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At three feet tall and 200 pounds, Jiggy 
is hard to ignore: especially when he’s 
hungry. He’ll nudge you if you’re in his 
way and he’ll wag his tail when he’s 

happy. Only a cruel person would say he waddles. 
He sashays.

Jiggy is a Vietnamese pot-bellied pig, formerly 
known as Jerry. A while back, Jiggy achieved 
local notoriety on the Sunshine Coast when the 
SPCA sought a permanent home for him. That 

search ended in West Sechelt where Jeri Patterson 
provides a home for some of the Coast’s unwanted 
animals.

“Two Jerrys would have been too weird so I 
renamed him Jiggy, but a lot of people remember 
him as Jerry,” says Patterson. “He’s considered a farm 
animal and most rescue properties prohibit farm 
animals – chickens, pigs, etc. My property is part of 
the Agricultural Land Reserve so after several foster 
homes, he came here. Now he’s home!
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Caring for the 
Coast’s abandoned 
pets is becoming a 
full-time concern 
for animal-lovers.

“The greatness of  
a nation and its 
moral progress can 
be judged by the 
way its animals  
are treated.” 

—MahatMa Gandhi
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“All of us want to be made to feel spe-
cial. Animals are no different.”

Patterson loves animals. Thankfully 
she’s not the only one who cares. Volun-
teers up and down the Sunshine Coast 
care for unwanted animals. Some open 
their homes, taking in abandoned cats, 
dogs, bunnies and the like. Others help 
by knitting toy mice or by raising money 
via yard sales, recycling, trivia nights and 
sponsored dog walks. Their work is essen-
tial because on the Sunshine Coast, the 
number of abandoned pets is rising.

It’s a pattern repeated during eco-
nomic downturns, says Patterson. “When 
you see food banks so busy you realize 
that some people are barely able to feed 
themselves, let alone their animals,” she 
says. “It’s cheaper to help people keep 
their pets than to care for them in a 
shelter.”

In 2013, the local SPCA attended more 
than 50 investigations of possible animal 
cruelty, many of them requiring multiple 
visits. January 2014 has already been 

record-setting with 13 cruelty investiga-
tions. In Gibsons the same month, 37 
stray dogs were reported by the district’s 
animal control officer.

“Thirty-seven strays is a massive amount 
for a community of 5,000 people,” says 
SPCA manager Cindy Krapiec. “I think most 
animal lovers and pet owners are aware of 
the extent of the problem with unwanted 
pets, especially through social media, but 
otherwise people have no idea.”

Together with her three staff, Krapiec 
runs the SPCA in Wilson Creek, fulfilling 
the organization’s mandate of  “speak-
ing for animals” by caring for abandoned 
creatures, investigating possible cases of 
cruelty, and educating the public about 
spaying, neutering and animal care. They 
receive no money from the government 
and rely almost entirely on fundraising. 
Far from being beleaguered though, 
Krapiec considers herself lucky to have 
“stumbled into” a job that brings some-
thing different every day.

“Even after three years, the learning 

curve is massive,” she says. “We spend a lot 
of time speaking with potential adopters, 
meeting animal owners and following up 
on cruelty cases. We try to educate first to 
find a solution. Litigation is a last resort.

“There’s a lot of science-based research 
to provide the best care for animals and 
that’s constantly changing, too.”

And then there’s the “never-ending” 
cleaning at the Solar Road facility, which 
last year handled 447 animals, including 
196 dogs, 178 cats, 17 puppies, 36 kittens 
and 11 rabbits. 

Krapiec acknowledges the extraor-
dinary network of volunteers working 
alongside the SPCA, from business and 
community fundraisers to front-line 
animal rescuers like Clint Davy and the 
Gibsons Wildlife Rehab Centre, Violet Win-
egarden and the Happy Cat Haven, and 
Pam Albers of Pawprints Animal Rescue.

Then there are the veterinarians. “Local 
vets absorb a ton of cost,” says Krapiec. 
They are also among the first places she 
calls when homes are needed for aban-
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doned pets. At the end of the line are 
people like Meghan Graves. 

“I have no shame about calling Meg 
with a litter of animals,” laughs Krapiec.

Graves is a registered animal health 
technologist and the office manager 
at Sechelt Animal Hospital. She’s also 
vice-chair of the SPCA’s community 
council, which meets monthly to organize 
fundraising, community relations, and 
advocacy. At home with her husband 

and two young children, she’s fostering 
two rabbits (in addition to one she owns) 
in her living room, along with two dogs, 
Winnie and Gunnar, plus five cats — all 
abandoned at some point.

“you end up doing stuff like that,” says 
Graves. “All staff at the clinic fosters or 
have fostered. It gets very personal. It’s 
never ending.

“There are not many jobs where you 
take this kind of work home with you. you 

stay up all night long. It’s like having a 
newborn, or multiple newborns.”

As for the family dynamic, Graves admits 
that Winnie and Gunnar don’t get quite so 
many walks now that she has two young 
children. “but they get story time now, 
which they both seem to really enjoy!”

Violet Winegarden can surely relate to 
a home full of animals. On a tour of her 
Gibsons home I lose count of the number 
of cats but Winegarden — who knows 
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them all by name — estimates there are 55 to 60. Outside there’s 
an HIV pen for Laredo, Clancy, blue and Rebecca. In a neighbour-
ing pen are Chamberlain, Whiskers, Tiger and half a dozen more 
all crowding around Marcia Timbers, a Happy Cat volunteer to 
whom Winegarden refers as “the cat whisperer”.

“Violet works harder than anyone I know,” says Timbers. “Her 
phone never stops ringing from people asking advice about 
spaying or neutering. 

“So many people say they just want their cat to have a litter. 
There’s no reason for a cat to have a litter,” Timbers adds, exas-
perated.

Inside the home, Winegarden shows me the Seniors Room for 
cats as old as 26; the Forever Room for sick cats like bijou, (“27 
pounds, fat and happy,” says Winegarden) who are in their final 
days; and the Adoption Room for healthier cats. In between is 
the kitchen where two cats take up residence in my camera bag 
as other cats wander in and out.

Amid the clean litter boxes, medical equipment and bags of 
cat food I notice a Governor General’s Award hanging on the wall. 
Since 1992, Winegarden and her band of volunteers have cared 
for more than 7,000 animals. During that time she’s witnessed the 
effects of unspeakable acts of cruelty. She’s bonded with count-
less cats, including one that used to play the piano with her. And 
with the help of Dr. Justin McLash of the Sunshine Coast Pet Hos-
pital, she’s ensured that cats are spared unnecessary suffering.

“I can tell when cats are going to die,” she says. “We shouldn’t 
have to suffer to die.”

At 85, Winegarden continues to rise at five each morning 
for long days of cleaning, caring, fundraising and managing a 
sanctuary with monthly expenses of $12,000. I’m tempted to ask 
why, but during the course of a long conversation that after-
noon, I don’t have to.

“I think I was born this way,” she laughs. “I’ve been in trouble over 
animals all my life. I just don’t see animals as any different from us. 
We’re all the same beings on earth. We’re here to be together.”

It’s hard to imagine one person taking over Violet’s work, just 
as it’s difficult to contemplate the Sunshine Coast without the 
SPCA and other pet-rescue organizations. Jeri Patterson knows as 
well as anyone that SPCAs do close down. After Chilliwack SPCA 
closed, Patterson, once a resident of Agassiz, got involved with cat 
and rabbit rescue at her licensed kennel at the request of the mu-
nicipality’s animal control officer. (Surrey’s SPCA has also closed.) 
She continues to look after animals from that jurisdiction.

“People need to know this about the SPCA: If you don’t value 
it, you may lose it.”

There are numerous ways to help those helping abandoned 
animals. Visiting http://www.spca.bc.ca/branches/sunshine-coast/ 
is a good place to start. So is spaying and neutering your pets. If 
you witness animal cruelty, call 1-855-622-7722.

Drop off grocery receipts and Canadian Tire money at Happy 
Cat Haven collection boxes at IGA, SuperValu and Clayton’s 
stores. Or drop off cans and bottles for recycling at Happy Cat 
Haven, 760 School Road, Gibsons, between 7 a.m. and 3 p.m. 
yard sale items can also be dropped off. To volunteer, call 604-
886-2407.

Scan with layar to to visit the Spca website.


