MISSING PETS - MYTHS AND THEORIES?


Our advice for animal lovers and interested parties

The recent disappearance of our cat, SPLOSH, has sparked a number of possible scenarios which has exposed a lack of knowledge in the general public about the facts.  Whilst SPLOSH remains missing together with a second cat TOULOUSE from Littleworth it is worth setting the record straight about certain possible predators/enemies and what can be done to keep your pet safe.  Please bear in mind that these are possible outcomes and until you actually know the facts you must remain positive and open-minded.  Speak to as many people as possible because that way you learn a lot about your surroundings and will be pleasantly surprised by the compassion of others.  
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Toulouse as a kitten 
FOXES/BADGERS/MINK

Foxes and badgers are similar in many ways but foxes are more commonly sighted than badgers and therefore tend to be blamed for misdemeanours.  Most people only see badgers at the roadside seemingly killed by a vehicle but many are dumped by farmers who fear TB in their cattle from badgers who may be carrying the disease.  Foxes are dusk and dawn feeders that hunt and scavenge.  Most people don’t know that a fox will happily eat fungi, berries, grasses, fruit and vegetables!  The carnivore side of their diet includes worms, rabbits, mice and rats.  However, if the opportunity arises, chickens, guinea pigs and even cats and lambs could be under threat.  There are many sad stories about the callous nature of a fox that appears to kill for the sake of killing.  However, a fox will return to carry off or bury the remains if the opportunity presented itself.  So, if we want to keep our animals safe from foxes we need to take some precautions.  Pens need to be securely locked and stoutly made from mesh wire and not chicken wire which can be chewed through.  The wire should be buried in the ground or the pen erected on a hard surface to prevent burrowing underneath.  A wire cover would also prevent birds such as hawks from swooping down.  Feed should be kept in an air-tight tin and the surrounding landscape should be kept clear and clean.  If possible animals should be kept securely confined at night with a litter tray and paraphernalia such as toys and scratching post.  A cat is rarely attacked by a fox but kittens and sickly cats or lambs can be targeted.  The critical time is April to June when the cubs need to be fed.  
Foxes seem to be much maligned and yet they are essential in the food chain to control the numbers of other species.  The public need to accept their existence and in being aware, take the necessary precautions to protect the vulnerable.  Foxes live on average 18 months, dying from the cold or starvation in rural areas or from poison or being run over in urban areas.  They are likely to mate once in a lifetime and it would be sensible to manage their numbers in an organised manner rather than rely on the success or otherwise of a sporting event.  Perhaps the introduction of plastic waste bins will force the urban foxes back into the countryside whilst a green belt still remains despite the encroaching concrete jungle.
Mink are apparently very vicious and are found near water-courses.    
CARRIED OFF
If there are buzzards in your area, you should be aware that a buzzard may be a threat. 


SHOT

Unfortunately some people think that it is acceptable to use wildlife and even pets as target practice using various weapons.  There is no justification for such behaviour and anyone shooting indiscriminately in this way should be reported to the police.
It is a criminal offence to cause injury or suffering to an animal.  Sadly, lambs in our area have been targeted with pellet guns - two were recently killed by shots to the head.

TRAPPED
Animals are equipped to avoid getting trapped and can use their claws to extricate themselves from mouse, rabbit holes etc.  However, man-made features may pose obstacles that are difficult to overcome so the onus is on the individual to ensure that safety is paramount so caps, tops, lids and covers should always be in place and checked regularly.
There is no evidence or knowledge or traps being used in the area but once again these should be checked regularly if in use.




GARDENERS/POISONS
A letter published recently in the local newspaper warned cat owners to keep their pets away from gardeners and allotment holders who might poison them with insecticides and weed killers.  Yet the presence of a cat can be useful because it deters vermin and pet friendly preparations are preferable to poisonous ones particularly where edible produce is being grown.  Remember to warn others with a sign that chemicals are being used.  Others tips include spraying urine on the plot which also serves as a soil improver or scatter used tea bags infused with a drop of Olbas Oil.  The smell will make cats feel a lot less welcome or likely to make a mark or a mess.  Refresh both around once per week, or after heavy rain.  This is a more reasonable approach and would spare the cat and its owner unnecessary expense and grief.  Fencing or netting plots certainly are a deterrent and a loose dog will cause more damage than any cat!
Another form of poisoning is through the use of mouse or rat poisons.  It would be reasonable to let your neighbours know that such preparations are in use or preferably tell the Environmental Control people who have the right equipment for the job and might not use it so indiscriminately.  Remember that local cats are your friends in this respect and not your enemy!
An article in the News of the World recently made the following recommendations to gardeners and allotment holders:
Cover precious plants and veggie seedlings with prickly prunings.  Use holly and the branches from old Christmas trees – not rose or barberry, which can hurt soft paws.

Or cut short lengths of bamboo and poke them hedgehog-style into soil, avoiding children’s play areas.

Make moggies pee off with the ‘pee-off’ plant, coleus canina (scared cat) – they don’t like the smell.  They also hate orange peel, clove oil, tea tree, chilli powder, crushed garlic and eucalyptus.

Silent Roar lion dung pellets and get Off jelly repellent (from garden centres) can also work.  The Cats protection League (CPL) recommends a short, sharp jet of water from a water pistol or from a movement-sensitive ‘scarecrow’ (DIY stores).  
The RSPB backs the Catwatch cat deterrent (£54.99 rspb.co.uk).  It detects movement and gives off a high-pitched sound only audible to cats.


BONFIRES
Another theory is that he may have crept into a bonfire and fell asleep.  The advice is before lighting any bonfire, check first whether there is anything asleep or hiding inside.  


STRAYS
An un-neutered cat can disappear for weeks and wander for up to 20 miles away from home in season.  In this instance it is not the case but neutering is a sensible precaution.  It is possible that a hunting cat could also wander off but a domesticated animal is wholly un-suited to the wild. Animals have a great sense of smell but at particular times of the year there is a myriad of scents that can confuse the animal.  This leaves other possibilities such as being trapped, chased away by another animal or being detained by a member of the public so the animal becomes disorientated and subsequently lost.  This can be as innocent as being adopted as a 'stray' because the animal is looking for food sources but as a recent report in the local newspaper proved a stray is often someone else’s missing pet.  Adoption of many genuine homeless animals can be made through the local RSPCA, Cats Protection League, a local vets or a local re-homing kennels such as Danemere.  Always make a point of informing the Cats Protection League whatever you decide to do if dealing with a cat, so that there is pooling of information.  If you are caring for a stray then please do not hesitate to report it so that a missing pet can be identified – you will save a lot of heartache for someone else who cares too.  
MAULED BY A DOG
Dog owners know that they should always walk their dogs on a lead and not allow them to roam so a mauling should never accidentally occur. 
GOT INTO A VEHICLE
Pets can be inquisitive around vehicles especially if they are used to going on trips to the vets.  If this should happen then take the animal back to your original location and make inquiries or if this is not possible take the animal to a relevant agency that will make inquiries and return the pet to its owner or to a re-homing centre.  DO NOT ABANDON THE ANIMAL.  Despite stories of animals returning home over long distances these are the lucky ones because the hazards that have to be overcome are frightening and many fold.  

INJURED OR KILLED ON THE ROAD
Drivers should always be prepared to expect the un-expected and drive at a speed capable of dealing with any eventuality.  In my experience I have had a sheep and a deer jump out into the road in front of me as well as the inevitable rabbit, fox and cat! These experiences are a fact of life and will happen to all drivers at some point so there is no room for complacency.  The animal should not be there but has no knowledge of its folly.  It is up to the driver to take responsibility for his or her actions and there is no apportionment of blame.  Often animals will run off but they may still be injured and in need of attention or even mortally injured.  All dead, injured or stray animals should be taken or reported to an appropriate agency such as your local council, a vets, the CPL or the RSPCA and if the animal has been reported missing or has been chipped, the details can then hopefully be matched.  Remember to give as much information as possible i.e. exact location, and a clear description.  If you see a dead animal report it yourself – do not rely on somebody else because if we all do that no reporting will take place and the animal may be dragged off before it can be recovered.

LEFT HOME
A cat can have a mind of its own and may wander off freely or even be encouraged away with treats and tit bits.  Hopefully, the conscience of somebody prepared to do this will be pricked and they will return the pet.  A pet in a home with other pets may feel crowded out and want more attention.  In this case you may have to resign yourself to letting go and waiting for your pet to return by itself.  If you have been adopted by someone elses pet then please do not hesitate to contact the owner and discuss the circumstances and decide between you both what is in the best interest of the pet. 


STOLEN

Finally, and probably the most despicable act, your pet may have been stolen.  This can be for a variety of reasons that are too lurid to mention.  There is no justification for this crime and little that can be done to avoid it apart from complete confinement.  The most important thing you can do to combat this is to have your pet chipped so that the details can be matched up whatever the distance when they are found and to be observant in your neighbourhood and note anything unusual!  Make sure you know your pets’ details to avoid any confusion when confirmation is required.  Insist that the chip is checked regularly when you go to the vets because chips have been known to move or stop working and staff do not check as a matter of course!  Be vigilant and if your neighbours suddenly acquire a new animal that looks like a missing pet advertised do not be afraid to make discreet inquiries that can be followed up anonymously.

WHAT YOU CAN DO
- Advertise

In order to broadcast the facts about your missing pet, leaflet and display posters in the local area and contact all the relevant authorities for guidance.  Remain positive because otherwise a lost animal will remain lost.  Remember there are cases of lost pets returning home or being re-united with their owners apparently no worse for wear.  Recently there was a case reported in Wrexham of a cat returning home after 2 years!  Remember to include a good picture likeness, the time and vicinity, a description with any distinguishing details including whether spayed, neutered and/or chipped, the sex, and your contact details.  Specify the colours particularly if your poster is monochrome!  Note that it is important to laminate or enclose your posters in clear pockets to survive the weather.  Locate in obvious public places e.g. junctions, local shops, schools, pubs, post offices, bus stops, garden centres etc.  Be polite and ask permission and re-new if defaced or removed maliciously.      
- Instruct

It is likely that the pet will not respond to strangers so it is imperative that people are told to listen hard, check hazards and look for signs and hiding places – perhaps even leave an opening for a short while.  In these days of double glazing and a ‘fort knox’ mentality to security it is worth considering that it will probably be a lot harder to get out of a trap than it was to get in!

- Offer reward

This is a moot point because no one wants to encourage the idea of seizing pets for ransom or to pressurise people who cannot afford to make an offer.  Therefore, this suggestion is not a recommendation and is at your discretion.
- Be prepared

Put your dirty washing or even house dust from a hoover outside to enable them to find their way back.  When you go searching take along some biscuits to rattle or carry an open tin of favourite food - Sardines for a cat are a good example because of the strong aroma.  Take a basket/cage along with you to possible sightings and do not be surprised by the appearance of your pet because it may well have changed.  A lost animal will have to adopt a survival mode and may be wary of you as well as strangers!
- Pray

St Anthony of Padua is the patron saint of all lost things.

St Francis of Assisi is the patron saint of animals.

REPORTING DEAD ANIMALS / INQUIRING ABOUT DEAD ANIMALS FOUND
A worrying fact is that although you are advised to check with the local refuse department for reports of dead animals found the reality is that there is little useful information available because nobody bothers to make a report.  When a report is made the information is not pooled in anyway between the districts and there is no meaningful data available to any other interested party such as a description or precise location.  The result is that you have to ring all relevant councils every week for an update.  The fact is that the authorities only have a statutory duty to register details when the animal is a dog or a badger.  The public are not aware that they can file reports, there is not always an easy to find link at each of the local council websites to do so and the approach taken by the councils that are not consistent in any way.  By one councils’ own admission, the stricken animal may have been carried off by the time they reach them so speed is of essence.  Those that do provide a link encourage the reporting of some of the following animals if on the highway, adopted land or in the open – but excludes private property unless a charge is paid as in one case:

horses, deer, cows, sheep, foxes, badgers, dogs and cats.
This state of affairs is a sad reflection on a supposed animal-loving society particularly at a time when so many cats are neutered and chipped and therefore able to be identified.  It is lamentable that a marked piece of stolen property is more likely to be returned to you than a missing pet that was regarded as a member of the family and had a lot of time and expense invested in them to provide for their welfare. 
I am pursuing through the county council a request for a cross link at the hub site and encourage you to take advantage of the facility at all opportunities and to spread the word to raise awareness.   As yet I do not know where the animals end up or if they are checked for being chipped but I am aware that the CPL in Stourbridge provided the council with a hand scanner to do this. 
I am looking forward to an update from Mrs Middleton for Worcester County Council and Mark Edwards for Wychavon District Council before campaigning for a better service.  It should be reasonable to expect reports of cats found to be notified to a central point such as the Cats Protection League.  It would then not be beyond the realms of possibility to pool the information and make it available for access by the public. 

In the meanwhile, here are the district telephone numbers and website links that currently exist locally:
Bromsgrove – 01527 873232

http://www.bromsgrove.gov.uk/cms/community-and-living/street-care-and-cleaning/dead-animals.aspx
Worcester City Council – 01905 722233

http://www.worcester.gov.uk/index.php?id=775
Wychavon District Council – 01386 565018

http://www.wychavon.gov.uk/cms/community-and-living/street-care-and-cleaning/dead-animals-on-the-highway.aspx
Wyre Forest – 01562 732928

http://www.wyreforestdc.gov.uk/cms/non-lgnl-pages/planning-and-regulatory-servic/environmental-health/dead-animals.aspx
Worcester County Council – 01905 763763
Malvern District Council – 01684 862151

http://www.malvernhills.gov.uk/cms/council-and-democracy/customer-service-centre/self-service.aspx
NEWS ITEM – White lines painted around dead badger
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-hampshire-10650160

USING PSYCHICS, CLAIRVOYANTS, DOWSERS 
We explored the help provided by online psychics and although there was a plethora of suggestions none appeared to corroborate the other.  Dowsers we have contacted believe that Splosh is still alive and in relative close proximity.  A family friend asked the advice of a clairvoyant who stated that Splosh had been poisoned.  These mixed messages have left us even more confused and have resulted in us deviating from our plan of action.  Once again remember that although the suggestions may be plausible, the facts are irrefutable therefore do not give up your search lightly.  
The truth is out there and if Splosh is still alive we would dearly love to have him back home.  If you have been harbouring Splosh we are very grateful to you and look forward to your call.  

We intend to remain open-minded and will not give up hope until we have exhausted all avenues.
