
Knowing it is time for a change is easy, if you listen to your 
heart. Actually setting the wheels in motion to make that 
change is the hard part. For most of us, it is fear that holds 
us back. Fear of failure, fear of judgment, fear of disappoint-

ment. It is far too easy to listen to that voice in your head, the one ruled 
by fear, instead of taking a chance and seeing where life can lead you if 
you are willing to make a change.

I love to travel, and in 2011, I had the opportunity, together with my 
then-11-year-old daughter, to volunteer for four days with the Mexi-Can 
Veterinary Project in Jaltemba Bay, Mexico. This was my first international 
sterilization project, and it planted a seed. But how do you marry a career 
in private veterinary practice and raising a family with a desire to see the 
world? It isn’t always easy, especially if you live in a rural community and 
are married to another veterinarian with whom you own a practice. Our 
solution was to book locums and drag our kids around the world on fam-
ily adventures. Eventually, those children grew and left to pursue their 
own adventures, leaving us at home, running our business, and just a 
little envious of the exciting journeys they were about to embark upon. 
Perhaps this was the catalyst we needed.

In 2017, Rob and I decided it was time. Time to see where life might 
lead two middle-aged veterinarians, if they were willing to sell their prac-
tice, embrace the unknown, and embark on a new journey. Prior to the 
sale of our practice, we had started to explore the world of international 
volunteerism and found that not only was there a huge need worldwide 
for veterinary volunteers, but also we were well suited to this type of 
work. We would return from each project energized, with a renewed pas-
sion for our chosen profession. To date, we have worked with the Equi-
tarian Initiative, World Vets, the Canadian Animal Assistance Team, the 
Maun Animal Welfare Society, the Spanky Project, and currently Carriacou 
Animal Hospital. These projects have taken us to Costa Rica, Ecuador, Bo-
tswana, Cuba, and Grenada.

So what inspires successful practice owners to give it all up, to live on 
the road, and work for free? It would be easy to stay home, keep on doing 

what is comfortable, and experience the world through 
yearly vacations and the Discovery Channel. In many 
ways, it would also be the safe path, but by doing so we 
would miss out on so many life-changing experiences. 
And perhaps more importantly, we would miss out 
on meeting the remarkable human beings who have 
opened their homes and shared their lives with us.

In Costa Rica, I worked with a group of dedicated 
equine veterinarians with the goal of improving work-
ing equine health by harnessing the passion and ex-
pertise of volunteer veterinarians. Despite the fact that 
it had been 20 years since I had done any work with 
horses, the Equitarian Initiative volunteers accepted 
me, a small animal vet, without reservation. Perhaps, in 
part, because I provided some comic relief!

The people we have met and the stories they have 
shared with us are remarkable. I recall one spry, older 
gentleman who arrived with his very elderly horse for 
the free clinic explaining why his horse was so impor-
tant to him. During certain times of the year, the river 
flooded, cutting off his access to town. His horse, how-
ever, could still cross the river, allowing him to get to 
church on Sundays and maintain his contact with the 
community. The love he shared with his equine com-
panion was just as strong as any we Canadians share 
with our pampered pets.

Working with World Vets in Ecuador, I marvelled at 
how quickly—over the course of one week—a group of 
individuals with unique personalities, backgrounds, 
and a wide range of ages became fast friends. The small 
town we were working in was well aware of our pres-
ence. Early each morning, as we boarded a bus to head 
to the campaign, local people would run up, dogs in 
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The life you have led, doesn’t 
need to be the only life you have.

 — Anna Quindlen

tow, and ask if we could take their pets to be sterilized. 
We would each grab a pet, bring it on the bus, and head 
off with a few extra surgeries for the day. If you are 
travelling solo, volunteering with World Vets provides 
you with an instant group of like-minded travelling 
companions, accommodation, and the chance to expe-
rience a new culture while providing veterinary care in 
a unique part of the world.

In Cuba, we joined forces with the Spanky Project, 
founded by Canadian Terry Shewchuck and named 
after his beloved dog. The Spanky Project arose from 
Terry’s love of Cuba and a desire to improve the lives of 
the dogs and cats he met during his travels. This group 
of passionate people works with the University of Ha-
vana veterinary school and local Cuban veterinarians 
to exchange ideas and to provide much needed materi-
als and medications and most importantly mentorship 
to the Cuban veterinary community. Working with the 
students and enjoying the energy and enthusiasm they 
brought to the project was very rewarding. Many stu-
dents commented that they would learn more about 
small animal anesthesia, surgery, and recovery during 
the Spanky Project than they would in the entire uni-
versity curriculum. Some of the Cuban veterinarians 
volunteering this year had participated in past cam-
paigns as students themselves. After being mentored 
by Spanky volunteers, they were back to give their 
time, improve their anesthesia and surgical skills, and 
help mentor a new group of students during the 2018 
campaign. A great example of international collabora-
tion and sustainability.

BY ELAINE KLEMMENSEN, DVM

From top left, counterclockwise: 
Dr. Rob Klemmensen  demon-
strating cat spay to Cuban vet 
students, Dr. Elaine Klemmensen 
and owner pose for a photo dur-
ing Equitarian Initiative, Costa 
Rica; Patient arriving for checkup  
at Carriacou Animal Hospital, 
Grenada.

Dr. Klemmensen with an amputee from Botswana.
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Botswana and the Maun Animal Welfare Society (MAWS) hold a very 
special place in our hearts. Rob volunteered with MAWS, through the 
Canadian Animal Assistance Team, in April, and in November, we both 
signed up for a six-week commitment. Through their dedicated clinic lo-
cated in Maun, as well as remote outreach clinics, MAWS provides free 
veterinary services to low-income villagers across Botswana. Living in the 
MAWS cottage, we woke early to enjoy a chorus of birds and cicadas as 
we prepared for the long day ahead. Working with very limited resources 
and supplies, we sterilized and vaccinated animals until we were ready to 
drop. It took us back to our early years building our own practice, and we 
came home each night, exhausted but happier than we had been in years.

The stories of how these animals arrive in our care humbles us. We are 
reminded again and again of the resilience of our patients and their will 
to survive, thrive, and be happy. Old Girl came to us after having boiling 
water thrown on her back for stealing eggs. During her stay at MAWS, we 
saw her fearfulness disappear and her sweet, gentle nature emerge. Little 
Pup stayed with us after surgical repair of a preputial injury, and within 
days was bossing around the adult dogs. Often, amputation is a practical 
and life-saving option in countries with little resources and non-existent 
surgical aftercare. I fell in love with one amputee from a cattle outpost 
who had lost her paw after being caught in a snare. She arrived in skeletal 
condition but still running happily on the stump of her infected meta-
tarsals. A proper amputation gave her the gift of a pain-free life. The af-
fectionate nature of these animals and their joyful exuberance in the face 
of such a harsh existence is both heart-warming and heart-breaking, in 
equal measures.

In a small village in Botswana, we met a young boy of 12 years who ar-
rived at the outreach clinic with his dog and another small child in his 
care. He asked if he could stay with his dog during the surgery because, in 
his words, “My dog is a good dog, but he is afraid and will be comforted by 
my presence.” We advised him this was just fine, and as we sedated and 
started surgery on his much-loved dog, Rob began to talk to him. The boy 
intently watched as Rob performed an ovariohysterectomy and explained 
what he was doing. When Rob paused, the boy looked at him and said 
thoughtfully, “So, sir, I can see that what you are doing here helps the dogs 
and people of Botswana, and for that we are grateful, but what I am won-
dering is how this benefits you?” Rob had a great response. He said the 

“WORKING WITH VERY LIMITED RESOURCES AND SUPPLIES, WE STERILIZED AND 
VACCINATED ANIMALS UNTIL WE WERE READY TO DROP.”

“WE MET A YOUNG BOY OF 12 YEARS WHO ARRIVED AT THE 
OUTREACH CLINIC WITH HIS DOG AND ANOTHER SMALL CHILD IN 
HIS CARE. HE ASKED IF HE COULD STAY WITH HIS DOG DURING THE 
SURGERY BECAUSE, IN HIS WORDS, “MY DOG IS A GOOD DOG, BUT 
HE IS AFRAID AND WILL BE COMFORTED BY MY PRESENCE.”” 
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benefits to us were not something you could see or touch, like money. 
He said that we love visiting Botswana and think it is a very special 
place. We love the wild animals, and by sterilizing the dogs and vac-
cinating them, we were helping to keep both the dogs and the wildlife 
healthier. I could see the boy was both a little surprised and also proud 
that we loved his country and wanted to help. They talked about the 
idea of “paying it forward,” and Rob said that we were lucky to be in a 
situation where we could help the people and dogs of Botswana. He 
said, “Perhaps someday you will remember us, and how we helped your 
dog, and this will remind you to help someone too. By paying it for-
ward, each of us can do our part to make the world a better place.”

With any volunteer project, there are also frustrations. At the end 
of a long day, we have asked ourselves what it is about this work that 
draws us in and keeps us coming back for more. The days are long 
and hard, and we usually come home hot, tired, and smelling of urine. 
We are practising veterinary medicine with the most basic of tools 
to service the most needy population of pets. We often feel at a loss 
when it comes to making a diagnosis, and we try our best to help and 
not harm. Our patients bleed easily and profusely during surgery, our 
clamps don’t clamp, our suture is sometimes on a spool requiring our 
old eyes to thread needles all day, and our scissors are as dull as the 
ones you buy for a first grader. Yet we make do, we struggle, we laugh, 
and at the end of the day, it feels good to be dog tired and know we 
have done some good today. If we are honest, we started this journey 
for selfish reasons, looking for adventure and escape from the stresses 
of practice ownership. But it became so much more. How do you tell 
someone how good it feels to take care of an animal in need and to 
see the relief and thanks on the faces of those you help? How do you 
explain the amazing ability to make—in just a few days or weeks in a 
community—friends and deep connections that will last a lifetime?

As a middle-class Canadian, I live a life of privilege, compared to the 
vast majority of the world’s population. Working as a volunteer vet-
erinarian has driven home this point and also made me realize how 
very little I need to be happy. I have discovered that what often ap-
pears straightforward on the surface is actually very complicated. As a 
volunteer, it is important to critically consider the impact you have on 
a culture and the long-term ramifications of your actions. This work 
has challenged me to be more resourceful, open-minded, and adapt-
able. But perhaps, most of all, it has taught me that there really is more 
good than bad in the world (despite what the media may lead you to 
believe), and if you travel with an open mind, an open heart, and a big 
smile, you will be amazed at where they will take you.  

From left to right: Surgical suite at World Vets, Ecuador; Dr. Klemmensen with 
orphaned puppy, Maun Animal Rescue, Botswana.
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        COMES IN MANY FORMS

...JUST LIKE FAMILIES DO

NOW ALSO AVAILABLE AS A TOPICAL SOLUTION FOR DOGS

NEW

FLEA AND TICK CONTROL MADE SIMPLE

The Mitchums and Max

 Susan and Logan

Bradley and Leo

Julie, Sara, Misty 
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