What's the Take-Home? Forensic Medicine Peer Reviewed

FORENSIC BRIEF: A CLINICAL SERIES

This second installment of a series of case studies involving forensic veterinary medicine reviews the
approaches and goals for suspected animal abuse. See page 73 of the April 2014 issue for the inaugural
installment, Recognition & Management of Animal Sexual Abuse.

Blunt-Force Trauma &
Suspected Animal Abuse

Jyothi V. Robertson, DVM
JVR Shelter Strategies
Belmont, California

A 4-year-old, intact male pit bull terrier was presented after
allegedly being abused.

History

An individual claiming to have witnessed and videotaped a man beating a dog contacted animal
control. Although sounds could be heard, video quality and image clarity were compromised,
and animal control was unable to pursue the alleged incident.

A few weeks later, the same witness recorded a second episode involving the same man beating
the same dog with an axe handle, but this time the person’s face, the suspected abuse, and the
location were identifiable. The authorities were contacted, obtained the items shown in the video,
and arrested the man.

The dog was taken to an emergency veterinary hospital for overnight observation but was deemed
stable, so no testing was conducted. Twenty-four hours later, a shelter veterinarian was asked to
examine the dog; however, patient history of suspected abuse was not provided before the veteri-
narian performed the examination.

Examination & Video Evidence

During examination by the shelter veterinarian, the dog was bright, alert, and responsive. It was
friendly, rambunctious, and somewhat difficult to restrain because of jumping on and licking the
handlers. The dog had clear eyes, clean ears, and mild calculus on the premolars.

Two small lacerations were noted on the inner aspect of the right pelvic limb and one lesion was
noted along the prepuce. One curved laceration approximately 1 cm long (Figure 1) also was
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noted on the left lat-
eral carpus, along
with multiple small
lacerations. No sig-
nificant findings
associated with the
dog’s musculature,
mentation, lymph
nodes, or Gl and
genitourinary sys-
tems were noted.

After the examina-

veterinarian?

tion was completed,
the shelter veteri-

narian received the case history, including the emergency
hospital report indicating no significant findings and the sec-
ond video. Although both examinations had been unremark-
able, the video presented a picture of a man repeatedly striking
the dog with the handle of an axe. The dog yelped as the axe

Laceration of the left lateral carpus.

handle struck and cowered when the man approached. How-
ever, it was unclear whether the axe’s blade, blunt end, or
wooden handle was used. The dog rose and walked after each
strike. The man was also seen holding a crowbar.

Ask Yourself

After viewing evidence depicting suspected abuse, which of
the following measures should be taken by the shelter

®

A. Conduct a more detailed physical examination.

B. Obtain radiographs.

C. Examine the objects allegedly used to strike the dog.
D. Photograph, measure, and document all lesions.

E. All of the above
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NUTRITION EXCHANGE:
™ The “pros” of prebiotics and probiotics

What are prebiotics and how do they
support gastrointestinal (Gl) health?

Prebiotics are a special class of
nondigestible fibers that help nourish
beneficial bacteria living in the GI tract.
Purina research has shown that prebiotics
can help dogs and cats maintain normal
fecal quality during times of stress.
Benefits of a healthy intestinal balance
include decreased fecal odor and
flatulence. Prebiotics can also strengthen
the gut lining, inhibiting the leakage of
enterotoxins into the bloodstream where
they can cause inflammation.

Gail Czarnecki-
Maulden, PhD

Senior Research
Nutritionist,
Nestlé Purina PetCare

What are some examples

of prebiotics?

Prebiotics are derived from a limited
number of plant sources. For example,
fermentation of aleurone, the prebiotic
in Purina Veterinary Diets® DCO Dual
Fiber Control® Canine Formula and EN
Gastroenteric® Canine Formula (dry),
has been shown to produce butyrate,

a short-chain fatty acid that is a main
energy source for intestinal epithelial
cells. Butyrate has been shown to enhance
barrier function and is a key short-chain
fatty acid for a healthy digestive system.
Aleurone is also effective in helping to
improve fecal quality. Inulin, a prebiotic
in EN Canine canned formula and a
number of Purina® Pro Plan® feline diets,
is a natural prebiotic fiber sourced from
chicory that has been shown to increase
levels of beneficial bacteria and promote
digestive health.

sponsored by Purina

What are probiotics and how are
they different from prebiotics?

Probiotics, such as Enterococcus faecium
SF68, the probiotic in Purina Veterinary
Diets® FortiFlora® Canine and Feline
Nutritional Supplements, contain live
bacteria that are ingested to help increase
the amount of beneficial bacteria already
present in the gut. While prebiotics
work in the lower intestine to feed good
bacteria, probiotics work throughout the
gut to replenish levels of good bacteria
and promote a healthy immune system.

Visit PurinaVeterinaryDiets.com/NutritionExchange
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Best Answer:.
E. All of the above

After the patient was shaved for better visualization, the shelter
veterinarian repeated the physical examination. Multiple contu-
sions were visible on the dog’s back and shoulders (Figure 2).
Lacerations were visualized more clearly and measured; their
length corresponded to the blunt end of the seized axe blade.
Two linear bruises were noted, reflecting the margins of the
area of contact by the narrow end of the blade. A separate
incised wound on the carpus corresponded to the horseshoe
shape and size of a crowbar. This wound appeared to result
from sharp force and did not have associated bruising or tissue
bridging common with blunt-force injury.

Course of Action
Based on these findings, radiographs should be obtained to look
for any healing fractures. Blood work also should be performed
to support blunt-force trauma: serum chemistry may show ele-
vated creatine phosphokinase because of muscle trauma, and
CBC may reflect hemorrhage or increased WBC count with
neutrophil and macrophage ratio variations, depending on
when injuries were sustained. Any blood on the crowbar also
could have been typed for DNA matching to the dog’s blood.
In this case, the shelter did not have funds to obtain images or
conduct laboratory testing.

patient was

shaved, =

multiple bruises and
visualized (Aand B). -

After the

contusions could be
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Portion of the forensic report.

Although additional diagnostics were not conducted, the medi-
cal report (Figure 3) and video presented sufficient evidence for
prosecution with one count of animal cruelty (see The Veteri-
narian’s Role in Suspected or Alleged Animal Abuse).

Outcome

In court, the discrepancies between the medical reports pro-
vided by the emergency and shelter veterinarians came into
question: the emergency veterinarian reported no significant
findings, yet the shelter veterinarian noted contusions and
lacerations corresponding to axe strikes and beatings.

WNL (within normal limits) or NSF (no significant findings)
in medical records should be defined in the forensic report. In
this case, the lacerations and incised wounds were significant
because they supported the video record and were consistent
with the weapons.

From an emergency standpoint, however, the findings were
not life-threatening. Because the emergency veterinarian had
life-threatening cases that took precedence, the dog was not
examined in detail and had been determined to be stable for
overnight observation without further medical treatment.



Forensics Analysis at a Glance: Blunt-Force Trauma

Blunt-force trauma can typically cause bruises (contusions), abrasions, or
lacerations. Using these terms correctly in a case report can help courts
better understand the medical processes. Use of accurate terminology
can also distinguish between injuries that occur in humans and animals.

m Bruises occur when blood leaks from vessels. Bruise severity has
many variables (eg, tissue density, hair coat, force applied, bruise
location). Because animals do not generally bruise as easily as
humans do, bruising may indicate extreme force or severe underlying

tissue trauma.

m Abrasions are superficial wounds that occur when keratinized layers

of the skin are rubbed off, exposing underlying areas.

B Lacerations occur in cases of blunt trauma if the force results in the
splitting or tearing of tissue. Unlike sharp-force injuries, lacerations
have underlying tissue bridging and are often accompanied by

abrasions, bruising, and abraded margins.

Because the injuries had not been noted by the emergency
veterinarian, the time line of events was questioned—the
injuries could have occurred after transport from the emer-
gency hospital and while the dog was in the care of the animal
shelter. The shelter veterinarian was asked whether any lesions
could have been caused by a catch-pole used by animal control
officers (which could have been the case). The contusions,
however, corresponded to hard, blunt force.

Bruises are not visualized as readily in dogs as in humans
because of limited skin vascularization. This was an important
point to bring to the court’s attention, as it reflected the force
with which the dog had been struck.

Without the shelter veterinarian’s testimony, it is unlikely that
the defendant would have been found guilty of animal cruelty.
The medical findings linked to the patient’s history presented
the court with an accurate portrayal of the circumstances under
which the dog had been harmed. The video was critical to the
case, highlighting the importance of public awareness and
action in animal cruelty cases.
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The Veterinarian’s Role
in Suspected or Alleged
Animal Abuse

It is not the veterinarian’s job to
determine guilt or innocence in
a case of alleged animal abuse
or cruelty, but rather to accu-
rately present medical findings
and explain the findings in the
context of the situation. There-
fore, the veterinarian’s role is
to determine accidental versus
nonaccidental injury.

The Take-Home 0

m Perform a detailed examination when cruelty is sus-
pected or alleged. View the examination in light of any
history involving the case.

B Consider having the animal shaved to better visualize
lesions. It is also useful to determine, if possible, whether
injuries are offensive or defensive in nature.

m Define any acronyms (eg, NSF, WNL) used in the forensic
report.

m Take clear images and document all aspects of the case.
Include a measurement scale next to wounds.

B Video of the cruelty event can greatly aid in presenting a
complete picture.

See Aids & Resources, back page, for references & suggested
reading.
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