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Seven tanks of gas. One month’s pricey
electric bill. A top of the line MP3 player.
That’s about what $282 will get
you. Or, if you live in Virginia,
you could find yourself using
that money to get your rabbit
spayed. According to Susan
Wong’s research, the average
bunny spay surgery in Maryland
costs $174 compared to Vir-
ginia’s $282, while neuter
surgeries wil l set you
back $143 in Maryland
and $210 in Virginia.
Veterinarians who
charge more than
$300 aren’t in-
cluded in Wong’s
figures; she’s found
that some vets
charge up to $400.  

Wong is the president
of Fr iends of Rabbits/
House Rabbit Sanctuary, an
all-volunteer rabbit group

in the Washington, D.C., area that recent-
ly raised $14,000—including $7,000 in
matching funds from an anonymous

donor—to create a spay/neuter fund
that helps local low-income residents
get their bunnies sterilized. The organ-
ization solicited donations and sold

ribbon magnets (designed by vice pres-
ident Patti Henningsen) that bore

the group’s name and a
spay/neuter message. 

The high cost of spay/
neuter for rabbits was
just one of the reasons

the organization
created the fund;

they also wanted to raise community
awareness. “It got started with my obser-
vation that people don’t realize that rab-
bits need to be spayed or neutered just
like cats and dogs; [unsterilized] rabbits
have the same kind of behavior problems,”
says Wong. 

Sterilized rabbits may enjoy better
health, too; neutered males can have a
longer life expectancy, and spayed females
have a greatly reduced risk of reproduc-
tive cancers. 

Even before starting the fund, Friends
of Rabbits/House Rabbit Sanctuary was
already spreading the word about respon-
sible rabbit care. The group visits schools,
educates the public at pet supply stores,
places booths at events like veterinary
office fairs and animal welfare conferences,
and maintains www.friendsofrabbits.org. 

While making the rounds at events, if
a member of the group encounters some-
one who can’t afford to have his rabbit
sterilized, she’ll first gather some vital
stats to find out where he lives and deter-

Written by a behavioral and social scien-
tist and a retired Boston law enforcement
officer, Silent Victims: Recognizing and
Stopping Abuse of the Family Pet takes
a comprehensive look at domestic vio-
lence affecting companion animals. Aimed
at law enforcement and humane officers,
counselors, family therapists, and men-
tal health professionals—along with “any-
one committed to stop abuse of the vic-
t ims who have no voice to speak for
themselves”—the book lays out the prob-
lem and potential approaches to solving
it, chapter by chapter.

Authors Pamela Carlisle-Frank and
Tom Flanagan make the case for why stop-
ping animal abuse is critical, even as vio-

lence against humans
continues. Citing the fact
that children who witness
abuse of their pets are not
only more l ikely to
become abusers but are
also likely to develop an
early mistrust in the social
systems that should help
them, the authors point out
the close l ink between
human well-being and animal well-being.
“In fact, helping animal victims can actu-
ally make helping their human counter-
parts more effective,” they write.

The book includes discussions of where
victims come from and covers trends with-
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in abusive home environments;
traits of batterers; animal abuse
by children and adolescents;
strategies for addressing abuse
created by severe neglect; the
psychology of hoarders and
methods of intervention; and
cross-agency approaches to
combating the problem.

Drawing on their backgrounds,
the authors often provide professional
and personal insights into these issues, but
they also rely on scientific studies to back
up their own research and experiences. 

Silent Victims (University Press of
America,  $39.95) is  avai lable f rom
major retailers. ❂

Giving Victims a Voice
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mine whether his income places him or
his family below the poverty line.

Next, she’ll suggest a vet. Participants
in the assistance program are required to
choose from a list of recommended (and
affordable) vets maintained by Friends of
Rabbits/House Rabbit Sanctuary. “Not all
veterinarians are exotic veterinarians, and
even if they say they can help you with
your rabbit, it’s not necessarily something
that they’re familiar enough with for doing
the surgery,” says Wong. “You want to
make sure that your rabbit’s taken care
of by someone who really knows rabbits.” 

After an individual’s eligibility is estab-
lished and a convenient vet office is
located, the organization aims to pro-
vide that person a rebate ranging from
$25 to $100, depending on their loca-
tion, the sex of the animal, and other
spay/neuter assistance programs for
which the owner may be e l ig ib le.
Because rates for surgeries are, on aver-
age, higher in Virginia than in Maryland,
the group will offer greater rebates to
Virginia residents, says Wong.  

Pet owner payments for a portion of
the bil l  are an important part of the
process, says Wong, especially for those

who may have gotten their rabbits for free.
“It’s always good for [people] to put some
of their own money into the animals,
because then they really do feel like they
have that responsibility and that under-
standing that the animal’s not going to be
free the rest of his life,” she says. 

The next step for the organization is
getting the word out. Wong says that in
addition to informing the public, the group
will contact animal shelters to tell them
about the program. They’ll also let vet-
erinarians know that their participation
won’t cost them a penny—or, if they don’t
work with rabbits, that they can direct
clients with rabbits to the group. Wong
hopes that local vets will contact the group
if they’d like to be added to its list. 

For such a busy organization, the
$14,000 in funds will go quickly, says
Wong; she plans to stress to the group’s
members that she’ll need their contin-
ued support to replenish it. Wong empha-
sizes the importance of sustaining such
programs for pet owners: “[Some] res-
cue groups are so into just saving the ani-
mals,” she says. “Then they forget that
the key to saving the animal is helping
the human.” —Katina Antoniades

The National Association for Humane and
Environmental Education has produced
a 22-page coloring book that educates
kids aged 7 to 9 about animal cruelty.
What Is Animal Cruelty? And What Can
You Do About It? discusses the reasons
behind animal abuse and neglect, tells
kids how they can report cruelty cases,
and explains why animals should be treat-
ed with love and kindness. The book even
includes a Junior Animal Care Agent
badge to cut out and wear. Copies are
available for $2 each (volume discounts
are available) from www.nahee.org or by
calling 860-434-8666. ❂

What Is Animal
Cruelty? And What
Can You Do About It?


