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UKRCB SYMPOSIUM 2006
Hilton East Midlands Airport

Sunday 1st October 2006
As for most of those that attended, it was an early, early wake up call at 05:00 hours on the morning of Sunday 1st October (and yes, the ‘0’ really does stand for “OH MY GOD IT’S EARLY!”).

This was my fourth UKRCB Symposium and even when I first heard it was going to be held at a Hilton earlier this year I was openly optimistic that even though it was a longer journey away from Kent than the two previous venues, it had the ‘Hilton’ stamp on it which I have always associated with quality having had conference experience with them in the past both as organiser and delegate.
 I wasn’t disappointed.  

The venue was smart, clean, business-like but relaxed and as a delegate I was very comfortable throughout the entire day.

Upon entering the venue I was happy to see coffee and tea served after the long journey but also a wonderful range of cookies and biscuits to help wake me up and get me ready for the day.  Okay, it was the coffee that woke me up but good biscuit always help!
After registration and the obligatory catching up with people not seen for ages, Sheila performed the opening welcome to us all as eloquently as always and the day got under way.

The first speaker was Julie Bedford PGCE Head of Behaviour Services at the Blue Cross.  

As a Children’s Educational Speaker for the Blue Cross and a representative of Neapolitan Mastiff Welfare I was personally very interested in the organisation’s policies on dealing with dog welfare and rescue.

Julie opened her presentation by running through the history of the Blue Cross and then moved on to the ‘nitty gritty’ of policies and procedures related to the rehoming of dogs through the charity.
Many of the issues were not new to me such as certain breed types being harder to rehome than others, but I was fascinated by the innovative ideas that the Blue Cross has for sourcing appropriate homes for some of these breeds; for example the charity has formed links with various disciplines and sports such as Search and Rescue, Hearing Dogs for the Deaf and agility organisations in order to find appropriate homes for some of the dogs that have more specialised requirements than the average pet home can provide.  This to me was like a breath of fresh air; to have organisations working together to ease the problem of rehoming dogs in this country.
Julie spoke about the main reasons for people needing to give their dogs up for adoption, including the problem of ever increasing numbers of puppies finding their way into rescue. At times she seemed biased against breeders but stressed many times that this was not the case.  As a representative working in rescue myself I fully understand the misery of seeing so many puppies being incorrectly reared and sold without appropriate investigation into the suitability of the prospective owners so I fully appreciated Julie’s need to address this issue but got an impression from others in the room that this was not a universal view.
Julie described the process followed by the Blue Cross from initial admittance for rehoming, to behavioural assessment, suitability assessment (prospective adopters), the successful matching of dog to adopter and finally the follow up process which includes four weeks of training sessions at the Blue Cross to help with the adjustment for both dog and new owner.
I was very pleased to learn about the commitment that the Blue Cross has to behavioural modification of dogs that come in with problems and the lengths that they go to try and alleviate kennel stress at the Blue Cross centres, all of which contributes to an wonderfully low 4% return rate out of 1,800 dogs rehomed each year.

I was also interested to learn about the commitment to staff training, which included the availability of 4 internal courses, NVQs and external training.  It certainly helps to dispel the myth that all that is needed to work with animals is a love for them.
I found Julie’s presentation very informative and interesting.  She was a personable and likeable speaker who kept her audience listening and discussing the topics presented well into the lunch hour!

We broke for lunch and I must congratulate Al Matherne for finding and organising this venue because the standard was excellent.  The catering staff were efficient and polite, the quality and range of food offered was wonderful and the venue was comfortable and relaxing. 
The second speaker of the day was Dee Ganley, who came to us all the way from the United States; the Upper Valley Humane Society to be exact.
Dee began her first afternoon session by confirming that she agreed with everything that she had heard from Julie Bedford in the morning presentation which was always a relief as she would not be contradicting the speaker before her!
She then proceeded to go into the histories of all of her dogs to detail just how much they had helped her with her work and highlight her background with dogs.

Although I am always interested to hear about people’s dogs, I was eager to get stuck into the main reason we were there; to learn about the issues relating to canine rescue and welfare.  I felt that Dee’s history could have been covered in 5 minutes of the presentation and more detail in a handout or direction to her website, leaving more time to cover her current experience working with rescue dogs.

When she did begin to get into her current work, it was fascinating.  Dee showed us many photos of the facility where she works, including before and after shots of kennel areas and indoor and outdoor exercise & training areas.
I was especially interested to see the innovative but common sense solutions to kennel stress such as providing canvas barriers in front of kennel doors to prevent visual stimulation – such a common stressor in rescue, using hoods to cover the eyes for the same reason, socialisation and exercise, stimulation in the form of platforms and toys and playing calming music in the kennels.  
N.B. On a personal note, I contacted the provider of the music she recommended and requested a free CD to use with Neapolitan Mastiffs in welfare.  I was amazed to get my free copy sent from the United States within a week and I am currently putting it to the test!
Dee then discussed some individual cases including dog / dog aggression, dog / human aggression and resource guarding.  This was what I was personally here to learn about – the sharp end of rescue, the problems that are presented to rescue workers on a daily basic for them to ‘fix’.

Dee’s methods of behavioural modification and training are based on positive reinforcement and from a wonderfully empathetic and enthusiastic viewpoint that I personally found very refreshing.  People that work at the sharp end of rescue are exposed to so much that could jade and disillusion them; Dee gave completely the opposite impression. 

It was great to see how our peers in the US are working through the problems that are universal to us all that work in canine rescue.   There should not be a copyright on good ideas that help dogs in rescue and it is wonderful that events like this end up helping dogs in rescue in ways that they might not have been helped before.

The two speakers at the Symposium this year were well chosen; different styles of presentation, different topics covered but all relevant to the topic of the day, ‘Rescue Dogs’.

Of the UKRCB symposia I’ve attended so far, I believe this was by far the best event yet.  As a member of the UKRCB I feel that this year’s Symposium was more along the lines of what our peers expect of us – professional, well organised, smoothly-run with informative, entertaining speakers presenting topics of professional and general interest. 

I can’t wait for next year!  

See you then…

~Jaq Bunn~
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