Animal Welfare

I know that many people in Pudsey are passionate about animal welfare.

The UK has a reputation as a nation that takes animal welfare seriously.  But we regularly see too many examples of the worse kinds of cruelty and neglect. 

Much of the key legislation is outdated.  That’s why I’m pleased at the publication of new Animal Welfare Bill on non-farmed animals.  I have supported the RSPCA and many Pudsey constituents in calling for this.

Today, inspectors and enforcers have to wait for evidence that suffering has actually occurred before they can act.   But now the Bill will introduce for the first time a duty to promote animal welfare for companion animals, such as pets.  Keepers could be prosecuted where suffering is likely to occur, and not just where it has occurred.  

Some of the key provisions of the Bill will:

· Reduce animal suffering by enabling preventive action to be taken before suffering occurs.

· Improve animal welfare by introducing a duty on those responsible for vertebrate animals to do all that is reasonable to ensure the welfare of their animals. (This is aimed at non-farmed/companion animals, since farmed animals already have higher standards of protection).

· Simplify animal welfare legislation for enforcers and animal keepers by bringing more than 20 pieces of legislation into one.

· Deter persistent offenders by strengthening penalties and eliminating loopholes.   For example, those causing unnecessary suffering to an animal will face up to 51 weeks in prison, a fine of up to £20,000, or both.

· Give the Government the opportunity to introduce further regulations in future to promote the welfare of animals, and to amend or introduce licensing or registration requirements for activities affecting animal welfare.

The draft Bill was published last week following two years of extensive public consultation.  Organisations like the RSPCA have played a key role.

A child will still be able to “own” a pet and a parent will still be able to buy a pet for a child under 16.   The Bill will increase from 12 to 16 the minimum age at which a child may buy a pet. 

It is also proposed that unaccompanied children under 16 should not be able to win an animal as a prize.   It will not prevent accompanied children, or adults, from winning pets.   Though, of course, those giving the animal and those who then receive them will still be subject to the requirement in the welfare offence to ensure that their new pet is cared for properly.

The Bill increases the penalties available for cruelty and animal fighting offences.   The maximum penalty for such an offence is imprisonment for up to 51 weeks or a fine of up to £20,000 or both.   Currently those convicted of the most serious offences under the 1911 Act can only be sent to prison for up to 6 months or fined up to £5,000, or both.

Offences of failing to ensure welfare of animals or breaches of disqualification orders will attract a maximum penalty of 51 weeks and/or a maximum fine of £5,000. 

Offences such as obstruction of inspectors and failure to comply with court orders will attract a maximum penalty of 51 weeks and fine up to £2,500.

More information can be obtained on the DEFRA website: www.defra.gov.uk/animalh/welfare/bill/index.htm
