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For Doctors Who Care For Pets, It’s Also a
Trying Time
The coronavirus pandemic is changing practices for veterinarians; ‘Just like with the human hospitals,
there’s going to be a breaking point’

WASHINGTON—Veterinarian Christine Klippen cries in the car pretty much every day.

Maybe it’s because anxious owners aren’t allowed inside Friendship Hospital for Animals
anymore to watch her care for their sick pets. Maybe it’s because her hospital packed up its
ventilator to lend to a human hospital, should the coronavirus pandemic overwhelm
Washington, D.C.’s medical system.

On a recent drive home, it was definitely because that day she had to tell a woman by phone—a
woman just outside of the hospital’s closed doors—that her dog wasn’t going to make it.

These weren’t hard medical decisions. Keeping owners outside to protect them from the staff
and the staff from them. Giving up the ventilator and choosing human life over animal life.
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But those moments are driving home to Dr. Klippen, a 38-year-old emergency veterinarian, just
how the pandemic is eroding her ability to care for pets and the owners who love them.

“I have to meet people when they’re scared and sad, when things aren’t going well,” she said.
“That human connection—I didn’t realize how much I need that not only to relay information,
but to show someone that I have compassion for their situation and their pet.”

Veterinarians say the virus doesn’t appear to seriously affect pets, although a tiger at the Bronx
Zoo has fallen ill with Covid-19, and Hong Kong has quarantined the pets of sick people after a
dog there tested positive.

Friendship offers 24-hour emergency care and oncology, nephrology, dermatology and other
specialty services in the well-to-do Upper Northwest area of Washington, D.C.

The city last week imposed a stay-at-home order, on top of a previous edict closing nonessential
businesses, to slow the spread of coronavirus.

SHARE YOUR THOUGHTS

Are you sheltering-in with pets? How is that experience? Join the conversation below.

A patient waits in the car outside of Friendship Hospital for Animals in Washington, D.C..
PHOTO: MICHAEL M. PHILLIPS�THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
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Police stopped one Friendship emergency veterinarian walking to work for the night shift last
week. Hospital staff carry letters explaining that vets are essential workers.

The hospital has put its own safety measures in place. Most owners hand their pets over to a
Friendship technician curbside through the car window or door. Those arriving on foot check in
at an outdoor tent and pass their dogs or cats to staff members inside the building.

During the early days of the crisis, worried family members gathered on benches outside of the
hospital door, trying futilely to keep close to their dogs and cats and 6 feet away from each
other. Now staff are shooing owners back to their cars or to empty sidewalks outside of closed
businesses nearby.

Inside the hospital, vets have turned the lunchroom and conference room into work areas to
spread themselves out. Dr. Klippen moved her computer into an examination room. It’s not all
bad, having a private office: “I don’t hear anything beeping or buzzing or barking.”

Dr. Klippen grew up in the Washington suburbs. She studied nursing at George Mason
University but opted for animals, earning a veterinary degree from Colorado State.

Dr. Lauren MacDonald at a makeshift workstation in an examination room at Friendship Hospital
for Animals.
PHOTO: JANINE CALABRO
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She commutes from Silver Spring, Md., where she lives with a 5-year-old son and two lazy cats.
“We’re anxious because we’re continuing to put ourselves at risk and our families at risk to be
able to provide essential services,” said Dr. Klippen.

The Veterinary Medical Association Executives, a trade group, sent a survey in March asking
vet hospitals nationwide to report how long they can continue to practice with existing stocks
of masks, gloves, gowns and other personal protective equipment. The group wants to make
sure vets aren’t left out when the government divvies up safety gear among doctors, nurses,
paramedics and other essential workers.

Friendship has already decided not to waste protective equipment on “your routine, garden-
variety vomiting and diarrhea patients,” said Dr. Janine Calabro, director of emergency
services. Technicians no longer don gloves to administer rabies vaccines or draw blood,

Dr. Klippen has long worked with animals.
PHOTO: CHRISTINE KLIPPEN
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although the staff still gloves up when treating dogs with leptospirosis, which can infect
humans.

“Just like with the human hospitals, there’s going to be a breaking point,” said Dr. Klippen.
“Everybody is trying to do their best.”

Friendship is turning away minor cases. For the duration the hospital won’t trim toenails or
clean teeth. Nobody is getting neutered or spayed these days.

Emergency vets say one of the things that hurts most is the lack of personal contact with pet
owners. Dr. Calabro, 44, says during normal times, she watches an owner’s body language and
facial expressions when she explains a dog or cat’s prognosis. She can read whether the owner
understands the flurry of information. Harder to do over the phone.

The worst is when the news is bad. On a recent Friday, Dr. Klippen examined a dog that had
collapsed at home with a catastrophic abdominal infection. The owner remained outside while
Dr. Klippen, calling from the office line, told her that her dog would suffer if not euthanized.

Normally during euthanasia, Dr. Klippen and family members are side-by-side, at a table or on
the floor, so close they touch as she injects a sedative and then a drug to stop the animal’s heart.
She often hugs family members when it’s all over.
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Now Friendship allows just one family member inside to keep the pet company as it dies. The
hospital has set aside the largest exam room for euthanasia procedures to allow doctor and
owner as much distance as possible between them.

On that Friday, the owner cradled her dog on the exam table as Dr. Klippen, wearing a gown,
stood apart and pushed the drugs into an intravenous line. Dr. Klippen said she asked the owner
to step aside while she placed the stethoscope on the dog’s chest and listened for the final
heartbeat.

“It’s very unnatural,” she said. “I also want to help that pet along, stroking the pet and letting
them know it’s OK.”

Veterinary technician Meg Yagatitch works with a mask on at Friendship Hospital.
PHOTO: JANINE CALABRO

Veterinary technician Alex Reagan walks a dog outside the hospital.
PHOTO: MICHAEL M. PHILLIPS�THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
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Dogs who contract leptospirosis infections, suffer venomous snake bites or catch pneumonia—
bulldogs are notoriously susceptible to lung illness—can require extended periods on a
mechanical ventilator. People hit hardest by Covid-19, the disease caused by the novel
coronavirus, can die without it.

As alarm spread over the shortage of ventilators in human hospitals, veterinarians talked
among themselves about handing over their machines to the humans.

People and animals use the same kind of ventilators. They pump air through a plastic tube and
down the patient’s trachea, filling the lungs. Exhaled carbon dioxide leaves through a parallel
tube.

Dr. Beth Davidow, incoming president of the American College of Veterinary Emergency Critical
Care, started a shared list of vets who have lent out their ventilators, pledged their machines to
human hospitals or offered to do so if asked. More than 200 veterinary hospitals in the U.S. and
Canada have signed on; at least seven veterinary ventilators are already in use in New York or
New Jersey intensive care units.

“We might not make a big difference in New York City,” said Dr. Davidow, assistant professor of
veterinary medicine at Washington State University. “We could make a huge difference in
smaller cities or towns.” If the state approves, her school plans to lend its ventilators to nearby
Pullman Regional Hospital.

A bulldog on a ventilator for pneumonia at Friendship Hospital.
PHOTO: JANINE CALABRO
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“Bye-bye, ventilator,” one veterinary staffer at Colorado State University said in a video the vet
school posted on Facebook, as a doctor wheeled its machine out the door, loaded it into a pickup
truck and delivered it to Poudre Valley Hospital in Fort Collins the other day.

Friendship cleaned up its $10,000, refurbished ventilator over a week ago and took it out of
service, to be ready for any local hospital in need.

So far, Friendship vets haven’t had to make any painful ventilation calls: No dog has needed
urgent breathing assistance while the ventilator sits idle awaiting a human emergency. “That
would make me very, very, very anxious,” said Dr. Calabro.

The vets have had to warn pet owners in recent days that the hospital couldn’t provide
ventilation should the surgeon run into trouble.

Still, it wasn’t a hard call, choosing people over pets.

Said Dr. Calabro: “Humans are animals, too.”

Write to Michael M. Phillips at michael.phillips@wsj.com
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