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How it began
Since 2007, Toachim House Vets and 
Faversham Animal Welfare charity have 
been working together to raise money to 
enable a small team of vets and nurses to 
travel abroad to neuter and treat feral cats 
in overpopulated areas of Turkey and Spain. 

It all started nine years ago when one 
of our vets, Sarah Bignell, took a short 
holiday in Turkey. After seeing hundreds 
of street cats left to fend for themselves, 
continuously breeding and often left 
with untreated injuries, she decided to 
take action. She recruited a friend and 
the team began the fund raising mission. 
£4000 was needed to fund this first trip, 
large quantities of cake was made and 
sold, our fantastic clients made generous 
donations, our friends Sylvia and 
Margaret, who have dedicated their lives 
to helping cats, grew plants and a number 
of companies donated equipment and 
drugs. Once the funds were in place the 
planning could begin. 

For the pilot trip, the aim was to get a 
system in place whereby we could return 
year in, year out.  Sarah had befriended 
some local ex pats who were willing 
to help identify cat colonies and enlist 
local helpers to transport the cats to our 
makeshift clinic.  Everyone got involved 
and it was a great community effort, 
the mayor’s wife pitched in, taxi drivers 
delivered cats, locals got involved and 
even a policeman lent a hand. That week 
42 cats were neutered, which, considering 
the lack of facilities and resources, was a 
fantastic achievement. 

The most important aspects of the first 
trip were learning, building bridges and 
setting up protocols, not to mention the 
many lessons learnt about handling of the 
cats and drug combinations.

A return trip to the original destination 
was not possible the following year so 

a new project had to be found. The 
Worldwide Veterinary Service, (WVS) put 
us in touch with a charity in La Linea, 
Spain called El Gato Andaluz. Here we 
met Emily and Richard, a husband and 
wife team of volunteers who began a 
campaign to help control the number 
of street cats after visiting a run-down 
shelter nine years previously. At that time 
cats were being poisoned by locals and 
kittens were being thrown into bins alive. 
There were big colonies in the area so cats 
were literally everywhere! Emily appealed 
to the WVS for help, they contacted us 
and our new destination was found.

El Gato Andaluz, La Linea
El Gato Andaluz is situated in La Linea 
De La Concepcion, a province of Cadiz, 
(Figure 1). This charity has worked 
incredibly hard over the last few years, 
applying for grants and funding to 
improve their facilities. In 2013 they 
started work building their new facilities, 
which has made working with the cats 
much easier. They now have an isolation 
ward, new larger enclosures, a small 
surgery and examination room. Everyone 
who works for this charity donates their 
time for free and they provide fantastic 
care – as a partnership we couldn’t ask 
for better.

Emily says:

‘The teams having been coming out 
every year to neuter the big colonies of 
stray cats that we have in LA LINEA 

▲ Figure 1. El Gato Andaluz charity logo
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and in the surrounding areas, they do 
wonderful work and each team works 
very hard in the week that they are 
here. If it were not for them it would 
not have been possible to achieve what 
we have.’

Fund raising
Every year we plan new activities to 
raise money: these include bike rides, 
marathons, balloon races, raffles, cake 
sales, pub quizzes and parties, (Figure 2). 
Fancy dress is often involved too. Each 
trip costs approximately £1600 (flights 
and drugs being the most expensive part) 
and every year we start our next fund 
raising mission. Our clients have been 
incredible in their support of this project.

A typical day/week 
neutering
The trips are always planned for late 
September before the rain starts and 
when it’s a little cooler to work. We 
work inside small buildings that are still 
being renovated (Figure 3). The first 
day is always the hardest and the most 
exciting. We start promptly at 8 am and, 
after setting up the make-shift surgery 
tables and preparing the steriliser, we 
are greeted by a mountain of carriers 
containing cats that have been trapped 
overnight.

All the cats are placed in a cool, quiet 
room and labelled male/female or sex 
unknown. The location from which they 
were collected is also recorded, as it is 
very important that they are returned to 
their established home areas; this helps to 

prevent territorial fighting after release. 
All the cats need to be neutered the day 
they are caught so they can be released; 
otherwise, as there are no kennelling 

facilities available for the surgical 
patients, they have to remain caged till 
the next day.

These cats are feral and they cannot be 
handled. Crush cages and transfer cages 
have to be used to prevent them escaping 
and to allow for the anaesthesia to be 
administered. The cages are covered at all 
times to reduce stress.

The crush cages are weighed, the cats 
are transferred into them and the cages 
are reweighed. This gives us the cats’ 
weights and allows us to calculate their 
anaesthetic drug dose. We use a triple 
combination of medetomidine, torbugesic 
and ketamine, and we find that this 
provides adequate anaesthesia. We neuter 
all cats providing they are within the 
suitable weight range and not suffering 
from severe illnesses.

To kick-start the morning we begin 
on the females (Figures 4 and 5) 

▲ Figure 2. Fundraising bike ride

▲ Figure 4. Both vets in position spaying females; this is where they stand all day

▲ Figure 5. Andrew, the owner of Toachim 
House Veterinary Surgery, is a great 
supporter of the charity and went on the 
trip last year

▲ Figure 3. The new building, which has 
been built by the charity, funded by grants 
and donations
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as spaying takes much longer than 
castration. However, not all the cats 
have their sex identified on their cages, 
especially if they are small, and this 
often means a change in plan, and a 
spay becomes a castrate. Castrations 
take much less time to prepare and do, 
so whilst the first one is in progress, 
it’s time to fetch the next cat and get 
it ready. It can be a real challenge 
ensuring that the vets are never 
standing twiddling their thumbs.

Some of the cats which are neutered are 
sanctuary cats, or cats from colonies 
which are looked after by locals. These 
cats are friendly and often re-homed, 
they do not have their ears tipped as it is 
reduces their chances of getting a home. 
Instead they are microchipped and FIV/
FELV tested. All other cats have their left 
ear tipped (Figure 6). This allows trappers 
to identify unneutered cats within 
colonies easily, and release them straight 
away if they have been trapped. This saves 
a lot of time for us, and unnecessary 
anaesthesia for them in the future.

Every cat is provided with pain relief, 
antibiotics if required and  treated for 
both internal and external parasites. 
Those that require dentistry have this 

performed. Occasionally, more invasive 
and complex procedures need to be 
performed, including amputations and 
enucleations (Figure 7).

After the procedure each cat has its 
anaesthesia reversed and is moved into a 
cool area where the sanctuary staff take 
over (Figures 8 and 9). All the cats are 
provided with food and water and later, 
when the day is cooler, returned to the 
exact location from which they were 
taken.

Conclusion
The trips are not only rewarding and 
exciting but also incredibly hard work. 
We work 12 hours every day in hot 
conditions for a week always wearing a 
smile.The local team provides us with 
accommodation and food, which they 
fund by fundraising throughout the year.  
The flight times to Spain are always 
early in the day, once the plane lands we 
leave the airport and head straight to 
the sanctuary where the work starts the 
minute we arrive!

The sense of achievement at the end is 
amazing. To know that each of those 

cats will have a better life is a great 
feeling. It may be because they will no 
longer be producing kittens or because 
they no longer have to fight; either way 
they are happier cats.

With each year we progress and learn, 
our facilities are much better and we now 
neuter over 300 cats each trip. In the past 
nine years we have neutered over 1600 
cats and we estimate that by now we have 
prevented millions of kittens from being 
born into the feral life.

At the end of the week we get to spend 
time with the sanctuary cats that have 
much brighter futures thanks to everyone 
who takes part in making these trips 
happen (Figures 10 and 11). Anyone 
who is interested in supporting El Gato 
Andaluz in this very worthwhile project 
can get in touch with me at Toachim 
House Vets.
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▲ Figure 6. Although most of the cats are 
released back into their colony groups, 
many of the very friendly cats, such as this 
one are rehomed

▲ Figure 7. Kitten after enucleation

▲ Figure 8. A group of male cats from the 
same home recovering from surgery after 
castration

▲ Figure 9. Feral cats with flu recovering 
from surgery

▲ Figure 10. The 2012 team, including myself, 
having some time out with some of the 
more amenable cats after neutering 273 
cats in a week

▲ Figure 11. A 2014 team group shot
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