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When I arrived in Nepal in September 2012 for a one-year sabbatical with my husband and two 
school-aged children, the first thing I noticed was the street dogs. They are everywhere -- 
wandering down the roads, sleeping in the middle of traffic circles, eating garbage, barking all 
night, occasionally fighting with each other, but mostly peacefully co-existing with people and 
other animals. Approximately 20,000 dogs roam the streets in Kathmandu. 
 
Some street dogs are cared for by individuals, families or communities. They are sometimes 
fed, given shelter and veterinary care if the care-givers can afford it. Other dogs are in really bad 
shape -- emaciated, mangy, suffering from open wounds from dog fights and broken bones from 
encounters with vehicles. Rabies and uncontrolled breeding are major problems. 
 

 

 
 
Local attitudes about dogs vary greatly. Traditionally dogs have a place in Hindu legends as 
messengers and guardians. During the Tihar festival in the fall, dogs are worshipped, fed 
special food, adorned with a marigold garland and blessed with a tika on the forehead. Many 
Nepalis fear dogs. It’s easy to understand why ... every year 16,000 people are treated for dog 
bites and 200 people die from rabies in Nepal. Street dogs are sometimes teased, kicked or 
stoned. Some people own dogs for security or companionship. For owners who can afford it 
(mostly ex-patriates and better off Nepalis), there are veterinary clinics and pet supply stores. 
Even so, life for owned dogs (and their owners) is not always easy. If a dog is taken for a walk, 
its owner often carries a stick to fend off street dogs. Many dogs never leave their property, 
spending their lives in small cages or behind gates. One phenomenon that amazes me is that 
many dogs are kept on rooftops. It keeps the dogs from roaming the streets, but it can be 
a dangerous practice. Our friend’s puppy fell off their roof and died. 
 
There are some efforts to help dogs in Nepal. Kind-hearted individuals often find adoptive 
homes for puppies struggling to survive on the streets and take sick or injured dogs for 
veterinary care. The government tries to control the street dog population in many areas outside 
Kathmandu by strychnine poisoning which leads to a slow and painful death. A handful of 
organizations, including Animal Nepal, Community Dog Welfare Kopan and Kathmandu Animal 
Treatment (KAT) Centre, work towards better solutions. They provide veterinary care (de-
worming, vaccinations, sterilization and treatment) for dogs who have no owner or whose owner 
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cannot afford care. They run mobile health camps for owned and street dogs, with the goal of 
sterilizing female dogs (animal birth control) and creating a healthier population. They find 
adoptive homes for suitable dogs or provide long-term care for dogs who cannot live elsewhere. 
They also work to foster community awareness and responsibility. 
 
I often struggle with how I should respond to the situation. I have a big heart for animals. I 
regularly foster cats and kittens for the Edmonton Humane Society. I took the Pet Therapy 
Society of Northern Alberta’s Pet Education Program with my Cavalier King Charles Spaniel in 
September 2011 and we have visited continuing care centres and schools. I take very good 
care of my cat and two dogs, making sure they have food, water, shelter, exercise, training, 
veterinary care and affection. I believe that every living being should be valued and cared for. I 
feel so many things when I meet dogs that are neglected, abused or suffering: anger, sadness, 
helplessness and unfortunately sometimes apathy when I just can’t bear to feel anymore.  
 

 
I have chosen to respond in a few ways. Firstly, I have not adopted any dogs, although I have 
been tempted, especially one puppy with rickets who I fell in love with. Unfortunately she ended 
up dying because of chronic health issues. Having no pet to care for has given me more time 
and energy to invest in programs and organizations instead of individual animals. Secondly, I 
have visited all the animal welfare organizations to seek to understand the work they do and the 
complexities of the situation in Nepal. I have donated a small sum to each to support their 
ongoing work.  
 
Thirdly, I am creating a “Dog Education Program” in conjunction with Animal Nepal for use in 
local schools. The goal of the program is to give Nepali children a chance to interact with a 
friendly, well-behaved dog and to teach them about the five freedoms for animals: freedom 
from hunger and thirst, freedom from discomfort; freedom from pain, injury or disease; freedom 
to express normal behaviour; freedom from fear and distress. 
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A big thank you to the Edmonton Humane Society and the Pet Therapy Society of Northern 

Alberta who have generously shared their presentations and training materials with me. I have 

used the book “Tails Are Not for Pulling” in two pet therapy visits at an international school and 

an orphanage. The kids listened attentively and were mostly eager to touch the dog, but it is 

difficult to say if the presentations had any effect on their attitudes. I am working on a 

presentation that is more suitable for use in Nepal. I want children to have empathy and 

compassion for dogs, to understand basic dog behaviour and to be safe around dogs. It is a 

work in progress. 
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