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FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS:
Overview

1. There is no dispute that the Kaurs’ dog (Coco) got loose on June 3 and trespassed onto a
neighboring property (the Serraos’). What 1s hotly contested 1s whether, while on the
Serrao property, Coco killed a Serrao cat (Lilly). The Serraos filed a complaint, and
Regional Animal Services of King County (Animal Services) issued the Kaurs a notice
and order, citing Coco for being at large, trespassing, and qualifying as dangerous. The
Kaurs timely appealed, not contesting the running at large or trespassing violations, but
disputing Coco’s dangerous designation. Exs. D6-D8. At our October 1, we provided
the Kaurs with a Punjabi interpreter. After hearing the witnesses’ testimony and
observing their demeanor, studying the exhibits admuitted into evidence, and considering
the parties’ arguments and the relevant law, we find that, more likely than not, Coco
killed Lilly and meets the criteria for a dangerous animal. We deny the Kaurs’ appeal.
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Hearing Testimony

Andy Serrao Testimony

2.

Mz. Serrao was sitting on his back patio with his back towards the gazebo. Their dog
(Ivy) and two cats (Mister and Lilly) were roaming the patio area. Within no more than a
half hour of last seeing Lilly roaming between the yard and the patio, Ms. Serrao alerted
him to a dog [Coco] coming from behind. Mr. Serrao got up, turned around, and started
calling Coco to escort him back out. Instead, Coco saw Mister and jumped at Mister.
Mister jumped into the gazebo, so Coco ran after Ivy instead. Mr. Serrao depicted
(exhibit D5 at 005) the initial seconds, with him starting in the chair (green), the blue
representing Coco’s path, and the hole above the lattice in the upper right corner being
what Mister escaped through, as follows:

Coco then chased Ivy around the house to the front yard and back, with Ivy screaming
and barking. Mr. Serrao chased after them, but when he got to the front yard, Ivy was
already back inside the house. Mr. Serrao then chased Coco off the yard and onto the
street. There, Mr. Serrao talked with Mr. Kaur and two Kaur family members who had
come to retrieve Coco.

After the Kaurs went back with Coco, Mr. Serrao stayed out front to talk with his other
neighbors. A few hours later, the Serraos started looking for Mister and Lilly to bring
them back inside. Lilly was recovered in their yard, already deceased; Lilly was behind a
bush, to the right of where Mr. Serrao was originally sitting in the patio. From where Mr.
Serrao had been sitting, a bush had blocked his view of the spot Lilly’s body was found.
Lilly’s fur was indented in the neck area, like something grabbed her by the neck; it

looked like a single bite. Lilly’s body was warm but was cooling and starting to stiffen.
Ex. D5 at 002.
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Ivy was limping for a couple weeks after being chased; she did not have a limp before
being chased.

Janelle Serrao Testimony

6.

Ms. Serrao was inside the house, while Mr. Serrao sat outside on the patio watching
videos on his kindle. From the windows and sliding door, Ms. Serrao saw Lilly near the
lattice area on the patio with Mr. Serrao. Ms. Serrao was watching Lilly because Lilly is
not outside often. (Ms. Serrao later described Lilly as a small cat, possibly eight pounds
but maybe not even that heavy.) About 10—15 minutes later, Ms. Serrao went outside
with Mister and Ivy. She could see Mr. Serrao, but she could not see (either from inside
the house or after moving outside) the spot where Lilly was later found, as there was a
lattice and a wisteria vine blocking her view of that spot.

Within a minute of stepping outside, Ms.
Serrao saw [Coco| come out from an opening
behind Mr. Serrao. Coco chased after Mister,
but Mister jumped over the ledge and into the
gazebo. Ex. D5 at 005 (orange added). Coco
pursued Mister, getting her paws on the
railing.! But by that time, Mister had safely
retreated inside the gazebo. Ex. D5 at 005.

Coco then turned her attention to Ivy, chasing

Ivy around the side of the house. Mr. Serrao followed, trying to separate them. Ms.
Serrao opened a couple doors in the house to give Ivy a chance to get back inside. Ivy
managed to get back inside, screaming and trembling. Ms. Serrao checked Ivy and did
not notice any injuries at that time. Ms. Serrao went outside and saw Mr. Serrao at the
end of the hill with a group of people. One group (Kaur family members) was walking
away. The others (their neighbors, Sarah and Ryan), stayed and chatted with the Serraos
for about 30 minutes, offering Ms. Serrao’s their condolences on her grandmother
passing.

Ms. Serrao went back home and opened the sliding door to call for Mister and Lilly.
Mister jumped out of the gazebo and came inside cautiously. Lilly did not respond. It
was starting to get dark, so Ms. Serrao walked outside and into the backyard, calling for
Lilly. The grass was faitly tall. Ms. Serrao went around the lattice and found Lilly in the
tall grass, a spot maybe ten feet from where Ms. Serrao had last seen Lilly alive. Lilly’s
body was sprawled out and not moving. Ms. Serrao called to Mr. Serrao who came and
picked up Lilly.

! In his closing remarks, Mr. Kaur accused the Serraos of lying that Coco had jumped over a fence. We understand why
he reacted that way—in its closing statement Animal Setvices summarized the Serraos’ testimony as Coco having

“jumped over” a short wall. However, that was 7o7 what either Serrao actually said; their testimony was that Coco

pursued Mister and got his paws up on the ledge (orange area). We take judicial notice that the average door handle is

about 36 inches high, meaning Coco would have only needed to get his paws a tad more than three feet off the ground

to set them on the ledge—suspicious for, say, a Chihuahua, but barely noteworthy for a Belgian Malinois.
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10.

Later that night, or maybe early the following morning, Ms. Serrao discovered that Ivy
had a limp; her toe was twisted, and a nail fell off.

Harpreet Kaur Testimony

11.

12.

The Kaurs adopted their dogs, Coco and Marshall, three years ago. On June 3, Ms. Kaur
noticed that Coco had run away, so she went outside and alerted her family members.
Mr. Kaur and two relatives went to look for Coco. They came back with Coco between
about 7:30 and 8:00 p.m. Later, between about 9:30 and 10:00 p.m., Mr. Serrao, along
with neighbors Sarah and Ryan, came to the Kaur home. Mr. Serrao accused Coco of
killing Lilly. Without proof, it was difficult to accept that accusation. Ms. Kaur recounted
that a neighbor had told her that the neighbor’s 13 chickens had gradually disappeared;
those neighbors thought maybe a coyote took them and Ms. Kaur suggested the same
for Lilly. Ms. Kaur described the neighborhood as living in a jungle, with even bears
present.

Ms. Kaur stated that their dogs have never shown aggression towards neighborhood
dogs, cats, or children and in fact play nicely. The Kaurs rehomed both Coco and
Marshall to a company that takes in dogs and does not inform them of where the dogs
were being rehomed to.

Manpreet Virk Testimony

13.

On June 3, Ms. Virk, her brother, and Mr. Kaur were outside on the Kaur driveway. Ms.
Kaur came out to inform them that Coco was no longer in the backyard. They walked
towards the area where they heard the commotion. She saw Mr. Serrao carrying a long
stick and running in his yard. Coco came out from the Serrao yard. Ms. Virk asked if
anyone was hurt, and Mr. Serrao stated that no, no one was hurt—Coco just chased Ivy
around. After about 5-10 minutes, they went back home. Coco is a friendly dog who
gets along with her dog, is good a dog parks, and would not hurt anything.

Mr. Kaur’s Testimony

14.

15.

16.

Mr. Kaur saw Coco on the Serrao yard, with Mr. Serrao chasing her with a stick. He
called to Coco, and she came to him. Mr. Serrao stated that everyone was ok.

Later, Mr. Serrao returned, accusing Coco of killing Lilly. Mr. Serrao said they had video
of the incident. Mr. Kaur was skeptical they had video, and he knew Mr. Serrao was lying
because no animal can be that stiff within two hours.

Coco and Marshall played well with other dogs and never bothered the two cats that
were often in front of the Kaur house. Due to the Serraos’ allegations and the Kaurs’
feeling of being discriminated against, they decided to kick both dogs out.? Mr. Kaur
rehomed both dogs to keep peace with the neighbors.

2 It is not entirely clear why the Kaurs re-homed Marshall, who had no part of June 3. Perhaps it was because another
neighbor misidentified the Kaur dog on the Serrao property that day as Marshall. Ex. D2 at 003. That is unfortunate. If
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Legal Standards

17. Animal Services asserts that Coco killed Mister and thus qualifies as “dangerous.” KCC
11.04.230.F.3 Per KCC 11.01.120:

A. “Dangerous animal” means any animal that:
1. Inflicts severe injury on or causes the death of a human being without
provocation;

ii. Inflicts severe injury on or causes the death of a domesticated animal

without provocation;

1i. Has been previously found to be potentially dangerous or vicious because
of injury inflicted on a human, the owner having received notice of such,
and the animal again bites, attacks, or endangers the safety of humans;

iv. Enters onto private property without the consent of the owner or
occupant and, regardless of provocation, engages in conduct meeting
subsection A.1.. A.2.. or A.3. of this section; or

V. Jointly engages, with one or more animals, in conduct meeting A.1., A.2.,
A.3., or A.4. of this section, in which case all animals may be deemed
dangerous, absent an affirmative demonstration that a specific animal was
not responsible for a qualifying act.

B. An animal shall not be declared a “dangerous animal” if:

i The threat, injury, or bite alleged to have been committed by the animal
was sustained by a person who was at the time committing a willful
trespass upon the premises occupied by the owner of the animal, or who
was abusing or assaulting the animal, or who was committing or
attempting to commit a crime. This exclusion does not apply to actions
taken in defense of oneself, other humans, animals, or property; or

1. The animal has not been previously found to be potentially dangerous,
vicious, or dangerous, and the severe injury or death is to a domesticated
animal other than pets or large livestock.

18.  We do not grant substantial weight or otherwise accord deference to agency
determinations. Exam. R. XV.F.3. For those matters or issues raised in an appeal

Marshall has already settled in with the new family, it may be too late for the Kaurs to track down and get Marshall back,
but it might be worth a shot, given the value the Kaur family placed on their dogs.

3 The Kaurs did not dispute the other two violations, trespass and “at large.” Trespass means “entering upon a person’s
property or premises without that person’s permission.” KCC 11.04.230.L. “At large” means “any animal off the
premises of its owner and not under control of a competent person,” with “under control” defined as “a domesticated
animal is restrained, by a human using a leash or competent and effective voice or signal control, from approaching any
bystander or other domesticated animal and from causing property damage.” KCC 11.01.090; 11.01.380.
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19.

20.

21.

22.

statement, Animal Services bears the burden of proving by a preponderance of the
evidence both the violation and the appropriateness of the remedy it has imposed. KCC
20.22.080.G; .210.B.

Analysis

We found the Serraos and the Kaurs credible. That is not as important as it would be in
other scenarios, where people observe the critical moment, like “He thrust his hand into
my sitting dog’s face, so my dog gave him a back-off nip” versus “No, the dog lunged
towards me, so I stuck out my hand in defense.” Here, the Kaurs were home and only
caught the tail end of Mr. Serrao chasing Coco off the Serrao property. And the Serraos
did not see who killed Lilly.

We accept the Kaurs’ testimony about how nonaggressive Coco typically is and
understand their disbelief that Coco could have done what she is accused of doing. It is
what we hear from most appellants in potentially dangerous or dangerous appeals.
Sometimes that is the product of owners in a deep state of denial willfully ignoring or
downplaying documented instances of their pet’s past aggression. But often it is the
rational response of owners who have only observed their pet behaving non-aggressively;
such owners legitimately cannot fathom how their pet could possibly have done what it
is alleged to have done. Not infrequently even a neutral witness—and sometimes even
victims themselves—will express surprise over the violence they experienced on the day in
question, because they had previously only observed a very different, and more
nurturing, side of the animal. Having reviewed 1200+ animal cases, often involving an
animal who, by all accounts, had a consistently peaceful history, yet where there was clear
proof (sometimes even video) of that normally nonaggressive pet behaving dramatically
different on a given day (especially when away from their owners’ calming presence),
Coco’s usually fine temperament is some evidence cutting against the allegations here,
but it is not particularly strong evidence.

The Kaurs’ testimony about Coco’s general disposition would carry more weight if, for
example, Coco wandered up to Mr. Serrao, his dog (Lilly), and the Serraos’ other cat
(Mister) in an exploratory manner, before leaving the property without incident, and only
later did the Serraos find Lilly’s body. In that hypothetical, Coco’s behavior would seem
wholly inconsistent with Coco having just bitten and killed Lilly. Instead, here Coco
charged after the Mister, who jumped into an opening in the gazebo. Coco tried to get at
Mister, putting her paws up on lattice. Then Coco engaged in a determined chase of Ivy
around the house—despite Mr. Serrano running after Coco and shouting and Ivy
screaming the entire time—until Ms. Serrao helped Ivy escape. So, we know that
whatever friendly disposition Coco normally presents, Coco was in a highly-agitated state
while on the Serrao property. That is not anything close to definitive proof that Coco
attacked Lilly. But it does mean that mere moments after allegedly (and fatally) attacking
Lilly, Coco was exhibiting behavior completely consistent with a dog in attack mode.

However, that left several elements of Animal Services’ case that initially seemed highly
questionable.
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23.

24,

25.

20.

27.

One item that gave us pause was Mr. Kaut’s testimony—which we find credible—that
when Mr. Serrao came to the Kaur house to accuse their dog of killing Lilly, he told the
Kaurs that they had video. If there was a camera, why was the video not retrieved and
produced? And if there was no camera, why would Mr. Serrao claim there was?
However, Ms. Serrao explained that they had, leading up to June 3, several cameras to
monitor her grandma, who was living with them and had dementia; cameras helped them
keep tabs on her. However, when her grandma died not long before June 3, Ms. Serrao
turned off the cameras. Mr. Serrao would not, when he went to confront the Kaurs, have
been aware that there would no longer be any footage to potentially retrieve.

Another concerning piece was the sequence. It is unlikely Coco could have had any
interaction with Lilly affer Ms. Serrao first spotted Coco. The Serraos may have
momentarily lost sight of Coco as she chased Ivy around the house, but it is highly
unlikely that Coco broke off her focused pursuit of Ivy to dart further into the backyard,
bite Lilly, and then return to chasing Ivy. So, essentially all of Coco’s movements from
the time Ms. Serrao first spotted her, to the time the Kaurs took Coco back home, are
accounted for. Yet the sequence of events is not inconsistent with Coco having bitten
Lilly behind the bushes and the lattice, a spot just beyond where Coco entered the patio,
and hen accosting Mister and Lilly.

A related, initially-troubling factor was timing. Mr. Serrao estimated that a “few hours”
passed between Coco’s chase and finding Lilly. Ms. Serrao pegged the gap as shorter,
noting that after the chase she talked to Sarah and Brian for “maybe a half hour or so”
before returning to the house and starting to look for Mister and Lilly. We find Ms.
Kaurs’ testimony likely the most accurate: her family members brought Lilly home
between 7:30—8:00 p.m., and Mr. Serrao came to the Kaur property between 9:30—10:00
p.m. Thus, about two, and no more than three, hours would have passed between the
window where Coco could have bitten and killed Lilly to the Serraos discovering Lilly’s

body.

No one pointed to any medical sources for how long it takes rigor mortis to begin to set
in, but we take judicial notice that the first search hit for “how long does rigor mortis
take to set in in cats” came back with a pet crematorium’s site noting that “rigor mortis,
the stiffening of the joints, typically begins within 10 minutes to three hours after death
and can last as long as 72 hours.”* And the photo of the deceased Lilly does not appear
to depict a limp head and neck draping over Mr. Serrao’s hand (which is under her legs),
as we would expect for a just-deceased body; instead Lilly’s neck appears stiff enough to
independently support her head. Ex. D5 at 002. Given that Ms. Serrao saw Lilly alive 10
to 15 minutes before Coco burst into the patio, with Coco beginning to stiffen up two or
so hours later, we find it that Lilly was most likely killed around the time Coco was on
the Serrao property.

That still left us with a major question. How could Lilly have been killed a few minutes
after the Serraos last saw her, and while Mr. Serrao was sitting outside, a short distance

* See https:/ /www.williamsburgpetloss.com/articles/pet-dies-at-
home.php#:~:text=The%20tragic%20fact%20is%20that,the%200nset%200f%20rigor%20mortis.
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28.

29.

30.

31.

from where Lilly’s body was found, and yet neither he nor Ms. Serrao heard anything?
Most of our previous dog-allegedly-kills-another-pet appeals have involved a mauling—a
prolonged attack involving multiple bites, tearing, and wounds to and of the victim’s
body. It is highly improbable that Lilly would have suffered a sustained attack without
cries or screams the nearby Serraos should have heard.

Yet that is not what the photo depicts. Lilly’s neck is wet and the fur in that area is
matted, but there is only a minor hint of blood. Ex. D5 at 002. That is more consistent
with a sneak attack from animal delivering an efficient, fatal blow, versus drawn-out
violence. Thus, the Serraos not hearing anything is, on further review, not at all
inconsistent with Lilly being killed during that time window.

That still does not mean Coco, versus some other animal, was Lilly’s killer. But it does
shrink the plausibility of alternative options. Ms. Kaur points to coyotes. On the surface,
that makes sense; coyotes not uncommonly kill cats. But to kill a cat with seemingly a
single bite and no struggle? We find that far less likely than a 60—65 pound German
Shepherd delivering a quick and fatal blow.> And a coyote or some other predator killing
a cat, and then just leaving its prey? Yes, wild animals will sometimes surplus kill
(meaning kill prey, but not for food). Yet the situation Ms. Kaur described of another
neighbors’ chickens disappearing is much more what we would expect from a predator
like a coyote. Conversely, there is nothing implausible about a well-fed Coco delivering a
bite before proceeding to something more entertaining than a lifeless body—first Mister,
and then Ivy. It is what we have observed in previous appeals where, say, a well-fed and
cared for dog busts into a neighbor’s henhouse, where video shows the dog quickly
dispatching one chicken before immediately moving on to its next victim, and then its
next—more a game than actual hunting.

In the end we are faced with essentially two scenarios:

A. Coco, while on the Serraos property, delivered a quick and fatal bite to Lilly, then
looped around the side of the patio and turned her attention to Mister and then
to Ivy; or

B. In the same general timeframe that Coco was on the Serrao property, a coyote or

some unnamed animal snuck onto the Serrao property, killed Lilly quickly and
without a struggle or ruckus, then, for some reason, decided to leave its prey
undisturbed and, even two hours later and long gaps where no one was in the
yard, still had not come back to reclaim its kill.

If this were a criminal matter, with Animal Services needing to prove an element beyond
a reasonable doubt, we would find that Animal Services had not met that burden.
However, we decide fact questions on a preponderance-of-the-evidence standard (i.e.,
something must be at least 51% likely). And we find that, more likely than not, Coco
killed Lilly. Whether she meant to, or was just engaging in rough-housing, is irrelevant.
And while inflicting severe injury on or causing the death of a pet normally only qualifies
the animal as dangerous where Animal Services can then prove that the violence was not

> On our questioning, Ms. Kaur explained that Coco weighed about 60—65 pounds.
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legally provoked, there is no without-provocation requirement where, as here, Coco
entered onto the Serrao property without the Serraos’ consent. KCC 11.01.120.A.1 &
A.4. We uphold Coco’s dangerous designation.

32.  If that was all that happened, we would likely have reduced the otherwise-applicable $500
penalty that accompanies a KCC 11.04.230.F violation. While there was testimony that
Coco and Marshall had (prior to June 3) been spotted loose off the Kaur property, there
is no evidence that the Kaurs should have been on any heightened alert that Coco might
pose an actual threat (versus only possibly a nuisance). However, on June 12 Animal
Services handed the Kaurs its notice and order, which included the requirement that:

33.  Ex.D7at 002. Those compliance terms are not Animal Services’ preference, but a
requirement that comes directly from the code. KCC 11.04.285.F. Yet the Kaurs
rehomed Coco without providing Animal Services the advanced, written notice required
by law. And when Animal Services contacted the rescue group, the group said the Kaurs
had not even informed the group of Coco’s designation or the incident.

34.  The Kaurs explained that they did not inform the rescue group about Coco because they
were unsure if it was Coco who killed Lilly. Their uncertainty was a great reason for the
Kaurs to file an appeal and dispute Coco’s designation and compliance requirements—
this was no slam-dunk case. But it did not excuse the Kaurs from following the explicit
re-homing requirements Animal Services informed them of and the law required them to
meet. Their choice has chewed up time and resources for Animal Services and the rescue
group trying to track down Coco’s location. And it may mean that some unsuspecting
person took on Coco completely oblivious to June 3. Given these facts we do not reduce

the penalty.

DECISION:

We DENY the Kaurs’ appeal.

ORDERED October 16, 2024.
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SRR //
David Spohr
Hearing Examiner

NOTICE OF RIGHT TO APPEAL

King County Code 20.22.040 directs the Examiner to make the County’s final decision for this
type of case. This decision shall be final and conclusive unless appealed to superior court by
November 15, 2024. Either party may appeal this decision by applying for a writ of review in
superior court in accordance with chapter 7.16 RCW.

MINUTES OF THE OCTOBER 1, 2024, HEARING IN THE APPEAL OF
HARPREET KAUR, REGIONAL ANIMAL SERVICES OF KING COUNTY FILE
NO. V24015714-A24002641

David Spohr was the Hearing Examiner in this matter. Participating in the hearing were Chelsea
Eykel, Harpreet Kaur, Mr. Kaur, Manpreet Kirk, and Janelle and Andy Serrao. A verbatim

recording of the hearing is available in the Hearing Examiner’s Office.

The following exhibits were offered by Animal Services and entered into the record:

Exhibit no. D1 Regional Animal Services of King County staff report

Exhibit no. D2 RASKC investigation report no. A24002641

Exhibit no. D3 Online Complaint form of June 3, 2024, incident by Janelle Serrao, dated
June 4, 2024

Exhibit no. D4 Email from Ms. Serrao, dated June 4, 2024

Exhibit no. D5 Photographs

Exhibit no. D6 Notice of violation no. V24015714-A24002641, issued August 12, 2024

Exhibit no. D7 Dangerous Designation

Exhibit no. D8 Appeal, received July 2, 2024

Exhibit no. D9 Map of subject area
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