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Abstract
Encouraging pet friendly solutions for the elderly
While Australia has one of the highest rates of pet ownership, there are many areas where regulatory,
commercial and other restrictions prevent pets and their owners enjoying the ongoing and immense benefits of
the human-animal bond.
These barriers are particularly apparent in the aged-care sector, where evidence gathered by Animal Welfare
League Australia (AWLA) suggests that many service providers do not engage with companion animals beyond
the provision of the lowest-risk forms of pet-friendliness - communal and visiting pet programs.
Such programs achieve many positive outcomes but do little to encourage and maintain the more potent
benefits of pet ownership or reduce animal surrenders to shelter and impounding organisations.
With this in mind, AWLA and a steering committee of aged-care service providers are collaborating on the
development of an endorsement program that enables the wider sector to be more receptive to a broader set of
pet-friendly solutions for the elderly.

Full Paper
On behalf of the Board of Animal Welfare League Australia, I’d like to thank G2Z for inviting me to present this paper, which
is titled “Encouraging pet-friendly solutions for the elderly’’.
Slide 1 - Who we are
AWLA is a national not-for-profit organisation and registered charity.
We are the national representative body of five large-scale companion animal welfare organisations who care for about
50,000 companion animals across Australia every year.
Our members are:
•
•
•
•
•

Animal Welfare League of Queensland;
Dogs’ Homes of Tasmania;
Animal Welfare League of South Australia;
Lort Smith in Victoria; and
Saving Animals From Euthanasia Inc in Western Australia.

Our members’ animal welfare services include rescue, shelter, rehoming, foster care, impounding, health and veterinary
care, enrichment, community outreach and policy inputs.
Together, we have about 300 years of collective experience in caring for companion animals in Australia.
Slide 2 - Our mission
AWLA’s national mission is:
To create, uphold and encourage the highest standards of care, health and welfare for pets in our community.
We do this by:
• Promoting the human-animal bond and responsible pet ownership through national campaigns, partnerships and
initiatives;
• Supporting our members to operate at the highest possible standards; and
• Collaborating between our members to identify and communicate best welfare practice.
AWLA is funded by its members.
Slide 3 - The cliff
Recently, I heard one of the AWLA cohort characterise our members as this:
“... we are the people who care for the companion animals who have fallen to the bottom of a steep cliff …’’
They wondered why we don’t climb to the top of that “cliff’’ more often and try to stop as many animals as possible from
falling to the bottom in the first place.
It’s a good point - and one that connects strongly to the theme of this summit, “Beyond the Shelter’’.
Truth be told, it’s not easy for us to climb to the top of the “cliff” because we are already hard pressed to manage the
constant demand for our services down at the bottom.

Therefore, if we climb to the top of the “cliff’’, we must ensure that our work is properly targeted, cost-efficient, reducing
animal intake, and not harming outcomes for the many vulnerable animals already in our care.
At AWLA, we believe the aged-care sector is one area where we can make a significant difference at the top of the “cliff’’ without compromising the expert care we deliver down at the bottom.
Slide 4 - How a pet-friendly community helps pets and pet owners
Our data shows that advocating for a more pet-friendly community:
•
•

Reduces animal surrender rates to our services; and
Promotes the irrefutable health benefits of the human-animal bond for owners and their pets.

Slide 5 - AWLA’s pets in aged care objective
AWLA has been advocating the need for a more pet-friendly aged care sector since 2013.
Our objective is:
“To keep older Australians together with their own pets’’.
Please note that we are specifically emphasizing the benefits of pet ownership, rather than the very real but (we believe)
less potent benefits of visiting pet programs or community pets in the aged care sector.
At the national level, we pursue our specific objective through advocacy and partnerships.
Slide 6 - Our pets in aged care work
Since 2012, AWLA has:
•

Delivered annual grants to the aged care sector to help service providers implement pet-friendly practices and
infrastructure.
• Established the “Positive Ageing in the Company of Animals” website to provide a practical information resource about
pet-friendly policies, guidelines & models for aged care service providers [1]
• Conducted research on demand for pet-friendly aged care, most recently with the “2017 Pets in Aged Care Snapshot’’
[2];
and
• Launched the AWLA Pets in Aged Care Endorsement Program.
In the partnerships space, we are an Aged and Community Services Australia (ACSA) Business Partner and an
Organisational Member of the Council on the Ageing (COTA).
Slide 7 - Health benefits & demographics
As many of you are aware, a wealth of research shows that older people and companion animals are much healthier when
they engage with the benefits of pet ownership. This is the same for the wider community. [3]
You may also be familiar with an Animal Health Alliance study ranking Australia’s pet-ownership rate the third highest in
the world (63%), only marginally lower than the United States (65%) and New Zealand (64%). [4]
Other demographic research tells us that Australia’s population is ageing.[5] Many of these people are heavily reliant on
the companionship of their pets.

Slide 8 – Reputational & commercial benefits
And, there is anecdotal evidence that aged care service providers enjoy reputational and commercial benefits when they
engage positively with pet owners.
At AWLA, we have witnessed how pet-friendly services ease the client transition to aged-care settings, encourage uptake of
services and provide reputational benefits to the supplier. [6]
Therefore, it seems reasonable to suggest that the aged care sector needs to consider a broader set of solutions for pet
owners if they are to respond effectively to the needs of their future clients.
Simply put, it seems that a more pet-friendly aged care sector is in the best interests of all stakeholders – not just pets and
their owners!
Slide 9 - The aged care sector’s response
So, what does the data say about the aged care sector’s response to the pet-friendly issue?
AWLA’s “2017 Pets in Aged Care Snapshot’’ included a desk-top audit of 2,933 aged care facilities and 2,023 home care
places.
The audit did not cover providers that were not subsidised by the Australian Government or had not been listed on the
“Positive Ageing in the Company of Animals website” from 2013-2016.
The audit included a review of websites for information about their pet policies. Advertised pet-friendly services included one
or a mix of the following:
• Pets to stay with residents at the aged care facility;
• Family and friends of residents are permitted to bring pets when they visit;
• The facility has its own pets which are considered “shared pets” for all residents; and
There is an external visiting pet program available.
The data revealed that shared pet and visiting pet programs were the most common service offering.
However, comparatively low rates of pet-friendliness towards actual pet owners were evident.
Slide 10 – Audit results
The results were as follows:
•
•
•
•
•

33% of residential facilities had shared pets;
24% of residential facilities offered a visiting pet program;
22% of residential facilities allowed family and friends to bring pets when they visit;
18% of facilities considered allowing residents to keep a pet; and
9% of in-home care providers said they offered a pet-friendly service.

These findings suggest an urgent need for more services and practices that keep the older person together with their pet for
as long as it remains in the interests of both parties.
We believe Commonwealth Government reforms to service delivery, such as consumer directed care (CDC) [7] and the New
Aged Care Standards [8], provide an amazing opportunity for the aged care sector to work with AWLA to improve levels of
pet friendliness.

Slide 11 - Animal surrenders
Before I move on to pet-friendly barriers in the aged care sector and what we are doing to lower them, I want to drill down into
the impact of this issue on the vital work of our members.
Primarily, the impact is around the number of animals surrendered to us for what our Snapshot labelled “elderly-related
reasons’’.
We define “animal surrender’’ as the transfer of ownership of a companion animal (mainly dog or cat) to one of our member
organisations.
Our members also receive, shelter, rehome or care for a large number of animals in many other ways.
For example, animals may be lost or impounded and later reclaimed by an owner, or they may be held by one of our
members under a local government order.
Our data indicates 6.025% of overall animal surrenders to AWLA members in 2017-18 were for documented elderly-related
reasons.
However, our two largest rehoming organisations - AWLQ (9.1%) and AWLSA (9.7%) - recorded much higher rates than the
overall average.
These variances may be due to demographic factors or the different systems and capacities for recording data across our
membership.
Slide 12 - Reasons for elderly-related surrender
The elderly-related reasons included (but were not limited to):
• Owner health;
• Owner moving to a nursing home or care facility that is not pet-friendly;
• Death of an owner;
• Unsuitable pet accommodation at home;
• Inability or unwillingness of family members to care for the pet; and
• Lack of financial means.
There is no surrender data for Australia as a whole and the RSPCA does not publicly list a specific category for surrenders to
its organisation within the meaning described above.
However, the application of our indicative AWLA trend to RSPCA rehoming data for cats and dogs in 2015-16 [9] suggests
that the overall figure for elderly-related surrenders to all rehoming, care and holding facilities around Australia may well
exceed 4000 dogs and cats per annum.
It is clear that we need to act to make Australia a more pet-friendly community.
However, there are significant barriers. Some are regulatory in nature; others are industry-based.
Slide 13 - Regulatory barriers
There is no legislation specifically regulating pet care in aged care facilities at the state or federal level.
Rather, the regulation of pet care for most states appears to be made by individual aged-care organisations.

Pet and companion animal guidelines ARE issued by state-based agencies in New South Wales, Queensland and Western
Australia.
And you can find further detail about these guidelines in the “Pets in Aged Care Snapshot’’.
Slide 14 – Industry barriers
Since first engaging with the sector in 2013, AWLA has identified the following service-delivery barriers to pet-friendly aged
care:
•
•
•
•

Lack of funding for specific programs.
Shortage of employees and volunteers who are able or willing to deliver support.
Workplace health and safety concerns.
Legal concerns.

So, when we consider all of the regulatory and industry barriers, it is clear that formulation and implementation of sustainable
and meaningful pet-friendly solutions require collaborative inputs from ALL stakeholders.
Slide 15 - Solutions
But what are our options?
And what meaningful role is there for an animal welfare organisation such as AWLA?
•

Option No.1 - Service provision

Our members can become aged care service providers themselves and send armies of highly valued volunteers into facilitybased and home-care environments to care for older people’s dogs and cats.
But that’s not really our job, is it?
Most of the time, we need our volunteers back at the shelters or within our rescue and foster care networks.
As I said before, our expertise is largely utilised at the bottom of the “cliff’’.
So, we need to be very careful about how and when we climb to the top of the “cliff’’ to stop pets falling to the bottom.
For a really good example of how this is done successfully by an animal sheltering organisation you need look no further than
AWLQ’s “Golden Hearts” program. [10]
•

Option No.2 – Education

We can educate the aged care sector about the social need for service providers to be more pet-friendly.
And that’s what many of us are doing already, including AWLA through its “Positive Ageing in the Company of Animals’’
website.
Education is an extremely valuable and necessary tool in our advocacy toolkit, but we have discovered that messages such
as the “irrefutable health benefits of pet ownership” achieve only so much in a sector that has more than 3,000 service
providers, is more than 80% privatised, and heavily weighed down by a huge but necessary compliance burden.
Of course, it is vital that we continue to educate aged care stakeholders and participate in research at the national level, as
well as delivering relevant types of services at the state level.

However, the federated structure of AWLA is also enabling our members to use their COLLECTIVE VALUE to improve the
aged care sector’s pet-friendly behaviours in another way.
And that’s what I want to talk about next.
Slide 16 - The AWLA Pets in Aged Care Endorsement Program
A definition, to start with:
Endorsement:
“the act of saying that you approve of or support something or someone’’ [11]
Slide 17 – Our endorsement tick
AWLA is offering a sustainable ‘pet-friendly’ endorsement program to the aged-care sector.
We hope the endorsement ‘tick’ will:
•
•
•

Increase the number of pet-friendly services in the aged-care sector;
Lower animal surrender rates to our services; and
Provide approved aged-care services with the opportunity to leverage brand and marketing benefits from a partnership
with some of Australia’s most trusted pet-care and welfare service providers.

The “tick’’ is available to aged care service providers with practices and policies that maintain and promote the humananimal bond between the older owner and their own pet.
Residential and in-home service providers are eligible for assessment.
Slide 18 - Benefits for the endorsed service provider
AWLA supplies endorsed service providers with the following collateral:
•
•
•
•

Conditional right to use but not own our trademarked pet-friendly logo;
Information Kit;
Promotion on our redeveloped “Positive Ageing in the Company of Animals’’ website;
Marketing and promotion materials;

and importantly
•

Advice on developing, maintaining and improving pet-friendly policies and practices according to the service provider’s
capacity and business model.

Slide 19 - Cost of endorsement
We apply a one-off administration fee and licence fee to the endorsement rights.
And …
As a registered not-for-profit organisation, we set price points that are affordable but also ensure sustainability of the
program.

Slide 20 - Steering committee
AWLA has formed a national steering committee of aged care service providers and animal welfare experts to build value
into the following collateral:
•
•
•
•
•

Conformity assessment processes (standards);
Price points for administration and licence fees;
Logo and marketing material;
Reporting processes; and
Other material for championing the need and our preferred standards.

Slide 21 - Target outcomes
The endorsement program aims to achieve measurable social and commercial outcomes.
The desired social outcome is:
“An increase in the number of aged-care services with policies and practices that help keep older people together with their
own pets.’’
The desired commercial outcome is:
“Establishment of a financially sustainable endorsement program’’.
Slide 22 - Conclusion
As some of the nation’s biggest providers of care and welfare services to vulnerable pets and their owners, the members of
AWLA are committed to preserving and promoting the benefits of the human-animal bond.
This leads to better health outcomes for pets and their owners. It also reduces animal surrender rates to our rescue and
shelter services.
Our mission resonates particularly strongly in the aged-care sector, where many older people rely very heavily on the daily
companionship of their beloved pet.
Every day, our members are dealing with the consequences of animal surrender when this bond is broken.
Whilst much of the aged care sector still does not deliver sufficient support to pet owners, evolving demographics, marketbased changes and government reforms have created an amazing opportunity to shift the dial.
It is therefore reasonable to assume that the future ‘clients’ of our aged-care sector will demand a much broader set of
solutions for themselves and their pets.
Our animal welfare sector needs to work collaboratively – and in nuanced ways - with the aged care sector to help service
providers build a more pet-friendly Australia.
THANK YOU
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