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Buster S story still resonates, 10 years later
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Nancy Bonesteel holds her cat Boo at her
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Anti-cruelty law should be stronger advocates say

BY STEVEN COOK
Gazette Reporter

Every semester, Nancy Bonesteel finds her-
self at Hudson Valley Community College
speaking at a class on animal law, sharing the
story of her family’s cat, Buster.

It ‘was Buster’s torture and death at the
hands of a neighbor that turned Bonesteel
into an activist for animal rights, and Buster
into the symbol for the law that bears his
name. “Buster’s Law,” passed 10 years ago
last month, makes aggravated ammal cruelty
a felony offense.

“When I first get in front of the class, the
younger ones are slouched down in their
seats, ‘great, another animal activist,” Bon-
esteel said last week. “But usually within three
- or four minutes, they’re sitting straight up and
listening, asking lots of questions.”

Buster’s story captured the attention of a
city, a'state and people as far away as Cali-
fornia after his 1997 killing at the hands of
a 16-year-old neighbor near the Bonesteel’s
Poplar Street home. -

The neighbor, Chester Williamson, doused
Buster with kerosene and set him afire with a
cigarette lighter Nov. 12,1997. Another neigh-
bor found Buster, an 18-month-old tabby, un-

der a car and rushed him to the vet. He was so
badly burned, he was identified by his large
nose and number of toes. Buster lingered for
three weeks, but finally succumbed.

With Buster’s story as a rallying cry, more
than 100,000 people signed petitions in sup-
port of harsher sentences for animal cruelty.
State legislators passed Buster’s Law and, by
November 1999, it was a felony in New York
state to do serious physmal m}ury to a com-
panion animal.

MANY CONVICTIONS

Since then, more than 346 convictions state-
wide have resulted from cases under Buster’s
Law. Ten people have been sent to prison
and 118 sentenced to jail or jail and probation
under the law, according to state Department
of Criminal Justice Services numbers. —

In the Capital Region, 52 cases have been
brought, with three people sent to prison and
12 sentenced to jail or jail and probation.

Animal advocates say the law has been
a great start but it should be strengthened,
including increasing the criteria for acts en-
forceable under the law and requiring psy-

See BUSTER, page B6




B6 ¢ DECEMBER 20,2009

+

REGIONAL

WWW.DAILYGAZETTE.COM & THE SUNDAY GAZETTE

Buster: Ammal cruelty law now 10 years old; revisions in works

Continued from page Bl

chologlcal evaluations for those
convicted of abusing animals.
Mathew B. Tully, head of the

Schenectady County SPCA’s law
enforcement arm, said better defi- -
nitions of terms in the statute, such
as “sadistic,” are needed. Also, the
law covers “companion animals,”

making a distinction with farm or
other animals. But a pet such as
a pig may not be automatically
covered.

_ “I'think Buster’s Law was a good ‘
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first step,” Tully, of Niskayuna,
said. “It was a great addition, but
there needs to be fine tuning to

‘ensure it’s properly used in all ap-

propriate cases.”

The SPCA has had a law en-
forcement arm in Schenectady
County for about 18 months,
working to augment local police
department’s efforts against ani-
mal cruelty, Tully said. They have
nine sworn officers, all volunteer
and all working about eight hours
each month, with the power to file
charges.

The officers have yet to file a
felony animal cruelty case in their
short history. But Schenectady
Police recently filed such a case
against a city man, accused of

| kicking and seriously injuring a

cat on Lenox Road in October.
The charge was filed earlier thxs
month.

HORROR STORIES

Schenectady County District
Attorney Robert Carney said last
week he couldn’t comment on the
recent case, but said Buster’s Law
has been a valuable tool.

“There are a class of cases,
which the facts are so bad that it
demands a felony treatment,” Car-
ney said. “Before Buster’s Law, we
couldn’t do it. There isn’t much
redeeming about somebody tor-
turing a helpless animal.”

A main argument for the animal
cruelty laws, aside from the inju-
ries to the pets themselves, has
been that violence against animals
can be a precursor to violence

“against humans.

‘Cruelty to animals can lead to wolence
against humans.”

VALERIE LANG

Professor, Hudson Valley Community College

Activists need look no further
than Buster’s tormentor, William-
son, to support their argument. In
2003 and 2005, Williamson was
sent to prison on stolen prop-
erty and burglary convictions,
sentenced to up to three years in
both cases.

Then, on Sept. 28, 2007 just a
few blocks from where he attacked
Buster, Williamson, then 26, lured
a 15-year-old into Vale Cemetery
under the pretext of looking for
her sister and attempted to rape
her. Officers searching the cem-
etery came upon Williamson and
the girl, breaking up the attack.

Williamson is now serving 12

: years in state prison.
“It brought a consciousness to

people that this type of cruelty ex-
ists, that it needs to be addressed,”
said Valerie Lang, the professor
in the Hudson Valley animal law
class. “It’s a pervasive problem.
Cruelty to animals,” she said,
“can lead to violence against hu-
mans.”

Lang echoed other calls for im-
proving Buster’s Law. The current
law requires serious physical in-
jury, but doesn’t address the intent
of the perpetrator.

Lang recalled an Albany County
case where a man videotaped him-
self trying to hang a kitten. The

kitten survived and wasn’t seri-
ously hurt, leading the case to be
prosecuted as a misdemeanor.

“That is still depraved behav-
ior,” Lang said. “The law needs to
be rectified so that actions such
as that are considered felony cru-
elty.”

Lang also suggested the law
needs to be expanded to protect
all animals from cruelty: She not-
ed another recent Albany County
case where a turtle was blown up,
a case that didn’t fall under Bust-
er's Law.

Hunters and livestock owners
shouldn’t be concerned by such
an expansion, Lang said, because
the difference is the depravity of
the act.

“Blowing up an animal is de-
praved, plain and simple,” she
said.

TEDISCO ROLE

Shepherding Buster’s Law
through the Assembly and author-
ing it in 1999 was Assemblyman
James Tedisco, R—Schenectady.
Tedisco said last week he is work-
ing on some of the gaps in the cur-
rent law. :

He noted, among other cases,
the ongoing case involving Dai-
sy, a 4-year-old beagle, who was
missing from her Saratoga County
home for two weeks.



i dmo&ozam
.co:movw JO 318p 9y} 10J.00¢ 19
Surureu pye 182 1930 423 Plo-TEAA
~4¢ e updope ‘urede yed € 123 a.
3[qe u2aq s sey Apuasal b:o
: auroy poo3’ uvﬁoa«
03 1IN0 pajdope a1oM $JBD.0M} I}
pue uorupdurod JUI[a} B SUIUMO-
woJj 194 pajuaaaid siusunede Jo.
SOLI3S B 0] SOAOUI ‘sTeaA SUTUAAI].
-ul oY) j g “aqeg pUE qng ‘s}ed
MU OM]'PIAIFOAT A[Ture} I3y pue
_ouumu:om ﬁmuv s JJaisng DYy
*pres ays ;'sjewiue

asnqe oym 2&8& Ut Jarm 3urpeap,

21,n04 PUTW Jo puDy 3Y1 1 SIYL,
"Jno pal
-1ed w:«qu SEM JOB 913 910J9q oW
-rae oy} Suyurer;sa pue Jurmideds
. mEvEuﬁ ‘moye) §dags Jo sarras ©

919M I T, "PAIOU IYS ‘JUIAD JUIWL .

-ow-3Y3-jo-Inds € 3, UseM 1P
s Jo1sng "me[ 241 Jo 1red aq 03 suony
-eneadeatdoioyd4sd paiues’ mam
‘4e3s oY) WOl pres [3isauog’
«I91sng paweu
-3ed € ‘[ewue u_t_— € Jo asnesaq
noqe awred SIy) 18y} st Suryy Sur
-YSTUOISE oY I, "PIES OISIPOL, (B
sn 3oedwil s20p S} 1Y) puels
-1apun 0}-08 0} Aem 3uof € 4By
Ing ‘Aem ‘3Uo[ B SUIOD‘IAI M,
‘Asnp

-ur _ﬁﬂw:uﬁwm 21} Jo U [

v nurme” 3t m ,«u

muﬁuﬁoonmnao .»Sm. vam 'OH

e

-ue wEhES JO PIIOIATOD SOy}

10§ suonjenfeaa [eoBojoyo4isd aep
-uew o} SupjIoM os[e s{OOSIpaL,

© - -xeaf jse[ P[] pue

paqqeis L[pajeadar sem ‘Auno)

IOB[9SSUIY Ul IsI0oY MOYS € Iaye

" s[ewiue noE«ano Se S9SI0- pop

-u1 03 %o? u2aq OS[E SEY EXClLig
*pres 0dsIpa L,
.mREEN 313 aInfuy A[snoiIds 03
Burdn arom s1ojenadiad oyl A[sno
-1AQO Ing ‘YIe3p 10 AInfur sNOLIdS
oYM Y3noIy) 31 opew s[euwrue
asay3 st mEﬁ 8«558.* YL,
“+-g]qisuods
-21 uos1ad 9Y3 JO WONDIAUOD pUE
15943e 9} 10J-000°'L$ Jo-premal e
19]30-03 dn pauIea) SARY SUOHEZIU
-e310 snoLrea pue 3wjo3uo st Joe)
-1e umﬁ oul. qozuwsmgﬁ gL’

-t e ATTOIRR. a9
110N oﬁon yoeq St pue [eaplo I} .
paAtams ays ‘pde) 1onp (M punoq
‘3eq onserd e ur eare;Adurems * P2

poomgu g AON punoj Sem 94y






