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Samantha McKernan established Maneki Neko Cat Rescue in

October 2012, after many years of private cat rescue and as a

foster carer for other rescue organisations. In this time, Maneki

Neko has grown from rehoming 89 cats in its first year to over

1000, as well as introducing innovative programs including

community outreach and low cost desexing in Victoria to

improve the welfare outcomes for cats.

Samantha has recently retired from a corporate position to

concentration on the goals of Maneki Neko Cat Rescue resulting

in the opening of ‘Neko HQ’, which comprises a retail

fundraising store and adoption lounge.

Abstract

Maneki Neko Cat Rescue – Going out of Business! 

Maneki Neko Cat Rescue was established in 2012 with very little knowledge of the depth and breadth

of the issue of Cat welfare in Australia.

From small beginnings we have grown to rehome over 1000 cats each year with approximately 3-400

in care at any one time. We have built a team over 180 volunteers and fostercarers and raised over

$250k last year.

So, what is different about Maneki Neko?

Maneki Neko has focused not only on rescue but fundraising, advocacy, outreach, prevention and

peer support. We have implemented programs that can be replicated by other groups and work with

them to achieve our goal of making Victoria a great place to be a Cat.

But, ultimately our goal is to no longer be needed! Rescue should only exist to be the safety net for

animals that are unable to cope in the shelter environment or need specialised foster care. We are not

here to do the job of shelters and pounds for them, and our focus must be on ensuring that vast

improvements are implemented as quickly as possible. We need far less reliance on Rescue and far

more live outcomes.



Full Paper

Maneki Neko Cat Rescue – Dare to be Different!

Let’s start with the name! Yes, it is hard to say, but it is Japanese and refers to many legends about instances

where a cat saved the life of their person. Cats are held in high regard in Japan. The Maneki Neko even has its own

shrine, a festival and of course you see them in the window of nearly every Asian restaurant. These are small

statues with a waving arm to entice wealth and good fortune through the door. So, it’s a bit like a horseshoe on the

wall or finding a coin, it means good luck.

Maneki Neko Cat Rescue was established in 2012 with very little knowledge of the issues of Cat welfare in

Australia. I knew I adored Cats and after nursing our one cat through diabetes and then multiple myeloma, in my

heartbreak I thought maybe I could help others. I signed up with a rescue group in the local area as a foster carer

and not long after four rather disgruntled kittens arrived to live in our spare room. I had NO IDEA!

These four hissy, spitty and rather frightening kittens took a long time to come around, but they showed me that it is

possible! So much so that I kept one and he is a big smoochball! And I learned a lot from the rescue group, but got

frustrated that there was little sense of urgency and everything was very secretive – creeping around in the shadows

is not my style and this is too important.

Solution! Start my own rescue group. I conscripted two vet nurses to join me and from small beginnings, around five

years ago, we have grown to rehome over 1000 cats each year with approximately 3-400 in care at any one time.

We have built a team of over 200 volunteers and foster carers and raised over $250k last year.

So, what is different about Maneki Neko?

Maneki Neko has focused not only on rescue but fundraising, advocacy, outreach, prevention and peer support.

We have implemented programs that can be replicated by other groups and work with them to achieve our goal of

making Victoria a great place to be a Cat.

It did not take long for us to realise that rescue was not enough! Rescue is just one stream of activity that is needed

to ensure that the unnecessary killing of Cats is put to an end. Rescue on its own cannot achieve this.

The parable of the Babies in the River really resonated with me. The story of villagers rescuing babies found floating

downstream. Rescuing to the point of exhausted and neglecting to look after themselves. And the Babies keep

floating down the river at risk of drowning, more and more of them. Until only some could be saved and others sadly

drowned. If you are in rescue you know that feeling? That feeling that comes over you when you can’t remember

what it is that you used to do on the weekends or a time when you didn’t have a to do list longer than your arm.

So, the story goes that someone finally realised the madness and futility of trying to save all these babies from

drowning in the river, that they stopped to go in search of the source. To find out why babies were being sent down

the river, who by and what could be done to stop this.

And it is hard! When you realise you cannot save them all. That you must make decisions that mean the life or

death of individual animals. It is hard to focus on the big picture where there are animals in front of you needing

rescue and you are their last chance.

Our first step was fundraising. No money means no rescue, but fundraising means time, time taken away from

rescue! I know many groups do not fundraise. They work tirelessly at jobs to support their rescue work, and many

end up exhausted and broke. We wanted to try to avoid that, so we embarked on fundraising! We found lots of

people that couldn’t be part of the hands-on work with animals, but wanted to help, so we exploited all of their time

and talent to raise as much as we can.



Bake Sales, BBQ’s, Trivia Nights, Crowd Funding, Corporate Partnerships, Social Media appeals – you name it was

have done it! And we think we have got pretty good at it!

But as much as fundraising means we can pay our vet bills and get happy, healthy cats into loving homes which is our

core objective, it doesn’t help us understand where all these cats are coming from or why rescue is even needed?

We had plenty of cats to rescue, enough money to pay all the bills, but are we making a difference?

The stats tell us we are! We rehomed 1100 cats last year and a 1000 the year before. The two biggest shelters in Metro

Melbourne rehomed between 2-3000 each in a one year period. So, should we be shouting from the rooftops about our

success?

Yes! We saved and rehomed 1100 cats!

But hang on, No! No, we shouldn’t. What we have done is do the job of the larger shelters for them! We made it easy

for them to rely on rescue. We made their stats look great - We let them throw the babies in the river and then

congratulated ourselves for rescuing them!

Time to get to the real issue!

If the big shelters are not doing it right, and advocates have been jumping up and down about it for many, many years

and lots has changed but not enough, where does this leave rescue?

Perhaps we have been looking at it all wrong?!?

What if we looked at the issue of the killing of cats like it was a disease?

In many ways, the way in which Cats are ‘managed’ in nearly every jurisdiction across Australia is a disease. One that

causes death in most cases.

So how can we apply the principles of disease management to Animal Welfare? Like many diseases, research and

trials have been undertaken to find ways to treat, prevent and even cure animal management. To bring about live

outcomes, reduce pound intake and manage community expectations.

We know its curable, we know its treatable and we know its preventable. It is:

• TREATABLE – we know that there are programs to help people keep their pets rather than have to surrender them

or have them returned to them should they get lost. We know that homes can be found for even they shy ones, and

we know that funds can be raised to do it.

• PREVENTABLE – we know low cost/no cost desexing and TNR works at reducing intake into pounds and shelters

and we know that outreach programs work to assist the financially disadvantaged.

• CUREABLE – I came to my first G2Z Conference in 2013. I heard about jurisdiction after jurisdiction in the United

States and elsewhere that have done it. In 2015 this message was reiterated - we know there is a cure!

I was really inspired by the goals of the Juvenile Diabetes Research Fund. They are a global organisation looking for a

cure to Type 1 diabetes (the type you are generally born with, not the other one). They state clearly that their goal is to

find the cure for Type 1 Diabetes and then the organisation will no longer be needed. They will shut up shop, pack their

bags and go home! You can read more about them at jdrf.org or for the Australian office jrdf.org.au – they are

PAWESOME!



This leaves us with Maneki Neko Cat Rescue. A group of dedicated volunteers, working night and day to rescue Cats in

Victoria. Cats that need to be rescued, but on the other hand we know there is a much bigger picture and a cure that

simply needs to be implemented.

We know that if the big shelters were doing all the things that we know work – innovative adoption programs, low cost-no

cost desexing, TNR, advocacy, outreach and peer support and so on that rescue would only be needed in rare

circumstances.

We also know that they have been told this, and yet very little has changed. Some of the influencers even attended

previous conferences and hopefully are here today.

So, we decided that if telling them doesn’t work, perhaps we need to show them! Show them how these programs can

work, can be done on a low budget and will bring about huge changes to the lives of Cats in Victoria. Some of the things

we have done in the last year or so:

Low Cost Desexing – Partnering with the Lost Dogs Home.

• We are the first rescue group to have partnered with a big shelter to provide low cost desexing. We fundraised to do

this and we de-sexed over 100 Cats for an investment of $5000. These events were booked out within a few days and

people travelled from country areas, and the other side of the city to get their cats done.

• It showed us (and the Lost Dogs Home) that there are many people who want to have their pet desexed but are

unable to afford to. But they are willing to get up early in the morning, travel long distances because they know it is the

best thing for their pet.

Innovative Adoption Programs – The Cat Lounge at Neko HQ.

• Over the last few years our Adoption process has been extended from the traditional foster carer in home meet n

greet to include partnerships with Best Friends, Pet Stock and smaller reputable stores that support rescue and not

puppy farms etc.

• Our most recent addition to the Adoption program has been The Cat Lounge. Taking from the Cat Café concept seen

mainly in Asian but spreading across the world, the Cat Lounge is a place where for a small entry fee people can

engage with a group of cats. It is self sustaining through ticket sales, as well as the accompanying gift shop and

gallery sales. But most importantly, all the cats are available for adoption! People can fall in love and take one home!

Peer Support – The Donation Bank at Neko HQ.

• We want to help smaller rescue groups – their goals and ours are the same, so why wouldn’t we help! The Donation

Bank has been set up to pool the donations that we receive and ensure that they are put to their best use. Many

groups have taken up this service and we even have things for dogs, not just cats!

What Next?

If we implement a cure can rescue groups really pack up and go home?

YES WE CAN!

Maneki Neko Cat Rescue – Going Out of Business!

So, here is our end game. If all goes according to plan, rescue will be something that is reserved for special cases.

Certainly not the norm, and definitely not depended upon.



Those of you in rescue might remember a time when you slept in on a Sunday, waking up to think – what will I do today?

Read the paper, enjoy a movie, visit friends, go to the beach. It has been a long time for many of us, but it sounds nice.

And it can be a reality.

There will always be a place for rescue, but we need to think about what that place looks like for each of us, and what we

need to be doing to get here.

For Maneki Neko we know we will still be rescuing babies in the river, but if we can get everything right upstream a baby

in the river will be the exception rather than the rule.


