
 

 

June	7,	2017	
	
Dear	Senate	Judiciary	Committee	Members:	
	
RE:	17-S	390,	RELATING	TO	HOARDING	OF	ANIMALS	 	
	
While	 our	 organizations	 all	 recognize	 the	 well-intentioned	 goals	 of	 S-390,	 we	 are	 writing	 to	
express	our	deep	concerns	about	it,	and	to	urge	that	it	be	rejected.		
	
The	legislation	proposes	two	remedies	for	the	problem	of	“animal	hoarding,”	both	of	which	we	
find	problematic.	First,	it	seeks	to	amend	the	animal	cruelty	law	to	add	“hoarding”	to	the	list	of	
actions	subject	to	that	law’s	criminal	penalties.	Those	penalties	include	a	prison	sentence	of	up	
to	eleven	months	in	some	cases,	but	up	to	five	years	in	prison	should	the	hoarding	result	in	the	
death	of	an	animal.	Second,	the	bill	would	require	persons	found	guilty	or	pleading	nolo	to	such	
a	charge	to	undergo	a	mental	evaluation	to	determine	if	counseling	or	treatment	should	be	part	
of	the	sentence.		
		
If	 enacted,	 we	 believe	 this	 bill	 will	 mark	 a	 giant	 step	 backward	 in	 the	 way	 individuals	 with	
mental	 illness	 are	 regarded.	Hoarding	 of	 animals	 is	 a	 psychiatric	 disorder,	 and	 recognized	 as	
such	 in	 the	DSM-5,	 and	 needs	 to	 be	 approached	 as	 a	 community	 health	 issue	 rather	 than	 a	
criminal	one.	By	amending	this	criminal	statute	to	include	hoarding	and	create	severe	criminal	
penalties	for	this	behavior,	the	legislature	would	be	moving	away	from	its	long-standing	public	
policy	to	decriminalize	mental	illness.		
	
Indeed,	the	bill	appears	entirely	unnecessary	since	any	severe	hoarding	would	already	fit	 into	
the	statute’s	definition	of	animal	cruelty.	If	the	bill’s	goal	is	to	use	the	criminal	law	to	promote	
mental	health	treatment,	we	believe	that	is	a	misuse	of	the	criminal	laws.	Rhode	Island	already	
provides	a	statutory	process	for	individuals	to	be	evaluated	for	involuntary	treatment,	and	one	
that	 balances	 the	 rights	 of	 the	 individual	with	 the	 safety	 of	 the	 person	 and	 the	 community.	
Requiring	 a	 “mental	 evaluation”	 to	determine	 if	 counseling	or	 treatment	 should	be	part	of	 a	
criminal	sentence	for	hoarding	undermines	the	procedural	safeguards	in	the	mental	health	law.		
		
In	 sum,	hoarding	 is	 a	 psychiatric	 disorder,	 and	 it	 should	be	 recognized	 as	 such,	 and	not	 as	 a	
crime.	Mental	health	 treatment	 is	most	desirable	when	the	patient	cooperates	voluntarily;	 in	
cases	where	it	is	necessary	and	the	individual	will	not	comply,	the	mental	health	commitment	
law	remains	available.	Current	law	allows	officials	to	intervene	to	protect	both	pets	that	are	the	
victims	 of	 inappropriate	 hoarding	 and	 the	 owners	 who	 may	 be	 in	 need	 of	 mental	 health	
treatment.		
	
This	 bill,	 however,	 creates	 the	 worst	 of	 both	 worlds	 by	 both	 criminalizing	 the	 behavior	 and	
establishing	 a	 shortcut	 that	 avoids	 the	 protections	 contained	 in	 the	 state’s	 existing	 mental	
health	law.	For	these	reasons,	we	respectfully,	but	strongly,	oppose	this	legislation.	
	

PLEASE	SEE	BACK	OF	SHEET	FOR	SIGNATORIES	



 

 

Megan	N.	Clingham,	Esq.,	Director	
Office	of	the	Mental	Health	Advocate	

57	Howard	Ave.,	4th	floor	-	Cranston,	RI		02920	
401-462-2003	

Megan.Clingham@doa.ri.gov	
	

Ruth	Feder,	Executive	Director	
Mental	Health	Association	of	RI	

345	Blackstone	Boulevard	-	Providence,	RI	02906	
401-726-2285	

ruth.feder@mhari.org 
	

James	McNulty,	Executive	Director	
Mental	Health	Consumer	Advocates	of	Rhode	Island	

1280	No.	Main	St.	-	Providence,	RI	02904	
401-965-8450	

Jmcnultyri@Gmail.com	
	

Peter	M.	Oppenheimer,	Ph.D.,	Chair,	Legislative	Committee	
Rhode	Island	Psychological	Association	

c/o	Feil	&	Oppenheimer	Psychological	Services	–	260	Waseca	Ave.	-	Barrington,	RI	02806	
401-245-0015		

pmopp@fopsych.com	
	

Cindy	Elder,	Executive	Director	
NAMI	Rhode	Island	

National	Alliance	on	Mental	Illness	
154	Waterman	St.,	Suite	5B,	Providence,	RI	02906	

401-331-3060	
cindy.elder@namirhodeisland.org	

	
Rick	Harris,	Executive	Director	

National	Association	of	Social	Workers,	Rhode	Island	Chapter	
220	W.	Exchange	Street,	Suite	007	-	Providence,	RI	02903	

401-274-4940	
assoc.naswri@socialworkers.org	

	
Steven	Brown,	Executive	Director	

American	Civil	Liberties	Union	of	Rhode	Island	
128	Dorrance	Street,	Suite	400	

Providence,	RI		02903	
401-831-7171	

sbrown@riaclu.org	
	


