Magazine Article

SJC-SNAP:  What Can Be Done About Animal Overpopulation in St. Joseph County?

In the fall of 2007, for the second consecutive year, two University of Notre Dame faculty members, Dr. Michelle Whaley and Kay Stewart R.V.T., conducted a class entitled Animal Welfare and the Human-Animal Bond: Community Based Learning Seminar. 

The main focus of this year's course was animal overpopulation. Anyone who spends time at local shelters understands that the number of unwanted animals is staggering, over 11,000 animals entered St. Joe County shelters in 2007.  Our shelters adopt as many animals as possible, treat animals who are sick, help animals that have been neglected or abused, and euthanize only when necessary.  However, the overpopulation problem in our county persists and year after year, there are too many animals and not enough homes for them.  What can the community do to prevent unwanted animals from living a life on the streets or in overcrowded shelters?  The students in the Animal Welfare course wanted to learn about solutions.

Community partners from the Humane Society of St. Joseph County, South Bend Animal Care and Control and Pet Refuge met several times together with the class and clearly stated that spay/neuter was the top priority to solve animal overpopulation, but that education was critical to have a long-term effect. They shed light on animal overpopulation by telling heart wrenching stories of the unwanted animals that enter their shelters each day. 

At the same time, the opinions of the local veterinary community on this issue was not well understood, so the students carried out a veterinarian interview study in the Fall of 2007.  It became clear that many veterinarians in St. Joe County were already helping disadvantaged clients, and were willing to help animals by participating in a reduced cost spay/neuter program for people who could not afford the surgery. 

Therefore, SJC-SNAP (St. Joseph County Spay Neuter Assistance Program) was established.  This program hopes to be operational by January 2009 after sufficient funds are raised.  The mission of this private, non-profit organization is to provide animal welfare education and spay/neuter assistance to financially qualifying St. Joseph County residents and their pets.  Twelve participating veterinary clinics in St. Joseph County will provide services to clients who receive government assistance or who fall below the poverty threshold.  

The SNAP program will reimburse veterinary clinics 100% of the surgery costs.  It is important to understand that the clinics will typically charge additional fees for services before the spay/neuter surgery such as vaccinations and tests.   For example, it wouldn't make much sense to carry out surgery on an animal that has heartworm disease unless the owner is willing to pay for treatment, or on an animal that is not vaccinated against Parvo but who can be exposed to the lethal virus. So there will be some costs to the client for these necessary services before surgery since this is in the best interest of the pet.  
Would spay/neuter without education do much in the long run?  The SNAP program will have an educational component that uses a locally relevant and engaging video on the benefits of spay/neuter, responsible pet ownership, and the value of the human-animal bond.   Former local news anchor Mike Collins is heading the video project with advice from the SNAP board consisting of three veterinarians, one veterinary technician and educator, and members from each shelter and from Notre Dame.  SJC-SNAP clients will be encouraged to be ambassadors for the program educating friends and neighbors about their pets and the programs that can assist them. The video will also be modified to be used in schools and for public service announcements.

 SJC-SNAP needs to raise funds to pay for the surgeries. The program is seeking donors and volunteers committed to solving animal overpopulation in our community.   We applaud all animal welfare organizations and veterinarians who are doing their part to help underserved animals.  Working together, we can make a difference, one animal at a time!

For more information, please contact Michelle Whaley at (574) 274-3874 or at whaley.3@nd.edu.

Upcoming SJC-SNAP Events:

Domer Doggy Walk at the Notre Dame Lakes

Sunday, September 28, 2008

Trivia Night for the Animals!

Saturday, October 18, 2008

