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Participants at the public hearing and the exhibits offered and entered are listed in the attached
minutes. A verbatim recording of the hearing is available in the Hearing Examiner’s Office.

After hearing the witnesses’ testimony and observing their demeanor, studying the exhibits
admitted into evidence, and considering the parties” arguments and the relevant law, the
examiner hereby makes the following findings, conclusions, and decision.

FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS:

1.

In August, Amy Abelson and her three-year-old daughter, Bella, were temporarily staying
with Damon Muchow and Rhonda Widger. According to Ms. Abelson, on August 19 she
returned to the Muchow/Widger house and went to the kitchen to make dinner. While
there, the Muchow/Widger dog, Kenzi, bit Bella’s face. Kenzi was still on Bella when
Ms. Abelson swatted Kenzi and shooed her away. She then drove Bella to the hospital, e
route snapping pictures of Bella in the backseat. Ex. 6.

There are some problems with Ms. Abelson’s story. First, having reviewed dozens of dog
bite cases, Bella’s injury is not what one we would expect from a bulldog of Kenzi’s jaw
size and power, especially given Ms. Abelson’s version that—unlike a nip-and-retreat
warning bite—Kenzi remained on Bella’s face and had to be swatted away. Second, the
background of the picture she took of Bella in the backseat does not show a direct travel
route from the Muchow/Widger house to the hospital. Exs. 12 & 13. Third, there was
no blood inside the Muchow/Widger house. And fourth, all the witnesses, including

Ms. Abelson, agreed that Bella was not particularly scared of Kenzi—or other dogs—any
time after returning to the house.

None of those, standing alone or even together, are necessarily dispositive or
unexplainable. The more serious problem is Ms. Abelson’s credibility.

Mr. Muchow and Ms. Widger testified that Ms. Abelson was not—the evening of the
injury—able to offer a coherent narrative of how the injury occurred. Bella’s dad, Robert
Pruess, testified that the Kenzi-bit-Bella story was the third version Ms. Abelson told
him for how Bella sustained her injuries, the first being that it was in the yard at a friend’s
house. These testimonies would not necessarily seal the deal either, given Mr. Pruess’
ongoing custody battle with Ms. Abelson and Appellants’ vested interests in avoiding a
finding that their dog bit a child. If we found Ms. Abelson credible, Animal Services
might still have been able to overcome these hurdles and meet its burden of proof.

The biggest credibility gap came out in Ms. Widger’s cross-examination of Ms. Abelson.
Ms. Widger presented photographs of bruises and cuts on Ms. Abelson that Ms. Abelson
texted Ms. Widger on August 1. Ex. 14. Under oath, Ms. Abelson first denied having
told Ms. Widger that Ms. Abelson’s boyfriend Rory caused those injuries. Later in the
cross-examination, Ms. Abelson shifted and said yes, those bruises were her getting hurt,
and that she previously told Ms. Widger that Rory inflicted them, but only to get

Ms. Widger to allow Ms. Abelson and her daughter to move-in (i.e., Rory did not actually
hurt her). After Animal Services called for a recess and reminded Ms. Abelson she was
under oath, she admitted that Rory had, in fact, inflicted those injuries.
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6. Unfortunately, Ms. Abelson’s lack of candor under oath continued as the cross-
examination progressed. Ms. Widger presented pictures of Ms. Abelson outside Rory’s
house first thing in the morning. Ms. Abelson responded to the evidence by denying that
she and Bella were living at Rory’s house, and claimed instead that the photographs
merely showed a time when Ms. Abelson went over to Rory’s house to pick up
something while Bella was with a friend, Kelly. That explanation fell apart when
Ms. Widger produced more pictures showing Ms. Abelson (and sometimes Bella) at
Rory’s house first thing in the morning, and these from multiple days. The
improbableness of her story—that she randomly showed up to Rory’s house, first thing
in the morning, on multiple days, sometimes with Bella in tow—plus Ms. Abelson’s
previous flip-flopping on the record, and the testimony of the other witnesses referenced
above, lead us to conclude that the significantly more likely explanation is that
Ms. Abelson is making things up, perhaps out of some misguided sense of protection.

7. There remains the possibility that even though Ms. Abelson told untruths under oath as
to who inflicted her cuts and bruises, as to what she said about her injuries, and as to
whether she was violating with a court order to keep Bella out of Rory’s house, things
nonetheless happened inside the Muchow/Widger home on August 19 as Ms. Abelson
said they did: she and Bella came into the Muchow/Widger home, Kenzi was free in the
kitchen, and Kenzi bit Bella. There is the countervailing possibility that things transpired
inside the Muchow/Widger home on August 19 as Ms. Widger said they did: Ms. Widger
locked Kenzi in the bedroom when she left, and Kenzi was still locked in the bedroom
when she came home, meaning Bella suffered her injury some other way. Neither of
those scenarios require any suspension of belief.

8. The problem is that once a witness loses credibility, especially under oath, it is very hard
to get it back. So when we compare one plausible version of August 19, told by someone
who fabricated other items, against another plausible version of August 19, told by
someone with no such anchor, it is not a close call. Even without the perjury, it is not
clear whether Animal Services would have met its burden of proof. With it, this answer is
straightforward.

DECISION:
1. The appeal of Ms. Widger and Mr. Muchow is GRANTED.

ORDERED October 23, 2018.

e //
David Spohr
Hearing Examiner
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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 26, 2018. 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 10, 2018, HEARING IN THE APPEAL OF DAMON
ALAN MUCHOW, REGIONAL ANIMAL SERVICES OF KING COUNTY FILE

NO. V18008561

David Spohr was the Hearing Examiner in this matter. Participating in the hearing were Sergeant
Michael Lindquist, Amy Abelson, Rhonda Widger, Damon Mucho, and Robert Pruess.

The following exhibits were offered and entered into the record:

FExhibit no.

Exhibit no.

Exhibit no.
Exhibit no.
Exhibit no.
Exhibit no.
Exhibit no.
Exhibit no.
Exhibit no.

Exhibit no.
Exhibit no.
Exhibit no.
Exhibit no.
Exhibit no.
Exhibit no.
Exhibit no.

DS/1d

Regional Animal Services of King County staff report to the Hearing
Examiner

Online complaint form of date August 19, 2018 incident by Amy
Abelson, dated August 21, 2018

RASKC investigation report no. A18004141

Notice of violation no. V18008561, issued August 21, 2018

Appeal, received September 1, 2018

Text message conversation between Rhonda Widger and Amy Abelson
Photographs of Bella Pruess’ injuries

Photographs of dog

MultiCare medical record of Bella Pruess, dated August 19, 2018;
Photograph of dog

Aerial photograph of neighborhood

Photographs of dog

Photographs of intersections

Aerial photographs of neighborhood

Photographs of injuries Amy Abelson’s injuries

Photographs of Amy Abelson’s car

Temperament test report from Positive Approach, dated October 4, 2018



October 23, 2018

OFFICE OF THE HEARING EXAMINER
KING COUNTY, WASHINGTON
King County Courthouse
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CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE
SUBJECT:  Regional Animal Services of King County file no. V18008561

DAMON ALAN MUCHOW
Animal Services Enforcement Appeal

I, Vonetta Mangaoang, 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, with sufficient postage, as FIRST CLASS
MAIL in an envelope addressed to the non-County employee parties/intetested persons to
addresses on record.

DATED October 23, 2018.

Uenette Mamgocomg’

Vonetta Mangaoang
Senior Administrator
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