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One of my earliest childhood memories is getting lost during 

a family visit to the zoo when I was five years old. I still recall 

the feeling of panic, the anxiety of seeing so many strangers all 

around me and finally the relief, when a sympathetic zookeeper 

made sure that I found my family again. 

When it comes to getting lost, pets are like human toddlers. 

They have no map, they cannot talk to anyone, and they can’t 

even hope to find a person like the friendly zookeeper to help 

them find their way home. 

Fortunately, most animals have a good inbuilt sense of 

direction, and so it is unusual for settled, healthy, adult pets to 

go missing. However, there are some common situations where 

pets do get lost. Moving house is a high-risk time.  Also, sick or 

very elderly animals are more likely to become disorientated. 

Recently, I heard about a cat that went missing for ten days 

after returning from an operation at the vets. 

Preparing for the outdoors

Cats are more likely to go missing than dogs, because they live 

more independent, free-ranging lifestyles. Kittens are more 

vulnerable than cats, since they have not yet developed a ‘mind 

map’ of their neighbourhood. It is important to prepare for 

this risk when you first allow your growing kitten outside. 

A collar with an identity tag is sensible, but make sure you 

choose an ‘easy-release’ collar so that she cannot be hurt or 

get caught on something while out and about. You should also 

have your cat microchipped, so that if she does manage to lose 

her collar, she will be easily identifiable at animal sanctuaries or 

vet surgeries. It’s a good idea to give your kitten her first taste 

of freedom at a time of day when she is hungry, so that you 

know she can be called home by rattling her food tin or bowl. 

Usually, once a kitten has had a few supervised excursions 

around the garden, it is safe enough to allow her out alone 

in the daytime. Many people choose to keep their cats inside 

at night, since most road accidents and cat fights take place 
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during the hours of darkness. 

Dogs are much less likely to get lost than cats, because they 

are not allowed out by themselves (at least, they are not meant 

to be!). There is a legal obligation for all dogs to carry a collar 

and ID tag, so again it should be easier to find the owner 

(did you know that if your dog is not carrying permanent, 

visible identification, the dog warden has the power to issue 

an on-the-spot fine of E100 or more?). Of course, many 

dogs do wander, and many do not wear ID tags. Dog theft, or 

‘dog-napping’, is increasingly common. Small pedigree dogs 

are especially vulnerable. You should be aware of this hazard, 

especially if you leave your dog where it can be seen from a 

nearby public place e.g. in the front garden. You should also 

have your dog microchipped, and state this fact on his normal 

collar tag, so that he will be less attractive to a dog stealer.

Losing your pet

If you do lose your dog or cat, there are certain steps that 

you should follow to maximise your chance of finding your 

pet again. The first, and most obvious, thing to do is to search 

everywhere. Check the places where your cat likes to play 

outside, or the route that you usually take when walking 

your dog. Visit building sites and schools. Go around your 

neighbours door-to-door, and ask them to check in sheds 

or outhouses, in case your pet has been accidentally shut in 

somewhere.

The next thing to do is to start a mini-advertising campaign. 

Place a classified advert in a local newspaper – sometimes 

these are taken free-of-charge as a public service. Make up a 

poster with a photo of your pet and details of where he/she 

was last seen. Offer a reward for their successful return. 

Write your phone number on tear-off tabs at the bottom of 

the poster, so that passers-by can easily keep a note of how 

to contact you. Try to get the posters displayed as widely as 

possible, in newsagents, shops, vets, doctor’s surgeries, petrol 

stations, take-away shops and anywhere else where they will 

be seen by passers-by. If you do find your pet, do remember to 

take all the posters down, and thank anyone who has helped 

you in your search. 

You should also leave your details, along with a description of 

your pet, with your local Garda stations, vet clinics, boarding 

kennels and animal welfare groups, in case somebody has seen 

your pet, or temporarily given it a foster home. 

If you have lost a dog, it is very important that you phone all 

of the dog pounds in your area, and keep phoning them every 

day. If a dog stays in the pound for five days without word 

from an owner, euthanasia will often be carried out by the 

local authority.   The local authority also has responsibility for 

removing the bodies of animals that are found on the road, so 

you should contact the appropriate department to find out if 

an animal matching your pet’s description has been found in 

this way. The worse thing is to never find out what happened 

and, even if the news is bad, it is better to know the truth. 

The internet is an excellent way of tracking down lost animals. 

Websites such as www.ispca.ie or www.irishanimals.ie have 

many descriptions and photographs of lost and found pets.  

Above all, don’t give up the hunt for your lost pet too quickly. 

There are many stories of lost pets being found weeks, months 

or even years later. 
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