
Issue 75 - February 2022

Pet News • Pet Features • What’s On • Pet Health • Pet Finance 

Pet Travel • Pet Art • How to… • Fun & Games and much more!

Telehealth for pets:
How to get virtual veterinary care for your pet

Catch them if you can?
Meet the exotic pet detectives

From hippos 
to hamsters:
How Covid is affecting 

creatures great and small

‘We don’t have 
to command 
them - it’s a 
relationship’:
Meet Britain’s top 

dog whisperer

PLUS…

Inside this issue…



During the cold winter months cats will often seek out
any warm space they can find. One particularly
irresistible lure seems to be the cosy confines of a
warm car engine. Unfortunately, cats that seek shelter
under the bonnets of cars can then be injured or killed
when that car is started. Help keep your own and your
neighbourhood cats safe this winter by tapping the
bonnet of your car before you start the engine.

WINTER CAT WARNING
At this time of year please check under your
car and wheel arches for cats trying to keep
warm, before you set off on your journey!
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Letter from the Editor

Welcome to the February 2022 issue of ‘My
Pet Matters’ - The monthly Newsletter that
brings you and your pet closer.

This month we look at how to get virtual
veterinary care for your pet, we meet Britain’s
top Dog Whisperer. We look at how Covid is
affecting creatures great and small, and we
also meet the exotic pet detectives. Plus much
much more!

Every month we bring you pet news,
interesting articles and features, what’s 
on, handy tips, expert opinions and advice,
finance information, pet product promotions,
travel, art, fun and games and much more for
you to getting to know your pet better.

Plus there is our Charity of the Month. 
(See page 22 for details).

And why not receive future issues of ‘My Pet
Matters? It’s absolutely FREE! Just visit:
www.mypetmatters.co.uk and click on
‘Newsletter’.

I hope you enjoy reading ‘My Pet Matters’ and
wish you all the best for you and your furry
friends.

The Editor - My Pet Matters

My        MattersPet

PS. Do you have an interesting story about

you r pet? Or anything else you may want to

contribute to any of our topics? If so please

email us to: articles@mypetmatters.co.uk

and we may use it in a futu re issue!

My Pet Matters is a Newsletter published by Clearlight Media. Unit 1, Alton Road Industrial Estate, Ross-on-Wye HR9 5NB.
email: articles@mypetmatters.co.uk Web: www.mypetmatters.co.uk 3

National Pet Dental Health Month
February 2022

Don't turn your nose to Fido's or Fluffy's bad breath! That odor
might signify a serious health risk, with the potential to
damage not only your pet's teeth and gums but its internal
organs as well.

Share - Show us your pets' pearly whites! Snap some photos of
your pets' beautiful teeth - and we mean any kind of pets: dogs,
cats, horses, bunnies, ferrets, goats, cows… fuzzy, furred or
finned, you name it. After all, pets need dental care, too. Watch
our Facebook page, where we'll be asking you to share those
pictures with us and each other. You also can tweet or Instagram
your photos with the hashtag #PetDental. Read - Learn more
about pet dental health, including how to take care of your pet's
teeth year-round, and why anesthesia is important. Remember
- While February is National Pet Dental Health Month, dental
health should be a daily ritual for pet owners all year long.

National Love Your Pet Day 
Sunday 20th February 2022

On February 20th, pet lovers everywhere observe National
Love Your Pet Day. This holiday is a day set aside to give extra
attention to and pamper your pets. This is a good day to focus
on the special relationship that you have with your pets.

How to observe - Bring your pet a special treat, take an extra
long walk or give them more attention on National Love Your Pet
Day. Whatever you decide to do, spoil and appreciate your pets! 
Use #NationalLoveYourPetDay to post on social media.

Do you have a Pet Event near you? Let us

know by email: a rticles@mypetmatters.co.uk

Responsible Pet Owners Month
February 2022

February is Responsible Pet Owners Month and we are sharing
8 tips to help you be a responsible pet owner! Pets are an
important part of our lives and even a part of our families, so
it is important to make sure they are treated how they should
be.

Make your pet part of the family
Pets, especially dogs, need companionship. Nothing beats the
love and warmth you can give your pet.

Make sure your house is pet proof
Most people might not know all of the hidden dangers around
the house. Make sure you research what household products and
foods are harmful for your pet. Put these harmful things in a
place your pet cannot reach.

Take care of your pet
This includes regular visits to the vet and groomer, insuring your
pet may also be important to your pet’s health. Make sure you
know where your local vet is in case of an emergency.

Spay and neuter your pet
When your pet is spayed and neutered they can live healthier,
longer lives.

Always keep an ID tag on your pet
Keeping a tag on your pets collar will ensure they will always find
their way back to you. You may also consider getting your pet
microchipped as well to help identify they if they are lost or
stolen.

Train your pet to understand
Making sure your dog is trained and well behaved is important.
Dogs should at least understand basic direction like “sit” and
“stay.” In an emergency situation these cues could save your
pet’s life. Consider taking your pet to an obedience training
class. 

Give them regular exercise
Pets need exercise just like us! Your pet needs regular exercise
to stay fit, healthy and to release their energy. If your pet has a
lack of exercise, they will begin to act out. Young pets that do
not get enough exercise are more likely to develop negative
behavioural issues that lead many to give up their pet.

Love your pet
Your pet is your favourite thing, and you are theirs! They wait for
you to come home and desire your attention. Be sure to give
them all the love they deserve!



The team also found the activity pattern was stronger for non-
speech. “In humans, you typically see stronger response to speech,”
Andics told the Guardian, adding it appears a different mechanism
is at play in dogs and they are not “tuned in” to speech.

“Probably what they detect is that the normal, natural speech sounds
natural. And the other one sounds surprising, strange, not the typical
pattern we hear,” he said.

The research also revealed familiar and unfamiliar languages gave
rise to different responses in the secondary auditory cortex and
precruciate gyrus - but only for speech. That was important, said
Andics, as it suggested the ability to distinguish between languages
was not simply down to the speakers being different. Instead, the
team said, the differences seen between languages for speech are
probably down to exposure to the familiar language and a sensitivity
to language-specific regularities.

“This is also supported by the observation that older dogs show the
stronger differentiation between the two languages,” said Andics.
He said it made sense to explore response to human speech in dogs,
since they shared our environment. But questions remained.
“Whether this is something that only dog brains can do or not, or
whether dogs indeed became better at detecting speech as a result
of certain brain changes during these tens of thousands of years of
domestication, we are not sure,” he said.

Sophie Scott, professor of cognitive neuroscience at University
College London, said she welcomed the research. “[It is a] very nice
demonstration of just how much dogs are listening to our voices
and how much information they’re pulling out, even if that is not
necessarily speech that is directed to them or containing words they
might recognise,” she said. “Almost everything that you can find
about human speech and human language and you say, ‘ah this is
unique to humans’, you find an animal somewhere that can do it.”

(Story source: The Guardian)

The field has a tunnel dogs can run through, tyres they can jump
over and a water tap. “In the summer, some people brought paddling
pools for their dogs and we had dog parties,” said Webster.

Moscow was born during the first lockdown and given up to a rescue
centre by his previous owners when they stopped working from
home. “He hadn’t had a lead or a collar on him until he was six
months old,” said Lee, an author. “I don’t think he’d ever been
walked on the pavement.  And I think that led to a lot of his issues.”

Lee sought the help of a dog behaviourist and started using secure
dog fields near her home. This gave her a large, safe space for
Moscow. “We are making lots of progress. He can now go on group
walks with a dog walker and is great with other dogs he knows.”

(Story source: The Guardian)
The website, dogwalkingfields.com, estimates that about 2,270
acres - the equivalent of 1,700 football pitches - is being used for
this purpose via the 756 fields in its directory, with more added each
week.

“During the pandemic, enclosed fields became a refuge for people
who wanted to exercise their dogs away from other people, socially
distanced,” said Katherine Shields Smith, co-founder of Dog
Walking Fields. “Open spaces were crowded, especially with travel
restrictions in place. As restrictions lifted a little, the fields became
safe havens to meet up with friends and family and exercise safely.”

The fields typically cost about £10 an hour and are usually
surrounded by secure fencing. They are used by owners whose
dogs are anxious, injured, disabled, reactive, small, elderly, in
season or in training. “The owners of these dogs all appreciate
somewhere safe to relax off lead without being approached by other
possibly well-meaning but exuberant dogs,” said Shields Smith.

In a public place, unsolicited and often unwelcome approaches can
cause some owners and dogs distress, leading to conflict - but there
is a lack of awareness about this and other aspects of “dog walking
etiquette”, she said: “There are lots of dogs who are friendly but
whose owners have no control over them.”

This problem has worsened during the pandemic, with a lot more
inexperienced owners around. Parks and open spaces have become
crowded with “pandemic puppies” - many born during lockdown,
when puppy training classes were closed and most dog owners
were social distancing. 

Many of these dogs are now poorly socialised adolescents with
behaviour problems: over the past six months, animal charities have
seen a substantial increase in “lockdown pet regret”, with the
RSPCA reporting abandonments are up by 20% in 2021 compared
with the previous year’s figures.

Ben Webster, a farmer in Coton, near Cambridge, spent £15,000
turning one of his fields into a secure dog field last year. He used to
rent it out for sheep grazing for £300 a year. Now, during the
summer peak, he can earn up to £400 a week.

“You get a whole mix of people. As well as the owners of dogs who
are a bit nervous or not terribly well trained, you get dog-training
classes. And you get people in the summer who want to just come,
have a glass of wine in the field and let their dogs run around while
they sit with friends on the bench and chat for an hour, knowing
their dogs will be safe and secure.”

Pet NewsPet News
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The Guardian reports that dogs may appear to have selective
hearing when it comes to commands but research suggests they
are paying attention to human chit-chat.

Researchers - who arranged for headphone-wearing dogs to listen
to excerpts from the novella The Little Prince - revealed the brains
of our canine companions can tell the difference between speech
and non-speech when listening to human voices, and show different
responses to speech in an unfamiliar language.

The team said the findings supported other studies that suggest
animals may share some human skills.

“Our capacities to process speech and languages are not necessarily
unique in all the ways we like to think they are,” said Dr Attila Andics,
senior author of the study at Eötvös Loránd University in Hungary.

The research involved 18 dogs of various ages and breeds that were
trained to lie in an MRI scanner without restraint or sedation, but
with headphones on. They were then played recordings either of
humans reading excerpts from The Little Prince by Antoine De Saint-
Exupéry or those same recordings cut up into small pieces and put
back together in a different order so it sounded unnatural.

The results, published in the journal NeuroImage, reveal the dogs’
brains showed a different activity pattern in the primary auditory
cortex for speech compared with non-speech, with the findings
similar regardless of whether the language used - Hungarian or
Spanish - was familiar. Curiously, the longer the dog’s head was,
the better their brain could distinguish speech from non-speech.

The Guardian reports that twice a week, in rural Cambridgeshire,
Rebecca Lee hires a private field for her dog, Moscow, to run about
in for an hour. “Moscow is the world’s most difficult dog,” she said.
“If you’ve got a dog like him, who is reactive - he barks and lunges
at stuff, mostly because he’s actually quite fearful - then every walk
can be traumatic.”

By contrast, when she rents the field, she can relax, knowing they
are not going to encounter any of Moscow’s “triggers”. 
These include other dogs, bikes, cars and children. Lee is just one
of the thousands of dog owners across the country who regularly
hires private land to exercise their pet.

BBC News reports that Millie leapt free from her cat basket while
her owners, Shaun Ore and Pauline Dearing, stopped at Gloucester
Services last June. The couple spent nine hours searching for their
beloved pet, before being forced to continue their journey. This week
they were contacted by an animal group to say the cat had been
found by service station staff. "I gave her a big cuddle and she went
belly up in my arms," said Ms Dearing. "To survive on the M5 is just
amazing."

Mr Ore and Ms Dearing, from St Ives, were making the journey from
West Bromwich back to Cornwall when they made a pit stop on the
M5. But when they got Millie out of her crate to stretch her legs, she
managed to wiggle free of her harness and dashed away.
The distraught couple got permission to search the premises,
including the roof, but eventually were forced to give up. "It was
devastating to be honest, I didn't want to leave," explained Mr Ore.
The couple returned to the services a number of times, putting up
posters and speaking to people in nearby villages, but Millie was not
found.

Then, five weeks ago, staff at the service station reported they had
spotted a cat that matched Millie's description. Unfortunately, the
feline had become used to nomad life and would not let anyone get
close. Eventually, the service station manager was able to lure her
with some food and a volunteer from the Facebook group, Animals
Lost and Found, Gloucestershire, was able to catch Millie, who was
identified after scanning her microchip. Millie was adopted as a feral
kitten from a rescue centre and Mr Ore and Ms Dearing believe her
experiences early on in life meant she was able to survive on her
own for so long. For now, they say, they are just glad to have Millie
home.

(Story source: BBC News)

Dogs may be able to 
tell difference between
speech patterns, study
finds
Dogs react differently to speech and non-
speech when listening to human voices, 
say researchers.

Gloucester Services cat
reunited with owners
after seven months
A cat that vanished from a motorway service
station has been reunited with her owners
after seven months.

Field day for dogs as
owners pay by the hour
for safe green spaces
Hiring out patches of land for people to let
their cooped-up pets run wild is a godsend
for owners - and a bonus for farmers.



We’ve got some that can roll over. A couple can retrieve. They’ll lie
down, rub against people’s legs, walk alongside someone. We show
them what they’ve got to do. Then we try to make that happen on
the take.”

A clicker is used as encouragement. “You might have a moment in
between a couple of lines where we can get a click in, just so the cat
[knows]: ‘You’re doing really well. Wait. Food is coming.’ Obviously,
that’s really distracting for actors. They’re probably sick of the sound
of a clicker by the end of the film!”

Mark Harden, an animal trainer based in Los Angeles, was in charge
of the five snowy white Chinchilla Persians who played Snowbell in
Stuart Little, and looked after 40 cats on the set of Catwoman
including several rare Egyptian Maus. 

With cats, he says, it’s all about getting into their mindset. 
“They’re a predator but they can also be skittish. They’ve got a very
strong flight reaction. The most important thing with a cat is
desensitising them to strange environments. A movie set is a very
strange environment.”

Canadian animal trainer Melissa Millett has a novel way of
desensitising the cats she works with: she stages mock film shoots
at home. For the Pet Sematary reboot, she recruited five Maine
Coons from rescue shelters to play Church, who is transformed into
an aggressive zombie cat. 

This meant gradually acclimatising them to wearing makeup and
being wet. The whole process took two months. “We started with a
catnip party in the bathtub. 

A little bit of water on the cat while it’s eating. Then we worked up
to a full bath. Separately, we would start with a bit of egg white and
then work our way up. All the products had to be edible.”

Expectations for cat actors tend to be much lower than for dogs,
says Harden. “People are more in awe of you when you have a good
working cat. 

I guess they expect the cat to be scared.” Even so, animal trainers
can teach cats to do the kind of tricks that would easily outshine
Lassie. 

Millett has a talented Bengal named Sashimi, who can ride a scooter.
Wilde taught one of her moggies, Leicester, to pretend to play the
harmonica, while Harden trained Cairo, an Egyptian Mau, to pick up
a mobile phone with his teeth and run off with it.

But it’s not all cats being cute and cuddly on cue. Being bitten
accidentally is an occupational hazard. Then there’s the cat hair that
gets everywhere. “You certainly don’t wear your best clothes to
work!” says Wilde. 

“You have to get up extra early because you’ve got to get the animals
ready. You go to bed later because you’ve got to put them to bed.
They come first no matter what. I’d say it’s a way of life rather than
a job. It’s incredibly rewarding. They give you so much.”

(Story source: The Guardian)
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Metro reports that North the eight-month-old Alaskan Malamute
sprung into action when Grga Brkic fell while climbing down a slope
in the Velebit mountain range.

Two other hikers couldn’t reach Mr Brkic, who fractured his leg and
ankle, and doubled back down the mountain to find a search party.

Some 13 hours later, a team of 30 rescuers found the dog curled up
on top of his owner, nearly 1,800 metres above sea level.
North managed to keep him warm in the freezing conditions,
stopping him from succumbing to hypothermia.

The dog was unharmed but Mr Brkic was rushed to hospital for
surgery. He said the minutes before the rescue team arrived ‘were
so slow’ and called North a ‘real miracle’.

Croatia’s mountain rescue service shared a picture of North laying
on the injured hiker in a stretcher.

‘Friendship and love between man and dog have no boundaries,’ the
rescuers wrote. They added: ’From this example we can all learn
about caring for one another.’

All three hikers were reportedly experienced mountaineers and had
all the necessary equipment.

Despite North’s heroics, the rescue service warned hikers not to take
dogs out in difficult conditions during winter.

Josip Brozičević, head of the mountain rescue service, said: ‘The
dog was curled up next to the owner in the pit the entire time.
‘He warmed his owner with his body, preventing the mountaineer’s
significant hypothermia who suffered a severe fracture of the lower
leg and ankle when he fell.’

(Story source: Metro)

The Mirror reports that choosing a name for your dog can be great
fun, giving owners the chance to reflect their furry best friend's
unique and loveable personality.

Some people will be inspired by their pooch's distinctive markings
or colouring (Patch, Spot, Cinnamon), while others will opt for a
name that signifies their particular temperament (Sunny, Sassy,
Sparky).

However, there are those who will choose one-of-a-kind, humorous
names guaranteed to turn heads and tails alike when yelled aloud at
the local park. This can of course create issues if not all family
members are on board with the joke, as highlighted in a recent
Reddit thread.

Taking to Reddit's Am I the A**hole? thread, a joke-loving dog
owner revealed they had named their new Labrador puppy 'Woof', a
choice they personally found to be 'hilarious'. However, somewhat
understandably, their mum isn't too keen on shouting this when out
and about.

According to this poster: "Some of my friends like it, some think its
silly, my mother, however, hates it."

Although their mother has previously enjoyed caring for and walking
their other dogs, "she can't fathom ever walking Woof because she
would get embarrassed calling my dog's name in public".

Although they have told their mum that she doesn't have to walk
Woof if she doesn't want to, it doesn't look as though he's getting
rechristened anytime soon.

They continued: "I guess that's just my own sense of humour
because I laugh when I call my dog's name out loud at a dog park",
adding that "the idea of her having an exchange like 'Woof! come
here! No! Woof! Woof!… WOOF! ugh WOOF! come here woof! 
NO GET DOWN WOOF! WOOF!' just makes me curl up".

Many of those in the comment section have found Woof's name to
be equally amusing, with one person noting: "People name their
animals goofy names all the time. Hell, Grumpy Cat's name was
Tardar Sauce and people found it funny".

(Story source: The Mirror)

The Guardian reports that cats have been effortlessly stealing scenes
from their human co-stars for decades. Who could forget Audrey
Hepburn’s adorable marmalade tabby in Breakfast at Tiffany’s? 

Or Jinx, the toilet-flushing Himalayan in Meet the Parents? Behind
every famous film cat, there is a dedicated trainer patiently teaching
them to obey a command, making sure they’re happy on set, and
grooming them fastidiously to maintain their fluffy good looks.

The film-makers behind The Electrical Life of Louis Wain, a British
period biopic about the Edwardian artist and illustrator who became
famous for his surreal portraits of cats, were adamant they didn’t
want to use CGI for the shoot, so animal trainer Charlotte Wilde was
brought in with 40 feisty felines. “It was organised chaos,” she says.
“They had their own green room and were treated like royalty.”

Wilde, who has also worked on Fighting With My Family and
Bohemian Rhapsody, runs a London agency that provides animals
for film and TV. Felix, her 10-year-old black and white moggie (“a
very cheeky chap!”), was cast as Peter, Wain’s furry best friend, who
inspires his first sketches.

Cats, of course, are notoriously fickle and independent - but that
doesn’t mean they can’t be trained like dogs to behave and do tricks
on screen. 

Wilde says she uses positive reinforcement with plenty of snacks on
hand to dish out as rewards. “We teach our cats to go to mark,” she
says. “They’ll walk in and they’ll know where to stop. We train them
so they run to the sound of a buzzer. 

Dog sat on owner for 13
hours after he broke his
leg climbing mountain
A hiker will be forever thankful he brought
his dog along with him for a walk in the
Croatian mountains.

'My mum is so
embarrassed of my dog's
name that she's refusing
to walk him'
A pet owner thought they were being funny
when they picked out their dog's unusual
name, but their mum isn't best pleased and
has even refused to walk the pet because of
it.What’s new, pussycat?

How feline film stars 
are trained to perform
From Stuart Little and Pet Sematary to new
movie The Electrical Life of Louis Wain, cats
can be scene-stealers. But how do you get
such fickle and independent creatures to
behave on camera?



Even in the age of the COVID-19 pandemic, pet owners who want
to talk with their veterinarian at a safe distance have options:
telemedicine or telehealth. And yes, there’s a difference. Just as
medical appointments for humans have moved into the virtual realm
since the beginning of the pandemic - with healthcare consultations
being done by phone or online, using platforms like Zoom - so, too,
have many of the services offered by veterinary clinics across the
country.

“We’re doing all our client consultations remotely now,” says Angela
Hildenbrand, DVM, a veterinarian at West Village Veterinary Hospital
in New York City. “And we may continue to offer that service when
or if the pandemic ends, just because it’s convenient for a lot of
people.”

While telemedicine and telehealth both allow pet-care providers to
take a thorough medical history of your furry friends - and birds and
fish, too - and answer any questions you may have, they may not
be the best options for you or your companion animal. 
That’s because there are many things a vet can’t do by phone or
online video conference, such as diagnosing and monitoring chronic
health problems or treating a major health emergency, Dr.
Hildenbrand notes. “You still should have a relationship with a
traditional vet, particularly if you have an older pet or one with health
problems,” she says.

Where virtual vets come in handy, though, is in providing 24/7
access to pet-care professionals in the comfort of your home, and
at fees that are a fraction of those charged by traditional brick-and-
mortar clinics. So, what are veterinary telemedicine and telehealth
and what should you expect from these services?

Telehealth for pets: 
popular, but not brand-new 

First, it’s important to note that many telehealth vet services have
been around a lot longer than COVID-19, and they aren’t offering
their services only for those affected by the pandemic. 

Several have been providing virtual advice for pets and their
owners since the advent of online video conferencing technology
and apps like FaceTime, Skype, and WhatsApp.

“Yes, our volume tripled within the first two weeks of March” -
or the start of the pandemic in the United States - “and has been
growing steadily,” says Laura Berg, the vice president of business
development at Ask.Vet, which was founded in 2014, “but we
think pet virtual care is going to be a permanent part of pet
parents’ veterinary interactions even after the pandemic is gone.

9
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Telehealth for pets: How to get
virtual veterinary care for your pet
Telehealth and telemedicine aren’t just for humans. Your dog, cat, fish,
or bird can get remote advice and care, too.

“Our goal is to support pet parents through whichever technology
they are most comfortable with, but most of our users prefer to
chat via the web, text, or mobile app, as they often contact us in
the middle of the night and don't want to be on a video call,” she
adds, laughing.

How to choose a telehealth provider 
for your pet

If you’re considering telehealth for your pet, there are dozens of
providers out there. Experts say you should select one staffed
with licensed veterinary professionals, including doctors and
technicians, and a clear fee structure. Your virtual vet also
shouldn’t promise care they can’t deliver, and they should have
relationships with traditional vets in your local area - including,
in particular, 24/7 emergency vet hospitals - if you need them.
“By law, we can’t diagnose or treat any condition, or prescribe
medication, but we can advise, educate, and guide,” Berg notes.

Where telehealth can help is by offering advice - quickly - when
you need it. For example, Berg recalls an Ask.Vet “pet parent”
who reached out to the company because her dog was having a
seizure. A company veterinarian asked her to film the dog and
upload the video to the company’s website. After viewing the
video, the vet asked the woman to check the roof of her dog’s
mouth for a stick or twig. The client found a stick and removed
it. “It wasn't a seizure at all; it just looked like one, but our vet
could tell it was a mouth issue,” Berg explains.

Very often, this kind of advice and reassurance are all a pet owner
needs; in fact, 70 percent of the company’s clients don’t bring
their pet in to a local clinic after a virtual consultation, Berg says.
Should the pet’s needs go beyond what can be done remotely,
the company offers “pet parents without a vet a referral to the
three closest locations to their home,” she says. “And, when our
vets talk to a pet parent who needs to see a vet in person, we
always prepare them with what to expect at the visit so that
they’re not surprised if a blood draw, ultrasound, or X-ray is
needed,” she adds.

At telehealth services like Ask.Vet, fees are much lower than at
physical veterinary clinics. While fees for regular, in-person vet
appointments range from $50 to $200, depending on where you
live - and emergency visits can cost as much as $2,000 - a virtual
consult with Ask.Vet is $19.99, according to Berg.

Again, you’re paying for a consultation - remote vets can only
answer questions and offer advice; they can’t diagnose a health
condition or prescribe treatment. Still, for many pet owners,
stuck inside due to COVID-19, having an expert on call may be a
lifesaver. “Our doctors use their medical training to ask
differential questions that help them to guide the pet owner to
determine if an issue is an emergency, can wait until the next day
for a vet, or is something that can be handled by the pet owner
from home,” Berg says. “Sometimes a pet parent doesn’t know
when they need to go to a vet, and that's where our 24/7 virtual
care can help.” 

How telemedicine with a traditional 
vet works

Conversely, many brick-and-mortar vet clinics have moved some
of their services to the virtual realm since the start of the
pandemic to keep pet owners, pets, and staff safe from COVID-
19, Hildenbrand says. This practice is called telemedicine,
according to the American Veterinary Medicine Association
(AVMA). The AVMA says that even if you decide to consult with
your own local vet remotely, your appointment will be like an in-
person visit  - at least to start.

According to Hildenbrand, the vet will take a medical history of
your pet and review any health questions or concerns you may
have. Ideally, they’ll also want to see your pet “live” on a video
conference or video call, typically on Zoom.

In all, the online consultations last about 15 minutes. But they’re
usually only offered to existing clients and their pets, as the
clinic’s vets are more familiar with longtime patients’ medical
histories and overall health.

“In most cases, even seeing video of your pet can’t replace what
we can do in an exam room, with your pet on the table or floor
in front of us,” says Hildenbrand, whose practice has been
offering telemedicine since the COVID-19 outbreak began in New
York City in early March. Indeed, virtual visits might be okay for
“minor” ailments - like diarrhea or a rash -  in an otherwise
healthy pet.

But for animals with chronic health issues or potentially more
severe problems, it’s hardly ideal. That’s why West Village and
many other clinics, after consulting with clients remotely, instruct
them to drop their pets off at the front door of their facilities -
the handoff is usually done by a technician wearing a face
covering and gloves - for an on-site exam.

If needed, the vets will consult again with the clients by phone to
discuss any issues and make treatment recommendations.
“That way, we can diagnose anything we see, and discuss a
treatment plan with the client by phone,” Hildenbrand says.
If blood work, X-rays, or ultrasounds are needed, the clinics can
perform them with the pet on-site, and then call the client to go
over results. If necessary, medications can be prescribed and
mailed to the client.

West Village has implemented a new fee structure for its
telemedicine services, charging about 65 percent of the standard
exam fee for remote consultation. If pets require an in-person
visit because the vet determines a physical exam is needed or
the pet doesn't get better after initial treatment, clients pay only
the balance - or the remaining 35 percent - of the full exam fee.
“There are really no downsides,” Hildenbrand says.
“Telemedicine allows us to provide vital care for animals and
advice for clients, without exposing them to risk. Given all that’s
going on in the world, it just makes sense.”

(Article source: Everyday Health)
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But for every wholesome dog and owner in matching onesies on
Instagram, or adorably clever TikTok trick, there’s an ankle
punctured by razor-sharp puppy teeth, a rug heading for the bin, a
shoe concealing an unpleasant surprise or a neighbour grimly
purchasing a value pack of earplugs. 

And it’s far worse than that: many lockdown dogs - some bred in
appalling conditions and sold by criminally irresponsible dealers,
seeding behavioural problems for the future - are being surrendered
to shelters as their owners realise they were unprepared for dog
ownership and unable to cope with their pet’s needs.

It’s a disaster for dogs and terribly sad for us. We need
emergency relationship therapy, which is where Glazebrook
comes in. 

She’s a dog behaviourist, but there’s as much human as dog
behaviour involved in her work. 

A canine-human Esther Perel, she’s adept at unpicking how we
misunderstand each other, then offering compassionate, sensible
solutions and strategies. 

Unsurprisingly, Glazebrook is more in demand than ever - people
are desperate. 

She’s had calls in the middle of the night and even on Christmas
Day. “I had someone tying their dog outside our front door trying
to leave it,” she tells me over coffee. 

We’re both, sadly, dogless: Pip - her rescue collie - is at home;
so is my ancient whippet Oscar.

I get it, I’ve seen it. In addition to her private clients (from families
to celebrities), puppy classes and online courses with her Darling
Dog Company, Glazebrook is a BBC regular, troubleshooting all
manner of canine conundrums. 

Most recently she appeared on 12 Puppies and Us, which
followed the ups and downs of a dozen families and their
pandemic pups. 

You see the stressed owners’ shoulders drop in relief as she
takes charge. A confident, kind, never-judgmental presence, she
is passionately dog-centred, but realistic about what stretched
families can manage. 

Her solutions can be as simple as giving a dog a quiet space away
from the overload of family life or making sure a puppy is getting
enough sleep. 

“We’re all going through different things in our lives,” she says.
“A massive part of my job is going, ‘OK, that’s the ideal situation,
but that’s not going to happen. So what’s realistic and how can
we make a difference?’”

Now we can all get a bit of Glazebrook wisdom without calling
her at midnight. 

The Book Your Dog Wishes You Would Read is a passion project,
planned before Covid but given new urgency by everything
Glazebrook witnessed during. 

Writing it (in 12-hour shifts in a friend’s office) was “intense” she
says. “I actually got really emotional, because I saw in lockdown
what we as a society were doing to dogs. 

I remember sitting there one night just crying - we call ourselves
a nation of dog lovers, yet essentially, we’re fucking them over.
It felt like this really horrible moment for dogs.”

That doesn’t mean it’s a grim read - the book is packed with
positive, practical advice. 

Yes, Glazebrook has firm views and clear rules. If you’re getting
a puppy, it must be at eight weeks, and you must devote a big
chunk of time to settling any dog in. 

She includes non-negotiable red flags for breeders you should
walk away from (you absolutely must see a puppy in a home
setting with its mother; service station handovers, no photos and
trembly pups are complete no-nos). 

Glazebrook was horrified at how the pandemic allowed
unscrupulous puppy farms to flourish and is desperate for this
cruel trade to end. 

But mainly, her absolute, infectious delight in dogs is apparent
on every page (there are surprises, too: I had no idea licking you
can be a polite dog way of saying “go away”). 

Play is central to Glazebrook’s philosophy and the book is joyfully
filled with play suggestions: cardboard boxes, “go find it”
challenges and sensory games. 

She’s light years away from the macho Cesar Millán school of
“alpha dog” domination and far too glamorous to be labelled the
“new Barbara Woodhouse”. 

At 40, she’s too young to remember those sturdy tweeds and
stentorian Home Counties tones. “We don’t have to command
them,” she says. “It should be a relationship.”

I’m interested in the doggy relationships that have shaped her.
Glazebrook was, she says, born dog mad. 

“My mum and dad say I have always been obsessed, even when
I was two.” 

Continued on pages 12-13…

Walking to meet Louise Glazebrook, I see dogs everywhere, even in
central London, even on a rainy weekday lunchtime. 

A Shiba Inu in a neatly belted mac trots past; a shaggy sphere on its
owner’s lap in a café peers through a dense fringe at her pastry; a
sleek sausage shimmies, belly grazing puddles.

There are more dogs than ever in Britain now - around 12.5m,
following an unprecedented pandemic boom (the Dog’s Trust
estimates around 1.5m extra dogs were acquired in the past 18
months) as we sought solace at a frightening, lonely time in man’s
best friend.

‘We don’t have to command them -
it’s a relationship’: Meet Britain’s
top dog whisperer
There are now more dogs in Britain than ever before. And many new
owners are not sure how to cope. Louise Glazebrook, the country’s
foremost dog behaviourist and author of a brilliant new book, explains
how to make the most of your furry four-legged friend.
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After Cookie there was Fred, a 65kg rescue Great Dane, and Barnie,
her parents’ “hilarious” bulldog, who was rehomed after being
provoked into snapping at children in his previous home.

It’s a whole sequence of love, learning and loss that has helped
shape her philosophy: if we’re unique, strange individuals, so are
dogs. 

“With every dog you learn something new,” she says. Her husband
must like dogs, I hazard? They have been together since they were
17 and his childhood spaniels also formed part of Glazebrook’s
doggy education. “He loves them. He’d be absolutely screwed if he
didn’t.”

Now Pip, a smooth-coated rescue collie, shares their east London
home (plus two kittens found in a freezer, and Walter the rescue
tortoise). 

The decision to bring Pip into their lives perfectly illustrates what
Glazebrook preaches most fervently - it’s vital to analyse and
understand your circumstances before you choose a dog, rather
than picking a breed you think looks cool, and ending up with a dog
that is incompatible with your lifestyle, making everyone miserable. 

Some of the most intractably difficult and sad situations Glazebrook
sees are where someone buys a working dog without being able to
give it the hours of exercise and stimulation those breeds need. 

Sometimes in these cases there is no happy resolution possible.
This is what she’d most like people to take away from the book.
“Considering what you are going to bring into your life is your job.
The dog can’t do it!”

Glazebrook’s son wanted a Labrador puppy, but her daughter, then
aged five, is autistic and has sensory processing disorder and it was
not the right time or set of circumstances to bring a puppy into the
home. 

Of Pip she says: “As a visual, he’s not a dog I would necessarily be
drawn to,” but she took her own advice. She recommends clients
consider every dog on rescue websites, not just the ones that appeal
instantly. 

After a long, careful search, Glazebrook met Pip. “I just knew straight
away that he would be ideal and we could make him really happy.” 

After two years in surely the best home any dog could dream of,
that’s apparent from his appearances on her Instagram stories. 

A gentle, slightly tentative-looking soul, Pip has blossomed and
relaxed, learning to enjoy ripping up cardboard boxes in search of
treats and becoming truly playful.

Her focus on play is a shaming revelation for me. I did not really
realise how vital it is, even for adult dogs. 

Beyond chucking balls or toys for Oscar to retrieve, we don’t play
much. I feel sad realising how much he’s missed and can’t resist
asking for a few tips. 

Glazebrook gets instantly caught up in working out a gentle play
routine for my ball-obsessed old man who can’t manage the frenetic
fetching he used to love.

At one point, she folds her napkin to show me how to hide treats
for him and recommends calming chews soft enough for his elderly
teeth.

“I bet everyone does this,” I say, sheepishly. She nods: they do. 
Like any therapist, she’s had to get better at setting boundaries. 

Spending time under the skin of a dog-person relationship can be
intense, whether it’s young offenders or A-listers. “You’re getting so
involved in people’s lives… you’re invited into people’s homes. 

I love it, I’m quite nosy and always have been, and that’s a massive
privilege, but equally it is a massive responsibility. And it comes with
that feeling of offloading.”

Hopefully the book will help, but in our dog-obsessed, dog-confused
age, I doubt Glazebrook will get a breather any time soon. 

Thankfully, I don’t think she minds much. “I just think there’s a
wonder about them. The love they give you is incredible.”

The Book Your Dog Wishes You Would Read by Louise
Glazebrook is published by Orion at £14.99. 

Buy a copy for £13.04 at guardianbookshop.com

(Article source: The Guardian)

Her first love was Buster, her grandparents’ working Labrador
(“they gave him a cup of tea every night, I vividly remember
that.”) 

Next came Gus, a neighbour’s “big, black, frisky Labrador” who
Glazebrook basically adopted. “They let me have him all the time.
After school I would go and get him. 

He would play with me in the garden; I would walk him; I would
do training stuff with him…” Already at school she was desperate
to work with dogs. 

“Everyone else wanted to be a lawyer or a doctor or whatever, it
was not really the done thing.” 

She studied sociology and childhood studies, “But at university,
I became obsessed with the security dogs, I started taking them
out and exercising them!”

Her work as a toy industry researcher focused on play has clearly
not gone to waste, but Glazebrook spent all her wages and spare
time on dog training courses and placements. 

She volunteered in council kennels, walking dogs on “death row.
I wanted them to have a last walk.” 

Then, after a stint working with street dogs in India, Glazebrook
started running the Dogs Trust’s Take the Lead programme,
working with young offenders and rescue dogs. 

That experience gave her vital insights into what can influence
our relationship with dogs. “I remember there was this young
kid who I was talking to about how would we start trying to get
this particular rescue dog to drop a ball. 

He said, ‘Well, you would kick it.’ I said, ‘Why would you do that?’
and he said, ‘Well, if I’ve got something and I don’t listen, my
dad kicks me.’ 

At that point, you just go, well, that makes complete sense. 
Those courses were incredible for realising that we’re not all
coming at it from the same place; we’re all coming at it from
different angles.”

Glazebrook’s professional experiences have been complemented by
a long line of beloved fostered and adopted dogs, from Henry, a
mysterious Great Dane-Boxer mash -up found during the Dalston
riots who eventually found a home in the country (“He took a bit of
my heart with him”), to deaf bulldog Cookie. 

Cookie was the first dog Glazebrook and her husband got together,
“our angel dog” who over 10 years saw them through the birth of
their two children. 

The unbearably sad, but necessary, last chapter of the book on end
of life, touches on the heart-rending decision to have Cookie put to
sleep. 

“The loss is so huge. I think honestly it took about two years for me
to be able to process.” 
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From hippos to hamsters: How
Covid is affecting creatures great
and small
Scientists are racing to assess the spread of the virus in wild and
domestic animals, and the threat it could pose to us.

The first report of an animal infection came in February 2020
when a dog in Hong Kong tested positive, probably having
contracted it from its infected owner. Since then there have been
numerous reports of dogs and cats with Covid. Other pets
generally appear less susceptible - no one has yet identified a
Covid-positive goldfish - although ferrets and golden hamsters
can catch Covid-19, and dwarf Roborovski hamsters can die
from it.

Further research has suggested that cat and dog infections are
relatively common. Scientists in the Netherlands found that in
20% of households they visited where pet owners had tested
positive for Covid, the cats and dogs had antibodies for the virus.

Some infected animals develop symptoms - generally a runny
nose, coughing, sneezing or conjunctivitis - and most make
uneventful recoveries. However, some may experience more
severe illness.

“The first cat that we identified as being infected from its owner
was a young kitten that died of pneumonia,” said Hosie. 
“We didn’t test exhaustedly for other potential pathogens, so we
couldn’t say for sure, but the pathology was very similar to the
viral pneumonia seen in Covid-19 patients.”

But are these infected pets contagious? Evidence from dogs
suggests the risk of onward transmission is low because it is
difficult to isolate replicating virus from them.

On cats, the jury is still out. Experimental studies have suggested
they can infect other cats, but the degree to which this happens
in the real world is uncertain. Cats are relatively solitary creatures
- they don’t spend much time in close contact with other cats or
humans (besides their owners). So if they catch Covid-19, their
owner is probably the source, and any onward transmission is
likely to be extremely limited.

Farmed mink, on the other hand, are forced to live in close
proximity to one another, and are highly susceptible to infection
with Sars-CoV-2. They can also develop pneumonia and die from
it.

In November 2020, news that the virus had crossed from
humans into mink, mutated and then jumped back again sounded
alarm bells around the world. “That was a real wake-up call, and
I think is why there’s now more emphasis on studying viruses at
the human animal interface,” said Hosie.

Fortunately, although there have been other mink outbreaks, “so
far [mink-related variant viruses] have not shown to be more
transmissible or causing more severe impact compared to other
circulating Sars-CoV-2,” a report by the European Food Safety
Authority and the European Centre for Disease Prevention and
Control concluded.

Of course, infected farm animals can be quarantined or culled,
as millions of mink were. Farm surveillance can also be stepped
up and farmworkers kitted out with protective equipment.

Vaccination is another option. In March, Russia’s state veterinary
service announced that it had approved a Covid-19 vaccine called
Karnivak-Kov for use on fur farms or for cats and dogs, after
clinical trials on arctic foxes, cats, dogs and mink.

The US Department of Agriculture has authorised a vaccine
developed by the American animal health company Zoetis for
experimental use on a case-by-case basis. Early this year Zoetis
agreed to supply San Diego zoo with enough doses to inoculate
its great apes after the zoo’s western lowland gorilla troop
became ill with Covid.

“Since then we’ve had multiple requests from different zoos and
conservatories,” said Mahesh Kumar, a senior vice-president of
biologics research and development at Zoetis. “I think 100
species of mammals have been vaccinated.” More concerning
than farm outbreaks would be evidence of significant
transmission among wild animals. Vaccinating them would be
impractical, assuming a vaccine even worked in that species.

In May the Journal of Virology reported that white-tailed deer,
which are native to North, Central and South America, were
capable of transmitting the virus to each other. And in August
researchers at the US National Wildlife Center in Fort Collins
reported that up to a third of white-tailed deer in the US north-
east had antibodies to Sars-CoV-2. It is unclear how they became
infected.

If white-tailed deer really are transmitting the virus to each other
in a continued and significant way, that could be problematic -
although if a potentially dangerous new variant arose in them, it
would still need to be transmitted back to us, and humans don’t
tend to spend a lot of time breathing the same air as deer.

“What we’re really concerned about is the passing back and forth
between humans and animals, and to other animals, in a setting
where the human population ultimately could be affected,” said
Rebecca Fisher, an assistant professor of epidemiology at Texas
A&M University.

Her greater fear is the virus adapting to wild animals that live in
close proximity to humans, such as rodents. Fortunately, rats
and mice don’t appear particularly susceptible to Sars-CoV-2
infection at the current time. However, because of the risks
involved, it could pay to be vigilant. “The current pandemic is
maintained by human [to] human transmission, but we need to
keep a watching brief on animals,” said Alan Radford, a professor
in veterinary health informatics at the University of Liverpool.

For now, the most likely source of new variants is continued
circulation of the virus in humans. With ongoing high infection
rates, we still present a far greater risk to our pets than they do
to us. This is unfortunate. “When we’re sick or convalescing,
what is better than a snuggle with our pets?” said Fisher. “Tough
as it is, if we are sick we must try to not interact with them, and
not pass anything on to them. We need to try our hardest to
protect them, just as we would our human children.”

(Article source: The Guardian)

A year ago humanity embarked on a project to vaccinate every
person against Covid-19. But in recent months a shadow vaccination
campaign has also been taking place. From giraffes to snow
leopards, gorillas to sea lions, zoos around the world have been
inoculating their animals with an experimental Covid vaccine as an
insurance policy against what they fear could be a similarly fatal
illness for certain mammals. Meanwhile, veterinary scientists have
been scrambling to understand the scale of Covid-19 infection in
our furry household companions, and what the consequences could
be for their health - and our own.

Last week two hippos at Antwerp zoo in Belgium became the latest
in a coterie of creatures to contract Covid from humans. Fortunately,
Imani and Hermien had no symptoms apart from runny noses, but
other animals haven’t been so fortunate. In November three snow
leopards died from Covid-related complications at a children’s zoo
in Nebraska. Other zoos have reported infections in gorillas, lions,
tigers and cougars.

Although Sars-CoV-2 is thought to have originated in an animal,
most likely a bat, until recently most of the scientific focus has,
understandably, been on human cases of disease. Yet ever since the
early days of the pandemic, scientists have worried about the
possibility of other animal infections. “We’ve always recognised that
coronaviruses have this tremendous capacity to jump species. So it
was always predicted that there would be a variety of domestic
animals, livestock and potentially wildlife that could be infected,”
said Margaret Hosie, a professor of comparative virology at the
University of Glasgow’s Centre for Virus Research.

If other animals can become infected and transmit the virus, this
could put pressure on it to adapt and acquire new mutations,
raising the prospect of new variants that could be transmitted
back to people. “You could be concentrating on eradicating the
virus in humans, but meanwhile the virus could be mutating away
quietly in an animal species, and getting hotter and hotter,” Hosie
said.
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The Guardian reports that allowing women to give birth in hospital
with their pet dog by their side could ease their anxiety, one of the
first women to use a “birth dog” has said.

Charlotte Beard, 24, who suffers from non-epileptic seizures, was
supported through her 50-hour labour by her aid pet Flump, who is
trained to detect seizures before they happen.

The fluffy-haired Maltese was prepared for the birth by being played
audio tracks of babies crying at home and being introduced to staff
at the maternity ward in Poole hospital.

“I would say you can’t really do a practice run,” Beard joked. 
“He was visiting the maternity hospital on a very regular basis,
getting to know staff, getting to know the different rooms and the
setups. 

Even things like the different equipment that was going to be used,
he would see that used on a regular basis.”

Flump, two, attended every scan and every appointment alongside
Beard.

It is a legal requirement that assistance dogs are allowed into
hospitals, but Beard said a lot of hospitals were not aware of this.

“It would have caused high levels of anxiety if Flump was not there,”
she said. “I would have certainly been more concerned about my
safety.

“I am not suggesting that if I were to have a seizure, staff would not
have been able to look after me. But no staff member can detect
beforehand whether you are going to have a seizure or not.

The Guardian reports that first there was recycling, then cutting
down on flights, now feeding your pets insects is the latest lifestyle
choice to help tackle climate breakdown.

Environmentally minded pet owners are choosing to feed their
animals meals made out of crickets, mealworms and black soldier
flies in an attempt to curb the huge carbon emissions produced by
raising livestock for traditional, meat-based diets.

BBC News reports that the young black cat was discovered in the
house in Norwich, just before Christmas. The family was unable to
keep the animal as they had dogs of their own, the RSPCA said.

Named Mistletoe by the charity, she was checked over by a vet, and
the RSPCA is now hoping to rehome her. Inspector Amy Pellegrini,
who was called in by the family, said: "The new homeowners really
weren't expecting to find a cat in their kitchen cupboard when they
moved in - they must've had quite the surprise.

"They were worried as they have dogs of their own and they didn't
want to frighten Mistletoe any more than she must've been already.
"She was such a sweet thing - I named her Mistletoe because she
was found just before Christmas."

Mistletoe was found to be in good health and the local RSPCA
branch manager said she had settled in well. "She is a gorgeous little
cat who just loves a fuss and really loves her soft snuggle bed," she
said. "She will make someone out there a wonderful pet and will be
available for rehoming in the coming weeks."

The RSPCA said Mistletoe had not been microchipped when she was
found, and they were still looking into how she came to be in the
kitchen cupboard.

(Story source: BBC News)

UK woman has baby in
hospital with ‘birth dog’
by her side
Charlotte Beard was helped through labour
by aid dog Flump who is trained to detect 
her oncoming seizures.

Why feeding your pets
insects could become 
all the buzz
Owners worried about the climate cost of
traditional pet food are switching to crickets,
mealworms and black soldier flies.

New Norwich
homeowners surprised 
to find cat in cupboard
A family was surprised to open a cupboard in
the kitchen of a house they had just moved
into - to find a cat staring back at them.

That is something that Flump can do that nobody else can, and it
gives them such valuable time to make sure that I am safe and have
the right support in place before it happens. Prevention is always
much better than treatment.”

Beard gave birth to her son Alfie, weighing 6lb 10oz, after two days
with Flump. Her partner and full-time carer, Ash Phoenix, 29, was
present.

Beard, a former wildlife rehabilitator who had to stop work due to
her health, said Flump sat patiently at the end of the bed during the
birth and then took in his stride the following days spent in the
maternity ward. “We would regularly hear quite distressing noises
and he was absolutely fantastic,” she said. “He slept through a lot
of other people’s labours.”

Beard said she was not sure whether she was the first woman in the
UK to have an assistance pet present during birth, but the hospital
where Alfie was born had certainly never allowed it before. Staff had
to do lots of research and set up risk assessments before Flump
could attend, she said.

The idea of having a dog present had been put to Beard, who had
studied animal behaviour and training, by a doctor. It was thought
that having a dog at her side might give her more confidence. 
Beard had had three miscarriages previously and worried about
having traumatic memories on her return to hospital.

Beard got Flump at 10 weeks and has trained him since then. 
“From a human standpoint I cannot help but think how lovely it is
that Flump was there. He was one of the first to see Alfie,” Beard
said.

“Obviously hormones play a great part in it. Being present there from
the birth and meeting Alfie within moments of him being born,
whether it has increased the bond or not, it was such a lovely
experience for everyone. Flump was absolutely besotted with Alfie
from the moment he first saw him.”

(Story source: The Guardian)

She said owners should be aware that pets could be sensitive to
sudden changes in their diet, and recommended a week-long
transition, starting with a ratio of 75% old food to 25% new food
and slowly altering the balance.

Justine Shotton, president of the British Veterinary Association, said
owners must be careful to ensure that insect-based pet food met
their pets’ nutritional needs, and further research was needed.

“At the moment, there is not enough evidence to support insect-
based protein completely replacing current complete pet food diets,
but it is another option which could be considered in the future.
Owners should always ensure any changes to a pet’s diet are
supervised by a vet with in-depth nutritional knowledge,” she said.
According to the Pet Food Manufacturers Association, there are
seven insects authorised by the EU for use as pet food ingredients.
The farmed insects are fed on spent grains, palm kernel, fruits and
vegetable crop by-products, and while most farms were originally
located in the tropics there are now more than 100 in Europe.

(Story source: The Guardian)

Experts say pets can be fed insects as they are rich in protein, and
that farmed species can also contain high fats, oils, mineral and
vitamin levels. Preliminary research also suggests that when insects
are farmed commercially, emissions, water, and land usage is lower
than farming livestock.

Nicole Paley, deputy chief executive of the Pet Food Manufacturers
Association, said: “When made into a nutritionally complete pet
food, insect proteins can contribute to nutritious and palatable
products that can also be environmentally sustainable. Insect-based
products offer an alternative for owners who prefer to feed their pets
a diet that is sourced from ingredients other than traditional livestock
animals.” Forecasts by Rabobank, a Dutch multinational, estimate
that the insect-based pet food market could increase 50-fold by
2030, when half a million metric tons are projected to be produced.

Andrew Knight, a professor of veterinary science at the University
of Winchester, said this would reflect growing consumer interest in
alternative pet foods, which included vegan diets, for sustainability
reasons. This is partly a result of owners’ anxieties about the high
carbon footprint associated with the pet food industry, which
according to a UCLA study represents about 25% of the
environmental damage associated with the meat industry, and is
equivalent to 64m tons of carbon dioxide a year - the same climate
impact as 13.6m cars driving for a year. However, Knight added that
many consumers’ “revulsion to insect-based diets” may act as a
barrier to wider take up.

Insect-based pet food is also typically more expensive than
traditional ranges. For example, a bag of insect-based Lovefood dry
kibble costs £12 a kg, compared with £9.75 for a 2kg bag of Iams
dry cat food with chicken. Solitaire Townsend, co-founder of Futerra,
which is working with Mars Petcare to produce Lovebug, its first
insect-based pet food range for cats, said their market research
suggested that nearly half (47%) of pet owners would consider
feeding their pets insects, with 87% of those surveyed noting that
sustainability was an important consideration in choosing pet food.

Townsend said that as a vegetarian for climate reasons, she wanted
an option “for my cat and my conscience”. She added: “Cats aren’t
squeamish about eating bugs, but some people can be. Of course,
millions of people across the world eat insects as normal within their
diet. Perhaps in the UK it can feel a bit unusual, but I’m old enough
to remember when sushi, and even pasta, was the same way.”



Sometime in 2016, Chris Mullins received a message about a
missing skunk. Mullins, 70, who lives in Leicestershire, had founded
a Facebook group, Beastwatch UK, in 2001 as a place to document
exotic animal sightings in the British countryside, so it was natural
for news of this sort to trickle his way. In that time there had been a
piranha in the Thames and a chinchilla in a post box, so a skunk on
the loose in a local village seemed a relatively manageable
misadventure. He loaded up some traps and headed to Barrow upon
Soar to see if he could help locate the wayward creature.

Mullins, who has a white beard, smiling eyes and maintains a steady,
gentle rhythm when he speaks, had always nurtured a passion for
wildlife - chasing it down, catching it. The interest took hold amid a
challenging childhood. Aged five, Mullins was victim of a hit and run
that left him with amnesia and he spent two years in hospital before
his parents sent him to a special school to catch up with his
education.

It was there his interest in animals was sparked (he recalls
sprinting after a hare in a field - “Sadly it was that little bit faster
than I was” - and catching a bat that flew into the boy’s
dormitory), so when a move to secondary school saw him the
victim of bullying, the natural world became a sanctuary. 

By the late 1970s, as the beast of Exmoor, a vicious big cat said
to roam the West Country, gained notoriety, he became
enamoured with the phenomenon of British big cats. 

Curious about what other exotic animals could be out there, he
found that wallabies, raccoons, pythons and many other species
were hiding in Britain’s parishes, roaming the estates, hidden
away in garden sheds. He started the Beastwatch group out of
“pure curiosity”.

Think of it as a data project: “What’s out there? Let’s find out.”
But it was only in 2016 when Mullins set out to search for that
missing skunk that the group’s potential became clear to him.
When he arrived in Barrow upon Soar he met the distraught
owner - a keen exotics keeper - and realised that many of these
incongruous creatures he’d been fascinated by were people’s
pets that had escaped or been freed. “I realised that it was time
to stop treating these animals as statistics,” he says. “To roll my
sleeves up and get stuck in… To try to help find them.”

Mullins resolved that Beastwatch needed to refocus its purpose:
the seed for the country’s first dedicated search and rescue
operation for exotic animals was sown.

As more attention is given to the issue of non-native invasive
species in the UK, exotic pets have come under further scrutiny.
Invasive species, which can disturb the equilibrium of a local
ecosystem via predation, competition, or spreading disease, have
been described as one of the top threats to biodiversity
worldwide. It costs the UK economy up to £1.8bn a year, mainly
through its impact on agricultural land or property damage. 
Many of the most problematic species - such as Japanese
knotweed or the signal crayfish - were brought over as a result
of trade and agriculture, but escaped pets represent another
channel of entry.

Exotic pets have been living in Britain since the Norman times.
William the Conqueror kept a menagerie at Woodstock,
Oxfordshire, which contained lions, camels and lynxes. 
The Tower of London counted leopards, bears and an African
elephant among its residents. Tales of escapes go back centuries.
A monkey that lived at the Tower broke free in 1754, climbed the
walls and showered staff with roof tiles before it eventually
returned to its cage of its own volition; a Bengal tiger went on an
all-night rampage down London’s Piccadilly half a century later.

The exotic pet trade as we know it took off in the second half of
the 20th century. Between 1952 and 1965 the number of
“foreign” animals that passed through Heathrow airport each
month increased from 80 to 8,000, according to a 1965 feature
in this very magazine that asked: “Is the pet business getting out
of hand?” It’s grown ever since. The last two decades have seen
a 60% increase in the number of exotic pets in the UK, according
to a survey by the Born Free Foundation, a wildlife charity. 
It includes an estimated 3m reptiles, amphibians, invertebrates
and birds. Last year there were 3,651 dangerous wild animals
kept under licence.

And no, they are not all safely at home with their owners. 
If anyone knows this, it’s Mullins. In 2006, Beastwatch conducted
its first survey of exotic animal sightings. It counted 5,391 big
cats, 51 wallabies, 43 snakes, 10 crocodiles, seven wolves and
three pandas, among others, between 2000 and 2006. The big
cat sightings are unverified - so perhaps speak to imaginations
running wild, not just pets - but it has been estimated that about
500 big cats are loose in the UK. And yes, a red panda was found
in the Birmingham suburbs in 2005 after escaping a nature park.

“It is clear the UK contains far more exotic wild animals than the
British public could ever imagine,” he told reporters at the time.
Many historic escapees have already made themselves at home
in the UK. Ring-necked parakeets, or the “grey-squirrel of the
sky”, were kept as pets in the Victorian times. 

A colony first established itself in Kent in the late 1960s and there
could now be up to 30,000 breeding pairs. Red-eared terrapins
became hip in the 1980s amid Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle-mania
and can now be found nationwide. A small population of
wallabies has lived in Staffordshire since the Second World War,
when five of the marsupials escaped a zoo at Roaches Hall. 
A number of Himalayan porcupines established themselves in
Devon during the 1970s after escaping a wildlife park. In 2009,
a colony of skunks was found in the Forest of Dean.

Raccoons, raccoon dogs and Siberian chipmunks are three
mammals with the biggest potential to become established in the
UK to the detriment of local wildlife according to a horizon-
scanning report funded by Defra. Many raccoon dogs, or tanuki,
were kept as pets in the UK until 2019 when the animal was
added to the invasive species list. It is known as the “escapologist
of the mammal world”. When Mullins was investigating that
missing skunk, he picked up the Barrow upon Soar newsletter
to discover the village also had a renegade raccoon dog; a photo
had been printed of the animal rummaging in someone’s kitchen.

The RSPCA does not have the resources to go looking for
missing pets - however exotic - though will attend to them when
found. The organisation has fielded an increasing number of calls
regarding exotic animals over the past decade, many of which
have been abandoned. In September it published a report with
Born Free calling for tighter restrictions. 

Continued on pages 20-21…
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Catch them if you can? Meet the
exotic pet detectives
Skunks, iguanas, terrapins, big cats… Britain has more invasive 
and exotic animals than you imagine. Meet the search and rescue
enthusiasts dedicated to capturing them and keeping them safe.



Animals on the non-native invasive species list cannot be kept
as a pet (unless you owned one before the species was listed),
and dangerous animals require a licence from the council.
Otherwise you can keep almost any animal as a pet in the UK.
The Kept Animals Welfare Bill, which is currently moving through
parliament, is set to ban the keeping of primates as pets and
require anyone in possession of one to apply for a licence. Until
then, even monkeys are fair game.

While animal welfare charities, environmental groups, exotic
keepers and the government grapple with the best way to
manage the UK’s rapidly diversifying population of animals, the
frequency with which they are popping up in unlikely
circumstances is rising. Whether it’s a raccoon dog dumped by
its owner, a much-loved python gone awry, or a suspected big
cat on the Derbyshire hills, the fact is, the animals are out there.
Who’s going to get them back?

Mullins never did manage to catch the Barrow upon Soar skunk
- the animal was later found by the owner trapped in a drain - but
he returned home inspired. He put out a message to the
Beastwatch Facebook community and a committee was formed
to establish how to organise an effective search and rescue
operation. His first successful recapture came a year later, when
a creature-encounter company put out an appeal about another
skunk, named Jasper, on the loose in Narborough, Leicestershire. 

Mullins showed up with a small team armed with humane traps
and walkie talkies. It was caught within the hour. “That was
remarkable,” says Mullins, who spotted it in a garden, took
pursuit and helped corner it in an outhouse. 

“Sometimes we could be out for hours, days, weeks and nothing
comes of it.” Mullins built a database of volunteers, but at first
Beastwatch operated in a fairly loose fashion. Like Mullins, many
Beastwatch members were interested in cryptozoology - animals
whose existence is disputed, or that have roots in myth, legend
or folklore. 

For many in the group these out-of-place animals were a similar
phenomena. Cryptozoology was recreational, fun, nothing much
depended on their success or failure in finding something.

But one member who was eager to change this was Mike Potts,
54, the committee secretary. Potts shared an interest in
cryptozoology, but what really intrigued him were the mysteries
that surround real animals. The Beastwatch project tapped into
his desire to make sense of the subversive side of nature and the
legends that out-of-place animals can generate. “If they’re not
escaped or released pets, they’re either unusual migratory
visitors, or stowaways,” says Potts. Mullins and Potts hit it off.
“He was full of enthusiasm,” says Mullins. “This was what we
needed”.

Potts knew that work needed to be done for Beastwatch to be
credible. There are skills required to investigate a mystery beast
or handle an exotic pet. They don’t always match. Potts became
more selective with recruitment. “There’s no point having
hundreds of volunteers if they won’t move from behind the
keyboard.” Beastwatch began making its transition into a serious,
albeit fringe, wildlife rescue group.

In 2019, Potts took over as CEO. That summer it boasted another
success when it recaptured two raccoon dogs reported by the
BBC to have been “terrorising” residents around Clarborough,
Nottinghamshire, “as if they were monsters,” says Potts. The
Beastwatch team showed up to coordinate a search operation
that boasted drones, thermal imaging technology and cameras
as well as a team scouting the surrounding countryside. After a
96-hour search the raccoon dogs were recaptured.

Climate change is increasing the threat of invasive species, but
most escaped exotics are unlikely to survive long in the wilds of
Britain, let alone become established. That’s the key reason
Beastwatch believes it’s urgent to swiftly retrieve them. It’s a
welfare issue. And a service for keepers that have been given the
slip. Potts does not dispute the need for regulation, and that it
should not be so easy to buy these creatures.

On a cold, grey November day, I pay Potts a visit. He lives just
outside Preston, in a semi-detached house. He shares it with his
partner and fellow reptile aficionado Kate Ashley, 36, two of her
children, and more than 30 animals. In the driveway is a car with
a green sticker on the windscreen: “Emergency Animal
Responder on Call”. There’s a stuffed leopard toy on the
dashboard and a pile of cages on the back seat. Potts, who has
a grey beard and thick black eyebrows, answers the door. 

We take a seat in the front room surrounded by reptile tanks.
There’s a gecko, a salamander, leeches. Another is filled with
cockroaches. He reaches into the tank and pulls out two of the
insects. “These would make appropriate pets for children,” he
says fondly as they crawl around his hands. They almost seem
cuddly. He unlatches a door in the base of a black cabinet and a
brown and white skunk named Bisto scuttles out and hides
behind the sofa. “Cup of tea?” asks Potts. “Yes, please,” I reply.

Many of the animals in his home are rescues that he has
rehoused. Through the kitchen is a conservatory where a
Savannah cat patrols more tanks containing a python and a boa.
Beyond that is a concrete yard where Potts keeps two raccoon
dogs.

Potts wants Beastwatch to be taken seriously by the authorities.
Sure, many of the early members were there for the big-cat
chatter, but since then it has evolved into a network of
experienced exotic keepers. Today it has 500 volunteers in local
teams that cover every county in England, with four teams in
Scotland and one in Northern Ireland. 

The group has 3,300 members and a steady stream of requests
for help. Recent posts include a (now found) royal python in
Rainham and a missing African grey parrot in Banks. They
encounter about 100 cases a month, but Potts reckons it’s
pushing 1,500 cases a year now. As well as proactively searching
for missing animals, Beastwatch is connected to people with the
facilities to home them. There’s a gap within the existing animal
rescue infrastructure, Potts believes, and they can plug it.

The doorbell rings. It’s Tracie Williams, executive director of
operations for Beastwatch. Williams is a former RSPCA inspector
who joined Beastwatch about four years ago. She is helping Potts
build collaborative relationships with other wildlife groups and
tout their unique skill set to the emergency services. 
“They effectively treat every single animal that isn’t a cat or dog
as venomous,” says Williams. “So they’re looking for somebody
to tell them: ‘Is this snake going to kill me?’”

Another reason to have a good relationship with the police is that
Beastwatch activity has a tendency to look suspicious. 
In October, Potts and Williams hot-footed it to Blackpool to join
the hunt for a 4ft iguana. “It’s night-time and we’re going around
back alleys with high-powered torches and peering over people’s
fences,” says Williams, who phoned the local force to let them
know. “An hour later they’re calling us back asking: 

‘Have you found it? Is it OK? Will it live!?’” It was vindicating:
“They showed real interest,” she says. As for the iguana?
Conveniently, it was bright orange. The lizard was soon spotted
in the low branches of a tree and caught with the help of a snake
hook. Potts shared a celebratory post on the Beastwatch
Facebook page. “You can keep your hedgehogs and pigeons folks
- this is what we live for!” He whooped.

While Potts charges onwards - he wants Beastwatch to be a
household name - Mullins is happy to take a step back from the
day-to-day operation. He never imagined Beastwatch would take
the course it did, though his love for the chase still pulses
through it. “I was gobsmacked at how quickly it evolved,” he
says. “When people started joining it was wonderful. I couldn’t
have asked for more.”

Today, Mullins still keeps tabs on notable sightings and goes on
excursions from time to time. “I’ve been given some leads, which
would be interesting to chase up,” he says. “I need to put it out
there in the local press again - see if I can get some more
information.” He’s fixing up a motorhome so he can tour the
country. Spread the Beastwatch gospel. 

In the meantime the creatures on his doorstep keep him
occupied. There are badgers that come up to his house every
night. He feeds them, talks to them. “They can be very
entertaining animals,” he says. “Squirrels, too. I do love them.
They’re an invasive species - so we’re not supposed to - but
they’re cute little buggers.” Whether it should be here or not,
Mullins is satisfied with whatever is out there. He doesn’t go in
for pets. “I have four chickens,” he says.

(Article source: The Guardian)
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Please help us rescue and care for
vulnerable hedgehogs - Britain’s
favourite mammal
A shocking study has revealed that 
hedgehogs are rapidly vanishing from 
our countryside, with numbers HALVED
in the last 20 years.

Charity of the MonthMy        MattersPet

I am delighted to tell you that Britain’s hedgehog has won favourite
mammal in a UK poll.

The UK’s only spiny mammal won with 35.9% of the 5,000 votes,
more than double that of the Red Fox, who came in second place
with 15.4%. The Red Squirrel came third with 11.4%, out of a
shortlist of 10 charismatic UK mammals.

Unfortunately, hedgehogs are rapidly vanishing from our
countryside as numbers have HALVED in the last 20 years, a
shocking study has revealed.

Henry Johnson, hedgehog officer, People’s Trust for Endangered
Species (PTES) said:

“We Brits seem to love hedgehogs for a whole range of reasons,
including their cute appearance, their role as slug controllers and
the way they have colonised our gardens with such aplomb. This
is why it is so sad to see them decline, with one in three lost since
the millennium.”

Threats to hedgehogs come mostly from us. In rural areas, our
farmland increasingly lacks the diversity of habitats hedgehogs
need and the invertebrates they feed on. In towns and cities green
spaces are lost to development, paved over or increasingly
fragmented. Hedgehogs are also very prone to road traffic
accidents.

This is why we have launched this special Annual Appeal to protect
Britain’s favourite mammal.

At Hedgehog Rescue Rehabilitation and Care Centre we respond
immediately to rescue injured hedgehogs. A vet is called in straight
away and the hedgehogs are monitored and cared for. Once fit
and well they are released back into the wild.

Hedgehog Rescue is now conducting its Annual Appeal. Only by
continuing our huge effort and long-life commitment can we give
these wonderful animals a safe, happy and contented life.

We care for many hedgehogs here at our rehabilitation
centre. Hedgehogs just like these:

‘Julie’

‘Julie’ (pictured left) came in last Autumn, quite
small, out in daylight and had ticks. She stayed a
few weeks, put on enough weight, and made a
full recovery. She was released back to her own
territory by the finder.

Baby Hedgehogs

These 2 hedgehogs came in as very small
babies and had stayed with us a few
weeks, gaining weight and giving us a
chance to sort out their health issues. They
had several ticks and needed worming.
When they were 100% ready, we released
them close to where they were found.

These hedgehogs are some of the lucky ones. Others are less
fortunate.

As a friend who knows what a wonder animals can be, I hope you
will support our Annual Appeal. Your kind gift will help us rescue
and care for many more vulnerable hedgehogs - Britain’s favourite
mammal.

To donate to Hedgehog Rescue, go to:
https://www.justgiving.com/fundraising/hedgehogrescue 
or write to: Raisemore, Unit 1, Alton Road Industrial Estate,
Ross-on-Wye HR9 5NB

Registered Charity No: 1126812 (England & Wales) 
Registered Charity No: SCO47720 (Scotland)


