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General comments
RSPCA Victoria appreciates the opportunity to provide a submission to the Public
Accounts and Estimates Committee Inquiry into the Victorian Government’s response
to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Few Governments have borne the responsibility of responding to a global pandemic
like COVID-19. The challenges faced are unprecedented. While on the whole the
Victorian Government should be commended for its response, there are many
learnings to take away from the experience to improve future responses.
Australia has one of the highest rates of animal ownership in the world. It is vitally
important that animal care and welfare issues are factored into emergency
management planning at all levels of government. Stakeholders and the public were
left in a state of uncertainty about key issues including whether they would be
permitted to travel to care for animals during lock down measures. Provision of these
assurances were significantly delayed which had a negative animal welfare impact
and also caused heightened anxiety in the community.
RSPCA Victoria played a key role in providing essential animal care and welfare
information and services to the community; however, more was needed from
government to improve the response effort. We provide several key
recommendations for how we believe the Government’s response can be improved.

Inconsistencies and delays in government communication
During a crisis it is important that the public receives clear messages about the
situation and what actions they should take. Lack of clear direction and conflicting or
confusing messaging makes a stressful situation more difficult and does not support
people in making the changes they are being asked to action in order to address the
crisis.
During the COVID-19 response, there were significant delays in directions being given
to the public on important animal welfare related matters, such as whether people
could leave their homes to care for animals. We received many questions from the
public on a variety of topics and consequently, prepared public information articles
to help people navigate the COVID-19 situation and restrictions while still caring for
animals. This included information on whether people could leave their home to care
for animals located at places other than their homes or attending veterinary clinics;
this information was difficult to find and was substantially delayed in being available.
RSPCA Victoria experienced significant impacts to its operations, fundraising,
education and people and culture areas. RSPCA Victoria employs over 500 employees
and has over 2000 volunteers across a number of different work environments that
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had to be catered to in order to meet our obligations and provide a safe work
environment. Although some of these impacts could not be avoided, having clear and
timely communications would have been helpful, particularly, having greater clarity
on what was being restricted and what would continue to be essential services.
Allowing RSPCA Victoria to continue to operate avoided significant animal welfare
issues, for example, had our shelters been required to close and adoptions cease,
RSPCA Victoria would have reached capacity for housing for cats within two weeks.

Lack of centralised information
No centralised information was made available to the public at the beginning of the
pandemic regarding animals and COVID-19, including how to care for animals, what
to consider in different circumstances, and the risks of transmission of the virus to
and from domestic animals. It fell to organisations such as the RSPCA and the
Australian Veterinary Association to make this information available to the public.
Even when this information was made available, it was not centrally located on
Victoria’s COVID-19 information pages. For example, there were different Q&A’s
available across the Premier’s Facebook page, Department of Health and Human
Services (DHHS) website and the Agriculture Victoria website. There needs to be
obvious links from all agencies digital platforms to centrally located resources on
government COVID-19 information pages and the information needs to be easy to
locate.
It is vital that there is a dedicated section on animals highlighting everything the
public needs to know about animals and COVID-19 on their general COVID-19
information pages.
During the pandemic information about companion animals being infected and being
a source of infection to the public was present in the media. This was limited to a
few cases in companion animals and the mainstream media coverage was balanced.
In future pandemics having centrally located accessible information could stop poor
animal welfare outcomes should companion animals be considered a higher risk for
infection or be reported in such a way.

Essential services
There was also confusion about whether animal care sectors would be included as
essential services. Veterinarians and animal welfare organisations were in urgent
need of clarity from the Government about their ability to operate under potential
restrictions and lockdowns.
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Many animal care sectors were not specifically given essential services status
(including shelters and welfare organisations such as RSPCA Victoria). This continued
to add to the uncertainty and confusion generated by the COVID-19 crisis.

Recognising animal care and welfare services as essential
It is critical that essential animal care, rescue and enforcement services provided by
RSPCA Victoria and other animal welfare organisations be recognised by government
as essential services, and for travel to care for animals in captive environments (zoos
and aquaria, stables, kennels, research facilities etc) to be considered essential
movement, for the following reasons:
 Animals in captive environments will suffer and perish if carers, including RSPCA
Victoria personnel, are prevented from attending;
 Wild animals in distress (for example, trapped in situations they cannot escape
from, sick, injured or orphaned) will suffer and die if wildlife rescues and care
cannot continue;
 Cases of animal cruelty and neglect are not expected to subside during
pandemics. In fact, under increasingly difficult economic circumstances they may
escalate. Therefore, Inspectors are required to respond to prevent further
suffering and death;
 Human safety will be put at risk, as extensive past experience shows that
community members will take matters into their own hands when cruelty,
neglect, or rescue cases arise and RSPCA or Government personnel are prevented
from attending;
 Extensive experience of emergency and disaster management in Australia and
internationally shows that when pets and other animals are not factored into
emergency response strategies it can lead to significant unintended consequences,
primarily due to individuals deliberately disobeying safety directives that inhibit
their ability to care for their animals;
 General levels of community anxiety and panic will elevate should animal care,
welfare and veterinary services be unavailable to the community in times of need;
and
 To allow RSPCA Victoria and other organisations to continue providing essential
bushfire recovery services to avoid compounding hardships already experienced by
bushfire affected communities.

Page | 4

Inquiry into the Victorian Government's
Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic
Submission no. 41

The essential status of such services and movement must be formally recognised in
public health directives.

Role of RSPCA Victoria during COVID-19
Shelters and Veterinary clinics
RSPCA Victoria continued to operate our shelters and Veterinary clinics including
taking animals into care, caring for the animals already in our care, conducting
adoptions, coordinating foster carers and providing veterinary services while
navigating COVID-19 restrictions.
RSPCA Victoria provided support to members of the public impacted by COVID-19
such as providing bags of necessities to allow them to continue to care for their
animals.
Inspectorate
RSPCA Victoria Inspectors have continued providing animal protection services with
enhanced biosecurity protocols and use of personal protective equipment.
We have noticed a reduced capacity for police to assist with safety checks and
property visits, which has a work health and safety impact on RSPCA Victoria
Inspectors.
Our Inspectorate has found that the overall number of cruelty reports received
during COVID-19 restrictions has been below average. From March to June 2020 the
number of cruelty reports has been approximately 420 less (down 12%) than what
would have been expected based on the average period between 2014 and 2019. The
reasons for these reductions are not clear; however, we believe the contributing
factors are the result of increased rain experienced since late January (i.e. greater
feed availability for livestock and horses) and the greater presence of people in their
homes as a result of government restrictions, and therefore being less likely to
witness cruelty.
However, we have seen an increase in the number of cruelty reports involving
intentional acts of cruelty toward animals during the COVID-19 shutdown period. For
the period of March – May 2020, which encompassed the first stay at home direction
from the Victorian State Government, RSPCA Victoria’s Inspectorate received 385
reports involving intentional acts of cruelty. When compared to the same period last
year, this equates to a 16% increase in reports involving beating, wounding,
tormenting or terrifying Victorian animals.

Page | 5

Inquiry into the Victorian Government's
Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic
Submission no. 41

This increase in reports of intentional acts of cruelty may correlate with the undue
stress and uncertainty experienced by the community during the COVID-19 social
isolation period and the predicted rise in domestic and family violence.
A recent report from Monash University, titled Responding to the ‘Shadow Pandemic’
stated that with more people confined to their homes to reduce the community
spread of COVID-19, there is a greater risk of violence against women and children.
RSPCA Victoria recognises the link between child abuse, domestic violence and
cruelty to animals, and that cruelty to animals may be a precursor to or occur
alongside other forms of violence.
Additionally, RSPCA Victoria has been impacted by court cases being adjourned due
to COVID-19. Delaying court outcomes extends the time animals spend in the shelter
environment.
Over 83 animals currently remain in RSPCA Victoria Protective Custody Hold (PCH),
awaiting a court date to determine their future. They include dogs, cats, horses,
reptiles, birds, rabbits and guinea pigs. That number is changing every day as
Inspectors continue to attend properties across the state to investigate reports of
cruelty and neglect.
Protective Custody Hold refers to animals who have been seized by an RSPCA Victoria
Inspector because:
 their owner has committed an offence outlined in the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals Act (POCTAA).
 their welfare is believed to be at risk.
 they have been abandoned by their owner.
Animals are classified as PCH if their owner has made an ownership claim in which
case the courts determine if the animal can be returned to them. RSPCA Victoria
continues to care for the wellbeing of animals pending court decisions by holding
them in its animal care centres or placing them in foster care where possible.
Many of the animals we have under PCH have been seized from very poor welfare
environments. Our goal is to place them into a loving home, but this on hold until the
courts resume hearing RSPCA Victoria cases. This court’s decision is understandable,
but it impacts how we manage the welfare of PCH animals in our care.
We work hard to provide enriching environments in our shelters, however extended
periods of time in the shelter is not optimal for any animal and can have serious
impacts on their physical and mental health.
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Provision of information
RSPCA Victoria has also played a role in providing services and information to help
support the government’s response to COVID-19.
There was a need for publicly available information to help the public navigate the
COVID-19 situation and restrictions while still caring for animals. RSPCA Australia
wrote detailed articles on topics relating to animal care, animal welfare and COVID19 and made them available to the public on its Knowledgebase website
(https://kb.rspca.org.au/). These articles received more than 42,000 visitors over
the past 2 months.
RSPCA Victoria contributed to the Victorian Emergency Animal Welfare Committee
under the Victorian Emergency Animal Welfare Plan and outlined key risks and
mitigations relating to animal welfare and personnel from COVID 19. Through this
Committee, actions to mitigate risks to animal welfare could be identified and
assigned to the relevant agency to progress. This is a useful avenue to address animal
welfare concerns where they exist and could be further utilised for a greater
communications function.
The RSPCA, in conjunction with the Australian Veterinary Association, also liaised
with the Veterinary Boards in each state and territory to clarify information being
provided to vets by the Boards about what constitutes essential veterinary
procedures. This highlighted the need for key animal related agencies to come
together early on to ensure consistent messaging is provided to animal industries,
vets, and the general public.

Impacts on RSPCA Victoria
Like many charities, RSPCA Victoria is bracing for an increase in demand for its
services as people face economic hardship and are forced to make the heartbreaking
decision to relinquish their pets to our centres. The current economic support
provided by the Federal Government has meant that we are yet to see this increase
in demand. Up to July 2020 overall levels of animal surrenders have been consistent
with the previous twelve months.
Since COVID restrictions were enacted the demand to adopt animals has increased
significantly, with over 15,000 applications being received. RSPCA Victoria has
adopted over 3,700 animals since 27 February 2020 and over 1,031 animals were
placed with foster carers during this period.
Unfortunately, in times of economic hardship we also see a sharp rise in animal
welfare complaints owing to higher rates of animal abandonment and neglect.
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The animal welfare sector is highly reliant on fundraising to finance their operations.
At RSPCA Victoria 69% of our income is through donations. Research suggests that the
less income people have the less they spend on charitable donations. After the global
financial crisis in 2007-08, charitable giving by Australians dropped for two years in a
row by a total of 15%. It took six years before donations exceeded pre-GFC levels.
The economic impact of the current pandemic is expected to be more than the GFC.
The twin challenges of both negative impacted fundraising and increased demand for
services during times of economic hardship make the animal welfare sector
particularly vulnerable.
The COVID-19 pandemic has affected multiple areas across the business. These
impacts include:
 Needing to close RSPCA Victoria Op Shops as a large proportion of the volunteer
workforce that run them are over the age of 70 years.
 Having to cancel Million Paws Walk, a significant fundraising event which equates
to $267K in fundraising income.
 Donations are forecast to drop by 30% due to an increase in Australians suffering
financial hardship as a result of COVID19 – i.e. decrease in work, revenue from
business etc. Independent reviewers of RSPCA Victoria baseline estimates have
indicated that our worst case scenarios around fundraising are very optimistic and
that expected downturn would be higher - around 75% compared to 30-40%
internally estimated.
 Veterinary clinic consultations have been decreased to improve safety and
increase cleaning, but this has also resulted in a decline in revenue figures.
 Office based employees and volunteers have been required to work from home
where possible.
 Changes to operating protocols have been made at all sites, including closing
access to sites to the public, introducing services by appointments, increased
cleaning regimes and ensuring social distancing practices by employees,
volunteers and visitors.
 Reduction in travel by employees and volunteers between sites.
 Increased absenteeism by staff and volunteers due to them experiencing flu like
symptoms and self-isolating.
 Employees and volunteers over the age of 70 years or over the age of 60 years
with a chronic illness are required to stay home.
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 Cessation of all non-essential temporary, casual and contractor arrangements.
 Stand down of employees who perform roles that have been directly impacted by
decisions regarding our operations, and no longer have useful work to perform
based on their normal duties.
 Cancelled education programs such as school holiday programs and short courses
due to safety concerns and Stay at Home directives. Our world-leading school
program is unlikely to be in operation/demand until 2021.
 RSPCA Victoria’s landmark prevention pilot - Latrobe Loves Pets – was regrettably
closed only 5 weeks into the project due to health and safety concerns.
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