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Dedication
To my family for their support and love, and to all
of you who truly care about animals.
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Dear Reader,

One of the best compliments I ever received was from a friend who said, “If there is such as thing as reincarnation, I would want to come back as one of your cats.” I do treat my animals well, and I get so much love in return. Those of you who have similar connections with animals understand.

The people I interviewed for this book have a genuine love of animals — big and small, feathered and furry. As varied as their professional choices range — from animals trainer to zoologist — they all share a deep concern for the welfare of animals.

They also like the fact that each day can be unpredictable. Animals have different temperaments — just like people. So, work can be filled with fun surprises and lots of challenges too.

Whether you are interested in a career on a movie set supervising the humane treatment of the animal actors, working as a veterinarian in private practice, or training puppies to be on their best behavior, the opportunities are broad. In fact, as we continue to dote on our pets and care about the treatment of all animals and our environment, the variety of careers in the field of working with animals continues to grow.
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 Alerts: Urgent warnings
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 Essentials: Quick handy tips
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 Facts: Important snippets of information
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 Questions: Answers to common questions
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Top Ten Things You Need to Know about Careers with Animals


	
People who work with animals must be compassionate.



	
Working with animals requires good people skills.



	
Career opportunities with animals continue to grow and expand, even during hard economic times.



	
Switching from the corporate world to a career with animals is not unusual.



	
The majority of careers require continuing education courses.



	
While opportunities abound throughout the country, animal care workers are sharply needed in rural areas.



	
Many careers with animals have similar requirements and can lead to other jobs in the field.



	
While the animal care industry continues to grow, more women enter the profession than men.



	
Animal care workers can earn a comfortable living.



	
The emotional rewards are rich.












Introduction

It is impossible to say who the first veterinarian was because the profession goes as far back as Roman times and possibly further back than that. The word “veterinarian” was not in use. Instead, people who treated animals were called “horse doctors” or “animal doctors.” Doctors who cared for humans would often care for sick or injured animals.

Often these were working animals that lived on farms or served in the military. These working animals were used for food, protection, and transportation. The doctors who cared for these animals had basic skills. Much like human medicine, caring for animals involved more guessing than science. Animal disease, like human illness, was surrounded by mystery and superstition.

One of the first veterinary schools opened in Lyon, France, in 1762. The profession changed dramatically at that time, and today it continues to morph and grow. The transformation of the industry is due to our love of animals. According to a survey from the American Pet Products Association, there are 73 million owned dogs and 90 million owned cats in the United States. Dog and cat owners spend an average of $200 on veterinary visits annually.

People also own birds, rabbits, ferrets, guinea pigs, hamsters, gerbils, fish, turtles, snakes, lizards, and other reptiles. It doesn't seem to matter what type of animal you own. One thing for certain is that people love and care deeply about their animals. Often animals are treated as members of the family. With that, the pet industry has seen so many new professional opportunities arise. Just five years ago, doggie daycare centers didn't exist. If you inquired about boarding your pet in a pet hotel, you probably got a roll of the eyes or a blank stare. Today, these industries are a growing business.

Animal actors have been around since the beginning of the movies. However, today there is an entire industry devoted to making sure that animal actors are treated fairly and safely on movie sets.

CSI (crime scene investigation) units now are available to study animal abuse. Take the Michael Vick dog fighting case. Crime scene investigators looked at evidence to see how the dogs in this case were abused. Units such as this one didn't exist a handful of years ago. Today, they are part of a growing industry.

As our love of animals grows, career opportunities expand. That is why the industry changes so often. New technologies and branches in veterinary medicine, new positions at zoos, our interest in the environment, and more services for our pets have fueled the expansion of the animal care industry.

Several studies have shown the positive effects that pets have on the mental and physical health of humans. In turn, people want to work with animals. The benefits are enormous, and there really is no typical day. The surprises that come from working closely with animals attract many people to the industry and its varied careers.

The people interviewed in this book share personal stories about why they chose to work with animals, and how each day is different. They talk about the challenges of the job and how they got into their chosen professions. Some were bankers and corporate executives who wanted to change careers. Others always knew that they wanted to work with animals. They took a direct path, starting by volunteering at their local veterinarian's office or zoo after junior high or high school, studied hard in school, went to the appropriate universities, and got their degrees. Career paths vary depending on the position.

Positions range from entry to executive level. Some people work with large animals; others with dogs and cats. Training, schooling, and temperament also vary from job to job. Some positions require high school diplomas; other jobs require several years of education. Careers are available in every state and at various income levels. This is not a one-size-fits-all field. It is, however, a field with lots of benefits and many growth opportunities.





CHAPTER 1


Do You Have What It Takes to Work with Animals?


Being passionate about animals certainly is the major requirement for working with them. However, a flexible attitude and good sense of humor also are mandatory. Animals, just like humans, have good days and bad. Being able to laugh at a situation, solve problems, and handle a lot of responsibility are essential attributes that you must have if you want to work with animals. A background in basic psychology is also helpful. When working with animals and people, it is important to understand different behaviors.


Do You Have the Right Temperament?

The majority of people who work with animals — in all capacities — share one thing in common: they all are passionate about animals. “We don't go into this profession for the money,” says Kimberly May, DVM, MS, DACVS (Diplomate of American College of Veterinary Surgeons), and assistant director of the Communications Division of the American Veterinary Medical Association. “While the financial rewards can be high, the work itself is rewarding. Healing an animal just makes you feel so good. We get a different kind of positive feedback. The animals don't tell us in words, but seeing how much better they are is an overwhelmingly good feeling. Pet owners are the ones who express their joy when they see that we are helping their pets. People consider their pets a part of the family. They dote on their pets.”

Helping animals can be a definite high. It can also be sad when an animal dies. “It is important to not take work home with you,” says Dr. May. “It's hard not to when emotions are involved. You do think about your patients and their owners. This is a caring profession. However, we don't usually bring work home with us, like others do in the corporate world. We can think about our patients. We can also put in long hours. It depends on the job. Some people have flexible schedules. Overall, the positives in this business outweigh the negatives.”
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 Fact


According to the American Veterinary Medical Association, more women than men are entering veterinary schools. In the 1960s women made up 5 percent of the student body. Today, 79 percent of the students at the nation's twenty-eight veterinary schools are female. At some schools, such as Tufts, the ratio is even higher. Last year women composed 89 percent of the first-year class at Tufts.



“One sure thing is that people who go into this business must be adaptable to change,” Dr. May says. “It takes a lot of creativity and flexibility too. You must be a well-rounded person with good business sense too.”

People don't always think about the business side of working with animals. “It's an important element that shouldn't be overlooked,” says Dr. May. “Many people who work with animals go into private practice, and they should know how to set up and run an office. If you run a small practice, you will have many jobs — from bookkeeper to publicist to animal worker. You will most likely hire a staff, and you need good business sense to know how to hire and train the people who work for you.”


Bedside Manner


It's a major misconception that working with animals means having no contact with people. In fact, you will need top-notch people skills. Medical doctors can sometimes be brusque. Veterinarians, zookeepers, animal trainers, pet groomers, dog show judges, and animal welfare workers work with people. Even researchers work with other scientists. So the bottom line is that you need to be able to work with people. Whether it's asking the pet owner about the behavior of his golden retriever, supervising an obedience training session in a client's home, or working to change animal welfare laws to improve the lives of animal actors, people are always involved. “This is a people profession,” says Jim Burwell, a dog trainer and owner of Petiquette, a dog-training franchise based out of Houston, Texas. Nicknamed “Houston's dog whisperer,” Burwell explains, “I spend a lot of time with people, often in their homes. You have to know how to deal with people as a dog trainer. I don't only observe the dog, I observe the family. Some of the issues the dog has can stem from its environment. It's a total package.”




[image: illustration]
 ssential


Many of the national associations can assist you with the business side of running an office, hiring workers, and publicizing your business. If you join a professional association, you can take advantage of the many workshops that teach businessbuilding skills.



“The dog you are training is a key member of the family,” he adds. “These people invested time and money on their dog. You go to people's homes and see photos of their children and their pets. You know how important this animal is to them. That's why a good bedside manner is needed in this business.”


Dealing with Pet Owners

Pet owners can be very emotional when dealing with their pets. They want trainers, veterinarians, and others who care for their pets to be reliable, good at what they do, and to be caring. “I remember when my twenty-year-old cat got ill,” says Rachel Cohn. “I called my vet, who happened to be in his office on a Saturday evening. He told me to bring her right over. He gave me some medication for her, but told me that I needed to make a decision about putting her down. She lived a long and good life.
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According to an article in Pet Product News, dog training is the fastest-growing segment of the pet industry. It grew 10.5 percent annually between 2001 and 2005, from $595 million to $887 million in gross revenue. This includes dog training franchises in addition to the lone dog trainer. With an increase in dog ownership, services in the pet industry are expected to grow 6.8 percent over the next five years.



“He told me to take my cat home and to think about it overnight. He would be in his office on Sunday, and he would euthanize her. That night she made the decision for us. She died in my arms. I brought her to my vet the next morning and he made arrangements to have her body cremated. He was so caring.”

A year later, Cohn got another cat, which she takes to the same vet for annual checkups. “I wouldn't think of going to another veterinarian,” she says. “He was there for me when I needed him. It's amazing that we often get abrupt service from our personal physicians, and we don't complain. However, when it comes to our pets, we expect veterinarians, the assistants, technicians, and office workers in the vet's office to be caring and nice. Medical schools are implementing good bedside manner courses for doctors. Veterinarians and others who work with animals usually have great people skills. I think that is why they go into this profession — because they are nurturing individuals.”

Loyalty, emotions, and the bonds of friendship are part of the patient/animal worker relationship. “Pet owners can easily get emotional,” says Dr. May. “The bonds we form with our pets are tight, and that is a good thing. It's important that we are kind and caring when we deal with pet owners.”

Susan Briggs, owner of Urban Tails, a pet daycare and overnight hotel in Houston, Texas, agrees. “When pet owners drop off their pets, they want to make sure that their pets are well treated. Actually, before they bring in their dogs or cats, they come in first to check out the place. They want to make sure that their dog or cat is not confined in a small cage all day long. Thankfully, that is a thing of the past. We have luxury suites here with daybeds and televisions. We also have open spaces in our fenced-in yard for doggie runs.

“The clients are a big part of the business, and my staff knows that they must have strong people skills. They trust us and we must prove that we are caring and responsible. While we have their pets' best interests in mind, we also have to be able to talk to and communicate with the pet owners; otherwise, we would be out of business.”


Combining Caring with Science

It's a blessing when you have found your calling and know exactly what you want to do. It's even more exciting when you get the opportunity to practice your craft day in and day out. Most people who go into this field knew at a very young age that they wanted to work with animals. They started out with a passion for animals, and that passion grew as they learned more about animals. For the majority of people in this industry, the science of it has become equally as important as the concern for animals. Combing science with care makes perfect sense.

Animal caretakers often possess certain personality traits. They must be adaptable to different situations. They must be friendly and patient, and have a good sense of humor. Being able to laugh at certain situations not only makes the job more fun, it lessens the stress that can sometimes come with the job.

There also is a lot of excitement in this field. It's thrilling to be on the cutting edge of research or to connect with an animal. “Scientific discoveries are being made all the time, and finding ways to use the new techniques will provide an opportunity for someone,” says Ronda Hamm, an entomology student at Cornell University. “For example, you can learn a lot about an animal based on genetics. It might be something in the genetics that can be used to help a species or eliminate a problem they face. Think about using genetic resistance to a disease that might be driving populations to extinction.”
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A large number of animal-related careers require a broad knowledge of animal science, but more important, you must also possess empathy. Caring about the animals you work with, the pet owners, and employers is part of the job. People in this profession must also be excellent listeners. In many cases, you will be working with people (pet owners) who want to share their concerns and observations. Being a good listener and a good communicator are essential traits in this field.



Solving problems by using scientific methods is all about caring. Entomologists and other animal scientists like finding solutions to troubling mysteries. The bottom line for people in this field is to help animals and people.


A Typical Day

What most animal care workers love about their jobs is that there is no such thing as a typical day. Animals are a lot like small children. We can interact with them, but communicating clearly takes a bit of work. Animals, like people, can have good moods and bad moods. They can be caring and mischievous. “Each animal has a different personality,” says Dr. Mary Burch, a certified animal behaviorist who holds the title of Canine Good Citizen Director at the American Kennel Club. “Even different breeds of dogs exhibit different behaviors. When you are training a dog or judging, you know that each dog is different. You have to approach the dogs differently. For instance, when handling a Chinese Shar-Pei, they don't like it when you reach down and approach them from above the head because they can't see. You have to learn all the nuances of each breed.”

Even for Susan Smith, who doesn't work directly with animals, each day is different. She handles public relations and development (grant writing) for the Palisades Park Conservancy. Her office is located in Bear Mountain, a state park in New York. “I write grants and press information alerting the media about upcoming events such as nature talks and environmental issues,” she says. “I have a lot of contact with the park rangers and animal care experts.”

She recently promoted a talk on raptors and another one on reptiles, including an albino Burmese python. While her job isn't hands-on with animals, she does come into contact with them. “What's great about this job is that I love interacting with the people who bring awareness about animals to the public,” she says. “Also, the scenery here (in the woods) is breathtaking. If I'm having a bad day, all I have to do is take a walk.

“Everyone here cares about animals and the environment,” she continues. “The issues and programs we promote constantly evolve, and that makes this a very interesting job.”

Jim Burwell used to have a lot of typical days. As a former bank executive, he remembers arriving at work at 7 A.M. and leaving after-hours. “It wasn't exciting, and the days were predictable,” he says.

His life changed when he attended an auction for a local charity several years ago. He bid on and won a golden retriever named Charlie. “Charlie was an unruly puppy,” he says. “He was so hard to control. I decided that if I wanted to keep him that I would have to take him to an animal obedience trainer. I was amazed at the outcome.”
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According to the Centers for Disease Control, owning a pet is beneficial to your health. Pets can lower your blood pressure and cholesterol levels. They also decrease feelings of loneliness and isolation. Dog owners have better overall physical health due to walking their dogs and exercising with them.



He was so pleased with the training that he decided to go into the profession. “What I have found is that each day is truly different from the next,” he says. “It's liberating. I make my own hours, and thanks to the different personalities of the dogs and the pet owners, I get to interact with a wide range of pets and people. When I started, I did work a lot of nights and weekends. However, it's different today. We have a lot of stay-at-home moms, and others who work at home offices. So, I work during the day. My schedule is very flexible. I feel like I got my life back. It's nice being in control of your schedule. And more importantly, it's nice being surprised by your clients and the personalities of the dogs I interact with. Those surprises — seeing people change their behaviors to work with their dogs, and seeing the dogs' behaviors change for the better makes each day fun.”


Talking to Animals

The fictional character Dr. Doolittle talked to the animals. What a world it would be if everyone could communicate in the same manner as Dr. Doolittle. Animal workers actually do. Well, they don't speak horse, snake, or chimpanzee, but they do understand body language, moods, and mannerisms. All animal care workers have an ability to “talk” to the animals. It's a skill that can be innate or learned.

“When you work with different breeds of dogs,” says Susan Briggs, “you get a better understanding of the breeds.” “For instance, Border collies are working dogs. Most of the bloodlines were bred for their herding abilities. [In New Zealand and Australia, they are used to herd sheep.] They need space to run. Golden retrievers are social dogs; they need to be around people and other dogs. Golden retrievers like to play wrestle. Yorkshire terriers, on the other hand, don't like rough play like a golden retriever. We can't put a Yorkshire terrier together with a large dog like a golden retriever in our doggie daycare center.

“When you work with animals, you get to know the breed,” says Briggs. “Those mannerisms tell a lot. You can read about and study different animals, and if you are going to work in this profession, you need to. However, you can also learn a lot on the job.”

American Kennel Club judges actually study one breed at a time. They specialize in a handful of breeds. “Since so many dogs are different, we focus on one breed at a time in order to better communicate with them,” says Dr. Burch.
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 Question



How many jobs are available for dogs?


The jobs are too numerous to count. Dogs work as assistance dogs, guard dogs, herding dogs, and animal actors. The jobs for dogs and the people who work with them are quite broad.



Understanding biology and science also factors into reading what an animal is trying to tell us. Veterinarians, zookeepers, and even pet owners know when an animal isn't feeling well. “Science comes into play a lot when trying to figure out why an animal isn't feeling well,” says Dr. May.

Before taking a position with the American Veterinary Medical Association, Dr. May worked as a board-certified equine/large animal surgeon. “You could easily tell if an animal wasn't feeling well,” she says. “By understanding veterinary medicine and horses, in my case, I knew what was wrong. It's a lot of science and you also use your intuition too.” That's how it is possible to talk to animals.


Furry or Feathered, Large or Small

Most animal care workers go into the profession thinking they are going to work with cats and dogs. “For me it was horses,” says Dr. May. “I always knew that I would work with horses. I grew up around them, and have a deep love of horses. I made my choice based on what I was familiar with, which is what most of us do.”
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The American Humane Association (also simply called American Humane) has sent animal welfare workers onto the sets of movies, commercials, and television series to make sure that animal actors are safe while portraying heroes, bad guys, and companions. The American Humane Association's Film & Television Unit works under the direction of the Screen Actors Guild.



Dog trainers often take an obedience class with their dog and become hooked. That's what happened to Jim Burwell. “I imagined what it would be like to take my dog to work with me,” he says. “I also thought in this profession, I could be around dogs all day.”

Kenneth Gold, PhD, an animal welfare specialist, chose to work with primates. “My sister says it's because I grew up reading ‘Curious George’ books,” he laughs. He studied psychology, biology, and zoology, and worked at zoos in the United States and abroad. His background and broad experience have led him to a position as an animal welfare specialist and field representative for the American Humane Association's Film & TV Unit.

Dr. Gold spends his days on movie and television sets making sure the animal actors are safe and treated well. “As a member of the American Humane Association, I am not working for the studios,” he explains. “I'm not beholden to the director or producer. My job is to make sure the animals are properly treated and that they avoid dangerous situations.”

He has safeguarded both large and small animals. “There are a lot of different types of animal actors,” he says. “I've worked with primates and household pets.”
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According to the American Veterinary Medical Association, the majority of veterinary technicians are employed in private practice. However, there is a demand for technicians in biomedical research, colleges and universities, humane societies, zoos and wildlife facilities, and the military.



The diversity in this business is vast. It is possible to work as a veterinarian at a zoo and be around chimpanzees. You can work on a farm and take care of sheep and goats. Zookeepers interact with many different types of animals. Oceanographers and marine biologists work underwater with creatures from the sea. The animal population under the sea is as varied as on land.

“It's possible to specialize or be a generalist,” says Dr. May. “The work is out there, and the possibilities are truly endless. Whether you are working as a veterinarian on a farm or running a private practice taking care of dogs and cats, there are plenty of opportunities. It's just not the traditional places to work either. You can work at a wildlife center rescuing injured birds or as a police officer training dogs or horses.”

“Once you start investigating the different options, more doors open up,” says Dr. May. “Then you have to narrow down your choices. Animal workers can work with large or small, finned, feathered, or furry creatures. And you can specialize and work with multiple kinds of animals.”


Coping with Life and Death

The one downside of the job is losing a patient. It's hard not to form attachments. Caring while also keeping a safe distance doesn't always work. However, professionals do learn how to keep emotionally detached while showing compassion. “Over time healthcare workers learn that it's normal to deal with sadness,” says Ulla Anneli, RN, RYT (registered yoga teacher).
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The best way to deal with losing a patient is to talk about it. Keeping emotions bottled up inside causes stress, and it is known that stress can lead to illness. It is important to tell a friend, supervisor, or therapist about the loss you are feeling. Chances are that colleagues at work — especially those who have been there longer than you — have experienced similar emotions. By expressing your emotions, you are starting to let go of them and heal.



“Everyone deals with loss differently,” says Anneli. “People who go into this business are natural nurturers. If they are part of a large group — like a zoo or veterinary hospital — they should have a support group. If they are self-employed workers, they should get support from friends or even professional help. It's normal to mourn and grieve, and essential for your health to talk about the loss.”

“Don't bring the stress home to your spouse or family,” says Anneli. “Yes, your spouse cares about you, and you can even share your feelings about how sad you feel. Just don't dwell on it over and over again with a loved one. If it gets to that level, then you need to talk to a professional therapist to learn how to deal with your emotions.”





CHAPTER 2


Growing Opportunities


The need for animal care and animal service workers is expected to grow faster than other occupations, according to the U.S. Department of Labor's Bureau of Labor Statistics. The Department of Labor cites that the number of job openings will increase by 18 to 26 percent by 2014. The jobs will be found in kennels, doggie daycare centers, pet hotels, grooming shops, animal shelters, veterinary private practices, veterinary clinics, veterinary hospitals, government, and other service industries. Fueling this growth is people's obsession with their pets.


Occupations Most in Demand

When most people think of veterinarians, they tend to think of the animal doctor who works in private practice taking care of dogs and cats. Today's veterinarians work in a wide array of professional fields. The opportunities are plentiful in traditional small animal private practice and at animal hospitals. Other growth areas include working in labs for the government helping with the safety of food processing plants or water supplies, working on farms to prevent disease in livestock, and teaching others to become veterinarians. Veterinary specialties that expect growth spurts in the future include surgery, ophthalmology, dentistry, and dermatology.

A veterinarian, veterinary technician, or assistant can easily find employment almost everywhere in the country. However, there is a greater need for all animal healthcare workers on farms and in rural areas.

Currently there is a scarcity of veterinary professionals in rural areas. The low numbers of animal husbandry workers in rural areas leads to a higher demand and often to a longer workday. When Dr. Kimberly May worked as a board-certified equine/large animal surgeon, she worked long days and night shifts. While she loved being around horses, the long hours got to her. So she switched careers and is now employed as the assistant director of the Communications Division of the American Veterinary Medical Association. “I wanted to work to live, not live to work,” she says. Her job allows her to spend time with her family and friends. “This worked out perfectly for me,” she says. “I get to write and inform the public about animals, animal welfare issues, animal care, and careers working with animals.”
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Shortages of veterinarians at universities, in public health, and other areas of the profession where hands-on doctor-patient practice doesn't occur is a major concern. To reverse this trend, universities such as Texas A&M University College of Veterinary Medicine & Biomedical Sciences are trying to fill the gap by offering alternative career options to fourth-year veterinary students by designing nonclinical programs.



Burnout is a factor that many animal care workers face. A high incidence is found among animal caretakers who work in shelters. Most of these jobs require little training and only a high school diploma. The jobs entail a lot of grunt work such as cleaning cages and making sure shelter animals are fed and exercised. These jobs attract part-time workers and a lot of students who want experience working with animals. Some shelters euthanize stray dogs and cats. This grunt work can take a toll on the workers, causing depression and burnout. Burnout results in a high turnover of jobs, making opportunities constantly available.

On the positive side, shelters are becoming more humane. Many residents take an active role in their local animal shelter by hosting fundraisers and by volunteering to walk dogs and play with the sheltered dogs and cats. The potential to earn a good living by working at a shelter is tough. Shelter workers often earn minimum wage. Most people are students who want experience working with animals, or neighborhood volunteers who want the companionship of dogs and cats without a lot of the responsibilities. If you are interested in a career with animals, it is a good idea to take a part-time job or volunteer at a local shelter. Shelters are a good starting place for people who want to work with animals. Many veterinarians, scientists, and educators got their first experience working with animals at shelters as volunteers or interns while attending high school or college.
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The Kahun Papyrus, an ancient medical text dating back 4,000 years, is one of the earliest records that discuss animal diseases and treatments. It was discovered in 1889 by Flinders Petrie, an English Egyptologist. Today fragments of the Kahun Papyrus are kept at University College, London.



Running a shelter is a different story. Shelters are nonprofit businesses. It is possible to earn a decent living, but it will not make you rich. People don't work at a shelter to make a lot of money. They do it to be around animals, and to help raise awareness about the importance of animal welfare.

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, another key reason behind the steady growth in the need for animal care workers and for the ongoing improvements at animal shelters is the connection between animal abuse and abuse toward humans. “There have been several studies showing us that there is a direct link between the two,” says Dr. May. “There are those of us who grew up with a pet. We have a close regard for animals. Even those who never had a pet in their lives get shocked when they hear about animal abuse. The bottom line is that animal abuse is wrong, and thankfully, even people who don't have pets care enough to feel sad and outraged when they hear about animals being harmed.”
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When the media focuses attention on animal abuse, the heightened awareness of the plight of animals causes individuals to donate private funds to animal shelters. Private donations enables shelter owners to make often much needed improvements. Shelter owners and workers expect that improved conditions will make working at shelters a less stressful environment for all.



Another growth field is obedience dog training. The trainers often are self-employed entrepreneurs. Jim Burwell, a Houston-based owner of Petiquette, a dog-training franchise, believes that dog training is the fastest-growing segment of the pet industry. “Services in the pet industry are expected to grow more than 6 percent over the next five years,” he says. “Being a dog trainer is a field with multiple opportunities and plenty of growth.”

Other jobs are more limited in scope. It may sound cool being a zoo director or an animal trainer on a movie set. However, those jobs are few and far between. That is not to say that it is impossible to get a job in these fields. Depending on the position and the amount of schooling involved, you may have to start in an entry-level position and work your way up.


From Animal Trainer to Zoologist: Myriad Careers

When considering a career in working with animals, most people immediately think “veterinarian.” Within the veterinary field there are many specialties. The numbers of careers are as varied as the requirements. Some positions require a college degree followed by four years at veterinary school. If you specialize in dentistry or ophthalmology, add another year of school. Other jobs, such as working in a pet store or shelter, require a high school diploma. Most other jobs, such as working in the development office of a humane society or working as an environmental educator, require a college degree.
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While it's true that the majority of veterinarians work in private practice, they also work in large animal hospitals, on farms, and in zoos and wildlife centers. Did you know that NASA employs veterinarians to conduct experiments in space so they can learn about human and animal diseases?



The career field is large, and one that is constantly changing with the times. “As our concern for the environment deepens, we will have a need for environmental educators,” says Christopher O'Sullivan, environmental educator at the Trailside Museum and Zoo at Bear Mountain State Park, which is part of New York State Parks and Palisades Interstate Park Commission. “I see this field changing because of our concerns about global warming and other environmental issues. As educators, we work with schools and corporations to broaden public awareness about our interaction with animals and our surrounding environments.”

Susan Smith, a research and development director for Palisades Interstate Park Commission, agrees. “Corporations have taken a major interest in our parks,” she says. “Filling out grant applications for various cleanup and restoration projects is more detailed. Corporations want to be green, and they want to associate with us. The forms are more detailed. They want to know where their money and manpower are going. It's a good situation for everyone involved.”
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Most people are aware that corporations donate money to nonprofit environmental centers. However, many big businesses are also hosting volunteer days, allowing their employees to donate time. For instance, seventeen employees from USB Bank spent a day cleaning out Rockland Lake in New York State. Volunteer manpower is always welcome among nonprofits.



Another new field with lots of growth potential is working on the government level or for private research facilities. There are crime scene investigative (CSI) units for animals, disaster relief and response teams that rescue animals, and high-tech surveillance units that are working with insects to create bug-size spy drones. Spy technology or robot bugs (using real flies) sounds like something James Bond would employ. However, with the government's keen interest in homeland security, many new opportunities in the intelligence fields are opening up for people who want to work with insects and animals.

With new opportunities, many traditional jobs are also going through changes. Zoo directors and zookeepers have seen their surroundings vastly improve. The days of the small barred cages are over. Visitors to zoos want to see animals in their natural environments. That has opened up the field for zoo designers.

Traditional jobs of zoo director and zookeeper have also evolved. They have always been caretakers and educators. Now they also work closely with zoo designers to create the best home for the animals. Most important, many are working to study endangered populations and reintroduce them into the wild.
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A number of U.S. government agencies, private entities, and universities are creating cyber bugs — live insects with computer chips in them. The hope is to use these bugs as spyware. They are remote controlled, and could be used to follow suspects, guide missiles, or find survivors in collapsed mines or buildings.



The job outlook for zoo directors is among the most limited because zoos have a low turnover. However, zookeepers and directors have other opportunities. They don't have to work at a traditional zoo. Wildlife centers, natural history museums, and other nonprofits where animals are involved often look for people with zoo experience.


Number of People Employed

Numbers of people in each profession are as varied as the professions themselves. For instance, there are more than 86,000 veterinarians actively practicing in the United States, according to the American Veterinary Medical Association. On the other end of the spectrum there are just thirty-five safety representatives who work for American Humane on movie sets and television studios. Whether it's taking care of a family dog or cat or making sure that the lion in a blockbuster movie is kept free from harm, the prospects for finding work are excellent.

Should you be discouraged from applying for a job with just thirty-five slots — especially when twenty-five are part time? “Definitely not,” says Jone Bouman, head of communications for American Humane's Film & Television Unit. “Working on a movie set with Johnny Depp in The Pirates of the Caribbean is exciting, and openings do occur. I look for people all the time, especially with equine experience.”

Having a specialty gives you a leg up in getting your foot in the door. While 75 percent of all veterinarians in the United States are in private practice, many veterinarians specialize in a wide range of fields. That means extra schooling, and more opportunities. Veterinarians can work in nonprofit organizations, in government, at universities, on farms, and even in space.
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Who was the first veterinarian to participate in an outer space mission?


It was Dr. Martin Fettman, who in 1993 was part of the space shuttle Columbia. He studied the effects of zero gravity on animals and people. The space crew's research proved beneficial to the health and safety of astronauts on later space missions.



Another growth field within veterinary medicine is veterinary technologists. They are like a nurse to a medical doctor. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, about 60,000 veterinary technologists and technicians work in the United States. Of that number, most work in private practice alongside a veterinarian. Others work at kennels, animal shelters, stables, grooming salons, and zoos, as well as at local, state, and federal agencies.

Veterinarians and veterinary technicians work in all sorts of places — even on farms, where they work closely with farmers, ranchers, and agricultural managers, who themselves also work with animals. Farmers, ranchers, and agricultural managers held nearly 1.3 million jobs in the past two years according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Of that number, 83 percent were self-employed. Most of these workers oversee crop production activities and manage livestock and dairy production. A large majority of farmers and ranchers work part-time running small farms.

During the same time period, a large number of animal care workers held jobs at animal shelters and humane associations, pet supply stores, stables and boarding kennels, and research labs. Many worked as animal trainers. Those figures total about 172,000 animal caretakers nationally. About 27 percent are self-employed.

Other jobs with fewer people still draw a great amount of interest. The American Society of Ichthyologists and Herpetologists, dedicated to the scientific study of fishes, amphibians, and reptiles, has 2,400 members. The Association of Zoos and Aquariums has more than 200 institutions and thousands of individual members.
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According to data from the Department of Labor's Bureau of Labor Statistics, nearly one out of every three nonfarm animal caretakers is self-employed. This includes animal trainers, where three out of every five are self-employed.



Job numbers vary depending on the position, and those job figures change from year to year. All expect upward growth.


Do You Have to Relocate?

Jobs can be found around the globe. Here in the United States, positions are available in major metropolitan areas and small towns, near beaches and on farms. Where you work depends on the type of position you want. Veterinarians can work pretty much anywhere in the country. More opportunities are available in rural areas on farms.

Marine biologists will want to be around water — whether it's an aquarium in a large city or in a research facility close to the ocean. People who work in zoos go where the jobs take them; that could be a major city or a wildlife center at a national park.

Most of the people employed at American Humane's Film & TV Unit are located in Los Angeles, the film capital. Still, others who work on-call for the Film & TV Unit can live in a variety of cities. They just have to be ready to board a plane to take them wherever a movie is filming. The representative who worked on the Harry Potter films is an American who has spent most of the past five years living in England on movie sets making sure that the animals in these movies were treated humanely.

Leading a safari doesn't mean moving to Africa — although it could. Many wildlife safaris exist right here in the United States. William P. Rives, VMD and director of Six Flags Wild Safari, lives close to the Great Adventure safari in Jackson, New Jersey.

Animal welfare specialist Dr. Kenneth Gold, who works on-call with American Humane, travels around the country often. He doesn't always know where he will wind up; it all depends on where a movie, TV show, or commercial is being filmed. He likes the travel and the work. He resides with his wife in Chicago, and has worked as a general curator at the Singapore Zoo and at Apenheul Primate Park in The Netherlands.

Some jobs require travel, but most are local. These local positions — be it at a pet shop, doggie daycare center, pet hotel, shelter, veterinary clinic, or zoo — can be right around the corner from your home. Travel is not necessary. The lion's share of Jim Burwell's business is close to home, though he does travel on occasion. “I do get calls to travel, and it is fine every once in a while,” he says. “One of the perks about this job is that I am local and make my own hours.”


Salaries

People don't go into this profession for the money. Almost everyone who works with animals has wanted to do so since childhood. People in these professions almost always grew up with a family pet. Some lived on farms and developed close ties to farm animals. Working with animals is reconnecting with a part of that childhood. For people who love animals, it's a thrill to be around them on a daily basis.

It's also exciting working with a different species — one that communicates on a totally different level. For animal workers, it's a joy and, in part, a privilege to be around animals. That is not to say that the money is bad. In many cases, it is good — very good. Many animal workers are highly skilled at what they do, and they are well compensated for their services. Starting salaries for students fresh out of veterinary schools range from $30,000 up to $75,000 or higher, depending on the location and the position or area of specialty. Median salaries are $40,000 to $50,000. Veterinary technicians earn less. Shelter workers are paid hourly — often minimum wage or slightly better. This is slowly changing because there is a strong demand for shelter workers, which is forcing pay increases.
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