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Resources and enforcement crucial to new animal protection laws
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Under the government's
new proposal to strengthen
animal

penalty could go up from three years of

punishment  for
cruelty, the maximum
imprisonment to 10 years. Pet owners will
also have a "duty of care" under the new
amendments. While animal treatment has

always been one of the main criteria of a
civilised society, strengthened animal
protection and welfare have also become

a trend around the globe.

As animal protection laws in Hong
Kong have become outdated, and that
the society has called for an improvement
on the matter for a long time, the au-
thority's proposal is indeed worthy of
recognition and support. It is hoped that
the authorities would make candid ex-
planations to the public during the con-
sultation period, and complete the legis-
lation procedure as soon as possible. It is
also expected that the government would
allocate more resources and make the

most of technologies when enforcing the

new laws, so as to better protect animals
in Hong Kong.

Between 2016 and the
quarters of 2018, the Agriculture, Fish-
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eries and Conservation Department has
received on average around 300 suspect-
ed animal cruelty reports. There were 47
successful convictions, and the heaviest
sentence handed down by the court was
16 months of imprisonment.

Appalling stories of animal cruelty
make the headlines in Hong Kong from
time to time. The most abhorrent case in
recent years would be that in March
2018, a Japanese spitz was thrown off a
roof just four days after being rescued by
marine police from the Victoria Harbour.
The starting point for sentencing was
merely a minimum of six months' im-
prisonment according to the court mag-
istrate who headed the case, and the
owner of the dog was given only a
four-month hospital order.

Aggrieved by the lenient sentence, the

general public and animal welfare groups

criticised local laws for failing to achieve
a deterrent effect, and that the cost of an
offense is way too low.

The current Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals Ordinance includes a maximum
penalty of three years imprisonment or a
fine of HK$200,000.

According to the government's latest
proposal, the years of imprisonment could
go up to 10. In addition, pet owners will
also have a "duty of care", of which ani-
mals must be given clean water and a
balanced diet, as well as a safe and clean
environment. This is an important step
which would bring the laws of Hong
Kong up-to-date. In the western world,
the concept of animal protection has long
transcended from the prevention of ani-
mal cruelty to the actual welfare of ani-
mals. The essence of this transcendence is
the duty of care owed to pets. Animal
cruelty could be avoided when owners
would already face prosecution if they fail
to keep their pets in good shape and
health. This is a giant leap forward in

terms of animal treatment.

First introduced in 1935, the Preven-
tion of Cruelty to Animals Ordinance is
based on the Protection of Animals Act
1911 of the United Kingdom. In Britain,
the century-old ordinance has been su-
perseded by the Animal Welfare Act 2006
for over a decade now. By contrast, there
has been no major amendment to the
clearly outdated animal protection laws in
Hong Kong, apart from a raised fine in
2006. Currently, more than 100 countries
around the world have introduced animal
protection laws, and the severity of pun-
ishments is ever increasing. In Germany,
owners who abandon their pets have to
face at least a €25,000 (approximately
HK$230,000) fine. Those who are con-
victed of animal cruelty offense would be
handed a much larger fine, and be im-
prisoned for up to three years.

When the proposed amendments come
mnto effect, the big question would be how
to enforce the new laws. In terms of re-

source allocation, although the police
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have already assigned designated teams to
investigate animal cruelty cases in all 22
Police districts with crime investigation
units, more resources should be given to
animal welfare groups so that abused
animals and stray animals can receive
care and be adopted. Also, the authorities
can draw experience from Germany and
introduce microchip technologies, so that
owners could be found and held respon-
sible when pets are abandoned.

In fact, the root cause of most animal
cruelty cases is that some people treat
animals as their own toys. These people
buy pets only on impulse, and will neglect
their animals as patience quickly wear off.
The government has long promoted the
idea of "stop and think before bringing a
pet home". The rationale behind is to
emphasise the owner's responsibility of
lifelong care of the pet. Undoubtedly, by
strengthening punishment and recognising
pet owners' duty to care, the gov-
ernment is making the right and

necessary move.
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