
Frankie Sanders Hewett - TOLFA, India, Summer 2012 
 
During the summer of 2012 I visited TOLFA (Tree Of Life For Animals) in Rajasthan, India. TOLFA was set up in 2005 as 

an animal charity primarily targeted at animal birth control and rabies vaccination. The centre also cares for ill or 

injured animals from the local area, has an emergency rescue service, and runs a free working animal clinic (mostly 

goats and cows) every day to encourage farmers to maintain high welfare in their herds. 
 
India has the highest rate of human rabies in the world. 20,000 people are estimated to die every year from rabies in 

India, more than a third of the global toll. A significant proportion of this is down to the stray dog problem. It is hoped 

that the dual approach or sterilisation to reduce numbers, and vaccination to reduce infection load, should combine to 

start tackling this problem. Since its foundation the staff at TOLFA have sterilised more than 14,500 dogs, and 

vaccinated more than 15,000. 
 
During the 4 weeks that I spent at the animal centre I became part of this mammoth animal welfare effort. I spent time 

working in each of the different areas of the centre, and during my stay I was able to learn and practise a great number 

of treatments and clinical procedures I had not carried out before. The different areas I worked in were: small animal 

surgery, anaesthesia, small animal treatments, and large animal treatments. 
 
During my time on surgery I played a role in around 50 operations. From my first day I was expected to assist the vet, 

who would test me on my knowledge as we went along. As time went by he started to step aside during operations, for 

me to take over. By the end of the 4 weeks I had assisted in some pretty big operations, such as a limb amputation, as 

well as having performed a lot of neutering operations without any assistance (including spaying dogs, which vet 

students aren't expected to do until after graduation!). My technique improved greatly, and I look forward to being 

given the opportunity to use my new skills in a clinical setting on placements in the UK. 
 
Anaesthesia was more of a rollercoaster. I had to place a lot of iv catheters (I got a lot better at this), and control the 

anaesthesia for dogs in surgery using only iv drugs and a stethoscope. This was pretty tricky, iv drugs take some time to 

work, and by the time the dog does something obvious to let you know they aren't sufficiently anaesthetised you're 

probably a bit behind! Fun stories from my time on anaesthesia in India include when I gave a dog about 4x the normal 

anaesthetic dose (in small increments, because he wasn't falling asleep), left him in the prep room to check on the dog 

in theatre, and got back to find him walking out of the door! Either the syringes of saline and anaesthetic had been 

mixed up, or he was a super-dog. 
 
I found the in-patients we dealt with both on small and large animal treatments fascinating. Many were suffering from 

diseases I've only ever read about in books, or recovering from injuries that I would have thought fatal. There was also a 

merry band of permanent residents, the yard dogs. These dogs no longer required treatment, but had been damaged 

by their condition such that they would no longer be able to fend for themselves on the streets. Many had permanent 

twitches or had paralysed back legs, due to a previous infection with Distemper (a virus vaccinated against here), and 

there were many amputees. It was incredible to see a dog paralysed from the waist down pick himself up from where 

he’d been snoozing in the shade, hoist his back end off the ground, and trot over to the food bowls at feeding time. He 

was not just still alive, but able to live normally, even able to chase potential thieves away from his food. 
 
Life and death at TOLFA were treated very differently to the standard veterinary approach in the UK. This was 

something I found hard to deal with at first. Where in the UK euthanasia is often the option of choice with pets if they 

are suffering with little chance of improvement, in farm animals if the treatment would cost more than the worth of the 

animal, or in horses if the horse will no longer be able to perform its desired function, in India euthanasia isn’t really an 

option. Animals were only helped on their way if it seemed like there was no chance at all of survival, and even then it 

was a very covert operation (the intentional killing of an animal, especially cows, can result in a prison sentence). This 

was a double-edged sword, as I saw animals living seemingly happy, reasonably symptom-free lives after surviving 

diseases that we are taught should be fatal, but I also treated animals that were suffering a great deal, some of whom 

did not get better. 
 
Despite this slight clash, the time I spent at TOLFA was absolutely invaluable. I am so pleased that I went, both for what 

I learnt, and to have contributed to such an important project for both animal and human welfare. 
 


