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In February 2014, after over a year and a half of planning, the Animal Balance team flew to Praia 

on Santiago Island to hold a high volume, high standard, dog sterilization campaign with the 

local government, local volunteers and NGO, Bon Amigos in the Rivera de Cidade Velha 

district. 

This campaign was dedicated to the memory of Judith Kizell-Brans who lived in Praia for 

several years and dedicated her time there to rescuing street dogs. Three years ago she reached 

out to Robert Blumberg, Director of The Tsunami Animal-People Alliance in Sri Lanka, asking 

for outside assistance to help the street dogs. Robert asked Animal Balance if we could help. In 

2010 we conducted our feasibility visit and were fortunate enough to meet Judith. She kindly 

gave us a wealth of information and contacts that allowed us to create this program for Cabo 

Verde. Sadly, Judith passed away in October of 2013, but her legacy, Operation Vira Lata lives 

on. 

We would like to thank the ASPCA, Humane Society International, The Alice Morgan Wright – 

Edith Goode Trust and the Australian Kindness Trust group and all of our supporters for so 

kindly donating sufficient funds for the 

medicines and equipment for this clinic. 

We would also like to thank our 

dedicated and generous volunteers who 

made sacrifices in their own lives to not 

only take vacation time, but for also pay 

for their flights, accommodation and 

meals for this campaign. On average, 

each volunteer contributed $2,000 to be 

part of this campaign. This shows you 

how deep their understanding is of this 

critical issue and their confidence and support in Animal Balance for creating a sustainable and 

efficient strategy to solve the over population of dogs in Cabo Verde. Dr. Byron Maas, Dr. Mike 

Greenberg, Dr. Merriss Watters, Dr. Lindsay Alexanderson, Rachel Baird, Janelle Komnick, Dr. 



Joanna Schmit, Drew Kurzweil, Kim Ditsworth, Jennifer Douthwaite and John Peaveler formed 

the Animal Balance Cabo Verde team.  

We would particularly like to thank Claudia Fernandes, who was introduced to Animal Balance 

by Judith Kizell-Brans and quickly became Animal Balance’s local representative on Cabo 

Verde. She worked with Animal Balance for over 9 months prior to the campaign to organize all 

the local logistics. We could never have had such a successful campaign if it was not for her 

determination, compassion and dedication to the street dogs of Cabo Verde.  

Please click here for our campaign video: http://animalbalance.net/operation-vira-lata-the-

movie/ 

Cabo Verde – Where and Why? 

The Cabo Verde archipelago is located 450 miles off the Coast of Senegal in the mid-Atlantic.   

The country is undergoing rapid development as governments and multi-national corporations 

have begun to use the islands as an entryway to Africa and the Middle East.  Very recently, a 

new flight path was added, direct from Boston to Praia.  Popularity as a tourist destination is also 

on the rise.  The government currently employs lethal methods to combat the street dog problem.   

As a result of these factors, it was the perfect time to address the street dog issue.   

Praia is the capital of Cabo Verde and is where the Government resides and creates policy. In 

order to make lasting and sustainable change, we organized a campaign just 7 miles outside of 

Praia so that our strategy would be a model to the Cabo Verdean government to encourage them 

to stop using lethal methods. 

The small towns in the Ribeira Grande de Santiago do have electricity and a water supply. There 

is a local bus system that connects the villages so the children can go to school. However, the 

villages remain very poor and the majority of people of working age are migrating towards the 

city of Praia for work. The main income in the small villages is from goat milk and raising pigs, 

plus there is a lucrative ‘grog’ trade that in turn creates social problems. The houses are built 

from concrete blocks and pieces of metal siding. The area is very arid and little grows inland, 

however on the coast there are many places full of fruit trees and vegetables patches which are 

organized in a tier system on the hillsides. 

http://animalbalance.net/operation-vira-lata-the-movie/
http://animalbalance.net/operation-vira-lata-the-movie/


The Census 

In November of 2013, Claudia organized a team of local volunteers to conduct the dog census 

and outreach for the campaign. Taking a map of Ribeira Grande de Santiago, they split into 

teams and visited each of the small villages and towns. They went door to door telling people 

about how important sterilization is for the community dogs and what the results would be for 

the entire town. They asked people if a medical team visited their town and set up a temporary 

animal clinic, would they bring their dogs for sterilization. Over 400 of the 550 people asked 

agreed to sterilization.  

The Map with the Results 

 

The volunteers had never completed a dog census before. They provided us with critical 

information that we needed in order to plan our fundraising activities, plus create a strategy for 

our upcoming visit. 

Pre-Campaign Meetings  

Claudia conducted a number of town hall style meetings before the team arrived, informing the 

Department of Agriculture, Department of Health, the local Para Vets and the community about 



the upcoming campaign. These meetings were essential in building up awareness, asking for help 

and explaining the benefits of sterilization.  

The Campaign 

The team arrived in February 2014, carrying in all of the supplies and medicines for the clinic. 

Each volunteer carried in his or her maximum weight limit allowed, plus TACV donated 2 extra 

checked bags.   Passing through customs was done without a hitch thanks to the cooperation of 

the Department of Agriculture and Customs.  

Day One: Canvassing the Town 

We had made Operation Vira Lata (which means street dogs) shirts for everyone and we went 

out into the community to talk to people, with our translators from Bon Amigos, to let them 

know about the clinic and say hello. This was a crucial part of the campaign as the only other 

non-Cabo Verdeans there are tourists who visit for a few hours each day, take photos and buy a 

few tourist souvenirs before getting back on their bus. We spent time greeting people and making 

a big fuss of their children and animals. Even if you cannot speak Creole, a big smile makes a 

huge difference. It was a good experience for us as we could see how the dogs and people live 

together and interact.  

It is a small town so pretty soon people were yelling ‘Cao and fieesh’ at us, which confused us at 

first as we thought maybe they thought we were there to help their cows and fish, but our friends 

quickly explained (laughing hard at us at the same time) that cao means dog and fieesh means 

cool. We soon picked that up and also yelled back ‘cao …fieesh……cool.….dogs’ as we went 

by. The t-shirts helped a lot as during the week people also yelled ‘Vira Lata’ at us and did the 

‘scissors in the air sign’ that seems to be the global sign for surgery. The message was conveyed, 

we were not tourists any longer, and everyone knew we were there to help their dogs.  

Everyone was very welcoming and every single one of us was humbled by the experience. Any 

‘first world’ problems that we thought we had, melted away. We all felt that this was a very 

important task as we started to scrape the surface of understanding how the Cabo Verdeans live. 



If our campaign was to be successful, we had to build a positive rapport – laughing at ourselves 

seemed to work! 

Day Two: Official Greeting, Clinic Build and Orientation 

Claudia had arranged for Dr. Barros, the Director of Agriculture, to meet with the team. I 

presented our work globally and our mission, Dr. Byron Maas, Animal Balance’s Medical 

Director presented how we would run our clinics. Many of the Department of Agriculture vets 

were present along with the Director of Health for the region. After the presentations, we were 

welcomed very warmly by everyone and we broke into a discussion about diseases particular to 

Cabo Verde.  

Claudia had secured the local community center for our 

first 3 days of clinic. It was a terrific space and well 

known to everyone. It was about half a mile up a dry 

river bed that only functioned as a river 2 weeks in the 

year, during the monsoon, the rest of the year it is a road 

of sorts. We set up the clinic in a few hours and then 

held orientation with the volunteers and our team. We 

covered all aspects of the clinic protocols, clinic flow 

and code of conduct. We ensured that everyone knew 

who each other were, what their experience was and 

which positions they would hold in the clinic. This was 

done in English and Portuguese. We then broke into our 

stations and each station team went through the system 

together.  

For 3 days we held the clinic at the school. We sterilized 

115 dogs. We trained Claudia to be the Clinic 

Coordinator and by the end of our time at the school site, 

she had the system down to pat and was coordinating the 

flow. Dr. Madueno and Dr. Sandy, both from the local 

NGO Bons Amigos, were performing all of the health 

checks in the mornings and Dr. Madueno received 

training in the afternoons in surgery and prep, while Dr. 

Sandy did all the releases. Different volunteers from 

Bons Amigos assisted each day with registration, 

recovery and releases. 

 

 



 

Mobile Clinics in the Small Villages 

On day 4 we packed up our supplies and equipment and 

headed out to Porto Mosquito, a small village to the west 

of Cidade Velha. Myself, Claudia and the Health 

Department Director had visited the village the day 

before to check out the clinic site and to let people know 

we were coming the next day. Claudia, Dr. Sandy and I 

had done a television interview that morning about the 

campaign and so when we arrived, people recognized us 

as ‘the dog people’.  

When the team arrived, everyone was waiting with their 

dogs outside the clinic, which was a human clinic that 

they had kindly loaned to us for the day. It was centrally 

located so a perfect location. I think the whole village 

was there. We quickly set up our clinic, Dr. Sandy 

addressed the swelling crowd and explained the process, 

while someone gave everyone slip leashes and showed 

them how to put them on. Benches were found and 

pretty soon everyone was sitting down lined up, the dogs 

had duct tape numbers on their heads and were wearing 

slip leashes.  

Due to all the excitement, noise and high numbers of 

children cramming into each window to see, we decided 

to pre-med the dogs upon registration to calm them. This 

helped tremendously and we were able to safely sterilize 

63 dogs in one day. The census said there were 83 dogs 

in the village so we did over 80%. The local volunteers, 

now trained after 3 days at the school site, were 

outstanding. People from Porto Mosquito wanted to help 

and soon they had organized them into a very efficient 

registration team. The people in the village made us 

lunch and the kids helped to clean the cages. It was a 

true community event. 

 

 



 

Day 5 

This was a Saturday so we had arranged to hold a fun 

community event in the center of Cidade Velha, to 

celebrate the dogs. We held a Doggie Carnival. 

Carnival season was in a few weeks’ time so we 

decided to capitalize on that and hold an event that was 

part of Cabo Verdean culture, but of course about dogs 

instead. We are never quite sure if these events will 

work, because nearly everything is of course out of our 

control. That morning, about half of the AB team had 

set off for Praia on the local bus to find and buy 

carnival masks and fun kid-animal related items.  

Somehow they had stumbled upon a fantastic Chinese 

store that had everything we needed. They came back 

with amazing masks, whistles, crayons and all sorts of 

fun things. Drew had flown in from New Orleans and 

so he had packed bags and bags of Mardi Grais beads. 

The local internet company and Fanta had donated t-

shirts so we dressed ourselves up in masks, beads, face 

paints and Fanta shirts and then as people and particular 

children started to come around, we dressed them up 

too! 

Jen and Janelle painted all the kids faces (and a few 

dogs’ heads) and we set up coloring tables and then 

created a space for the dog contest complete with a 

judges table. The municipality set up a loud music 

system with a DJ and people showed up. Then they 

realized it was about dogs, so went home and came 

back with their dogs! 10 dogs and their owners entered 

the competition. Each dog wore an AB bandana, duct 

tape number and had a slip leash.  Their owners wore 

beads. Dr. Byron Maas, Dr. Lindsay Alexanderson and 

a representative from the Municipality sat behind the 

judge’s table, trying to look serious in their masks, and 

the contest began. There were no rules; it took on its 

own energy. The contestants danced with their dogs, they did tricks, they walked in circles; they 

did whatever they felt like doing. It worked brilliantly. Everyone was cheering and yelling for 



their friends. The island wide television crew showed up and 

filmed the event. The tourists were confused and took lots of 

photos. It was so much fun.  

The winner was a little dog called Queena. She and her owner did 

a great reggae dance together. The crowd erupted and then started 

chanting ‘Queena, Queena, Queena’ and clapping and cheering. 

The Vice Mayor was present and he was delighted with the 

outcome. We are very much hoping that the Doggie Carnival 

becomes an annual event. 

Day 6 

The Mayor kindly loaned us the local bus and a driver and took us all the way up through the 

center of the island to a town on the North coast called Tarraval. It is a pretty seaside town. 

While we were there a number of us met with the Mayor of Tarraval and the Head of the Health 

Department. Bons Amigos had organized this meeting for us. The Mayor had heard about our 

work and invited us to come to Tarraval to hold a campaign. The Mayor, who must have already 

been informed of our policy, started by telling me that he had stopped killing all dogs and he 

needed another solution to the problem. We worked out a strategy together and we are now 

planning to return in 6 months to help the community of Tarraval. 

Day 7 

We packed up the flatbed and headed out to the small town of Salinerio. It was incredibly windy 

that day and the town is situated on a high hill. The Army kindly set up 2 tents for us wedged 

either side of the market place stand. We used the market stand as the surgery suite, one tent as 

registration and the other for recovery. The census said there are 45 dogs in this village and we 

sterilized 34. This was a great experience for the local volunteers as we had the weather to 

contend with and very few places to safety set up a clinic site so they could see what factors we 

take into account when faced with such challenges. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Day 8 

The last day for our mobile clinic was at Calabaeeira, 

another small village in the hills. This time we had a 

great site at a local pre-school. The Army set up their 

tents out the front for registration and we had Claudia 

decide how the clinic was to be set up inside. She set 

up a great system and we sterilized 34 dogs and the 

count was 58. Dr. Madueno set off in his van in the 

flatbed in the afternoon and came back with more dogs 

from farm houses that were a little too far for the 

people to walk to us from. This was a good set up as it 

showed how to work in pick-ups and as well as walk in 

clients.  

On the last day we packed up all the supplies and took 

inventory. The vets went out with Dr. Madueno to all 

the villages to check on the dogs and make sure there 

were no problems. After the Animal Balance team left, 

Claudia and Dr. Madueno went back out to the villages 

once more to check. 

Also on this day, John went out to the national police 

dog handling team as they had requested some training.  

As the only official body that handles dogs, this team is 

called upon for any situation involving dogs, including 

dog bites and other incidents.  It is therefore imperative 

that this team is properly trained and equipped.  The 

training session addressed humane kenneling, handling, capture, positive reinforcement training, 

and human-animal bond.  The policemen were very receptive and grateful.  We hope to continue 

this relationship during the next campaign.   

Conclusion 

Claudia decided to make a serious commitment to the 

street dogs of Cabo Verde and start her own organization 

called Operation Vira Lata! to continue to hold MASH 

campaigns with Animal Balance’s help. There is no better 

conclusion to a campaign that that outcome. Judith Kizell 

Brans started a chain reaction that will secure a humane 

animal management policy for Cabo Verde, one village at 

a time. 



 

 

 

 

 

 


