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FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS:
Ovetrview

1. After hearing the witnesses’ testimony and observing their demeanor, studying the
exhibits admitted into evidence, and considering the parties” arguments and the relevant
law, we grant Ms. Ghebru’s and Mr. Abraha’s appeal.
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Background

2. On May 15, Edwing Gomez filed an online complaint with Regional Animal Services of
King County (Animal Services) for an incident that occurred that day. Ex. D3. On May
26, 2025, Animal Services issued a violation notice to Ms. Ghebru for her dog, Bligh
(Bely). Exs. D5, D6. Ms. Ghebru appealed. Ex. D7. We held a hearing on September 19,
2025, and provided Mr. Abraha with a Tigrinya interpreter. Ms. Ghebru was not present
but did not witness the May 15 incident; however, Mr. Abraha, who witnessed the
incident, appeared and testified at our hearing.

Legal Standards

3. Animal Services asserts that on May 15, Bligh (Bely) performed an act that qualified him
as “potentially dangerous” per KCC 11.01.320(A)(1).! The appellants have the defense of

provocation.

4. 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
statement, the agency 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

5. Mr. Abraha agrees that there was an incident that occurred on May 15; however, he
disputes that Bligh bit Mr. Gomez and asserts that Mr. Gomez was trespassing on his
property by taking a step inside his gate. Mr. Gomez was not present at our hearing to
testify, despite attempts from Animal Services to secure his appearance. The parties
testified as follows.

0. Sgt. Chelsea Eykel, representing Animal Services, testified that Edwing Gomez
submitted a complaint form on May 15 regarding an incident that occurred that day. Ex.
D3-001. Mr. Gomez also sent Animal Services an email that day detailing the incident.
Ex. D4-001. Both documents describe that the gate to the Ghebru/Abraha property was
either open or being opened, and Bligh came off the property, and charged Mr. Gomez.
Further, Mr. Gomez submitted photographs of the bites he sustained that day. Ex. D4-
002-003.

In his investigation report, Cpl. Michael Catlson documents the conversation he had
with Ms. Ghebru. Ex. D2-002. In his report, Ms. Ghebru states that the large metal gate
had been opened. She did not deny that the incident occurred, only that she was unaware
of any injuries to Mr. Gomez. 1d.

! Animal Services tefers to the dog in question as “Bely”’; however, Ms. Ghebru referred to her dog as Bligh in her
appeal statement.
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In their appeal statement, which was submitted by the appellants’ family, it also states
that Bligh got loose, charged Mr. Gomez, and again mentions that they were not aware
that Mr. Gomez was injured. Ex. D7-001.2

Animal Services’ position is that Bligh was loose and off the appellants’ property. It is
not uncommon for people who see an incident like this to not realize that someone has
been bitten.

Immediately after the incident, Mr. Gomez provided Animal Services with proof of an
injury. The appellantss family did not deny that their dog charged Mr. Gomez. They only
stated that they did not believe that their dog caused an injury.

Animal Services case is compromised because Mr. Gomez did not appear today but the
contact between Mr. Gomez, the conversation that Cpl. Catlson had with Ms. Ghebru,
and the appellant’s appeal statement are all consistent. Animal Services believes that due
to the time of the email submissions and appearance of the injuries; Mr. Gomez suffered
the injuries in the altercation.

7. Mesfin Abraha was present on May 15. Only he and Bligh were home that day. Bligh is
not “dangerous”.? Bligh barks and on May 15, Bligh went outside with Mr. Abraha. Bligh
was barking while running and following him. Mr. Gomez came close to Mr. Abraha’s
gate with his dog. Mr. Gomez took one step inside Mr. Abraha’s gate. Mr. Abraha told
Mr. Gomez to “go away”. He is not sure why Mr. Gomez began coming into the gate.
Mr. Gomez then became furious and said “bad words” and insulted Mr. Abraha. Mr.
Abraha responded by telling him, “You are the one that comes here”. Mr. Gomez
responded by saying that the street was a city street and did not belong to Mr. Abraha.

Bligh did not bite Mr. Gomez or even touch him. Mr. Gomez threatened to call the
police. They exchanged words and Mr. Abraha encouraged him to call the police for
assistance.

Mr. Abraha questioned why Mr. Gomez did not go to the hospital if he had been bitten.
Mr. Abraha would have taken Mr. Gomez to the hospital if he has seen what was
presented in evidence [of the alleged bite wounds].

Mr. Abraha instructed Bligh to go back to the house which Bligh complied. Mr. Abraha
stayed in the yard and continued to exchange words with Mr. Gomez. He does not know
how Mr. Gomez received the injuries. There is no proof of treatment presented. He is
concerned that the injury is not a legitimate injury and questioned why a dog bite victim
would go directly to Animal Services rather than to the hospital for treatment.

2 Animal Services asserted that the in their appeal statement (Ex. D7-001), the appellants admit that the dog got loose
and charged Mr. Gomez; however, we do not see that written in the appeal statement.

3 Mr. Abraha referenced the designation as “dangerous” rather than “potentially dangerous”. That question for our
hearing is whether Bligh meets the code requirements for “potentially dangerous” and not “dangerous”. The two
designations are separate and distinct with “dangerous” requiring a much higher level of attention/compliance from the
owner.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

Bligh is four years old and has no record of any other similar incidents. Mr. Abraha
requests that the designation be overturned and the monetary penalties waived.

Preponderance of the Evidence Standard: We base our decisions on a preponderance
of the evidence standard. This means that we determine what more-likely-than-not
occurred based on witness testimony/demeanot, at our hearing and submitted evidence.
Animal Services #ust prove its case by a preponderance of the evidence for the
designations/violations to be upheld.

Hearsay: We typically allow hearsay statements pursuant to Exam. R. XIL.B.1. However,
admissibility is not the same thing as weight, and where a live witness contests a hearsay
statement with an at least plausible counter narrative or argument, we often accept that
live testimony over the out-of-court hearsay statement.

The overarching issue we encounter here, is that all of Animal Services’ case is based on
hearsay.* In general, the Hearing Examiner’s Office does not determine case outcomes
based predominately on hearsay. However, in our case, Mr. Abraha was a live witness
and we give more weight to his testimony. Mr. Abraha also raised an, at least, plausible
counter narrative as to what occurred on May 15.

Animal Services relied on statements in Cpl. Carlson’s investigative report. Specifically,
that Cpl. Carlson spoke to Ms. Ghebru, who was not present and did not witness the
incident, who then told him that Bligh ran past Mr. Abraha and charged Mr. Gomez. We
cannot afford much weight to these hearsay statements since neither party was present to
testify and, regardless of what either of their statements are, neither were there to witness
the incident. Cpl. Carlson relied on what he was told by Ms. Ghebru who relied on what
she was told by Mr. Abraha. When statements pass through various people and then are
retold, the chance of the statements transforming into something other than what
actually occurred is significant and accuracy is significantly diminished. We find Mr.
Abraha the most reliable witness at our hearing.

Further, it should be noted that Animal Services’ assertion that the appellants admitted
that Bligh got out and charged Mr. Gomez in their appeal statement appears to be
incorrect. After a review of the appeal statement, it does not mention anything about
Bligh leaving the yard nor charging Mr. Gomez. Ex. D7-001. It is noted in Cpl. Carlson’s
investigation report. Ex. D2-002.

Potentially Dangerous: An animal that “[blites or inflicts injury on a human or
domesticated animal...” qualifies as “potentially dangerous” under KCC 11.01.320(A)(1).
Here, Mr. Abraha refuted that Bligh bit Mr. Gomez and provided that Mr. Gomez took
a single step onto his property. Animal Services presented photos of someone’s injured
hand and alleged that the injuries were inflicted by Bligh. Without Mr. Gomez present to
testify that these pictures are of his own hand or outline what, if any, medical treatment

* Under Evidence Rule 801(c), Hearsay is defined as a statement, other than one made by the declarant while testifying at
the trial or hearing, offered, offered in evidence to prove the truth of the matter asserted.
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he sought, we cannot find that Animal Services met its burden of proving that Bligh bit
and inflicted these injuries on Mr. Gomez.

14.  Mr. Abraha testified that Mr. Gomez had taken a step inside his gate and therefore raised
the issue of whether Mr. Gomez trespassed onto his property. Our code states that “[a]n
animal shall not be declared a "potentially dangerous animal" if 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...”. KCC 11.01.320(C). If Mr. Gomez did trespass upon Mr. Abraha’s property
and Bligh inflicted the alleged injuries that are evidenced in the submitted exhibits, then
Bligh could be excised for the bite.

15.  We do not find that Animal Services met its burden by a preponderance of the evidence
and we grant the appellants’ request. We want to make it clear that had Mr. Gomez
appeared and testified to a plausible version of events which we found credible, our
decision could have been extremely different. It is important that Ms. Ghebru and Mr.
Abraha make any necessary cortrections to their fencing/gate, ensure that it is locked and
secured at all times, and attend to any training needs that may benefit Bligh going
forward so that they do not find themselves in this predicament again.

DECISION:

We GRANT Ms. Ghebru’s and Mr. Abraha’s appeal.

ORDERED October 3, 2025.

Leila Arefi
Hearing Examiner pro tem

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 3, 2025. Either party may appeal this decision by applying for a writ of review in
superior court in accordance with chapter 7.16 RCW.
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MINUTES OF THE SEPTEMBER 19, 2025, HEARING IN THE APPEAL OF
SELAM GHEBRU, REGIONAL ANIMAL SERVICES OF KING COUNTY FILE
NO. V25017131-A25002167

Leila Arefi was the Hearing Examiner in this matter. Participating in the hearing were Mesfin
Abraha and Chelsea Eykel. 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. A25002167

Exhibit no. D3 Online Complaint form of May 15, 2025, incident by Edwing Gomez,
dated May 15, 2025

Exhibit no. D4 Photograph of Mr. Gomez and his injuries

Exhibit no. D5 Notice of violation no. V25017131-A25002167, issued May 26, 2025

Exhibit no. D6 Potentially Dangerous Designation

Exhibit no. D7 Appeal, received June 16, 2025

Exhibit no. D8 Map of subject area
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SUBJECT:  Regional Animal Services of King County file no. V25017131-A25002167

SELAM GHEBRU
Animal Services Enforcement Appeal

I, Jessica Oscoy, certify under penalty of perjury under the laws of the State of Washington that
I transmitted the REPORT AND DECISION to those listed on the attached page as follows:

X] EMAILED to all County staff listed as parties/interested persons and parties with e-mail

addresses on record.

X] placed with the United States Postal Service, through Quadient-Impress, with sufficient
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