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Are livestock or food animals protected under our Georgia State Animal Cruelty Laws? 

Yes, under the Georgia animal cruelty statute O.C.G.A. § 16-2-4, livestock and/or food animals are protected 
under both provisions; the misdemeanors and felony secQons. Animals that are not covered are under the 
Georgia state animal cruelty statute are any fish and include any pest that might be exterminated or removed 
from a business, residence, or other structure (see O.C.G.A.   § 16-12-4 (2016) (a) (1)). 

However, in 2019 a new Georgia law (O.C.G.A. § 4-1-7) passed which causes an acQon by a law enforcement 
officer “before” he or she can charge anyone with a food animal cruelty charge.  

Should livestock/food animal be treated any differently than companion animal cruelty? 

No, with one excepQon (see O.C.G.A  §  4-1-7).  Livestock/food animals sQll experience pain and suffering and 
need protecQon under our laws. Some of the very first laws in our country were based on equine and livestock 
abuse. The Georgia legislature wanted to ensure that normal animal husbandry would not be confused with 
animal cruelty and therefore passed the Food Animal Cruelty law (O.C.G.A  §  4-1-7) in 2019. 

Is abuse or neglect of a food/livestock animal a criminal violaBon? 

Yes, and the case should be treated no differently than a companion animal cruelty. Wildlife is protected too.   
Please request an Animal Cruelty Toolkit©, a Wildlife Cruelty Toolkit© and sample cases. Intent is not an ele-
ment that must be proven under misdemeanor animal cruelty violaQons. Livestock/food/wildlife animal cruel-
ty can be charged as a misdemeanor or felony depending on the circumstances. 

What is considered a “food animal” under Georgia Law? 

Any animal that is raised to produce an edible product intended for consumpQon by humans or is itself intend-
ed for consumpQon by humans. Such term shall include, but is not limited to eggs, beef or dairy ca`le, swine, 
sheep, goats, poultry, non-ornamental fish, and any other animal designated by such veterinarian as a food 
animal. 

What must happen before a “food animal” cruelty can be charged? 

A law enforcement officer (L.E.O.) shall consult with a licensed and accredited Category II veterinarian em-
ployed by the department or other agency of the State of Georgia whose primary pracQce and responsibiliQes 
are food animal veterinary medicine to confirm whether or not such conduct is in accordance with customary 
and standard pracQce. 

Which government official can charge a person with a food animal cruelty?  

An animal cruelty charge under a “state” law violaQon allows a P.O.S.T. cerQfied officer (aka law enforcement 
officer/police) to invesQgate and charge anyone violaQng the state law. An Animal Control Officer, Code En-
forcement officer or a L.E.O. has the authority to cite a person under their “local ordinance.” Under the “Food  

https://law.justia.com/citations.html
https://law.justia.com/citations.html
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Animal” cruelty state law (O.C.G.A. § 4-1-7 (2019)), only a L.E.O. is menQoned in the statute therefore, a L.E.O. 
has the authority to charge a person violaQng the food animal cruelty law.   

Does the Georgia Department of Agriculture (GA D.O.A.) charge criminal violaBons? 
 
No, the GA D.O.A. handles administraQve acQons related to individual or businesses “subject to” a GA D.O.A. 
license. Local sheriff, his depuQes, or any other county law enforcement officer may charge criminal violaQons 
related to livestock and food animals. An Animal Control Office, Code Enforcement officer or an L.E.O. has the 
authority to cite a person under their “local ordinance.” The GA D.O.A. and local law enforcement and animal 
control agencies may work together on cases and share evidence.    

Full text of O.C.G.A. § 4-1-7 (2019):  

Prior to the filing of criminal charges for a violaQon under Code SecQon 16-12-4 with regard to conduct involv-
ing animal husbandry of food animals, a law enforcement officer shall consult with a licensed and accredited 
Category II veterinarian employed by the department or other agency of the State of Georgia whose primary 
pracQce and responsibiliQes are food animal veterinary medicine to confirm whether or not such conduct is in 
accordance with customary and standard pracQce. For purposes of this Code secQon, the term "food animal" 
means any animal that is raised for the producQon of an edible product intended for consumpQon by humans 
or is itself intended for consumpQon by humans. Such term shall include, but is not limited to eggs, beef or 
dairy ca`le, swine, sheep, goats, poultry, non-ornamental fish, and any other animal designated by such vet-
erinarian as a food animal. History: Code 1981, § 4-1-7, enacted by Ga. L. 2018, p. 770, § 1/HB 956. 
Disclaimer: These codes may not be the most recent version. Georgia legislature may have more current or ac-
curate informaQon. We make no warranQes or guarantees about the accuracy, completeness, or adequacy of 
the informaQon contained on this site or the informaQon linked to on the state site. Please check official 
sources. 

Is livestock running at large a criminal violaBon? 

Yes, under O.C.G.A.  § 4-3-3, remijng livestock to run at large or stray.  No owner shall permit livestock to run 
at large on or to stray upon the public roads of this state or any property not belonging to the owner of the 
livestock, except by permission of the owner of such property. 

What is the penalty for allowing livestock to run at large? 

O.C.G.A.  § 4-3-12 provides the penalty for allowing livestock to run at large or stray.  Any owner of livestock 
who intenQonally or knowingly permits the same to run at large or stray upon the public roads of this state or 
any property not belonging to the owner of the livestock unless by permission of the owner of such property, 
or any person who shall release livestock, aker being impounded, without authority of the impounder, shall be 
guilty of a misdemeanor and, upon convicQon thereof, shall be punished by imprisonment in the county jail 
not exceeding six months, or by fine not exceeding $500.00, or by both fine and imprisonment. 

https://law.justia.com/citations.html
https://law.justia.com/citations.html
https://law.justia.com/codes/states.html
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Failing to dispose of a dead animal is a crime. 

Improper carcass disposal is not only unethical, but it’s illegal and considered li`ering. And, dumping a carcass 
on the side of the road creates a dangerous condiQon for drivers and you could be held liability for injuries 
caused by your acQons. Learn more about the Dead Animal Disposal Act here at O.C.G.A. §§ 4-5-1 to 4-5-11 
(the "Act"), also, check out h`ps://epd.georgia.gov/dead-animal-disposal. 

More on Livestock laws found here. Note, sheriff, his depuBes, or any other county law 
enforcement must enforce these laws, not the GA D.O.A.  
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1. LegislaBve intent 
 There is found and declared a necessity for a uniform state-wide livestock law embracing all public   
 roads in the state and all other property. 

2. DefiniBons 
 As used in this chapter, the term: 

 (1)   “Livestock” means all animals of the equine, bovine, or swine class, including goats, sheep,  
  mules, horses, hogs, ca`le, and other grazing animals, and all raQtes, including, but not limited   
  to ostriches, emus, and rheas. 
 (2)  “Owner” means any person, associaQon, firm, or corporaQon, natural or arQficial, owning,  
  having custody of, or in charge of livestock. 
 (3)  “Public roads” means any street, road, highway, or way, including the full width of the right of  
  way, which is open to the use of the public for vehicular travel. 
 (4) “Running at large” or “straying” means any livestock which is not under manual control of a  
  person and which is on any public roads of this state or on any property not belonging to the  
  owner of the livestock, unless by permission of the owner of such property. 

https://epd.georgia.gov/dead-animal-disposal
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3. Permi]ng livestock to run at large or stray 
No owner shall permit livestock to run at large on or to stray upon the public roads of this state or any 
property not belonging to the owner of the livestock, except by permission of the owner of such prop-
erty. 

4.          Impoundment of livestock running at large or straying 
 
 It shall be the duty of the sheriff, his depuQes, or any other county law enforcement officer to impound   
 livestock found to be running at large or straying. Owners or operators of farms may also impound such  
 livestock, provided that the livestock is kept in a suitable place and cared for properly; such owners or  
 operators shall receive the feed and care fee allowed in Code SecQon 4-3-10. 
 
 If an owner or operator of a farm impounds livestock, it shall be his duty to noQfy the owner of such  
 livestock immediately. If the owner of the livestock is unknown and is not determined within three  
 days, the person who impounds the livestock shall noQfy the sheriff of such impoundment; and the  
 sheriff shall transport the livestock as soon as possible to a county pound as provided for in Code  
 SecQon 4-3-11. The sheriff shall then follow the procedure set out in this chapter as if he had originally   
 impounded such livestock. 

5.  NoBce of impoundment and sale of livestock 
 
 (a) Upon the impounding of any livestock by the sheriff, his depuQes, or any other law enforcement  
 officers of the county, the sheriff shall forthwith serve wri`en noQce upon the owner, advising such 
  owner of the locaQon or place where the livestock is being held and impounded, the amount due as a  
 result of such impounding, and that unless such livestock is redeemed within three days from that date 
 the livestock shall be offered for sale. In the event the owner of such livestock is unknown or cannot be 
 found, service upon the owner shall be obtained by publishing a noQce once in a newspaper of general 
 circulaQon where the livestock is impounded. Sundays and holidays excluded. If there is no such news 
 paper, then service shall be obtained by posQng the noQce at the courthouse door and at two other  
 conspicuous places within said county. Such noQce shall be in substanQally the following form: 

“To Whom It May Concern: 

You are hereby noQfied that the following described livestock (giving full and accurate descripQon of 
same, including marks and brands) is now impounded at (giving locaQon where livestock is impound-
ed) and the amount due by reason of such impounding is   dollars. The above-described livestock 
will, unless redeemed within three days from the date of this noQce, be offered for sale at public auc-
Qon to the highest bidder for cash. 

 
 
Date             Sheriff of __________  County, Georgia” 
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(b)  Unless the impounded livestock is redeemed within three days from the date of the noQce, the sheriff  
shall forthwith give noQce of sale thereof, which shall be held not less than five days nor more than ten  
days, excluding Sundays and holidays, from the first publicaQon of the noQce of sale. The noQce of sale  
shall be published in a newspaper of general circulaQon in the county where the livestock is impounded,  
excluding Sundays and holidays, and by posQng a copy of such noQce at the courthouse door. If there is no  
such newspaper, then noQce shall be given by posQng a copy at the courthouse door and at two other  
conspicuous places in the county. Such noQce of sale shall be in substanQally the following form: 

“(Name of owner, if known, otherwise, ‘To Whom It May Concern’), you are hereby noQfied that I 
will offer for sale and sell at public sale to the highest bidder for cash the following described live-
stock (giving full and accurate descripQon of each head of livestock) at   :   _M. (the hours of sale 
to be between 11:00 A.M. and 2:00 P.M. Eastern Standard Time or Eastern Daylight Time, which-
ever is applicable) on the  day of  at the following place   (which place shall be where the 
livestock is impounded or at the place provided by the county commissioners for the taking up 
and keeping of such livestock) to saQsfy a claim in the sum of for fees, expenses for feeding and 
care, and costs hereof. 

 
 
Date            Sheriff of  _____________ County, Georgia” 

6. RedempBon of livestock prior to sale 
 
The owner on any impounded livestock shall have the right at any Qme before sale thereof to redeem 
the livestock by paying to the sheriff all impounding expenses, including fees, keeping charges, and 
adverQsing or other costs incurred, which sum shall be deposited by the sheriff with the clerk of the 
superior court who shall pay all fees and costs as allowed in Code SecQon 4-3-10. In the event there is 
a dispute as to the amount of such costs and expenses, the owner may provide bond, with sufficient 
sureQes to be approved by the sheriff, in an amount to be determined by the sheriff, but not exceed-
ing the fair cash value of such livestock, condiQoned to pay such costs and damages. Within ten days 
thereaker the owner shall insQtute an acQon to have the dispute adjudicated by the court or referred 
to a jury if requested by either party to the acQon. 

7. DisposiBon of livestock not sold at aucBon 
 
If there is no bidder for the livestock at the sale provided for in Code SecQon 4-3-5, the sheriff shall 
have the livestock killed and shall dispose of the carcass thereof; and, if there is any money received by 
him from the disposal, the same shall be disbursed in the manner provided for in Code SecQon 4-3-8. If 
there is no ready sale for the carcass, the sheriff shall deliver the carcass to a public insQtuQon of the 
county, state, or municipality within the county or to any private charitable insQtuQon, in this order, ac-
cording to their needs. 
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8. Return and disposiBon of proceeds of sale 
 
 (a) The sheriff, upon making a sale or other disposal as provided for in this chapter, shall forthwith  
 make a wri`en return thereof to the clerk of the superior court of such county, with a full and accurate   
 descripQon of the livestock sold or disposed of by him, to whom, and the sale price thereof, which  
 report shall be filed by the clerk.  

 At the Qme of making his return, the sheriff shall pay over to the clerk of the superior court the enQre  
 proceeds of the sale. The clerk of the superior court shall pay all costs and fees allowed in Code SecQon  
 4-3-10. If there is any balance remaining I shall be paid to the owner of such livestock, provided that  
 the owner shall provide saQsfactory proof of ownership to the board of county commissioners within  
 90 days from the date the sheriff reports the sale. If proof of ownership is not made within 90 days  
 from the date the sheriff reports the sale, the clerk shall pay such proceeds into the fine and forfeiture  
 fund of the county.  
 
 The clerk shall keep a permanent record of all sales, disbursements, and distribuQons made under this  
 chapter. If the amount realized from the sale or other disposiQon of the animal is insufficient to pay all  
 fees, costs, and expenses as provided for in Code SecQon 4-3-10, the deficit shall be paid by the county   
 from its fine and forfeiture fund. 

9. Care of impounded animals; employment of guards, pound masters, or other persons 
The sheriff shall have feed and water provided for impounded livestock not less than twice a day and 
shall see that all milk cows and milk goats are milked twice a day. The sheriff shall employ pound 
masters, guards, or other persons as are necessary to protect, feed, care for, and have custody of the 
impounded animals. The sheriff shall be enQtled to the fees allowed in Code SecQon 4-3-10 for such 
feed and care. 

9.1.  Fees for impounding, serving noBce, care and feeding, adverBsing, and disposing of impounded     
  animals. 

The fees allowed for impounding, serving noQce, care and feeding, adverQsing, and disposing of im-
pounded animals shall be as follows: 

(1)   For impounding each animal, the sum of $10.00 and mileage as provided by law for the arrest and    
        commitment of prisoners; 
(2)   For serving any noQce and making return thereon, the sum of $7.50 and mileage provided by law  
        for execuQng writs in acQons at law and making return upon the same; 
(3)   For feed and care of impounded animals, the sum of $5.00 per day per animal; 
(4)   For adverQsing or posQng noQces of sale of impounded animals, the same as provided by law for  
        adverQsing property for sale under process; 
(5)   For sale or other disposiQon of impounded animals, the sum of $5.00; and 
(6)   For report of sale of impounded animals, the sum of $2.50. 
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9.2 County livestock pounds 
 (a) The county commissioners of the several counQes of Georgia shall establish and maintain pounds or   
 suitable places for the keeping of any livestock taken up and impounded under this chapter unQl the   
 same is sold, redeemed, or otherwise disposed of. In any case, the county commissioners shall provide   
 truck transportaQon for the impounded animals. 

 (b) In those counQes having no county commissioners, the judge of the probate court or other  
 governing authority shall perform any funcQons or duQes required of county commissioners under  
 this chapter. 

9.12. Permi]ng livestock to run at large or stray; releasing impounded livestock; penalty 
 Any owner of livestock who intenQonally or knowingly permits the same to run at large or stray upon  
 the public roads of this state or any property not belonging to the owner of the livestock unless by  
 permission of the owner of such property, or any person who shall release livestock, aker being  
 impounded, without authority of the impounder, shall be guilty of a misdemeanor and, upon  
 convicQon thereof, shall be punished by imprisonment in the county jail not exceeding six months,  
 or by fine not exceeding $500.00, or by both fine and imprisonment. 

Does Georgia law offer a vet student loan forgiveness program for food animal Vets? 

Yes, please request our Toolkit Kit for full context.  In 2021, a law was created to offer vet student loan  
forgiveness called the Georgia Veterinary EducaQon Loan Repayment Program (GVELRP or Program) is  
administered by the State Veterinary EducaQon Board (Board) with assistance from the Georgia Student  
Finance Authority (GSFA) (authorized by O.C.G.A 20-3-518.1 et seq.).  The  purpose  is to provide financial   
relief, by way of student loan purchases, for veterinarians willing to provide food animal veterinary services in 
shortage areas around the state. 

For more informaBon contact info@animallawsource.org  or go to www.animallawsource.org  
Your number one source for Animal Laws. © Copyright 2022, Claudine Wilkins
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