
Animal Voices Interview with Dianne Aldan

Lauren Corman - What is the situation for stray animals in Greece right now?

Dianne Aldan - We haven’t seen a lot of evidence yet that their future will be better
or more secure; many have been poisoned or simply disappeared over the past cou-
ple of years, especially with Athens hosting the Olympic Games. There is currently
no infrastructure to support housing them in shelters nor is there any hope they
would ever be adopted from those shelters. The few municipal shelters there are
represent nothing more than concentration camps, with dogs being malnourished,
flea/tick-ridden, ill from diseases such as severe mange and kala-azar, and contin-
uous breeding taking place within its walls, the newborn pups only to be eaten by
the rats! And vet care at these facilities is practically non-existent.

LC - How did you get involved with working on this issue?

DA - Back in 1984 we went to Greece on our honeymoon and being that I volun-
teered and worked at the Toronto Humane Society for several years, I naturally
developed an interest in animals. As we kept returning to Greece, it became more
and more evident that there was a major problem with animal welfare.

LC - Is it just dogs who are being harmed or cats and other animals as well?

DA - The focus has been on dogs because they’re people friendly animals; more so
than the cats; but, because the poison is discriminantly tossed about and all the
animals are looking for food, cats are also poisoned on a fairly regular basis, even
though it may not be meant for them directly. Farm animals are another story
altogether.

LC - Where are all these animals from?

DA - The overpopulation is basically the result of irresponsible owners. They go
to a petstore, buy a puppy or kitten because it’s cute and then 6 months later, just
when it’s mature enough to begin the breeding cycle, it’s dumped on the street
because they’ve tired of it or it’s gotten too big for their apartment or they abandon
it before they leave on vacation. Sterilization of pets is not at all a common practice
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because it’s “not natural” and most vets don’t promote it. So we have numerous
dogs and cats who continue to breed season after season.

LC - Who is exterminating these animals and why?

DA - It is common knowledge throughout Greece that animals are poisoned an-
nually before the tourists come and after they leave. This was even witnessed by
a TV crew a few years ago on the island of Mykonos. Poisoning is not an “isolated
incident” as is stated as their “official statement” in press releases.

Those involved in caring for the animals are unable to provide “evidence” showing
someone actually poisoning the animals. It is done in the middle of the night and
the bodies are picked up before dawn, usually by garbage collectors (who work
for the municipality). This implies that orders have come from someone in the
municipal office, especially when many dogs are found at the same time. These
poisonings usually occur within days prior to a special event being attended by
some “important” people. The favourite phrase is “get rid of the dogs”; they don’t
say how to do it nor do they care but poisoning is a cheap method. Of course there
are also individuals who take matters into their own hands and put out poison. For
example, your neighbour may not like dogs and especially one that barks . . . so he
tosses poison over the fence and your dog eats it. He then proceeds to threaten
you and any other pets you might have if you report him. It should not be up to the
animal rescue groups to prove who did the poisoning; this is the job of the Ministry
of Agriculture and other officials but they just turn a blind eye to it.

LC - How many animals have been affected?

DA - There are tens of thousands of stray cats and dogs in Greece; this is not a
situation associated only with Athens; in fact it is much worse in the remote areas
of Greece as there are not even any animal rescue people or vets available to look
out for the strays there. Many have been poisoned or simply disappeared and the
only ones which we can track are those which have been “reported”; thousands are
not reported because nobody cares.

LC - Why is the stray animal population so high in Greece? Is it higher in Greece
than in other parts of the world?

DA - There’s a simple answer to this question — abandonment by irresponsible
owners and no sterilization programs. Many other countries have in recent years
set up mass sterilization and rehoming programs to help control the stray popula-
tion and have proven this is the only method that works.

LC - What is the connection between the Olympics and what’s been happening to
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the strays?

DA - The Athens 2004 Olympic Committee announced the strays had to be off the
streets during the games. Without ample shelter space available, where else could
they put them?

LC - How long has the extermination program been happening?

DA - As mentioned earlier, poisoning strays is the normal way to control the stray
population but, as we all know, it doesn’t work because new strays move into the
same area very soon afterwards. So it’s a cycle that keeps repeating itself with no
long term positive outcome.

LC - Is the situation getting worse?

DA - I would like to think the worst is over now that the games are here but I
expect, come the end of this tourist season, say November, that more poisonings
will take place and again next year’s tourist season. I don’t think we will see a big
enough change in the mindset of the people for several years to come, leading to
no deliberate poisonings taking place.

LC - What are the main ways the “unwanted” animals are being killed?

DA - Food is laced with strychnine or other pesticides and they even make little
meatballs with ground up glass inside!

LC - Are there animal shelters or animal welfare organizations in Greece that are
working on helping with this issue? Are there vets on hand to help with medical
care if an animal has been poisoned?

DA - There are people (both Greek and other nationalities) in Greece who care
about what’s happening and do what they can to help, but their resources are very
limited because they receive no assistance from those in a position to help them, ie
the Ministry of Agriculture. These people have only small facilities and can house
only a few strays at any one time. This makes rehoming in other countries critical
as, without rehoming, they are not able to take in anymore strays

And as is the case with any situation, there are those who have nothing better to
do than to hamper the process anyway they can, for their own personal motives.
For example, a Greek woman somehow managed to attract the attention of both
the Ministry and the media and convinced them that stray animals in Greece were
being sent to other European countries for vivisection, cosmetic and research test-
ing, not for rehoming into loving homes! These false and totally unsubstantiated
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accusations brought the rehoming process pretty much to a standstill a couple of
months ago, at the most critical time for anyone involved in helping the animals
before the Olympic Games began.

Another obstacle anyone in animal rescue faces is finding a vet who will perform
sterilizations or euthanize a seriously ill, injured or aged dog or cat. It’s ironic that
the veterinary profession in Greece doesn’t support sterilization or euthanasia but
poisoning is looked at as a minor offence!

LC - What animal welfare legislation exists in Greece? Is it enforced?

DA - Laws are on the books but they are not enforced. That is one of our biggest
issues because if they prosecuted an offender, maybe the next person would think
twice before committing such an act, not just poisoning but leaving a dog 24/7 at
the end of a 4’ chain without shade or water or leaving them out on their balconies
all day instead of inside where it’s air conditioned.

LC - Why are some people from Greece reluctant to speak out on this issue?

DA - If they do and they’re found out, anyone who isn’t of the same thinking will
make life even worse for the animals and them as well.

LC - What can people in Canada do to help?

There are several things people can do, although suggestions are a little more in-
volved than others. They can support GAR’s work with a donation as GAR, even
though it is a UK registered charity, can only support the privately run shelters
in Greece from donations it receives from the public. It, like many charities here,
receive no funding.

They can also become an annual member of GAR for $30 annually and receive
newsletters which are very informative on the current situation in Greece.

As well, GARCanada run a Sponsor a Stray program which is very popular. This
program supports specific animals who have been rescued but chance of adoption
are slim.

Donations can also be made to the “rehoming fund” which GARCanada set up as a
way for those who cannot adopt an animal themselves but would like to help with
the expense (mainly airfare) of someone else who’s able to adopt. This fund asks
for a $100 donation.

Letters/emails/faxes can be sent to the Greek Embassy in Ottawa, to the Consulate
General of Greece Office in your area as well as to officials in Greece, encouraging
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them to promote humane treatment of animals.

Also, please sign the online petitions before the end of August, at which time they
will be handed over to officials in Greece. You can access them at http://www.
petitiononline.com/greece04/petition.html and http://www.petitiononline.
com/OG2004/petition.html.

And, although a bit more complicated, cats and dogs can be rehomed here in Canada —
although the cost may be somewhat prohibitive, depending on the circumstances
with a particular animal. For example, it’s much easier to bring an animal direct
from Athens to Toronto than one from the islands or a city outside of Athens — but
is is possible. It’s also more complicated if the animal is travelling by itself instead
of with a passenger. But, as they say, where there’s a will, there’s a way!

FYI, there is no quarantine in Canada so the animal is picked up at the airport on
arrival. I’m actually working on getting a cat here anytime now who will then go
on to Philadelphia to its new home.

LC - Is there anything else you’d like to share with our listeners?

DA - There has been tremendous support for our efforts and we are all truly grate-
ful that the world at large has become more aware of the problem. Of course there
are those who say we are trying to discredit the Greek people and the country it-
self. That is simply not so. We are concerned about the plight of stray animals
in Greece; it’s just unfortunate that the reason the situation exists is mainly due
to public attitude. It is therefore hoped that the Ministry of Agriculture will work
with rescue organizations and, with the combination of humane education begin-
ning at a young age, setting up mass sterilization clinics all over Greece (not just
in and around Athens) and enforcement of current animal protection laws that
attitudes will change. It will take several years but it has to start and hopefully
with such wide attention focused on Greece these days, the people will see things
differently when it comes to our animal companions.
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