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While anniversaries always feel significant as they offer an opportunity for celebration and 
reflection, they don’t inherently signal change. Our 20th anniversary, however, just happens 
to coincide with a moment of significant growth and innovation for Our Companions Animal 
Rescue. In other words, our anniversary is inextricably connected to change.

Part of this reality was by design. 

When we embarked upon our capital campaign to expand our Sanctuary back in late 2019, 
our goal was to complete fundraising in late 2021, enabling us to put a shovel in the ground 
during our anniversary year. Thanks to the support of so many in our community, we 
achieved this goal and construction is taking place this spring. This phase of construction, 
which includes a cottage for under-socialized cats, a senior canine cottage and veterinary 
physical rehabilitation center, and a small animal cottage, is the largest expansion in our 
history and will transform our ability to care for our most vulnerable pets. 

There are other changes taking place at this moment that are simply the result of  
our natural evolution. 

For instance, to accommodate the current needs of the Sanctuary, we recently re-structured 
our organizational chart and created several new positions. These changes ensure that we 
can support the animals in our care – which increasingly have very special needs –  
as effectively as possible.

We’ve also invested in our dog behavior programs, a critical part of pet retention. Keeping 
families safe and keeping people and pets together, especially after the adoption boom of 
COVID, has increasingly become a focal point of our work. In this edition of the magazine, 
“Marie’s Den” explores how our positive reinforcement strategies successfully address 
the needs of people and pets alike and set families up for long-term success. Now more 
than ever, championing and perpetuating this form of training is critical when it comes to 
preventing pet homelessness.

We have also adapted to accommodate the growing number of calls to our Animal Helpline. 
This is an invaluable resource for the community where constituents seek assistance for 
their animal-related challenges from highly skill staff and volunteers. While our Helpline has 
existed since our founding, there has been a proliferation of calls over the past few years, and 
it is imperative that we have the resources to answer those calls. 

Finally, we have invested in our overall volunteer program. In many ways, Our Companions 
was built by volunteers. To meet the growing needs of the community, we’ve expanded our 
volunteer program and created new ways for people to get involved, from brand new roles 
at the Sanctuary, to our Canine College program, and to our Helpline. While our volunteer 
program was paused at the height of the pandemic, it is now as robust as it has ever been.

As you can see, our anniversary is occurring during the greatest period of growth in our 
history. As such, we will begin our 21st year ready to take on any challenge that comes our 
way. Being completely funded through donations, our growth and evolution is made possible 
by your investment in our organization. Thank you for helping to make this exciting moment 
possible. We can’t wait to share the next 20 years with you.
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It’s like something out of the dystopian Philip K. Dick 
short story, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?  
(The inspiration for the movie Bladerunner). It 
is predicted that The United States is steadily 
progressing toward a point where the dwindling 
supply of adoptable dogs available to pet owners will 
not meet the growing demand. In some areas of the 
country, this shortage is already being felt. 
In his short story, Dick imagines a world where pets are all but 
extinct, and have been replaced by artificial versions that are 
virtually impossible to differentiate from the real thing. Only 
very few exceedingly wealthy individuals are able to obtain 
and afford real pets.  

After watching an online presentation by Roger Haston, PhD, 
President of the Institute for Animals (made possible by Tufts 
Center for Animals and Public Policy), I couldn’t help but 
associate his findings with the premise of that futuristic  
short story.  

While it is still early, Haston’s research echoes a trend that 
Our Companions reported in a previous cover story of Our 
Companions News (Spring 2014). For many years, we have 
witnessed a steady decline in the number of dogs coming 
into Connecticut shelters. Haston’s research prompts 
many questions for rescue organizations, pet owners, and 
lawmakers to ponder. 

Of course, it’s important to remember that there is wide 
variability in homeless pet populations among different 
regions of the U.S. While in New England we have noted 
this downward trend for years, there are still pockets of the 
country that continue to be inundated with unwanted animals. 
Day to day, there is still a great deal of suffering and a lot of 
work that needs to be done, and these areas need help. 

Data suggest, however, that the growing dog shortage is a  
real thing, but because its severity varies by region, the  

implications and level of urgency also vary. Regardless of 
where any state sits along the continuum of this issue, the 
data suggest that this trend will continue, and gradually be 
experienced nationwide. 

Causes of the Dog Shortage  
In many regions of the U.S., this trend is the result of several 
factors, including the success of spay/neuter programs. 
According to Dr. Haston, there are about 49 million dog-
owning households in the country at this time – or 40 percent 
of all households. This number will continue to grow and is 
projected to reach 57 million by 2050.  

It’s estimated that there are currently 1.8 million homeless dogs 
in the United States. The trend data suggest that there will be 
approximately 1.2 million homeless dogs in 2050. The issue is 
that between 6 and 7 million dogs who live in U.S. households 
die annually. This figure will grow to close to 9 million by 2050. 
Though not all dog owners replace their deceased dogs with 
another dog, many do. If there are only 1.2 million homeless 
dogs in our shelters now, and the annual demand for dogs is 
between 6 and 7 million, where will the other 5 million+ dogs 
come from? 

As would be expected, with fewer stray animals taken in by 
shelters, the total number of adoptions in those settings will 
decline. Demand, however, will continue to increase, driven 
predominantly by human population growth.  

What Does This Mean for Spay/Neuter Efforts?  
One thing Dr. Haston stresses – and OC concurs – is that 
spaying and neutering should continue. “If we are not mindful 
of this, we could end up back where we started,” says Our 
Companions CEO Susan Linker. "None of us wants to go back 
to the days when animals were euthanized by the hundreds or 
thousands in our communities."

Other issues also come into play if we ease up too quickly on 
spay/neutering; in some situations, an intact (not fixed) mature 

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)
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WHERE WILL ALL THE DOGS COME FROM (CONT.)

animal can have behavioral issues, which increases their 
likelihood of being surrendered to a shelter by their owner. It’s 
also important to remember that the reason euthanasia is at 
an all-time low is due to the success of spay/neuter efforts.  

While euthanasia numbers nationally have gone down 
approximately 75 percent – to around two to three million 
per year, the discrepancies in the statistics between problem 
areas such as the deep south, when compared to regions like 
New England, are vast.  

The Transport of Dogs to Shortage Areas  
In New England, many of the animals being adopted from 
shelters or through rescue organizations are being imported 
from other states – most often from the south. You probably 
know someone who has adopted an out-of-state dog – 
perhaps you have – this trend is likely to continue for a while 
yet; but probably not forever.  

Regions with a higher population of homeless dogs include the 
Mississippi Valley, Texas and Appalachia. However, as animal 
welfare groups and efforts focus more intently on assisting 
these areas, improvements will be made, and eventually they 
will no longer export their animals. With the growing demand 
for dogs, they will have plenty of potential homes in their  
own area.  

The Future Role of Animal Welfare and the  
Shelter System  
You may have noticed that organizations like Our Companions, 
SPCA, and the Humane Society are diversifying their services 
to focus less on adoption and more on services that help 
keep people and pets together, particularly in their immediate 
communities. This includes providing assistance with obtaining 
affordable veterinary care and addressing behavioral issues in 
pets – aspects that if not addressed can lead a pet owner to 
seek another home for their pet.  

There will always be a need for shelters. However, the type of 
animals being surrendered in Connecticut and New England 
are those who tend to have special needs; they may be older 
or have behavioral problems and/or medical issues.  

“Our task is to re-imagine what shelters should look like,” 
suggests Susan. “Rather than having cages or kennels, 
shelters need to be configured for longer-term stays, to allow 
and provide for the rehabilitation of the very fragile animals 
who need our services.” 

Dr. Haston warns that there will be a loss of diversity in the 
animals entering the shelter system. There will not be many 
puppies. With the demand for 7 million replacement dogs (for 
those dogs who die annually), and shelters currently taking in 
only 1.8 million dogs per year, the majority of pets will not be 
acquired from a shelter. In the future, people will get their  
pets elsewhere.  

“There will always be work to do in support of shelter animals, 
who tend to be the most vulnerable pets in our society,” says 
Susan Linker. “However, when it comes to getting a healthy, 

well-adjusted dog for your family, we all need to think more 
broadly about pet acquisition, beyond the shelter setting.” 

An Unsettling Prospect  
The operation of puppy mills (large-scale, commercial dog 
breeding factories that provide puppies to pet shops) is a 
concern for anyone who cares about the welfare of animals. 
We will not go further into detail, but anyone who is interested 
in learning more can find plenty of information about the 
horrors of puppy mills online. 

The future dog shortage provides a terrible opportunity for 
puppy mills to ramp up their production of puppies – bred 
under unimaginable conditions – to meet the growing 
demand. However, the problem remains. In order to humanely 
breed the number of dogs that Dr. Haston is predicting we 
will need, it will be a challenge to do so in any humane, large-
scale way. As soon as you ramp up breeding, the care and 
standards deteriorate. There is no answer for this yet; but it’s 
valuable information to have as we plan for  
the future.  

Educating the Public  
“It’s hard to tell prospective adopters we don’t have the kind of 
pet they’re looking for,” says Susan. “Since we no longer have 
the variety of adoptable dogs and puppies that we once had in 
our shelters, we have expressed understanding for individuals 
and families who seek out a humane breeder from whom to 
obtain a family pet.  

“Among our next steps, we need to educate 
our communities. This will be key. Rescue 
and animal welfare organizations 
must continually remind the public: 
Wherever you get your companion 
animal, please make sure it comes 
from a humane source.”  

Organizations like Our Companions 
will need to determine what can 
be done to help put necessary 
protections in place, so that the 
consumer has confidence in the source 
of their pet, as well as in the certification 
process and oversight of the humane  
breeding industry.   
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"  Wherever you get your 
companion animal,  
please make sure  
it comes from a  
humane source."



THE GOOD NEWS  
The fact is that many shelters, especially  
in certain regions like New England, have 
accomplished what they set out to do: they 
have successfully instilled in the public’s 
psyche the importance of spay/neutering. 
Their success in this area has enabled many 
shelters to markedly decrease or eliminate 
unnecessary euthanasia altogether and 
focus on helping people and pets in other 
important ways.  

Dr. Haston stresses we don’t yet have all the 
answers, and that his modeling studies are 
really just a starting point. They enable us to 
gather the data necessary to identify trends. 
From there we can frame more specific 
questions, collect more data, and determine 
what we need to do going forward.  

There is one constant in all of this, and that 
is people’s need to have companion animals 
– now more than ever. Their role in our lives 
is meaningful and important. Pets make our 
lives better – keeping us healthier in body, 
mind and spirit. Many studies have borne 

this out. By broadening our thinking and 
working collaboratively, we can help 
create a future where there is a dog 
for everyone who wants one.  

HOW TO CHOOSE A REPUTABLE BREEDER 
 F Ask your veterinarian for a reference. 

 F  If you like a friend’s dog, ask for the name of  
their breeder. 

 F  Attend local dog shows to meet breeders. 

 F  Visit the breeder in person and tour the facilities  
to ensure that the animals are cared for and the  
kennel is well maintained with space for exercise. 
Small breeds are often raised in the breeder’s home. 

 F  Spend time with puppies and parent dogs during  
your visit. 

 F  The parent dogs should be gentle and friendly with 
other dogs and people. 

 F  The pups should behave similarly, and be clean  
and energetic. 

 F  There may be wait times, as good breeders give  
their parent pets a break between litters. 

REPUTABLE BREEDERS: 
 9  Know their breed well and can answer most  
questions. They focus on one or two breeds,  
not many different breeds. 

 9  Spend lots of time socializing, exercising and playing 
with their dogs and puppies. 

 9  Work directly with a respected veterinarian and  
provide a complete medical record with each puppy. 

 9  Provide references of previous adopters. 

 9  Screen potential adopters carefully; they never sell  
to pet stores or over the internet. 

 9  Provide information on diet and daily routine to aid  
in the pet’s adjustment to a new home. 

 9  Provide a written contract with a guarantee of health, 
allowing time for a pre-purchase examination by 
your veterinarian. If medical problems are identified, 
the breeder should be willing to take the puppy back 
and provide a full refund. 

 9  Provide documentation of pedigree as well as  
registration papers made out in your name. 

 9  Require that you give them the first option if you  
are unable to keep the dog at any time during the 
dog’s lifetime. 

Adapted with permission from VCA Animal Hospitals. 
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A Pocketful of Fun
BY JENNIFER BARROWS

What do you call a group of hamsters? 
A horde. 

Most of us are probably familiar with hamsters, yet we may not 
know a lot about them. They are one of the species known as a 
“pocket pet” due to their small size – though we don’t actually 
recommend that you put them in your pocket! 

Hamsters don’t require a lot of supervision, but they do need 
patient and devoted care. They love attention and gentle 
affection. With their pouchy cheeks and stout, soft bodies, 
hamsters come in a pretty cute package. They are known  
for having shorter tails than some of their rodent brethren,  
and boast small, fuzzy ears, short, stocky legs and wide,  
fur-covered feet. Their body fur can be short or long, is usually 
thick and silky, and can be black, white, brown, gray or reddish, 
depending on the species.  

The most popular species of pet hamster is the Syrian or 
golden hamster. The United States’ entire population of Syrian 
hamsters are descended from a single pair, first introduced in 
1942. Another popular pet hamster species is Campbell’s dwarf 
hamster, also called a “Russian dwarf.”  

Hamsters have notoriously poor eyesight. It’s believed that 
they are both colorblind and nearsighted. However, they are 
not lacking in bravery and usually like adventure – such as 
climbing in their cages and running on an exercise wheel – and 
appreciate having something fun to chew on like a tissue box, 
paper towel roll or special chew toy. 

Speaking of chewing, hamsters have sharp incisors, both 
on the top and bottom, and these teeth grow continuously 
throughout their lifetime. Their predilection for chewing 
prevents their teeth from growing so long that they become 
difficult to live with.  

 
 
 
Hamsters are pretty sensitive to temperature; they can’t thrive 
in extreme cold or heat, and they can be uncomfortable if 
their space is drafty. They use scent glands, located on their 
flanks, to mark their territory. Hamsters have acute hearing and 
can learn to recognize their owner’s voice and other familiar 
sounds in their environment. Like gerbils, they communicate in 
the ultrasonic range, well above human perception.  

In the wild of their homelands in Asia and Africa, hamsters live 
underground to avoid being caught by predators. They have a 
natural hoarding instinct and their expandable cheek pouches 
are used to carry food back to their burrows. Hamsters are 
omnivores; their diets consist of seeds, grass and insects. 
Their cheeks, when loaded with food, can double or even triple 
their head size. Hamsters are natural runners and exceptional 
diggers, constructing very elaborate burrows in the wild with 
connecting chambers for nesting, food storage and elimination.   

Hamsters reach maturity and can begin reproducing at 4-5 
weeks old. The female has a reproductive life of about 18 
months, during which time she is fertile every four days. She is 
capable of producing a litter each month. Pet hamsters have a 
typical lifespan of two to three years.  

If you think you might be interested in having a pet hamster, 
please refer to a good resource such as thehamsterhouse.com 
for information on care and feeding, housing, equipment, etc., 
and please be sure to obtain your hamster from a humane 
source such as Our Companions or another reputable rescue 
organization. 

1.  Hamsters are not ideal for 
very small children. They 
require delicate yet steady 
handling and may bite if they 
feel unsafe. 

2.  Syrian or golden hamsters 
are solitary animals and 
should be housed alone. 

3.  Dwarf hamsters are social  
and should be housed in  
same-sexed pairs.

4.  Hamsters are nocturnal, so 
you may want to house them 
away from your bedroom.  
 

5.  Hamsters groom themselves; 
no need to do anything to 
keep them looking spiffy. 

6.  An annual trip to the  
veterinarian is a good idea,  
to keep your critter healthy 
and happy. 

7.  Hamsters need an exercise 
wheel. Look for a solid plastic 
version rather than a metal 
one with rungs, which can 
injure their legs and feet.  
A larger wheel is safer for 
a Syrian hamster, as a  
too-small wheel will cause  
your pet to arch his back  
unnaturally and will lead  
to injury.  

8.  Discourage your hamster 
from biting what they 
shouldn’t. Pet stores carry 
chew toys and blocks made 
especially for hamsters.  

9.  They need to have a sturdy 
and spacious enclosure.  
Experts recommend a 
75-gallon or larger aquarium 
with a fitted mesh lid. Since 
hamsters enjoy rambling and 
exploring, they will be happier 
in a larger space. 

10.  Not all veterinarians treat 
small mammals; be sure to 
find one who does, before 
your pet gets sick. 

TIPS FOR  
A HAPPY 
HAMSTER

10
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Have You Brushed 
Your Pet’s Teeth 
Today?
BY JENNIFER BARROWS 

Periodontal, or gum, disease is one of the most prevalent 
health problems for dogs and cats. If left untreated, it can 
cause severe discomfort due to inflammation and infection.  
As it happens, it is also one of the most preventable conditions. 

Think about how it feels when we humans have a toothache. 
Pets can’t tell us when they are in pain. Instead, they may stop 
eating, which is always a problem. Worse still, dental issues 
can lead to complex health conditions involving the heart and 
kidneys (and other vital organs). Routine dental care is one of 
the best preventative measures we can provide to our pets.  

Just like humans, a pet’s teeth develop plaque after eating. If 
not removed, this plaque builds up, especially just below the 
gumline. Within a day or so, the plaque hardens into tartar that 
cannot be removed by toothbrushing. 

What’s the best way to go about brushing your pet’s teeth? 
Will they let you? In most cases, this is completely do-able, with 
a little patience and positive reinforcement. 

Unless your pet is a puppy or kitten with brand new teeth, or 
an adult pet who just recently received a professional dental 
cleaning, it’s very likely they could use one. It’s most effective 
to start your at-home care with freshly professionally  
cleaned teeth. 

Choose the time of day to brush your pet’s teeth, so that it 
becomes routine for both of you. If you can associate that time 
with a walk or a treat just beforehand, your pet may eventually 
look forward to it. Make sure you give your pet lots of praise 
and affection after the brushing, as well. 

Let the Brushing Begin! 
First you will need to purchase a toothbrush. Veterinarians 
usually recommend those that are specially made for dogs 
and cats. Some are shaped similar to human toothbrushes; 
then there are finger toothbrushes, which are like a soft plastic 
tube with a brush on the end that you wear over an index 
finger. Pet toothpaste is absolutely essential, and is available in 
flavors that pets will like, such as chicken or seafood. Please do 
not use human toothpaste. Pets will not like the taste of it, and 
it often contains fluoride, which is toxic if swallowed.  

Start gradually. Try a few introductory steps before you 
incorporate toothbrushing into your pet’s daily life. On the 
first day, give your pet a taste of the veterinary toothpaste; on 

the second day, give him a taste, and put a little bit on your 
finger and run it along the pet’s gumline of the upper teeth. 
On the third day, put some of the veterinary toothpaste on the 
toothbrush and gently brush the outer surfaces of the upper 
teeth, especially along the gumline. Work from back to front, 
making small, gentle circles along the gumline. This should 
only take about 30 seconds. On the fourth day, see if you can 
attempt to brush all the dog’s teeth, paying special attention to 
the back teeth (both upper and lower), and the gumline. If your 
pet resists, slow down and take a few more days to gradually 
do more teeth, until they are more comfortable with it.  

Many veterinarians also recommend special dental treats  
and chews that can help reduce plaque in between brushings. 
Remember that your pet will still need to have occasional 
dental cleanings, as recommended by your veterinarian. 
However, with good oral hygiene practices at home, those 
cleanings may be much less frequent, which is good news  
to your pet – and your wallet. 

Scan here to watch a video from the  
American Veterinary Association on  
dental health and how to start a tooth  
brushing routine with your pet. 

Benefits of Brushing 
 9 Better breath 

 9 Better overall health 

 9  Helps prevent more 
serious (and expensive) 
conditions 

 9  Helps prevent tooth loss, 
which can be painful 

 9  Helps prevent painful 
inflammation  

 9  Minimizes wear and tear 
on the teeth  

Common Symptoms of 
Periodontal Disease 

 9 Bad Breath 

 9 Red or swollen gums 

 9  Bleeding at the base of 
the teeth 

 9 Visible tooth discoloration 

 9 Pawing at the mouth 

 9 Struggling to pick up food  

 9  Dropping food out of  
the mouth  

 9  Moodiness or irritability 
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2021 Lives Impacted Report
Our Companions Animal Rescue’s central governing principle is to always do the right thing for animals. With 
the support of our donors, volunteers and staff, we provide innovative programs to our communities that 
are designed to target the most common challenges that lead to pet homelessness. There are many difficult 
situations in life that may compel a pet owner to seek a new home for their pet. While we understand this, we 
also know that losing their home can be a very stressful and traumatic experience for a companion animal; and 
losing a pet can be equally traumatic for the humans involved. Keeping pets and people together is our goal, 
whenever possible. Fortunately, we are able to “save the homes” of hundreds of pets each year, through our 
behavior interventions and other creative pet retention programs. 

After another busy year of doing what we do best, we have many wonderful outcomes to share that directly 
reflect our positive impact on the community. We hope you will take pride in these many successes which  
would not be possible without your financial support. 

LIVES IMPACTED SUMMARY

163
Adoptions & Sanctuary

277
Homes Saved

1,047
Community Support

1,488 Total Lives  
Impacted in 2021
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Community  
Support

126
Behavior Evaluation  

Appointments 

126
# Of Cats Supported With  

Community Cat Food Program

166
Crisis Counseling Cases

9
Buddy Project  

Clients

4
Adopt-a-Shelter  
Program Dogs

31
Private Training  

Clients

Feral Cats  
TNR'd 
(Trap-Neuter-Return)

Dogs Enrolled In 
Canine College 
Dog Training Class

10
Parenting With  

Pets Clients

256 155

133
Rehoming Program Cases

21
Pop-Up Low  

Cost Clinic Pets

Homes Saved
Pet Retention
(Helping owners keep their pets)

159 
Total Homes Saved

BEHAVIOR  
INTERVENTION

VETERINARY  
INTERVENTIONS

171 
Total Homes Saved

105 Dogs | 66 Cats

Adoptions & 
Sanctuary

83
Total Adoptions in 2021

80
Total of Rehabilitated  

Animals at the Sanctuary
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If you have ever adopted a pet from a shelter, there’s a good 
chance you were not provided much information about the 
pet’s background. It’s virtually impossible to piece together 
any sort of history for pets who are picked up as strays. In 
cases where pets are surrendered to a shelter, their guardian 
may provide some background information that can be helpful 
to an adopter; but this doesn’t always happen. 

In recent years, as the technology has become more readily 
available, some pet guardians have turned to DNA testing as 
a way to learn more about their pets. A basic pet DNA test 
reveals the breeds from which a pet has descended, and 
from what regions of the world their ancestors came. This 
information tends to be of particular interest to guardians of 
mixed-breed dogs, who are curious about the pedigree of 
their pooches. A more sophisticated DNA test can also provide 
details about an animal’s genetic predisposition for certain 
illnesses and behaviors.  

How Exactly Does It Work?  
The testing kit comes with a swab which is used to get a saliva 
sample from the inside of your pet’s cheek. You then send the 
sample back to the company. The cells on the swab hold your 
pet’s genetic fingerprint, or DNA. Typically, you receive the 
results in a few weeks’ time. 

The report you receive will include detailed family and breed 
composition information and, in some cases (depending on 
your choice of test kit), a breakdown of health issues and 
behavioral traits genetically common to those breeds. You 
may be able to use this information in the early identification  
of health conditions in your pet down the road.  

Strengths and Shortcomings of DNA Testing 
Methodology  
Breeders may use DNA testing to determine if a dog or cat 
they want to breed carries a gene that may increase the risk  
of certain diseases in their offspring. With this information,  
the breeder can then choose an alternate dog or cat to breed, 
if necessary. 

While fascinating, DNA tests that offer information on health 
predispositions should be undertaken with caution. First of 
all, pet DNA tests are not necessarily as accurate as those 
designed for humans. It’s also important to keep in mind that 
they do not predict a foregone conclusion. They provide 
additional information to help us better understand genetic 
possibilities which may or may not ultimately be expressed. 
We shouldn’t confuse the risk for developing an illness with 
actual illness. 

Since dog and cat genomes are exceedingly complex and 
still being explored, when you get the report analyzing your 

pet’s DNA, it contains information based only on the aspects of 
the genome with which scientists are already familiar. This is 
helpful, but by its nature is limited. While we have quite a bit of 
understanding about the genes that express risk for disease, 
we know a lot less about the genes that control behavior. This 
is because one behavior could be under the control of a great 
number or combination of genes.  

Researchers and veterinarians caution consumers about 
making any decisions about their pet’s care based on a DNA 
test result. Of course, you can provide the test results to your 
veterinarian to determine any screening evaluations they may 
recommend, based on genetic inclinations. However, again, 
these may not be necessary, since the pet may never develop 
the conditions in question.  

To Act or Not to Act   
The fact remains that if the testing service provides health-
related information as part of its analysis, a pet guardian 
is likely to learn that their pet is predisposed to certain 
genetic health conditions. In some cases, if acted upon, such 
information may be pre-emptive and lifesaving; in other cases, 
the condition(s) may never manifest. How do pet guardians 
know when to take action based on the results of a DNA test?  

What’s important to remember is that your pet doesn’t 
understand any of this – they only live in the moment. If you 
take DNA test results to heart and start scheduling veterinary 
exams and tests that are not yet necessary, your pet is 
likely to become stressed out. Share the test results with 
your veterinarian and let them advise you on when further 
exploration is called for. In many cases, pardon the cliché, but it 
may be best to let sleeping dogs lie. 

All of this modern-day technology is great, but it’s not for 
everyone. If you tend to be of a more relaxed nature, but are 
still curious, you could choose to do DNA testing simply to get 
information about your pet’s pedigree and leave it at that. In 
this case, you should choose a DNA test that does not screen 
for health issues.  

Conversations at local dog parks famously begin with, “What 
kind of dog is that?” Very few pet guardians wouldn’t at least 
be a little bit curious about the heritage of their companion 
animal. It can be a kick to learn that your enormous Great 
Dane actually has chihuahua in his background; or that your 
former alley cat had an Abyssinian grandparent. 

Whether or not you choose to delve into the brave new 
world of DNA testing, providing regular veterinary exams, 
vaccinations, preventive care and a loving home is still the  
best care you can give to your animal companion. 

What DNA Testing Can  
Tell Us About Our Pets
By JENNIFER BARROWS

and can't>
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Over the past two decades, with your generosity and support, we have created an array of time-tested and 
proven programs to help pets and people in our region who need us most. As we celebrate our 20th year, 
despite the tremendous strides we have made, the demand for our services has never been greater, and 
shows no sign of abating.  

With nearly 100% of our funding coming from donations, everything we do is made possible by you.
This includes operating our Sanctuary for special needs animals, providing affordable veterinary care 
for families facing financial hardship, offering behavioral training for at-risk pets, and administering our 
adoption, retention and re-homing services. Simultaneously, we are continually assessing, reconfiguring 
and expanding our programs to meet our community’s ever-increasing needs.  

In honor of our 20th anniversary, I’m hoping you will consider making a generous gift to Our 
Companions before the close of our fiscal year on June 30. You can be assured that each and every 
dollar you invest in our work is used judiciously and means the world to those we serve. As we mark the 
success of the past 20 years and look toward the future, your support ensures that we can continue to 
provide hope and healing to some of the region’s most vulnerable pets.  

I personally thank you so very much for your consideration and for making everything we do possible. 

 

Gratefully, 

Susan B. Linker  
Founder and Chief Executive Officer 

Please Consider a Special Gift 
to the Annual Fund Donate in Honor of our  

20th Anniversary by June 30th

Our Companions Animal Rescue 
received a perfect score (100 out 
of 100) by Charity Navigator for our 
financial health, accountability and 
transparency. 

Scan here to read our Charity Navigator review.  

A Great Way To Donate! 
If you are 70 ½ years of age or older, you can 
make charitable donations directly from your 
IRA to qualified charities like Our Companions 
Animal Rescue. 

In doing so, you can satisfy all or part of the 
required annual minimum distribution without 
having to count the transfers as income 
for federal or state tax purposes. If you’re 
interested in donating to Our Companions 
through your IRA, simply provide your IRA 
administrator with our full name:  
Our Companions Animal Rescue; and our tax 
ID number: 41-2047734. 

Our purrrfect score lets  
you give with confidence
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Anonymous 
Ms. Elizabeth Aaronsohn 
Ms. Mary Jean Agostini 
Mr. Doug and  
Mrs. Linda Andersen 
Mr. George and  
Mrs. Charlene Atkins 
Ms. Ora Avni  
Mrs. Janet Bailey 
Dr. George and  
Mrs. Jennifer Barrows  
Mrs. Deborah Batten 
Ms. Lisa Marie Bigelow 
Ms. Diane Braunschweiger  
Ms. Laurie Brennan and  
Ms. Connie Calderaro 
Ms. Joan Oppelt Brodeur 
Ms. Beverly Buckner-Baker 
Ms. Lana Burchman 
Mr. Paul and  
Mrs. Debbie Bushnell 
Ms. Pamela Cabrera 
Ms. Donna Canalis 
Ms. Judith Caravati 
Mr. John and Mrs. Tara Carey 
Ms. Jennifer Coffey and  
Mr. David Vorchheimer 
Ms. Pam Connelly* 
Mr. James and  
Mrs. Jessica Couzens 
Mrs. Carol Covello 
Mr. Harry and Mrs. Joan Curry 
Mr. Charles and  
Mrs. Nancy Curtiss 
Ms. Christina (Tina) Davies 
Ms. June E. Day 
Ms. Mary June Day 
Ms. Elizabeth DeGroat and  
Mr. Stuart Simon 
Ms. Heather Dennis and  
Mr. Kevin Gillespie 
Ms. Jean Deresienska 
Ms. Lois Desmarais 
Ms. Kathryn Diamond * 

Mr. James Dolce 
Ms. Claudette Douglas * 
Ms. Terri LaPenta-Duffek and  
Mr. Mickey Duffek 
Ms. Christine Durrer * 
Ms. Karen A. Ellsworth 
Ms. Karen Ericson  
Ms. Barbara J. Erskine * 
Mr. Rudy and Mrs. Cathy Fiorillo 
Ms. Paula Fischer 
Ms. Anna Maria Fornino 
Mr. Marvin Fried 
Ms. Valerie Friedman 
Ms. Sue Gagnon and  
Mr. Ted Urbanski 
Ms. Lyn Garson  
Ms. Michele Greaves and  
Mr. Joseph Popovitch 
Mr. David Gregorski 
Mr. Douglas and  
Mrs. Irma Gregory 
Ms. Jackie Halpern 
Ms. P. Hanmer 
Ms. Susan Harrod and  
Mr. Dan Donahue 
Mr. Bob and Mrs. Susan Hart 
Ms. Harriet Hersh  
Ms. Jane Hewitt 
Ms. Kim Hoffman 
Ms. Kathie Hunter 
Ms. Lisa Ireland * 
Ms. Sandra Jacobus 
Mr. Randall and  
Mrs. Marie Joyner 
Ms. Kathleen Kennedy 
Ms. Dottie Kern 
Ms. Leigh Ann Kissner 
Ms. Jean Koepke  
Mrs. Gretchen LaBau 
Ms. Jayme Lamphere and  
Mr. Phuc Phan 
Ms. Nancy Landwehr 
Ms. Estelle Langlois 

Including Our Companions in your estate plans is a 
meaningful way to extend the good work we do far into 
the future. Doing so costs you nothing now, and is as 
simple as filling out a form – yet it will make a tremendous 
difference, helping to ensure that we have the support to 
help at-risk pets for years to come.  

By joining the Forever Home Society (FHS), you will be in 
the company of very special donors who are committed 
to carrying our mission forward – offering a second 
chance to animals who have suffered neglect, cruelty,  
and who have no other place to go. With your foresight 
and generosity, we can continue to make a difference.   

To the right is a current listing of the Forever Home 
Society members – we hope you will consider adding 
your name to this list. 

If you have already included Our Companions in your 
estate plans, please let us know so we can welcome you 
as a member of the Forever Home Society. To learn more, 
please contact Susan Linker at (860) 242-9999, ext. 301 
or email SusanL@OurCompanions.org. 

Legal Language and Tax ID
If you wish to name Our Companions in your will or estate 
plans, we should be named as:  
Our Companions Domestic Animal Sanctuary, DBA Our 
Companions Animal Rescue 

Legal Address:  
P.O. Box 956 Manchester, CT  06045   
Tax ID number: 41-2047734

GIVING

Help Future 
Generations of 
Vulnerable Pets
Join the Forever Home Society Today 



Ms. Mary Kathryn LaRose 
Ms. Karen Laski 
Ms. Doreen Legienza 
Mr. Neil and Mrs. Janice Levett 
Mr. Mitchell and  
Mrs. Susan Linker 
Ms. Anne Llewellyn  
Ms. Carol Lowbeer 
Ms. Mary Mansfield * 
Mr. Robert and  
Mrs. Susan Mason 
Ms. Mari Merwin 
Ms. Linda Mester  
Ms. Jacqueline Mickiewicz 
Ms. Olevine (Lois) Morin 
Mr. Jaroslaw and  
Mrs. Elizabeth Nyczak 
Mr. Len Oberg and in memory of 
Mrs. Diane Oberg 
Mr. Roger and Mrs. Barbara Orsie 
Ms. Lida Orzeck 
Ms. Nancy Parker 
Ms. Erminia Pascucci 
Ms. Sherri Pasquale-Cassidy 
Mr. William and  
Mrs. Eleanor Peters* 
Mr. Henry Petrofsky 
Mrs. Penelope Petrone  
Ms. Doris Phillips 
Mrs. Kathie Pirolo 
Ms. Patricia Plourde 
Ms. Barbara Prine and  
Mr. Cyprian Martin 
Mr. Robert and  
Mrs. Judith W.M. Prohaska 
Ms. Rajeshwari Punekar 
Ms. Dawn and Ms. Pam Quint 
Ms. Cherie A. Ramsey 
Mr. James and  
Mrs. Sheila Randall 
Mr. Robert J. and Mrs. Eileen Rau 
Mr. Michael and  
Mrs. Gail Reynolds  
 
 

Mr. Myles and Mrs. April Rich 
Ms. June Roy 
Ms. Barbara Ruben 
Ms. Susan Smith Rubin 
Ms. Juliane K. Sarkozy 
Mr. Chris and Mrs. Vicki Saunders 
Mr. Bob and  
Mrs. Cheryl Schaefer 
Mr. Matthew and  
Mrs. Lisa-Jo Scibek 
Mr. Dawson and  
Mrs. Randy Scott 
Ms. Karen Scucchi-Carr 
Mr. John and Mrs. Cathy Scuto 
Ms. Lorraine Semnoski 
Mr. Charles and  
Mrs. Chris Shivery 
Ms. Joanne Singer 
Ms. Vi R. Smalley 
Ms. Diane Smith 
Ms. Joyce Snyder 
Ms. Lisa St. Germain and  
Ms. Karen Beaulieu 
Mr. Michael and  
Mrs. Patricia Starace 
Ms. Christa Sterling  
Mr. George and  
Mrs. Nancy Stimac 
Mr. Patrick and Mrs. Kathleen 
Sullivan 
Ms. Ginny Tennison 
Ms. Lynda Thornton 
Mr. Albert Toro 
Ms. Jamila Viandier 
Mr. Jess and  
Mrs. Janet* Wagner 
Mr. David and Mrs. Terry Walker 
Ms. Ellen Warga 
Mr. Tom and Mrs. Rita Weidman 
Mr. Alfred and Mrs. Helen Wilke 
Mr. Edward and  
Mrs. Kathleen Young 
Dr. Gordon and Mrs. Kim 
Zimmermann 
 
*Deceased 

“I grew up surrounded by cats and usually a few 
dogs, including one St. Bernard. We were a family that 
loved animals and my mom especially loved cats. She 
volunteered on the weekends supporting the local cat 

adoption day and my dad would often come home from 
work with his latest rescue from the Humane Society in 
his arms. I don’t recall a moment of my youth without a 
pet. Currently, my two adopted cats met at a shelter the 

day before I arrived, looking to adopt two!

I first became involved with Our Companions before 
there was any construction. We volunteered at different 
events around the state to promote the mission of Our 

Companions. I’m so proud to have been a supporter from 
the beginning and to witness their dedication and work 

to create what is now the Sanctuary in Ashford.  
I’m also a big supporter of the services that they offer  

to the community. 

My good friend in Wethersfield had been feeding many 
feral cats for many months and as the colony grew, we 

decided to attend the TNR training session provided 
by Our Companions. They provided us with cages and, 
in the end, she and her family trapped and fixed more 

than seven feral cats, rescued more than 10 kittens (and 
placed them in homes with the help of another neighbor) 

and managed to transform and adopt two of these 
cats into her own home. Thanks to Our Companions’ 
program, the colony has stayed small and they don’t 

venture far, as they have it really good here!

They say friends are the family you choose, and  
I think pets are also the family you choose.  

They make a house a home.”

Christa Sterling 
Forever Home Society member since 2015 

Donor Spotlight
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Twilight House will be designed for older dogs who have 
physical challenges such as poor mobility, joint pain/arthritis, 
and advanced stages of other illnesses. The other half of 
this double-sized cottage will house a physical rehabilitation 
center. Treatment modalities to be offered will include cold 
laser, PEMF (pulsed electromagnetic field) therapy, and a water 
treadmill to provide therapy to dogs working on regaining 
mobility – in a way that will not severely impact their joints.

Twilight House

SANCTUARY NEWS

Construction  
Has Begun!
We’re on our way! Our Companions has exceeded its 
$2,000,000 fundraising goal and will begin its largest 
Sanctuary expansion to date! What a wonderful way 
to mark the organization’s 20th Anniversary – and 
it’s all thanks to you, our generous donors, who make 
everything we do possible.  

The expansion will entail the construction of three new 
cottages. The first of these will host senior dogs, and 
will include a physical rehabilitation wing; the second 
cottage will be designed for cats with special needs; 
and the third will be dedicated to small pets, such as 
rabbits, ferrets, and guinea pigs. 

We hope you will share in our excitement as this next 
phase of the Sanctuary becomes a reality. Through 
your generosity we are significantly enhancing our 
capability to provide compassionate care, rehabilitation, 
and loving forever homes to an increasing number of 
the region’s most vulnerable pets. 

As always, we are honored to acknowledge that 
nearly 100% of our programs are funded through 
public support. Thank you for entrusting us with your 
investment and for helping us to make this shared 
dream a reality. 
 

Architectural designs created by Dennis Davey 
Architect, PLLC
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Minnie’s Mews will provide care and housing to cats who are 
under-socialized. In many cases, these cats do not know any 
other humans except their previous owner, making them 
distrustful of others. Special work rooms in this cottage will 
allow us to socialize the cats using methods based on the 
latest behavioral research. With this extra attention, these cats 
will become more comfortable with new situations and people, 
giving them the best chance for adoption.

The third cottage is being built especially for small pets, such 
as rabbits, ferrets and guinea pigs, particularly those with 
special needs. These animals are often overlooked and require 
very specific care for their disabilities, medical conditions, 
and behavioral issues. These pets also will benefit from the 
assistance of our youngest volunteers – who we hope  
will become the next generation of responsible and caring  
pet guardians. 

Twilight House

Minnie's Mews
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Technically  
Speaking

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)

I still remember the snake. Every year, 
Dr. Whitney, a quirky modern-day 
James Herriot, appeared in the 
doorway of my grade school classroom 
proudly sporting his favorite snake 
draped around the back of his neck 
and spiraling down both arms. He 
encouraged us kids to pet the thick 
colorful snake while he discussed his 
fascinating life as a veterinarian. Riveted 
to Dr. Whitney’s every word, I wanted 
to grow up to be just like him. Many 
years later, despite the fact that I did not 
become a veterinarian, I was extremely 
honored to participate in a middle 
school’s career day program. And while 
I didn’t bring a snake, I brought my dog, 
my stethoscope, some x-rays,  
an assortment of filled specimen jars, 
and a PowerPoint presentation to  
talk about my profession as a  
veterinary technician. 

Wait…What’s a Veterinary 
Technician? 
The first slide I clicked on posed 
the question, “What is a Veterinary 
Technician?” Then, I revealed a 
bulleted list of careers in comparison, 
and asked the kids which one they 
thought most accurately described 
a veterinary technician. Included 
were human health care occupations 
such as anesthesiologist, pharmacist, 
radiologist, nurse, diagnostic laboratory 
technician, phlebotomist, dentist, 
and surgical assistant. The kids each 
shouted out their answer. Everyone was 
soon amazed to learn that a veterinary 
technician actually performs the role of 
not just one of these interesting medical 
professions, but aspects of all of them 
simultaneously.

Veterinary Credentials 
The roles and responsibilities of 
veterinary technicians vary from 

hospital to hospital as well as state 
to state. Without national regulations, 
some states require veterinary 
technicians to be certified (CVT), while 
others consider certification voluntary. 
Many states require licensure (LVT) 
or registration (RVT). Currently, eleven 
states across the country do not 
recognize any type of certification, 
registration or licensure. 

Most states require successful 
completion of the Veterinary Technician 
National Examination (VTNE) for 
entry-level technicians to become 
credentialed. Only graduates of an 
accredited veterinary technology 
program are eligible to sit for the VTNE, 
a computer-based multiple choice 
written exam. In addition, some states 
also require a hands-on practical test. 
VTNE test questions pertain to different 
species of animals, so even small animal 
technicians must be proficient in all 
aspects of large animal medicine, avian/
exotics, and even pocket pets. Once 
credentialed, veterinary technicians 

must meet annual continuing education 
requirements (varies by state) to retain 
their credential.

Credentialed technicians have the 
opportunity to specialize in a specific 
discipline by earning a Veterinary 
Technician Specialty (VTS) such as in 
Emergency/Critical Care, Anesthesia/
Pain Management, Internal Medicine, 
Zoological Medicine, Dentistry, Clinical 
Pathology, Dermatology, Physical 
Rehabilitation, Diagnostic Imaging, 
Ophthalmology, and more. Achieving 
a VTS involves an extremely rigorous 
process requiring an advanced level  
of training and unique skill set in a 
chosen field. 

Pet Owner Perceptions 
Clients used to frequently ask me, 
“Are you going to be a veterinarian 
someday?” Many times, pet owners 
express their wish to have a job like 
mine to “play with puppies and kittens 
all day.” As credentialed veterinary 
technicians we have certainly come  
a long way in our profession, however  

The Secret Life  
of Veterinary  
Technicians
By LYN T. GARSON, CVT, CCRP



 
many misconceptions still remain.  
A recent nationwide survey conducted 
by the North American Veterinary 
Community revealed that nearly half the 
country's pet owners are not aware of 
the wide range of medical procedures, 
requiring extensive skills and specialized 
knowledge, performed by credentialed 
veterinary technicians. Almost three-
quarters of the nation’s pet owners 
thought that technicians cleaned 
cages, and fed and groomed animals. 
Most pet owners have no idea that the 
responsibilities, expertise, and lifesaving 
care provided by veterinary technicians 
parallel that of registered nurses in 
human healthcare.   

Credentialed Veterinary Technicians 
in High Demand  
During my presentation with the kids, 
I watched their excitement grow, as 
they attempted to diagnose interesting 
cases I showed them on x-rays. I couldn’t 
help but feel proud working in such a 
rewarding career and having been part 
of bringing so many animals back to 
good health. However, I also couldn’t 
help but feel like a bit of a slug, not 
disclosing the darker side of this career. I 
didn’t tell them about the daily scratches 
and animal bites, or about getting 
vomited on, or soaked with urine and 
feces. I didn’t tell them of the twelve-hour 
shifts with little time – if any – for lunch. 
I didn’t have the heart to crush their 
potential dreams. 

The fact is that even after the investment 
of schooling and the credentialing 
processes, very few technicians remain 
in their careers. The sad statistics are 
out there – credentialed veterinary 
technicians typically don’t last beyond 
their first five years in practice. I’m in the 
minority, with 39 years of experience so 
far. Technicians leave the field for many 
reasons. Lack of professional recognition 
from the public is just one reason. Low 
salaries are another. We experience 
heartbreak over the euthanasia of 
animals whose owners can’t afford 
lifesaving treatment. We suffer from 
compassion fatigue and burnout. 
Veterinary technicians often move on to 
pursue much more lucrative careers in 
human healthcare. As more technicians 

leave their practices, 
the gap becomes 
greater, staffing 
becomes more 
limited, and the 
job becomes even 
more stressful. 
The pandemic has 
brought these issues 
into greater light, but 
they have always 
existed. 

In a recent American 
Animal Hospital 
Association (AAHA) 

news article, possible solutions to the 
veterinary technician shortage have 
been proposed such as: increasing 
enrollment in accredited veterinary 
technician programs, as well as the 
number of such programs; ensuring 
technicians are utilized to their fullest 
potential and skill level; expanding the 
use of Veterinary Technician Specialists 
(VTS); and establishing master’s  
degree-level advanced training in 
veterinary clinical care.

This is just a sampling of positive 
changes that may guide credentialed 
technicians toward a more promising 
future. Together, we can shape this field 
into a truly rewarding and respected 
profession for ourselves today, and for 
the kids of tomorrow who dream of a 
career working with animals.  
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HELP ON THE HORIZON 
In 2016, the National Association of 
Veterinary Technicians in America 
(NAVTA) formed the Veterinary Nurse 
Initiative (VNI) with the idea of changing 
the credential from Veterinary 
Technician to “Registered Veterinary 
Nurse,” highlighting the importance 
of the vital role technicians play as a 
member of the veterinary healthcare 
team. To date, the name has not been 
changed, however, according to their 
website, the VNI created the following 
goals as its mission to help technicians:

 Professional standards: Promoting 
a standard credential with uniform 
educational standards in the U.S.

 Public recognition: Establishing  
professional identity through public 
education and title recognition  
to contribute to public safety  
and protection.

 Professional recognition: Clarifying 
the value, scope of practice, and 
title by delineating the credentialed 
veterinary technician or veterinary 
nurse role.

 Expanding career potential: Defining 
the role of the veterinary technician  
or veterinary nurse in all areas of  
practice to maximize potential.
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This column usually features interviews 
with Sanctuary Feline Wellness 
Manager Karen Aseltine. For this  
edition, we thought it might be helpful 
to get a genuine cat perspective on 
the issues they care about most. Our 
feline interviewee prefers to remain 
anonymous, but we believe his opinions 
mirror the sentiments of felines 
everywhere. 
 

Humans are always saying how nice it 
would be to be a cat. It’s true, we live 
lives of relative leisure – lazing in the 
sun and lounging endlessly on the sofa. 
However, because cats and humans 
are built differently, we’re not always 
compatible, even though we share the 
same living space. In your ongoing effort 
to keep us happy and healthy, here are 
a few simple things you could do to 
make our lives even better. 

Keep Scents to a Minimum  
When it comes to our sense of smell, 
we have more than twice the number 
of olfactory receptors that humans do. 
Would you like it if someone pumped 
a lot of strong, strange odors into your 
living space at any given hour of the 
day? You’d probably try to run outside 
every chance you could get!  

This is what it’s like to be a kitty in a 
home filled with unnatural smells, such 
as those produced by essential oils, 
scented detergents, cleaning products 
and air fresheners. These odors 
compete with our own scent-marking. 
Though humans can’t smell it, we cats 
rub our scent glands on furniture and 
objects around the house to make them 
familiar to us; this makes us feel calm, 
comfortable and safe. We also do this to 
mark our territory and our possessions 
(including you). If our own marking is 
overwhelmed by extraneous odors, it 
can make us feel off-balance in our own  
 

space; we can’t as readily recognize our 
own territory as safe.  

You can help keep us healthy by not 
polluting our home environment with 
offensive smells and chemicals that 
also may be toxic. Instead, we’d love it if 
you helped us to sharpen our sense of 
smell in challenging and enriching ways. 
Hiding food or our favorite treats around 
the house for us to sniff out and enjoy 
can be a fun game for both of us.  

Be Mindful of Loud Noises  
Are you aware that we cats have an 
incredible sense of hearing? With thirty-
two muscles controlling our ears alone 
(humans have only six!), it’s as if we 
have radar antennae on the top of our 
head picking up every little sound. Think 
about how it would be if your hearing 
were super-tuned so that everything 
seemed many times louder and 
sharper. When you crank the stereo up 
to 11, not only do we find it hard to nap, 
but we also find it alarming. We don’t 
understand why you make really loud 
noises on purpose. 

We would really appreciate it if you 
would keep the television and music at 
a moderate volume; or perhaps you can 
create some cozy spaces for us in areas 
of the house far away from loud noises. 
We need to protect our keen sense of 
hearing; in the wild we use this ability  
to detect predators. It’s unsettling to  

us to be bombarded by unnatural 
sounds. It makes us feel less sure of  
our environment.  

The Right Litterbox in the Right 
Location Matters  
Here’s another thing you could do that 
would really make a difference in the 
quality of our daily life. It has to do with 
our personal hygiene. What if, just to go 
to the bathroom, you had to run down 
one or two flights of stairs, perhaps 
into the basement, only to find that 
your toilet is clogged, dirty and stinky? 
That’s what it’s like for us to use litter 
boxes that are far away and not cleaned 
often enough. This is really upsetting 
to us, because we are very fastidious 
creatures. 

Every cat has their own individual 
preference for litter but we all prefer 
a soft, sandy litter that we can dig 
around in and that feels comfortable 
on our paws; and please, no perfumed 
litters – yuck! Unscented litter is best, 
and please make sure our boxes are 
scooped daily (once, at a minimum). 
If there is more than one kitty in the 
house, please provide more than one 
box. It’s never fun to wait in line for the 
bathroom.  

Also, try to remember that simple is 
best. Please don’t buy any of those 
expensive litter box contraptions that 
spin around, make noises and startle 

A Cat’s Tale  
What Your Feline Wishes You Knew

By LINDSEY PELLINO 

The Scoop

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)
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us; and while some larger covered litter 
boxes are okay, we don’t enjoy climbing 
into a small, hard-to-access dark hole to 
do our business. If you are lucky enough 
to share your life with a venerable 
elderly cat, please be considerate of 
their needs and declining physical 
abilities. Make sure their boxes are easily 
accessible – don’t make them run an 
obstacle course just to get to where 
they need to go. 

A Cat’s Pride  
Although we are considered great 
hunters out in the wild, we also 
instinctively feel the need to be alert 
to our surroundings, to guard against 
predators. One of the things we do to 
feel safe is to survey our territory from 
an elevated position. We also love to 
climb, and take a lot of pride in our 
agility and athleticism. Providing a cat 
tree or other high (but safe) perch for us 
would be something we’d really enjoy.  

Extending from our delicate toes are 
our most important tool and asset: our 
claws. We use our claws like you'd use 
a multi-tool (except ours are built in). 
They are absolutely instrumental to 
our success as hunters, in defending 
ourselves, and in our ability to climb 
to safety, as well as for scent-marking, 
playing, and getting a really  
good stretch.  

Can you imagine if your fingernails 
were left untrimmed for so long that 
they actually grew into your palms? 
That’s what can happen to us if we 
don’t have our claws clipped regularly. 
Providing regular nail trims as well as 
plenty of suitable scratching surfaces 

will keep our claws in tip-top shape. 
Plus, if you want your furniture to remain 
unscratched (though we can’t imagine 
why), you’ll have to give us some 
appealing alternatives like cardboard or 
sisal scratchers.  

On the topic of claws, we dread even 
to utter the “D” word: declawing. Please 
don’t even think about doing this to 
us. This practice is detrimental to our 
health, since it not only permanently 
removes our claws, but also amputates 
the whole knuckle on each of our toes! 
Our declawed brothers and sisters can 
suffer from mobility issues, arthritis, and 
emotional and mental issues. Claws 
are a tremendous source of pride 
and protection for us. When you take 
them away, we are no longer our fully 
confident selves.   

Thankfully, with many kind people 
spreading the word about how 
inhumane this practice is, it is finally 
becoming outdated. There are 
alternatives to de-clawing, so don’t 
despair if you have tried everything  
and we’re still scratching your furniture.  
Your veterinarian or Our Companions 
can help. 

Making our home as cat-friendly as 
possible is just one of the many ways 
you can show us your love. It’s never 
too late, especially as we get older 
and become extra sensitive to our 
environment. You will notice how much 
more content we will become with just 
a few adjustments now that you know 
more about what we need. Thank you 
for giving us a loving and comfortable 
home – and best of all, time with you.  

Complete heath care  
including laser therapy!

The first feline-only hospital in  
Connecticut accredited by the  

American Animal Hospital  
Association.

1260 New Britain Avenue | West Hartford, CT 
(860) 561-9885 | catslimited.com

facebook.com/catslimited
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Canine behavior and training is a 
primary focus at Our Companions –  
in fact, Canine College was one of the 
organization’s very first programs, 
developed more than 20 years ago. 
In every aspect of its dog behavioral 
training programs, from the most basic 
to advanced skills development, OC has 
always emphasized the use of positive 
reinforcement exclusively.  

OC has never utilized corrective 
measures or “aversives” (pain-inducing 
human responses to unwanted canine 
behavior) in training. These include 
the use of shock collars, prong collars, 
or other devices or responses that 
cause discomfort, distress, or pain to 
the animal in order to stop undesired 
behaviors. Not only do these devices 
hurt your pet physically, but they also 
harm the relationship you have with 
your dog. 

Positive reinforcement training is 
always force-free and non-aversive. 
There is no pain being caused to the 
animal. Instead, trainers use rewards 
such as food, toys, play and praise to 

reinforce desired behaviors – while 
using management and environmental 
controls to remove rewards from 
undesirable behaviors.  

“We use a rewards-based approach,” 
explains Peyton Winter, OC’s Director 
of Canine Behavior Programs. “In 
corrective-based training, the word 
‘no’ means pain; whereas, in positive 
reinforcement training, there isn’t a ‘no’ 
word – the unwanted behavior simply 
doesn’t get rewarded.” 

Essentially, prong, shock and choke 
collars are designed for one purpose 
only: to hurt your dog. Corrective dog 
training may initially appear successful, 
however, the dog’s response to this kind 
of training is to work to avoid pain. This 
can cause the dog to shut down, lose 
confidence, and may have a negative 
impact on the bond between a person 
and their dog.  

“We need to recognize corrective 
measures for what they are: 
suppression,” says Peyton. “The dog 
suppresses a behavior, in order to  
 

avoid pain. This can increase the 
fear and anxiety in the dog. Behavior 
suppression causes dogs not to 
exhibit their full range of emotions and 
behaviors. Reactive dogs who have 
been suppressing for a long time can 
exhibit worsened behavior, simply due 
to their inability to suppress themselves 

Marie's Den

Positive Reinforcement Dog Training 
The Right Choice for Your Dog, Your Family and You

By JENNIFER BARROWS

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)
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any longer. When things go wrong, it 
can get dangerous.” 

One example of the dangerous 
consequences of corrective-based 
training is a behavior known as 
“redirection.” As a result of pent-up 
frustration, a dog may turn on its owner; 
it may growl, snap, or bite – even inflict 
a sustained bite on a nearby person or 
other animal in the vicinity. When a dog 
receives a “correction,” the unwanted 

behavior may be thwarted, but  
that suppressed aggression is often  
still there. 

“Aggression begets aggression,” says 
Marie Joiner, OC’s Canine Behavior 
Manager. “If you are meeting an 
aggressive dog with an aggressive 
response, they are going to 'up the 

ante.' The root of 
correction-based 
training was the 
military. If the 
dogs ‘washed 
out’ in that 
setting, no one 
cared. However, 
these are not 
military dogs 
we are talking 
about. These are 
our companion 
animals. We need 
training that 
does not cause 
them to wash 
out. We want 
them to flourish 
and feel loved 

and supported. They need positive 
reinforcement as soon as they come 
into human contact.” 

Rather than build a dog’s confidence, 
corrective-based training can cause 
them to become more fearful of people, 
other animals, and of going outside; 
they can soil inside the home, cower 
under furniture, and exhibit fear-based 
defensive behaviors such as growling 
and snapping toward other animals and 

people within the home. Do we really 
want our dogs to believe that the world 
is a dangerous place? 

Marie emphasizes that many 
corrective-based trainers do not give 
owners enough information regarding 
their methods or their dog’s behavior. 
“They are often not teaching humans 
to understand dog body language, 
such as signs of aggression or how 
to de-escalate a dangerous situation. 
The owners just know the dog is not 
exhibiting their former undesired 
behavior, so they define that  
as success.” 

Dogs who have been trained using pain 
collars and other aversives can have a 
drastic change in personality and exhibit 
an increase in fearful and/or aggressive 
behavior. This can take anywhere from 
a few weeks to years to repair.  

“Dogs are incredibly intelligent,” says 
Peyton. “However, instead of just trying 
to teach them a new behavior, you  
are now also having to work to recover 
the dog’s confidence and trust while 
attempting to mitigate risk. It requires 

even more careful and precise  
training to prevent bad outcomes  
from occurring.” 

According to the American Veterinary 
Society of Animal Behavior’s (AVSAB) 
latest Position Statement on Humane 
Dog Training, “Research supports the 
efficacy of reward-based training to 
address unwanted and challenging 
behaviors. The application of aversive 
methods – which, by definition, rely on 
application of force, pain, or emotional 
or physical discomfort, should not 
be used in canine training or for the 
treatment of behavioral disorders.” 

Following suit, OC is developing more 
resources that will help educate 
consumers on training methods and 
their consequences. Likewise, we hope 
to encourage trainers to be transparent 
regarding their approach, so consumers 
know exactly what they are getting. 
Choosing corrective-based training 
is an honest mistake many pet 
guardians make, not realizing the 
damage it can do.  
 

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)

"Our Companions wants to ‘meet you 
where you are’ and move forward to  

nurture a positive, trusting, and  
confident relationship between you  

and your dog."
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In Connecticut, a significant percentage 
of pet owners will end up sending their 
dogs to a corrective-based training 
facility, oftentimes without knowing their 
methods beforehand. In these cases, 
owners may not only lose money, but 
may drastically alter their relationship 
with their dog. OC has launched a 
new behavior webpage featuring a 
referral list of positive-reinforcement 
trainers, intended to assist consumers 
in obtaining the right kind of training for 
their pet.  

The list, titled “Positive Professionals,” 
will focus on the geographic regions of 
Connecticut, Southern Massachusetts, 
and Rhode Island, as a starting point. 
Trainers will delineate their methods and 
their certifications so that consumers 
know exactly what they are getting.  
By building referrals between trainers,  
a client seeking assistance outside OC’s 

service range can trust a referral to 
someone in their area who shares the 
organization’s philosophy. 

“A compassionate approach is what 
is most important,” adds Peyton. “We 
understand that this is about a lack 
of information. Ultimately, pet owners 
are just working with the information 
they have. So, let’s educate the public. 
Corrective-based methods are 
outdated, fundamentally inhumane,  
and, in many cases, no longer what 
people are looking for.” 

Marie agrees. “We can only go  
forward; we cannot go backwards. 
The public needs to be educated 
about canine body language, how 
to communicate with your dog, and 
humane dog training. Somehow, we 
must get all this information out to them. 
We can’t fault people for what they  
don’t know.” 

Both Peyton and Marie are passionate 
about sharing their knowledge. In 
Peyton’s words, “Our Companions 
wants to ‘meet you where you are’  
and move forward to nurture a positive, 
trusting, and confident relationship 
between you and your dog.” 

To check out the resources Our 
Companions offers on training and 
behavior, including the listing of  
Positive Professionals, visit 
OurCompanions.org and explore  
the "Dog Behavior & Training”  
section. You may also contact  
the Animal Helpline at  
Helpline@OurCompanions.org  
or call us at 860-244-9999.

Marie's Den CONTINUED
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Basic Services Include:
• Examination of home and grounds
• Water plants, yards, gardens
• Bring in mail/packages
• Run faucets/flush toilets
• Text/email communication

Benefits:
•  Homes with activity are less likely to be  

vandalized or burglarized.
•  Early detection/action for problems greatly 

decrease cost/damage.
•  Peace of mind - you are able to enjoy your  

vacation and not worry about things at home.
Contact us for a free quote today!

860-341-2785   VacationPropertyCheck.com
info@VacationPropertyCheck.com

With over 25 years experience  
in property management,  

we are your eyes and ears while  
you are away so you can relax.

Finally…a Resort Worthy of Your Cat!  
We keep your precious kitty safe, secure and happy  

in a place designed for cats.

Please visit our website to learn more and schedule your boarding 
or grooming appointment at www.catsmeowresort.com

LOCATED IN AVON CT
(860) 404-5841

Therapy Dog Training Classes Now Forming
Manchester & Farmington

Sponsored by Tails of Joy, Inc. Animal Assisted Therapy

Volunteer with your dog!

Contact Sue Gagnon 860-466-0759 
tedsuedoghouse233@yahoo.com

www.TailsofJoy.org

Manchester, CT
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THE OUR COMPANIONS ANIMAL HELPLINE 
IS HERE FOR YOU!  

Our Helpline is fully operational and ready to respond to those who need assistance.  
Someone will contact you within 24-48 hours!

P.O. Box 956
Manchester, CT 06045-0956

RETURN SERVICE REQUESTED

NON PROFIT ORG.
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PAID
HARTFORD, CT
MARKETING SOLUTIONS

If you have questions regarding:
Adoption

Cat/dog/rabbit behavioral advice
Finding a new home for your pet

Helping outdoor cats 
Veterinary assistance

Please call (860) 242-9999 or  
email Helpline@OurCompanions.org.


