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What Went Wrong at the OSPCA ?

"The events of this past week have undermined the public's confidence in the OSPCA". 

That's how I opened my press conference at Queen's Park where I called on the McGuinty government to step in and oversee an independent investigation into what happened at the York Region chapter of the Ontario Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (OSPCA). The public has the right to know what happened, who was responsible and what has to be done to ensure this never happens again. 

For those who may have missed the story, the OSPCA announced that because of an outbreak of "ringworm", a decision was made to euthanize all 350 of its sheltered animals. While I don't pretend to be an expert on ringworm, as a former pet owner I've never known of this to be a deadly disease!  I began to make calls to local veterinarians to get their opinion, and every one of them reacted in the same way. They were shocked to hear of the OSPCA's mass euthanasia plan, they all expressed surprise that they had not been contacted to ask for help if indeed there was a crisis developing at the shelter, and to the person, said they would gladly donate their time and resources to help save the lives of these animals. All agreed that not only is it unnecessary to euthanize an animal for ringworm, it is simply wrong. 

With this information, I rose in the legislature and called on the Minister of Community Safety to immediately stop the planned euthanasia long enough to at least determine what options are available and I shared with him the offers I had received from at least 6 veterinarians in York Region who were willing to become part of a rescue plan. The minister refused, saying he had no authority to intervene. 

Fortunately, the media picked up on my question in the legislature, and this story quickly made headlines across the province and the country. Thanks to a groundswell of public outrage in response, the OSPCA agreed to put a stop to the euthanasia plan, but not until 99 cats and dogs had already been put down unnecessarily. 

As you read this column, the remaining animals are being individually tested and treated, and the offers of help have been accepted from our community veterinarians. 

But a huge problem remains, and that is the refusal of the OSPCA and the McGuinty government to do the right thing.  As I stated at my Queen's Park press conference, confidence will only be restored when the public is convinced that a truly independent investigation has taken place, is told the truth about what happened at the shelter and is assured that the necessary oversight is in place to ensure this can never happen again. 

Given the circumstances, the investigation cannot be left up to the OSPCA to commission and oversee. That's why I called on the government to take control of this file and appoint an independent investigator who will report back to the Minister of Community Safety and the legislature. 

I am also calling for legislative changes to achieve two objectives:
First, to eliminate the inherent flaw of the current legislation which mandates the OSPCA to provide animal shelter services on the one hand, and on the other, makes the OSPCA, which is a charitable organization, responsible for policing animal welfare. 

I do not believe that a charity should have policing powers - not over itself or any other organization.  The OSPCA should have to decide if it's a charity providing shelter services for animals, or if it wants to be in the business of inspection and enforcement. 

Finally, we need effective provincial oversight of animal welfare agencies. It’s unacceptable for a minister of the crown to plead that he's incapable of intervening in a matter as serious as the one playing itself out at the York Region OSPCA. 

The opposition parties are willing to work with the government to achieve these objectives, and we're hopeful the government will agree to work with us to get this right. 

For the full story on this issue, log on to my website at www.frankklees.com.  As always, I welcome your comments on this or any other issue. Please feel free to contact me at fklees@frank-klees.on.ca or call me at 416 509 8999. 

