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Veterinary Memorial Fund Transforms Grief into Promise

By Jeffrey Douglas
Reprinted in part with permission from Virginia Tech News

When President George W. Bush lost his beloved dog Spot earlier this year, he received a letter of consolation from
Dean Gerhardt Schurig of the Virginia-Maryland Regional College of Veterinary Medicine. The letter informed the
President that a donation had been made to the college’s “Veterinary Memorial Fund” by an employee in the
White House in honor of his beloved spaniel. It explained that the donation would fund clinical research programs
that could lead to discoveries that would benefit future generations of companion animals.

The president of the United States was one of thousands of bereaved animal owners whose loss of a beloved
companion has been memorialized through the Virginia-Maryland Regional College of Veterinary Medicine’s
“Veterinary Memorial Fund.”

Founded in 1984 by the college and the Virginia Veterinary Medical Association, the fund is one of the oldest such funds
in the nation. Since its inception, the fund has raised almost $900,000 and has funded more than 100 individual clinical
research programs exploring areas deemed timely by a panel of statewide practitioners and college faculty members.

“Research is a major priority for our college of veterinary medicine,” said VMRCVM Dean Gerhardt Schurig, who
became the third dean in the college’s history in June 2004. “Veterinary research contributes significantly to discov-
eries that directly improve animal health. It also contributes to human health by controlling or eliminating disease
which can spread from animals to humans.”

One of the greatest benefits of the Veterinary Memorial Fund program is that the way it links community veterinarians
around the state with college researchers in a way that directly serves animals and their owners, Schurig noted.

When a companion animal passes away, financial donations are made to the fund. The dean of the VMRCVM then
sends a letter of condolence announcing the memorial to the bereaved. Then a team of private practitioners and
college researchers work together to identify the kind of research that needs to be done to address urgent veteri-
nary healthcare issues in the field, proposals are evaluated and funded, and the work is completed, Schurig said.

Bart Prater, an employee at WVTF Public Radio in Roanoke, found himself touched by his experience with the Veteri-
nary Memorial Fund following the loss of his beloved 11-year-old Labrador retriever named Buck to a brain tumor.
“What an incredible thing,” he recalled, shortly after he learned that his pet had been memorialized by a caring
practitioner. “I didn’t even know the fund existed,” he continued. “He’s gone now, but because he is gone that
donation was made. And maybe the next dog that comes along won’t die from a brain tumor.”

Improvements in the use of non-invasive imaging technology to diagnose brain tumors is just one of the dozens of
different clinical areas that have been funded as a result of the fund. Veterinary Memorial Fund research projects
have funded projects across the spectrum of modern clinical veterinary medicine, from ophthalmology to orthope-
dics, from new anti-inflammatory drugs to improved surgical procedures.

“The Veterinary Memorial Fund program is a terrific success story, for the college, for our association, and for the people
and animals that we ultimately serve,” said Steve Escobar, president of the Virginia Veterinary Medical Association.

“The fund has done some wonderful things,” he continued. “It has helped thousands of people cope with the grief
of losing a pet. It has helped our veterinarians reach out to their clients. It has built bridges between the association
and the college. And most importantly, it has funded critical research that has improved the quality of animal care
we can deliver.”



6 The Pender Pet Caring Foundation

Improving Cancer Care for All Species

Thanks to advances in modern veterinary and human medicine, our pets are living longer lives than ever before.
Even as pet owners enjoy these extra years with their beloved companions, many of them will also face additional
health concerns in their older pets. An estimated 50 percent of animals over the age of 10 will develop some form
of cancer during their later years.

Not too many years ago, a diagnosis of cancer meant a sure death for most pets. Fortunately, things have changed.
The good news is that advances in veterinary medicine have allowed for more treatment options. New approaches
under development continue to improve the veterinarian’s ability to treat this dreadful disease. Additionally,
knowledge of where these animals lived when they developed cancer can improve our understanding of the
causes of cancer in all kinds of animals, including humans, and help to prevent their occurrence.

Despite how far we’ve come in the field of cancer research, there is still much more work to be done—and Cornell
University’s Comparative Cancer Program is on the cutting edge of this research. One of programs supported by
the Pender Pet Caring Foundation, the Cornell Comparative Cancer Program, is working to make it possible for
cancer patients to live longer with a higher quality of life—so that animals and their human companions can enjoy
each other’s company as long as possible.

Established in 1999, the Cornell Comparative Cancer Program is committed to providing information and re-
sources for the control of cancer in all species. Dr. Rodney Page, director of the Comparative Cancer Program,
answers some questions about this exceptional program:

The Comparative Cancer Program is a collaboration of programs in several different fields. What are
the benefits of this approach to cancer research?  

Cornell’s comparative cancer program spans 5 different colleges across the Ithaca campus. Scientists in
engineering, chemistry, nutrition, genetics and molecular biology study separate aspects of cancer.  The compara-
tive cancer program provides a way for these scientists to share their ideas and results to accelerate discoveries that
may help cure cancer in all species. Veterinary scientists at the College of Veterinary Medicine provide expertise to
make these discoveries applicable to companion animals.

What is unique about the Comparative Cancer Programs approach to research and development?

We are unique because we are interested in cancers from all species including fish, turtles, plants and even inverte-
brates. The same process that might produce a cancer in a sea turtle may help save a dog or its owner in the
future. We have access to scientists from all disciplines working on the same goal.

What is the role of the College of Veterinary Medicine within the Comparative Cancer Program?

The College of Veterinary Medicine provides the resources to administer this program but more importantly, it is a
resource of animal health specialists that are needed to make basic discoveries a reality.
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What are some of the goals of the Comparative Cancer Program?

The mission of the comparative cancer program is to promote and integrate the existing strengths in cancer re-
search with other critical components of cancer management such as prevention, early diagnosis, clinical care,
education and outreach.

Is the diagnosis and treatment of cancer in animals similar to people? What impact do you foresee the
work of the Comparative Cancer Program having in human medicine?

The management of cancer in companion animals is very similar to that in people. All of the treatment options that
exist for humans can be used effectively in dogs or cats with cancer if applied appropriately. Sophisticated x-ray or
ultrasound imaging studies can detect cancers early and new methods for controlling the cancer are being devel-
oped everyday. The clinical oncology service at the Cornell hospital has approximately 15 individuals devoted to
cancer treatment in pets. We also conduct several studies with the intent that any positive results could be further
studied to help humans. We work closely with the regional human cancer centers to help improve the lives of all
individuals with cancer—regardless of species.
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Caring for Cats

“Of all God’s creatures there is only one that cannot be made the slave of the leash. That one is the cat. If man could be crossed
with the cat it would improve man, but it would deteriorate the cat” —Mark Twain

In addition to being unique creatures, cats are endearing, loyal, and affectionate companions who quickly become
true family members. At Cornell University, veterinarians and researchers are helping to improve the lives of our
feline companions through the work of the Feline Health Center. Founded in 1974, the Feline Health Center is
dedicated to improving the health and welfare of cats everywhere by finding ways of preventing and curing
diseases of cats, educating veterinarians and cat owners about feline health, and aiding veterinarians when new or
unknown feline diseases occur.

Research is the cornerstone to providing better health care
for cats. Veterinarians must have specific information with
which they can make intelligent decisions on the best treat-
ment and prevention regimes for cats. New vaccines and
specific treatment protocols do not just appear—they require
dedicated effort, often over several years. The Cornell Feline
Health Center is dedicated to obtaining that information
about diseases of cats and cat health management that will
enable veterinarians to maintain healthy and happy pet cats.
Research is designed for the overall benefit of cats, not for
the benefit of humans. Often, however, information gained
about the feline disease under investigation will provide
information that can also be applied to similar human dis-
eases.

The Cornell Feline Health Center has contributed many
important firsts to the study of feline diseases:

• the establishment of vaccine recommendations for feline
panleukopenia and respiratory viral diseases

• the development of the ELISA test for detecting
coronavirus antibodies (used as an aid in diagnosis of
feline infectious peritonitis)

• the identification of feline immunodeficiency virus in
nondomestic cats

• the identification of panleukopenia as a cause of kitten loss in the endangered Florida panther
• the attenuation of feline infectious peritonitis virus to establish an experimental vaccine

In addition to groundbreaking research, the Feline Health Center is committed to much more. Equipment purchases,
scholarships, symposiums, and a host of other educational resources for veterinarians and cat owners all help fulfill the
center’s mission. The Pender Pet Caring Foundation is proud to support such an exceptional institution.

Dr. Don Powell presents a check
from the Pender Pet Caring Foundation

to Dr. James Richards of the Cornell Feline Health Center.




