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	The KAT and the dog lady! 

Jan Salter, Founder,
Kathmandu Animal Treatment (KAT) Centre; Artist 

Upon reaching KAT, my colleague and I are welcomed by a bunch of wagging tails and some confused “woof woof”… we are a little overwhelmed and at the same time a little doubtful about moving ahead, but then I realise that it’s KAT centre, and that dogs are treated here, and may God forbid, even if one of them digs its teeth deep into my skin, a few dettol wipes later I’m healthy and in no probability of contracting rabies, a viral disease that, according to the KAT website, annually kills around 200 people in Nepal (most of whom are children). Our steps further were much self-assured.
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Further in the compound, we notice a few dogs eating, the other dogs inside their kennels looking at us curiously, some just lazing around, the KAT staff busy cleaning and taking care of the dogs in there for treatment and one enthusiastic KAT staff comforting a mange-infected dog (mange is caused by a dog mite that burrows under the skin causing itching and scratching that drives dogs crazy), making me regret about how the other day I had changed my route to office after seeing a mange-infected dog on the way, fearing that it would transmit the infection to me. Full of admiration for the KAT staff (and some guilt inside), I enter the room where I am supposed to meet Jan Salter, the founder of this dog-friendly KAT centre, where once again I am taken aback by seeing the posters portraying the before and after pictures of the now healthy, happy and handsome (beautiful) dogs who once suffered on the streets, a bleak future ahead, until KAT rescued them.

 As Jan and I get talking, I am easily impressed by her vision, her bellowing enthusiasm at the age of 74, and her almost contagious laughter! Once famous as an artist for her portraiture in the popular picture cum ethnography study book Faces of Nepal in collaboration with Dr Harka Gurung, Jan is today known as “the dog lady” thanks to the success of Kathmandu Animal Treatment Centre, which she established because she desperately wanted to help the community dogs (at KAT, they’re referred to as community dogs, not street dogs!) of Kathmandu that were in appalling conditions.

"I guess one thing all human beings should learn from animals is their honesty. When a dog wags his tail, you know that he’s friendly and has good intentions… that he won’t bite you or harm you in any way, but with human beings, you don’t really know what’s going on inside his mind… you don’t know his intention. Humans are the most dangerous animals in the world." 

More on her own words…

The story behind KAT
I have always been an animal lover since I was young. We have always had a pet at home. When I came to Kathmandu, I was really disturbed to see so many dogs on the streets in such appalling conditions. They were scoured with mange, infested with ticks and worms, had no food to eat, and to top it all, people hated [image: image3.jpg]


and feared them… the population of the street dogs was ever so increasing and the municipality in its effort to control the population, poisoned them. I didn’t know how I could help them until I saw Help in Suffering (HIS) function in Jaipur, India. HIS was not just a shelter for animals, but also concerned about their population situation and tried to control it by means of family planning. Once back in Nepal, I sprung into action by writing about this amazing idea to animal organisations working here. But they wrote back to me saying that it was a brilliant idea and wished me best of luck for the success of the initiative. At that point I realised that if it has to happen, I have to make it happen. So I put my savings into it, and the foundation was registered as a non-profit, charitable animal welfare organisation in June 2003 and was formally opened on 9 May 2004.

Overcoming the challenges...
There were many challenges when we first started. We had very little money and we had to really struggle to make ends meet every month. Besides stopping the poisoning campaign, the municipality didn’t help us in anyway. I do believe that the street dog is actually the government’s problem, but they have completely left it on us to manage them. We would definitely like to receive more help from the municipality or the government, but so far they haven’t helped us. They might in the future though, let’s see. We are really glad to have received help from individual donors—both Nepali and foreigners, and various business houses and organisations. Ani Choying Dolma was very generous during our initial days, and of course Hari Bansha Acharya, Madan Krishna Shrestha and Kunda Dixit have truly understood KAT’s vision and remained our constant supporters. Also without our enthusiastic volunteers and keen KAT staff, we would never be where we are today. When we moved in to this place, the compound was totally barren. But we planted trees and plants, and people who walk in today say it’s like walking into sunshine. That makes my day!
 

The difference then and now
In the last six years of our operation, we have been able to cover only areas within the Ring Road. We would definitely like to move out further but limited funds have restricted us in doing so. However, notable difference has been found in the status of dogs where we work. As of February 2011, around 8,000 dogs have been spayed, vaccinated against rabies, treated and released under our Animal Birth Control (ABC) programme, and around 4,000 dogs have been rescued and treated through emergency rescue calls. We also conducted a city-wide dog count survey in 2006 and 2010 in collaboration with the government of Nepal and the results show that the community-dog population in Kathmandu has decreased from roughly 31,000 to around 22,500. We have proved that the birth control method actually works! Also, people living in the area where we function are more fearless and kind towards the community dogs. We would love to expand our reach to all of the valley and even out of the valley in the near future.

 The artist in me...
It was my childhood ambition to become an artist, and I did have the talent to do that. But I couldn’t take any formal training in Art because my father thought that an artist wouldn’t earn much and said I should become a hairdresser instead. So mostly during my younger years, I did hairdressing. And I have no regrets because I had an opportunity to travel the world as a hairdresser and understand so many things I would never have otherwise. Here in Nepal, during the course of my career in hairdressing, I was astounded to see the mosaic of faces... this place is like a melting pot of so many ethnic groups, and as portraiture always fascinated me, I decided to draw the different faces I saw. That’s how Faces of Nepal happened. Before I established KAT, I was known as an artist, and when KAT happened, I didn’t expect it to take so much of my time. Painting is like meditation to me, and as I’m not a trained artist, I tend to take longer time to complete even a simple piece of art, and it needs lots of focus. But I can focus on only one thing at a time, and right now my focus is KAT! However, I do want to return to painting someday... there are so many canvases in my home waiting for me to work on them. I want people to remember me as an artist! 
 
Reading is another passion…
I live at my home in Gairidhara with four dogs and two cats, and spend most of my time for KAT. I have not really been free for a long time. But if I get some time, I love reading. I have lots and lots of books scattered here and there, all over my house… there are so many, I no longer know how to arrange them properly. Plus I am very possessive about them and love reading my favourite books over and over again. I don’t have a specific favourite book, but I like reading ‘serious’ kind of books. 

The difference between Nepal and England...
Is that I can make a difference here in Nepal. Back in my home country, I would be just another old lady going to the supermarket hunting for groceries and other items. Although I have my relatives and family members there, I don’t have plans to leave for England as yet. But it depends on my health also. Although I never got married, I have sponsored some children here, and then there’s KAT, and I see my future in them. 


The best thing about being a woman…
I don’t really think about anything in terms of myself being a woman or a man because my sex hasn’t really affected me! So I would say that the best thing about being a woman is having women friends… the kind of conversations that we have among us, the way we share everything so openly, the sincerity with which we listen to one another no matter how insignificant those things are… I am really glad I have my women friends!

The puppy in the picture is looking for a suitable home. To adopt, call KAT Centre at 4373169.
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