CAT LAKE FRIENDS OF ANIMUSH
AIMS UPDATE 2010

The aim of Cat Lake Friends of Animush is: To improve community mental health in fly-in First Nations communities through improved animal welfare.
A focus group of First Nations people from Cat Lake, Ontario and non-aboriginal people from both Cat Lake and a number of communities in Southern Ontario was formed in 2002. The group chose the name, Cat Lake Friends of Animush.   It had been noted that the traditional method of companion animal population control by dog shoot appeared to be a common factor in stressors on the mental health of people in Cat Lake presenting for assistance with mental health issues.  There was at the time no available option for animal population control and no education on humane animal welfare available.  The focus group surveyed the community and found the members to be interested in pursuing other options for animal population control.  With permission from Chief and Council of the community of Cat Lake First Nation the following goal-oriented programs and activities have been initiated in Cat Lake over the past eight years.
With the main aim of the organization being to improve community mental health by improving animal welfare the first program was focused on getting the overpopulation under control with the hope that the necessity of dog shoots would be alleviated.  The Grey-Bruce Veterinary Association in Grey and Bruce counties, southern Ontario took an interest in the problem the community was facing and has provided veterinarians and support for six consecutive annual visits to Cat Lake to perform neuter/spay surgeries to any interested companion animal owners at no cost.  Any companion animal, whether they had sterilization surgery or not, had immunization and parasite control available to them, also at no cost.  These clinics have been well attended by the community and the community members now see this as a great benefit to their animals. Their pets are in better health, they have less litters to destroy and stray dogs to contend with.  There is less chance of illness being passed from animals to people with the availability of parasite control and animal immunization. Elders have commented there are fewer roaming dogs carrying garbage about the community and less feces with the decreased animal population.  The veterinary visit is supported with supplies donated by veterinary supply company representatives, funds from the Grey-Bruce Veterinary Association to assist the veterinarians with their travel costs from southern Ontario to the north, donations in kind by private citizens of kenneling, blankets, leashes, pet food, etc. for the clinic, air flights at no cost by two airlines out of Sioux Lookout, Ontario, housing and meals within the community, and a venue for the clinic itself which has been in a variety of places from the Community Hall to the police garage. 
The group has communicated with Chief and Council of the community the need for the community to build a small shelter to house animals in a protected environment while they await re-homing or adoption outside of the community if they are stray/unwanted and also for female dogs in estrus to protect them from being bred before their owner has an opportunity to take them to the next neuter/spay clinic. There is a youth healing center in the community that will be approached to see if a program could be initiated to teach these youth at risk to care for the animals in the shelter.  There has been much research done that shows animal contact is of benefit for the socially at risk population.  Plans for the animal shelter are available to assist with this and Chief and Council are currently discussing this idea. 
 Cat Lake Friends of Animush organized a dog rescue in 2007 with the assistance of the Kenora SPCA.  The stray animals were to be shot but when Chief and Council were made aware of the possibility of removing the strays they showed their understanding of the program and their forward thinking in allowing time for the rescue to be organized.  It took a number of weeks and community members assisted by helping to look after the animals in the meantime.  The SPCA provided crates and ground transportation from Sioux Lookout to Thunder Bay, Ontario.  Air transport from Cat Lake to Sioux Lookout, which had to be reorganized a number of times due to bad weather, was donated by a construction company that had chartered a flight into Cat Lake and who’s chartered plane was leaving empty.  Rescues will continue to be planned as required but the focus will still be to control the population by neuter/spay.  
Education both during the veterinary visits and throughout the year is crucial to the success of our aim.  The veterinarians try to do educational presentations both to the school children and to the community at large.  This has been an ongoing challenge as our surgical hospital venues have changed over the years. Education has happened one way or another, even performed door to door while immunization is done as has occurred for the last two years after the school was burned and the children were not able to attend.  There has been contact made with the education authority to incorporate a program of humane animal welfare developed by the British Columbia SPCA into the school curriculum.  This is introduced  sporadically depending on the teacher interest in the community but hopefully will become a regular part of each school year for each grade. Follow up will be made annually with the education authority to determine its usage.  There is also an interest by the Veterinary College at the University of Guelph to develop a culturally sensitive humane animal welfare learning package.  A survey was developed to determine the attitudes of community members of all ages towards animals, the need for animal care and population control, their feelings about changes noted in the community since the program commenced, etc.  This will be used as well for any new communities as expansion occurs prior to the initial visit and again at approximately five years.  The survey was done at the school for the children’s input and door to door for the adults.  Volunteers from the community helped to carry out the survey and information was compiled by the organization to assist in planning.  The first survey was not well accepted by the community but each new thing takes some time to incorporate and for the community to understand the benefit to them.  
Once the companion animal population comes more under control it is easier to develop better animal/human relationships.  Through education and role modeling of humane animal welfare by veterinarians and organization members both children and adults alike will be able to develop a better bond with their companion animal as it will have more likelihood of a longer and healthier life.  The constant fear of losing their animal to the violence of dog shoots or abuse/neglect due to lack of education will be decreased.  By developing better animal/human relationships by teaching basic daily needs of food, water, shelter, teaching animal behavior/ obedience classes and grooming the natural development of human/human relationships should follow.  The participants, whether children or adults will find they share their experiences with each other and what they learn form a good basis for parenting skills.  These skills have been lost in many First Nations communities due to the residential school system in which children were removed from their homes often at early ages for many years.  The parents lost the opportunity to parent and the children were not parented and so did not learn the skill from experience.  This is an ongoing program that mostly happens by role modeling.  There has been a noticeable change in the behavior of the children towards the animals.  They are showing much more concern for the welfare of their pet and sharing their experiences with friends and family.  Skijoring and dog walking have been encouraged in the community to provide exercise which will again help develop the bond between all involved as well as benefit the physical and mental health of the participants – both human and animal.  In 2009 a new children’s program was started which was presented around the time of the veterinary clinic visit.  It is a hands on program in which the children are encouraged to bring their dog and sessions are spent grooming and bathing their pet, making food healthy to the dogs and learning about nutrition, speaking about animal safety and shelter, and doing very basic animal behaviour management.  The goal again is to teach children life skills through working with their pet.
Friends of Animush has encouraged development of humane animal by-laws in the community both by discussing this with Chief and Council in Cat Lake and also working with the World Society for Protection of Animals in drafting a resolution  regarding humane animal welfare to be presented to the Assembly of First Nations for resolution.   Having animal by-laws provides guidelines for the community as well as encouraging animal related careers such as trained animal by-law enforcement officers.
Cat Lake Friends of Animush has a mandate to provide service only to fly-in First Nations communities.  Activities that involve fundraising happen also outside of these communities and to this point have been telephone solicitation from the homes of members for specific events.  
The benefits to the human population are the lessening of the burden of grief, better human/animal and human/human relationships, the betterment of their own mental and physical health and that of their environment, and through increased education a better understanding of humane animal welfare. The animal population, with the availability of humane animal welfare opportunities, is more likely to live longer and healthier lives in an environment enhanced by a better relationship with their companions.
The organization feels that there has been some success with the programs running in Cat Lake and would like to expand into other communities.  The program was presented successfully in Nibinamik in July 2010.  We will be returning to both communities at their invitation in 2011.
The web site is being updated.  Original information can be obtained at:  http://cogeco.ca/friendsof animush/




