldf.org/project/2018-us-state-rankings/

Colorado LINK Project http://colroadolinkproject

National Link Coalition http://nationallinkcoaltion.org

Subscribe to the Coalition’s LINK newsletter

Use the Coalition’s Toolkit to create a task force

http://nationallinkcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/TOOLKIT.pdf

ALDF Link Factsheet: https://aldf.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/The-
Link-2018.pdf

Animals & Society Institute: http://animalsandsociety.org/helping-animals-
and-people/assessment-for-practitioners

Resources and Tools for Judicial Decision-making 

and Leadership on Animal Cruelty Issues 

https://www.ncjfcj.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/ExIe-finalNCJFCJAnimalCruelty-wResponses-Comments.pdf
https://www.ncjfcj.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/ExIe-finalNCJFCJAnimalCruelty-wResponses-Comments.pdf
https://aldf.org/project/2018-us-state-rankings/
http://colroadolinkproject/
http://nationallinkcoaltion.org/
http://nationallinkcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/TOOLKIT.pdf
https://aldf.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/The-Link-2018.pdf
http://animalsandsociety.org/helping-animals-and-people/assessment-for
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https://www.ncjfcj.org/publications/animal-cruelty-issues-what-juvenile-
and-family-court-judges-need-to-know/

https://www.ncjfcj.org/publications/animal-cruelty-issues-what-juvenile-and-family-court-judges-need-to-know/
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Thank you!
Ho n o ra b le  J o h n  J .  Ro m e ro ,  J r.  

P a s t  P r e s i de nt ,  Na t i o na l  Co unc i l  o f  J uv e ni le  a nd F a mi ly  Co ur t  J udge s

a lbdj j r @nmc o ur t s . go v


