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About Animal Welfare Services (AWS) 

AWS, a branch of the Ontario Ministry of the Solicitor General, is responsible for enforcing the Provincial 
Animal Welfare Services (PAWS) Act. It is the first fully provincial government-based animal welfare 
enforcement system in Canada. AWS aims to promote the safety and well-being of Ontario’s animals 

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/19p13
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/19p13
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through proac�ve and preventa�ve measures, which range from raising public awareness to issuing the 
strongest penal�es against animal cruelty in the country. 

The Chief Animal Welfare Inspector and provincial animal welfare inspectors, including those with 
specialized exper�se in livestock, zoos, aquariums and equines, enforce the PAWS Act across Ontario.  

They carry out inspec�ons, respond to concerns, conduct inves�ga�ons, and perform outreach and 
educa�on on animal care best prac�ces. As appropriate, AWS inspectors work with other organiza�ons, 
including: 

• police officers 
• First Na�ons Officers 
• Veterinarians and Registered Veterinary Technicians 
• livestock and agribusiness stakeholders 
• local humane socie�es 
• other ministries, such as the Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Agribusiness and the Ministry of 

Natural Resources 
• the federal government, such as the Canadian Food Inspec�on Agency 

Who to Call 

These contacts can be used if you are concerned about an animal in Ontario: 

1-833-9-ANIMAL (264625) 

Ontario Animal Protec�on 
Call Centre 

Call this number if an animal (for example, a pet, farm animal, or wild 
animal in cap�vity) is in distress or being neglected. This includes 
animals that: 
• are injured, in pain, sick, suffering or abused 
• lack proper care, water, food or shelter 

The Ontario Animal Protec�on Call Centre offers TTY (teletypewriter) 
service for those individuals with a speech impairment or hearing 
disability. 

Local animal control Call your local animal control to report: 
• wildlife that is in need of assistance, injured or deceased 
• wildlife or a domes�c animal that is roaming on public property 
• a dog atack (such as a bite) or an animal behaving in a way that 

poses a risk to the safety of people or other animals 
• a pit bull (banned under the Dog Owners Liability Act) 
• an animal-related noise complaint 

9-1-1 (Emergency) Call 911 in an emergency when any life is in immediate danger, such as 
when there is: 
• an animal atack resul�ng in serious injury to people or other 

animals that requires emergency medical aten�on 
• a dog or cock figh�ng ring underway 
• an act of animal cruelty underway, such as bea�ng or torturing of 

an animal 
• an animal le� unatended in a hot or cold vehicle 
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What happens when you call 1-833-9-ANIMAL (264625) 

The Ontario Animal Protec�on Call Centre (OAPCC) is available 24 hours per day, 7 days per week for the 
public to report animal welfare concerns. If you report an animal that is in distress, being abused or 
neglected: 

1. The OAPCC will file an incident �cket and connect you with the appropriate local contact. 

2. Based on the loca�on and nature of the incident, the call centre may flag the �cket for further 
inves�ga�on with the appropriate authori�es, such as a provincial inspector or the local police. 

3. A�er the appropriate authority reviews the incident �cket, they may inves�gate on-site or involve 
other authori�es as needed. Authori�es may contact you directly if they need more informa�on. 

The Ontario Animal Protec�on Call Centre is unable to provide updates on calls or inves�ga�ons. The 
authori�es may contact you if they need more informa�on. 

What’s the difference between calling Farm & Food Care’s Farm Animal Care Helpline and 1-
833-9-ANIMAL to make a complaint about animal care?  

Farm & Food Care’s Farm Animal Care Helpline is a confiden�al farmer-helping-farmer educa�onal 
system, with no legal authority or rights.  It is designed to provide prac�cal advice and assistance to 
improve farm animal care.  The Helpline is not meant for emergencies or when laws (animal cruelty) 
have been broken.  Farm & Food Care receives approximately 10 calls per year which require follow-up.  
The Helpline works with commodity organiza�ons and covers beef, dairy, pigs, sheep and poultry calls.  It 
does not cover horse, goat or pet calls.  Contact the Farm & Food Care office during business hours at 
(519) 837-1326 

1-833-9-ANIMAL (64625) is the Ontario Animal Protec�on Call Centre toll-free number for people to 
report concerns about animal distress or abuse related to any species of animal. This call centre is 
available 24 hours per day, seven days per week.  Informa�on provided to this line is not confiden�al. 

About the PAWS Act 

Standards of Care 

The PAWS Act and its regula�ons help ensure that animals are protected and treated in a humane 
manner. Protec�ons include se�ng out basic standards of care that apply to all animals covered under 
the Act, with requirements for: 

• adequate and appropriate food, water, medical aten�on and care 
• ven�la�on, light and protec�on from the elements, including harmful temperatures 
• sanitary condi�ons and space to enable natural movement and exercise 
• pens or enclosed structures 
• humane euthanasia to minimize pain and distress to animals 
• transporta�on in a manner that ensures an animal’s physical safety and general welfare 

For the following animals, Ontario has addi�onal, more specific standards of care: 

• dogs kept and tethered outdoors 
• marine mammals including: 

o cetaceans (for example, whales, dolphins and porpoises) 

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/19p13
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/regulation/190444#BK4
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/regulation/190444
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o pinnipeds (for example, walruses and sea lions) 
o sea oters 

• wildlife in cap�vity 
• primates in cap�vity 

Agricultural Ac�vi�es Excep�on and Animal Care Codes of Prac�ce 

The PAWS Act does not specifically men�on the Na�onal Farm Animal Care Council (NFACC) codes of 
prac�ce for each livestock commodity, but there is a requirement in the legisla�on that: all agricultural 
animal management or husbandry is carried out in accordance with the reasonable and generally 
accepted practices of agricultural animal care. Farmers are reminded to refer to the Animal Care Code of 
Prac�ce for all animal species raised on their farm. And, to use the appropriate code when developing 
on-farm rou�nes, Standard Opera�ng Procedures (SOP) and for staff training. Those responsible for farm 
opera�ons should ensure farm SOPs are developed in accordance with the codes and that farm workers 
are properly trained in approved euthanasia techniques for the size and species of animals on the farm 
according to the code. The Animal Care Codes of Prac�ce along with veterinary opinion will be used as 
reference in any ques�on about a farm’s standards of care. 

Distress vs Cri�cal Distress 

The PAWS Act defines distress as the state of being: 

• in need of proper care, water, food or shelter 
• proper care is care that accords with the standards of care and/or generally accepted prac�ces 

of agricultural animal care 
• injured, sick, in pain, or suffering, or 
• abused or subject to undue physical or psychological hardship, priva�on or neglect 

Cri�cal distress means distress that requires immediate interven�on in order to prevent serious injury or 
to preserve life.  

Inspec�on Powers 

Sec�on 24 of the PAWS Act provides AWS with authority to inspect any place, except a dwelling, without 
a warrant to determine compliance with: 

• an order issued to an animal owner/custodian by an AWS inspector  
• standards of care and/or generally accepted prac�ces of agricultural animal care where animals are 

kept for entertainment, commercial, educa�onal or charitable purposes 
• prohibi�ons on puppy mills (opera�ng, encouraging or suppor�ng)  

Under Sec�on 24, warrantless entry can be made only between 9 a.m. and 5 p.m. during a business day, 
at any other �me when the place is open to the public, or any�me the occupant provides consents. 

An inspector may only enter a dwelling without a warrant if the occupant provides consent. 

If relevant to the inspec�on, inspectors have authority to: 

• inspect any animal or thing 
• open anything such as a container, baggage, package or cage 
• conduct any test and take any measurement, specimen or sample 

https://www.nfacc.ca/codes-of-practice
https://www.nfacc.ca/codes-of-practice
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• set up any equipment to take photographs or make other records such as video or sound 
• require that any animal, thing, document or data be made available 
• examine informa�on on any computer or device and obtain a printout or other form of output, such 

as a video or sound recording 
• remove any documents or other things to make copies or to inspect them further  
• ask ques�ons that are relevant to the inspec�on 

As appropriate, AWS inspectors may have others assist them during an inspec�on, such as: 

• veterinarians, including those with specific exper�se (wildlife, zoos, livestock, forensic) 
• industry experts (commodity groups) 
• ministry partners (e.g. Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Agribusiness, Ministry of Natural Resources) 

Inspector Visit Process 

AWS inspectors must follow a code of conduct. When using their powers under the Act, inspectors must 
do the following when asked: 

• iden�fy themselves as an inspector 
• show iden�fica�on 
• explain the purpose of their visit, such as for an inspec�on or for an inves�ga�on 

Related Powers 

PAWS ACT 
SECTION DESCRIPTION OF POWERS 

s. 28 Entry when 
an animal is in 
distress 

• Powers to enter and search to determine if an animal is in distress where 
there are reasonable grounds to believe that an animal at that loca�on is in 
distress. 

• Warrant or occupier’s consent required to enter all premises. 

s. 29 Cri�cal 
Distress 

• Power to enter a place, other than a dwelling, where there are reasonable 
grounds to believe an animal is in cri�cal distress and: 

• Power to enter a dwelling without a warrant where there are reasonable 
grounds to believe an animal is in cri�cal distress and that the �me 
required to obtain a warrant may result in serious injury or death to the 
animal. 

s. 31 Taking 
possession of an 
animal in distress 

• May remove and take possession of an animal to relieve its distress if: 
• a vet has advised in wri�ng that removal is necessary to alleviate 

distress 
• the animal is in distress and the owner is not present and cannot be 

found promptly 
• the animal is in cri�cal distress 
• an order under s. 30 has not been complied with 

• May remove and take possession of animals trained to fight, par�cipa�ng 
or that will soon be par�cipa�ng in figh�ng. 

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/regulation/190445
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s.32 Euthaniza�on 
of an animal 

• May cause animals to be euthanized with the consent of the owner or 
where a veterinarian has advised it is the most humane course of ac�on. 

Enforcement and Inves�ga�on Powers 

PAWS ACT 
SECTION 

DESCRIPTION OF POWERS 

s. 41 Search 
warrants re: 
offences 

• An inspector may enter and search any place without a warrant – except a 
dwelling – if it is believed that evidence will be lost, removed or destroyed 
in the �me needed to obtain a warrant. 

s. 42 Warrant to 
conduct tests 

• A Jus�ce may issue a warrant authorizing the use of any inves�ga�ve 
technique or procedure if there are reasonable grounds to believe that an 
offense under the Act has been/is being commited and that evidence 
concerning the offence will be obtained through the use of the 
technique/procedure. 

s. 43 Produc�on 
orders 

• An inspector may obtain a produc�on order, ordering a person – other 
than a person being inves�gated for an offence – to produce or prepare 
documents or data and provide them to an inspector. 

s. 44 Seizure 

 

• An inspector who is lawfully in a place may seize a thing or animal without 
a warrant if they have reasonable grounds to believe it has been obtained 
by or used in an offence commited under the PAWS Act or will provide 
evidence of an offence commited under the PAWS Act. 

s. 47 Required 
self-iden�fica�on 

• An inspector can require a person to provide their name and address if 
they have reasonable grounds to believe the person has commited, is 
commi�ng, or is about to commit certain offences specified in the Act. 

s. 48 Police 
assistance and use 
of force 

• An inspector and any police officers called to assist the inspector, may use 
reasonably necessary force to exercise powers granted in ss. 41-47. 

Orders 

• Provincial Animal Welfare inspectors have the authority to issue writen orders under s.30 of the Act. 
• An animal welfare inspector may order the owner or custodian to take ac�ons necessary to relieve 

the animal of its distress, which may include changes to housing, feed, environment (as described in 
a specific Code of Prac�ce for the par�cular farm animal) or having the animal examined and treated 
by a veterinarian at the expense of the owner or custodian. 

• Where an Order is in force, an inspector may enter any building or place (excluding dwellings) where 
the animal is located to determine compliance. If, in the opinion of the inspector, the Order has been 
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fully complied with, the inspector shall revoke the order in wri�ng. Orders may also be modified by 
the inspector. Non-compliance with an Order may result in the removal of the animal. 

Costs Incurred 

• The owner/custodian is liable for the expenses incurred if an animal is removed or provided with 
care to relieve distress. To recover these costs the Chief Animal Welfare Inspector may issue a 
statement of account under s.35 of the Act. 

• Unpaid statements of account are debts due to the Crown and may be recovered by measures 
available under the Ministry of Revenue Act, including liens on property and garnishment of 
payments. 

• Failure to pay a statement of account in full within the prescribed period of �me (15 business days) 
results in forfeiture of the animal(s) to the Crown. 

Appeals and Applica�ons 

The owner or custodian of an animal may appeal to the Animal Care Review Board in wri�ng within 10 
business days a�er being served: 

• compliance orders 
• removal orders 
• orders to keep an animal in or take an animal into the Chief Animal Welfare Inspector's care 
• statements of account served by the Chief Animal Welfare Inspector 

The owner or custodian of an animal may apply to the Board in wri�ng at any �me for revoca�on of an 
order or the return of an animal. 

Making a Complaint About an Inspector 

• Provincial animal welfare inspectors are directly accountable to the Chief Animal Welfare Inspector, 
who is accountable to the Solicitor General.  

• Anyone may make a writen complaint about an inspector’s conduct by submi�ng the online 
complaint form.  

• General ques�ons or comments about animal welfare may be submited to 
animalwelfareservices@ontario.ca.  

Offences and Penal�es 

The PAWS Act sets out minor offences (with lesser penal�es) and major offences (with larger penal�es). 
Viola�ng the act can result in sentences such as: 

• for minor offences: 
• up to six months in jail 
• fines of up to $75,000 against an individual on a first offence, or up to $100,000 against a 

corpora�on on a first offence  
• for major offences: 

• up to two years in jail 
• fines of up to $130,000 against an individual on a first offence, or up to $500,000 against a 

corpora�on on a first offence 
• some offences, such as causing the death of an animal, have minimum fines of $25,000 

https://tribunalsontario.ca/acrb/
https://forms.mgcs.gov.on.ca/dataset/on00059
https://forms.mgcs.gov.on.ca/dataset/on00059
mailto:animalwelfareservices@ontario.ca
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• prohibi�on on animal ownership, including a life�me ban 

Minor offences – examples Major offences – examples 
• non-compliance with the standards of care 

or administrative requirements 
• exposing an animal to undue risk of distress 
• failing to assist an inspector during an 

inspection 
• making a false report to an inspector 

• causing or permitting distress 
• harming law enforcement or a service animal 
• animal fighting 
• operation of a puppy mill 
• possessing or breeding a prohibited animal 

The Ontario Court of Jus�ce will determine the appropriate penalty in a par�cular case. 

 Ques�ons about the PAWS Act should be submited to: animalwelfareservices@ontario.ca  

Farm & Food Care Ontario www.farmfoodcare.org 

Permission granted to reproduce and distribute with credit to Farm & Food Care Ontario. 

Disclaimer    

This backgrounder is provided as general informa�on only. Individuals should seek legal counsel for 
specific case advice. The authors do not make any representa�ons, warran�es or condi�ons, either 
express or implied, with respect to any of the informa�on contained in this backgrounder. The 
informa�on is offered en�rely at the risk of the recipient and, as the recipient assumes full 
responsibility, the authors shall not be liable for any claims, damages or losses of any kind based on 
any theory of liability arising out of the use of or reliance upon this informa�on (including omissions, 
inaccuracies, typographical errors and infringement of third-party rights). 

 

mailto:animalwelfareservices@ontario.ca
http://www.farmfoodcare.org/
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