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Call for the inclusion of companion animals in the
European Commission’s upcoming proposal to
combat gender-based violence against women and
domestic violence.
Background
The EU has to date not introduced any legal instrument to tackle gender-based violence
and more general domestic violence. Following a fitness check conducted to analyse
how current EU legislation impact violence against women and domestic violence, the
European Commission will introduce a legislative proposal to combat violence against
women and domestic violence, in line with the EU Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025.

Context
There is a clear correlation between domestic violence and violence against companion
animals.
Companion animals are used to exercise control over the victim
Abusers can threaten to or harm the companion animal of the victim to exercise control
and intimidate them.1 These threats can aim to coerce the victim to stay or return, or
punish the victim. 71% of pet owners in domestic violence shelters report that their abuser
had threatened, caused harm to or killed their companion animals.2 The animals can
experience the same types of abuse as the spouse or children of the abuser, meaning
physical abuse, sexual abuse, verbal abuse / threats, deliberate neglect and other
psychological and mental abuse.3
Companion animals act as emotional support for victims
Victims are often isolated with no or limited social interaction. Companion animals offer
comfort and consolation. This is especially important for children. Companion animals,
especially dogs, are also very likely to defend the victim against the abuser. As victims
leave their home, it is essential that they can benefit from the presence of their pet to
ensure stability and emotional support. Victims may also not want to leave their home not
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to abandon their pet with the abuser and in fear of collateral damage to the animal. In
the U.S., a survey concluded that 34% of the women delayed their departure because
they feared leaving their pet with the abuser.4 In a study conducted in Ireland among 23
victims of domestic abuse living in a shelter, 87% reported that a facility to accommodate
their companion animals would have facilitated their decision to leave.5 The abuser can
also use the pet to force their partner who left the household to come back. This could
lead to up to 25% of victims to return to their abuser.6 Acknowledging this situation, more
than 100 programs have been put in place in the U.S. to help shelters coordinate with
animal protection organisations so that the victims’ animals can also find a shelter.7 While
the data comes mostly from the U.S., it is undebatable that the abuse is a wide-spread
crime that has no borders and tends to follow a pattern.
Animal abuse is an indicator of the situation and has important consequences
Animal abuse can be an indicator of the threats to the victim. The actions of an abuser
towards a pet can be a sign of what harm may occur to the victim. If the abuser actually
kills the animal, it may indicate that the abuser can inflict serious, and possibly fatal, harm
on the victim. A study indicates that 41% of pet abusers have also been arrested for
intimate partner violence.8 A victim may also more easily react in self-defence if they
know that the abuser has the ability to cause harm similar to what was inflicted on their
companion animal. This situation can also cause severe psychological problems for
children as a study found that 32% of women in a shelter reported that their children had
harmed animals.9
The cases of animal abuse recently exploded as 45% of relevant authorities in Spain have
reported more cases of animal cruelty than before the pandemic.10 Acknowledging these
elements, other parts of the world, such as Scotland11 or the United States12 already
include animal abuse committed to intimidate or control people as a form of violent
crime against them. In this context, Thirty-six U.S. states have enacted legal provisions to
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ensure that victims of domestic violence can include pets in restraining orders. 13 Spain
recently introduced legal requirements pertaining to companion animals in the context of
domestic violence. The law provides that the custody of children can now be denied to a
parent who has been charged for animal abuse.14

Eurogroup for Animals Position
Following the examples set by these countries quoted above, we are calling for the EU to
include provisions related to companion animals to protect all victims of domestic
violence, including women, children and animals.
The European Commission proposal should, in particular:
•
Request the establishment of grants to accommodate victims of domestic violence
and their companion animals, including equines, in appropriate shelters during the
judicial process if they do not have a stable accommodation.
•
Include companion animals as victims of domestic violence to be considered in
restraining orders.
•
Recognise the mistreatment of companion animals as an aggravating
circumstance in cases of gender and domestic violence.
•
Promote informative awareness campaigns on domestic violence that include
companion animals.15
•
Strengthen coordination and cooperation between law enforcement, veterinarians
and social workers.
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