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Freedom Bousbury is a self-affirmed crazy cat lady who has

been in the animal welfare industry for 9 years (but really started

out with saving caterpillars at about 4 years of age). She cares

deeply about helping not only animals but the people who love

them. She lives in Northam, WA with her partner, 3 rescue dogs

and more cats than she wishes to disclose and lives by the

motto “we shan’t save all we should like to, but we shall save a

great deal more than if we had never tried.”

Abstract

Learning from Lena 

Late on the 4th of January 2017 SAFE Avon Valley received a call about a mother and pups -two pups

had died of heatstroke and the others were fading fast.

It was 10.30pm before Lena, a border collie x and her six week old pups arrived; they were dehydrated

and over-heated, malnourished and riddled with parasites.

When Lena came into care she weighed just 12.5kg.

After 3 weeks in foster her family wanted her back and were willing to pay to cover her veterinary care.

Everyone involved was devastated. But we were wrong.

This is a story of why keeping pets in their homes is often the best outcome. It is easy in the animal

welfare world to jump to conclusions and make harsh judgements but we must step back and realise

that our way is not the only way and keeping pets in their homes has a vital role to play in achieving

the G2Z goal.

Full Paper

A new revolution in rescue and welfare

Late in the evening of Wednesday, January 4th 2017, SAFE Avon Valley received a phone call from

the ranger in Dowerin, a local shire we work closely with. SAFE is based in Northam on the edge of

WA’s Wheatbelt; Dowerin is some 70km further in-land and on this particular summer’s day the

temperature there had soared, exceeding 44 degrees and registering as the hottest day of 2017. The

distressed ranger informed us that a resident had contacted them about a mother dog and pups who

had been severely affected by the heat, to the point that a pup had now died from heatstroke. She was

on her way to collect them – could we take mum “Lena” and her 7 remaining pups?



Lena’s story is not an uncommon one but it calls into question core values held by all of us in the rescue sphere. It

certainly made me reconsider my beliefs and was an experience that taught me a lot about the importance of

analysing whether procedures can be put in place more often to keep pets in their homes and out of pounds, shelters

and rescues. Today I hope to share this experience and encourage all of us to challenge ourselves every day, to find

new ways to ensure good outcomes for all the animals we come in contact with and to remember the critical role that

collaboration has to play in the success of what we do. I will share some of SAFE’s successes and how we have

achieved them, exploring our concept of the “Safety NET” that is a core part of what we do to maximise the number of

animals we place in homes.

When Lena and her pups arrived to us at 10.30pm on that Wednesday night, it was a heart-breaking scene. A second

pup had succumbed to the heat of the day minutes before the ranger arrived. The dogs had been locked outside in a

yard without access to adequate water or shelter from the scorching sun all day, we were told. The owners

themselves were away and family were responsible for caring for the dogs in their absence; we gathered that the

ranger had had some pretty strong words for the people who allowed this tragedy. But our focus was quickly shifted

to the living pups and their mum who were now in our care. Lena, a young border collie/kelpie mix, was visibly

emaciated (she weighed in the next day at just 12.5kg) with her mammary glands sagging and sore. The pups were

in varying conditions, with some brighter than others, but all required sub-cutaneous fluids and several were

worryingly dehydrated and lethargic. We made them comfortable inside before offering food and they were

ravenously hungry, though sweet Lena stood back and allowed her pups to feed before devouring her own bowlful.

Ultimately, all 6 pups were placed into foster care away from their exhausted mum as they were weaned and ready to

make their own way. Several of them had bacterial skin infections due to unhygienic living conditions; all were riddled

with worms and a couple of days after coming into care one of them vomited up a partially eaten sock – a suggestion

of how underfed they had been. But overall, they were in reasonably good body condition and had no significant

health problems – luckier than many! They thrived in foster care and were soon all easily placed in loving new homes,

a terrific out-come all round.

But Lena’s story ran a different course. As mentioned, her true owners were away attending to family matters on the

day the pups passed away. S (as I shall refer to the female owner) had left her sister at the home responsible for

caring for Lena and her brood, as well as their other dog (the father of the pups). The rangers had previously had

contact with this family as it was not Lena’s first litter; they knew that the pups were there, they had spoken to the

owners about surrendering them once they weaned and they had even provided the owners with some puppy food to

help things run smoothly.

After two weeks in care, Lena had gained weight and improved her condition; her confidence was growing and she

was generally thriving in foster care. She was still a timid and uncertain dog and it was obvious that she had received

minimal socialisation in her life and had probably never left her back yard, which made it particularly heart-warming to

see photos of her joining her foster family on outings, adventures and walks. But at this time the rangers confirmed

something they had hinted at previously – S desperately wanted Lena back and was willing to pay for her veterinary

care and desexing in order to get her home.

I agonised for two days over telling the foster carer; I felt that we would be letting Lena down, condemning her back to

a life of isolation and neglect. We contacted the RSPCA to explore options of prosecution but this was not viable.

Because Lena was microchipped in her owner’s name and it had not been her actual owner who handed her over to

the ranger, legally we had to comply and return her. We tried more under-handed tactics that I am not particularly

proud of, including sending the owner various photos of Lena looking great and having a wonderful time in foster care

in an effort to convince her that her dog was better off in a new family. S could not be swayed, however; she

expressed over and over how much she loved her dog, how deeply she regretted what had happened and how badly

she wanted a second chance to do better. It became increasingly apparent that this was not someone who had set

out to do wrong. Serious, grave mistakes had been made but through lack of knowledge rather than malice.



The day that Lena was reunited with her family was suddenly upon us and it was a beautiful experience. She immediately

recognised her family and ran to them; she was more confident, more excited, waggier and visibly happier than we had

witnessed. Although love alone is never enough, it is a good place to start and it was clear that this foundation existed in

this home for Lena.

Rescue is utterly heart-breaking. We have all seen and felt things that we wish were not real. So many of the animals

who cross our paths have been catastrophically let down by the people in their lives be it through deliberate abuse,

neglect, bad decisions or a lack of knowledge. We take the animals who have no faith left in people and gently

rehabilitate them. As a result of this it is not at all surprising that it is easy to judge people harshly, to be at times hyper-

critical and take extreme care when placing our animals in new homes – we want to ensure that their lives going forwards

are free from all of the suffering they have previously endured.

This might be a controversial opinion and my intention is not to offend anyone. I believe that sometimes we jeopardise

our animals’ opportunities to find homes by being too selective, too fussy, too involved and unwilling to take a chance. I

believe that rescue is due for a new revolution and I think that widening our guidelines for adoption is a huge part of this. I

am not suggesting that we place animals in homes where they are at risk of harm or neglect. But we must accept that

although some homes aren’t as perfect as others, they are better than a lifetime in care or months in kennels.

I have a concept that I call the Safety NET for enhancing the number of animals your organisation can place and it is

about Networking, Education and Trust. To me, the third of these is by far the most critical.

Networking is, of course, why we are here today. It is about different individuals and organisations coming together to

share strategies and experiences to enhance our knowledge and advance our common goal. Some people are better at

networking and working together than others, and that is just life. But it is an utterly crucial skill and one we all need to be

constantly working on in ourselves. Almost everyone in rescue has experienced in-fighting, vindictiveness,

communication problems and disagreements. It is not uncommon for these to tear apart wonderful organisations. To a

degree, this boils down to personality clashes and differences of opinion, which are unavoidable to some extent but must

be fought to over-come. It is easy to blame and hard to take responsibility. We are all passionate and strong-willed

people – if we weren’t we would not have lasted in the world of rescue for any time at all. What I specifically mean with

regards to networking to increase adoption numbers, is the willingness to move your animals on to other carers or

rescues if the opportunity arises. This is particularly essential for smaller or more regional groups just like the one I work

with.

As an example, we work very closely with Cat Haven WA, an open-admission shelter located close to Perth’s city centre,

which takes in some 7 000 cats and kittens every year and which has been working hard to Get to Zero for over 5 years.

In the 2016 calendar year, SAFE Avon Valley took in over 400 cats and kittens. I personally met each and every one of

them and over 300 of them came to my own home, whether for a few days or many months. Our organisation rehomed

close to 200 of them but more than 50% of them were moved onto other rescues – the vast majority going to Cat Haven.

We have a clear agreement with Cat Haven and value the knowledge of their veterinary and animal care staff. If a cat or

kitten is not suitable for their rehoming program, they contact us to discuss – if it has a significant health concern and

their vets feel that euthanasia is the best outcome, we respect that call. This happened last year with a litter of kittens

who developed FIP symptoms. If the animal can be treated or is not social enough for shelter life, we will bring them back

into our care. Occasionally, we take on cats from Cat Haven who aren’t suited to being there for some reason.

I like to be clear about this – were it not for the support of Cat Haven, SAFE Avon Valley would cease to exist. SAFE

Perth, Perth Rescue Angels, Saving Animals Matters, WA Pet Project and the Swan Veterinary Hospital adoption

program have also played an essential role by taking on our cats for rehoming. I don’t know exactly what the adoption

procedures and protocols of each of these groups are. Sometimes it is really hard to pass on an animal, especially one

who has been in my care for a long time – I want to see them through to the end, I want to own their whole journey but

that’s selfish. If I can place them at a shelter knowing that they will be very likely to find a home within weeks rather than

months, then I need to pull my own feelings out of the equation and make that call. If another rescue or a different carer

puts up their hand to take on one of your animals, let them go! A change of scenery can work wonders for a pet who has
been stagnating in your care for months.



They might have the opportunity to interact with different animals in a new foster home and suddenly you can re-

advertise this dog knowing that they are now suited to living with chickens, which you didn’t know until they were placed

in a home with them!

A busy shelter might have dozens or even hundreds of people go through the doors each week and we all know that

meeting an animal in person is a much easier way to rehome them than via just on-line profiles. Moving one of your

foster pets to another group is likely to mean that you won’t get to meet the family who adopts them, or receive up-dates

in the future. Which is hard, but it is hard for YOU, not the animal. Our emotions are incredibly important because they

are what keeps us doing this vital job, but we cannot allow them to get in the way of finding forever homes.

I realise that all shelters and rescues are always under the pump and the opportunity to move on animals isn’t always

there, however when it is, I strongly encourage you to take it.

All rescues have recognised for a long time that Education has a critical role to play in improving the lives of animals in

our community. In Lena’s case, all her family needed to ensure a happy outcome for her was to be empowered with a bit

more knowledge. It is easy to say that caring for your pets should be common sense but we know that it simply isn’t that

straight-forward and I feel that people shouldn’t be denied the chance to have a pet just because they don’t have an in-

built knowledge of what that involves.

If people want a pet, they will have a pet. This is pretty simple. Despite laws now being in place in many states and

territories that prohibit uncontrolled breeding and despite the fact that Facebook and Gumtree regulate the advertising of

animals on their platforms, it still isn’t hard to find someone giving away kittens or walk into a pet shop and buy a puppy.

If we want to seriously do away with the problem of animal over-population in our society, we need everyone to be

getting a rescue pet. That’s how we do away with pet shops and backyard breeders. But if the process of adopting a

rescue pet is exclusive or prohibitive, people will continue to choose the easy option. I frequently say, my rescue pets are

not any more important or deserving than any other animal. What I mean is, if I turn away someone from adopting

because I have concerns around their suitability to have a pet, but I know that they will just go and get one from

somewhere else, that isn’t up-holding my commitment to animal welfare. This is where we must be educating people

about what it really means to have an animal in your life.

Let me be clear and say that I am not suggesting that we should let every single person who enquires, adopt a pet. I

know that there are people out there who are truly dangerous and should not adopt. But I believe those people aren’t as

common as we think.

If someone enquires about a dog they clearly are not suited to having, perhaps because the activity level and exercise

requirements obviously don’t fit their lifestyle, steer them towards a more sedentary pet. Not everyone will take your

advice on board but if you can deliver it appropriately, you may succeed more often than you expect. If you discover that

someone who has enquired to adopt a cat currently has an unsterilized cat at home, rather than turning them down offer

them access to discounted sterilisation of their existing cat as a condition of adopting this one. Explain to everyone why

you encourage and practice early age desexing – make them aware that cats can conceive at under 6 months of age

and they might share this information with friends and family, potentially preventing unplanned pregnancies.

We all know that sometimes adoptions fail. We have all experienced this. If you have very stringent adoption guidelines

and you have still experienced adoptions that don’t work out, realise that it wasn’t because you made a mistake or an

error in judgement – sometimes it just happens. We keep in touch with adopters where we can and have a low return

rate. I have an idea of what the ‘perfect’ home is for a cat and I wish all my foster cats could go to homes where they

were never allowed outside, slept on the bed all day and were fed Royal Canin. During April this year we held an Adopt-

a-thon and all adult cats were free to adopt; a local family took home two lovely cats. They are fed bottom of the range

supermarket food and I often drive past to see them in the neighbours yard or climbing the tree across the road. I’m

terrified I will one day find Torben in the gutter, hit by a car. But these cats are absolutely adored. I speak to their family

regularly – on the most recent occasion the father (a gruff middle aged guy who works in the automotive industry) was

almost teary when expressing to me how much both the cats, but particularly Torben, mean to them. He said “you could

offer me a million dollars and I wouldn’t sell him back to you.”



This brings me to the most critical aspect of the Safety NET, which is Trust. Every time we release an animal into

someone’s care, be that for a foster placement or adoption, we eventually have to let go and trust that things will be

okay. It isn’t easy but it is unavoidable. I think that we need to work on this skill and learn to trust and have faith in

people more, to increase the number of animals in homes. Trusting Lena’s family to do the right thing by her into the

future was a really challenging thing to do but I believe it was for the best. This was an animal who already had a

family that wanted her, in a home that she felt comfortable and safe in; it would have been easy to believe that we

could find something more for her, that we knew best and could provide better than her existing family could. But why

bring one more dog into rescue, have one more listing on PetRescue, when there are SO many already out there and

this one had a home?

Sometimes we will get it wrong. But even if all your adopters are police checked and have completed a 16 page

adoption questionnaire, sometimes they still won’t turn out to be suitable homes. I don’t think that trusting people more

will end as badly as we fear. Every day in rescue is an up-hill battle and of course we are all making the decisions that

we believe are for the best of the creatures in our care with all the love in the world behind us. And broadening your

adopter base won’t be going against this.

SAFE Avon Valley is the only rescue I know of that allows adoption fees to be paid via payment plan. We don’t

advertise this widely or offer it regularly but have it as an option in cases where it seems appropriate and we have not

yet been burned by anyone. One day we might be but it is a risk I’m willing to continue taking. Dallas was an 8 year old

mastiff x who had a few days to find a rescue placement before his owners had him put down due to lifestyle changes.

He was not in our area, I came upon him on Facebook and couldn’t go past his big sad face; we didn’t really have any

carers but there was someone who could have him temporarily until she went away a week later so we decided to take

him on. Although he had come from what seemed like a nice enough home (well-presented owners, nice suburb etc)

he had been visibly neglected and was underweight/malnourished and had an untreated aural haemotoma.

Unwittingly, I had taken on a chronic ear dog (not quite as a bad as a chronic skin dog but still enough to send a shiver

down the spine of anyone in rescue)! So he immediately had surgery on his ear before going into care. He was an

absolute gentle giant, a really lovely dog though not well socialised with his own kind and incredibly strong on the lead.

He got shuffled around a little between a total of 4 carers in less than 4 weeks (and required a second ear surgery)

then a perfect home came up, a single older guy who was the neighbour of one of our previous adopters. This

gentleman had been desperate for a rotti but decided that Dallas was perfect. He had a great reference from the

neighbour, a perfect yard and a kind heart that was willing to love an old dog, not to mention he was lonely and

desperate for a companion, just like Dallas.

He was also unemployed.

We discussed it at length within the organisation and decided that this wasn’t an opportunity we wanted to pass up for

Dallas so we would just give it a go and hope things worked out. Frank paid off his adoption fee $25 per week, all $410

of it. There were a few weeks that he couldn’t afford it and our wonderful treasurer may have lost some sleep in the

process but we got there in the end. Dallas is thriving. He has over-come his dog reactivity and is best friends with the

rotti next door. He gained 10 kilos and has a glistening coat. He is happy and loved and enjoying his senior years the

way he deserves to be.

This is just one example of our organisation going out on a limb with our adoption process. We are generally quite

relaxed and deal with each adoption enquiry individually rather than asking for a specific set of information or the

completion of a questionnaire, which can be off-putting to adopters. Again, in a world where we are trying to do away

with backyard breeders, the best thing we can be doing is making adoption easy.

The world of rescue has experienced several revolutions in the past 20 years. The evolution of smaller, foster-based

rescues and their ability to support or replace the work of shelters and council pound facilities has truly been a

paradigm shift, enabling massive numbers of animals to find a second chance that they formerly would have been

denied. Then came adoption websites like PetRescue, which offer potential adopters the chance to ‘meet’ hundreds or
thousands of pets in the virtual world so they can truly find the one who is most suited to them.



With this there was also the advent of cheap flights for rescue pets so that animals can travel to and from practically anywhere to
meet their new families. Finally, where would rescue be without social media? We can reach massive swathes of the population
with just some typing, a cute pic and the click of a button. People tag their friends and spread the word, getting animals out to
people who might not even have been looking until that little face popped up in their newsfeed. All of these factors have
enhanced our life-saving capability massively but it is time for a new revolution and easy, accessible adoption to a broad chunk of
the community is it.


