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Introduction

TRRUST is a collective of young people with 
government care experience and youth serving 
agencies. We work together to support youth 
transitioning out of care in Vancouver. We know 
how important animals can be to young people, 
especially those who have been let down by the 
adults in their life. A pet can make life better, and 
be a safe and loyal companion.

We created this guide to support you if you are 
planning to get a pet, as well as if you already 
have a pet. Owning a pet comes with financial and 
logistical challenges and responsibilities, and we 
hope this guide will help you to understand these, 
and to ensure your pet’s needs are met.

To download a copy of this guide, a guide 
for service providers who work with youth 
who have pets, and additional resources 
please visit mcs.bc.ca/trrust_pets.

You can also learn more about TRRUST 
and check out opportunities to get 
involved at mcs.bc.ca/trrust.

https://mcs.bc.ca/trrust_pets
https://mcs.bc.ca/trrust
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Here are some questions to ask yourself if you are thinking about pet sitting:

Is a pet allowed where you are living? Check your lease or housing rules.

Have you checked the people you live with are okay with the pet being there? 

Do you know the animal and what it needs to stay healthy? e.g., the pet’s diet, exercise 
needs, and any special care required.

What is the plan if the animal needs to see a vet? Most vets will need the owners credit 
card on file and/or authorization from the owner before treating the animal.

What is the plan if the person does not return for their pet at the agreed time?

Things to consider before getting a pet

Here are some questions to ask yourself if you are thinking about getting a pet:

Can I commit? Some animals can live for at least 20 years and/or need a lot of care or training. 

Can I fit a pet into my lifestyle? Most pets need daily care. Cats and dogs need physical 
activity and mental stimulation. They also need feeding twice a day. Dogs need to be walked at 
least once a day (younger and more active breeds may need more regular exercise).

Can I afford a pet? Food, grooming, bedding, cages, spay/neutering, and vet bills can all be 
really expensive.

Am I allergic? 

Is my place safe for a pet? Toxic plants, drugs, medications, a tense or chaotic living envi-
ronment can be harmful to pets.

Do I have someone who can take care of my pet if I need to be away from them?

Are pets allowed where I live?

Do I already have pets? Do you think they will get on with a new animal?

What am I looking for in a pet? Do I want a cuddly pet? A pet I can take with me?  
A pet that’s easy to care for?

Things to consider before looking after someone’s pet
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Housing and pets

Pet owners in Vancouver should know that:

Landlords have the right to refuse pets but cannot refuse service animals. Always check 
your lease for any pet-related clauses, and talk to your landlord before moving in with a pet 
or getting a pet to avoid any potential conflict.

If pets are allowed, landlords can require a pet damage deposit. This cannot exceed half a 
month’s rent.

If you live in a strata property (like a condo or townhouse), there may be additional pet 
restrictions, including bans on certain breeds or sizes.

If a pet causes excessive noise, damage, or safety concerns, a landlord can issue an evic-
tion notice.

Pet owners must have control of their pets in public spaces and clean up after them.

Finding pet-friendly housing can be very difficult. The following might help:

Check notice boards or post ads at pet-friendly places such as pet supply stores or  
vet clinics. 

Show a landlord that you are a responsible pet owner. If you have them you can share 
references, license, vaccinations, spay/neuter information, obedience training certificate.

Ask the landlord if they have any concerns about your pet and discuss them. 

Suggest that the landlord and your pet meet at a later date. 

Explain how much your pet means to you and how that commitment will also make you a 
conscientious tenant. 
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Caring for a pet 

Every animal is unique and has specific needs. As well as food, water, and shelter, pets need 
mental stimulation, social interaction, and regular check-ups from a vet. 

Vets can be very expensive, so it is important to ask about prices, pet insurance, and payment plans.

Support may sometimes (but not always) be available for low-income pet families from:

Vancouver Humane Society provides one time only funding support for urgent/sick  
care issues.

Paws for Hope Animal Foundation provides both one time funding support for urgent/sick 
care issues and ongoing subsidized veterinary care.

Community Veterinary Outreach hosts free wellness clinics in the Downtown East Side.

Scratchpay.com and ifinancecanada.com provide financing support.

When choosing a vet you might want to think about:

Hours the vet is open. 

How close and accessible the vet is to where you live.

Whether they have positive reviews.

Whether they have experience with your pet’s specific breed or species.

What happens if you have an after-hours emergency.

https://vancouverhumanesociety.bc.ca/vet-assist/
https://www.pawsforhope.org/what-we-do/better-together/
https://www.vetoutreach.org
https://scratchpay.com
https://ifinancecanada.com/petcard-veterinary-financing/
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If your pet gets lost or goes missing

Report your missing pet to your local municipality. City of Vancouver animal services can be 
reached at:

1280 Raymur Ave, Vancouver, BC V6A 3L8  
604-873-7000 
animal.services@vancouver.ca

Act quickly! Some municipalities and shelters may put down unclaimed pets within a few days.

Register your missing pet with the BCSPCA’s lost pet program. You can also search their shelters 
online at bcpetsearch.com.

Consider getting your pet microchipped (and/or a collar and tag with your phone number) to 
increase the chances that your pet will be returned to you if it gets lost. You can learn more about 
the microchip program and costs here: bcpetregistry.ca.

LOST DOG

mailto:animal.services%40vancouver.ca?subject=
http://www.bcpetsearch.com
https://bcpetregistry.ca
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Taking care of a cat is more than just 
feeding them. You should also:

Clean their space (scoop litter, clean their 
bedding if needed, wash food and water 
bowls).

Give them fresh food and water twice a day.

Play and cuddle with them every day.

Brush them regularly (check for fleas and 
clean ears if needed).

Contact a vet if they seem unwell.

Ensure vaccinations are up to date.

Keep on top of their dental care  
(as directed by a vet).

Keep their nails trim.

Cats

Keeping your cat chill

Cats love routine and hate stress. Ways you can help them relax:

Keep them in quiet, low-traffic areas with minimal disruptions.

Play with them to keep them active and engaged.

Stick to a daily routine for feeding, cleaning, and cuddling.

Provide hiding spots, perches, and window views for entertainment.

Keep the litter box clean and in a private location to encourage regular use.

Avoid sudden changes in environment, diet, or caregivers.

If you have to introduce them to other cats, do it gradually.
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Signs your cat might be sick

Signs that your cat might need to see a vet:

Weight loss or gain.

Acting tired, lethargic, or not as playful as usual.

Warm to the touch, possibly indicating fever.

Hiding more than usual (can be a sign of pain or stress).

Crying when touched or picked up.

Having trouble walking or jumping.

Meowing more or less than usual.

Tummy Troubles (e.g., change in appetite, vomiting, diarrhea, straining to poop, bloated belly).

Eye and ear problems including red or swollen eyes, discharge, scratching ears frequently.

Skin problems such as bald spots, excessive grooming, wounds, scabs.

Bad smell.

Breathing issues including panting, wheezing, sneezing, or persistent coughing.

Excessive peeing, blood in pee, going outside the litter box, straining to pee.

Excessive water drinking.



TRRUST Guide to owning and caring for a pet8

Understanding what your cat is telling you

Cats vocalize and use body language to express their mood and needs.

When they are happy and content, they have a relaxed body posture, their eyes are a normal 
shape or may be partially closed, their mouth is closed, their ears are in a natural position and 
their tail tip may be curled.

When they are unhappy or want you to back off they will look tense with their tail close to their 
body or upright, pupils dilated, ears flat, their teeth may be showing.

When cats are anxious they may hide or will look tense and worried. They may croutch and tuck 
their tail into their body.
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Dogs thrive on attention and exercise. This includes:

Daily exercise. 

Balanced diet (lots of water and age-appropriate food).

Regular grooming (brushing, bathing, nail trimming, and ear cleaning as needed).

Safe environment (e.g., no toxic plants).

Play (puzzle toys, interactive games).

Obedience training.

Regular vaccinations, flea and tick prevention, and check-ups at the vet.

Dental care (brushing teeth regularly, using dental chews).

Dogs
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Signs your dog might be sick

Dogs are usually playful and energetic. If you notice any of these signs, your dog might need 
to see a vet:

Lack of energy or enthusiasm for play or walks.

Limping or trouble moving.

Sudden weight loss or gain.

Excessive itching or biting at their skin.

Coughing, sneezing, or wheezing.

Loss of appetite, especially if it lasts more than a day.

Excessive drinking or urination.

Digestive problems such as not eating, vomiting or diarrhea, bloated belly, straining to poop, 
poop is an unusual colour.

Change in behaviour and/or temperament.

If your dog gets in a fight

Don’t yell, hit the dogs, step in, or try to pull the dogs apart using your arms/hands. Do:

STAY CALM and be careful as dogs can redirect aggression toward their owners when 
agitated.

Try to distract the dogs with a loud noise (e.g., an air horn or loud whistle), by throwing a 
blanket over them or spraying them with water.

Place a leash on them and remove them from the area.

Check your dog for injuries and see a vet if needed. 

Some dogs may be more reactive to other dogs and/or people after a fight and should be 
kept calm and only handled by their owner.
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Understanding what your dog is telling you 

When a dog is happy, excited, and calm they will interact with people, and be responsive.

When your dog is tense, angry, or unhappy their ears will be upright, their face will look tense, and 
they may growl or show their teeth.

When a dog is frightened they may hide, tuck their tail in, avoid eye contact, and pant excessively. 
They may also whine. 
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Rabbits are delicate animals that need daily care, mental stimulation, and a proper diet to 
stay healthy and happy. Rabbits need:

A large enclosure with room to hop and stretch. Avoid wire flooring, as it can harm their feet.

Soft, absorbent bedding like paper-based products or hay. Keep it clean and dry daily and 
deep clean weekly.

Fresh hay and veggies daily. A balanced diet of unlimited fresh hay, leafy greens, and  
high-fiber pellets. Avoid sugary treats and excessive fruits.

Fresh clean water in a bowl or sipper bottle daily.

Daily exercise in a bunny-proofed area with tunnels, chew toys, and hideouts.

Regular grooming to prevent fur matting and hairball ingestion.

Regular checks of their teeth to ensure they are not getting overgrown.

Rabbits

Most rabbits don’t like being picked up. If 
you do pick them up, always support their 
back legs and never pick them up by their 
neck or ears.



TRRUST Guide to owning and caring for a pet 13

Signs your rabbit might be sick

Rabbits can hide illness well. Symptoms that suggest they should see a vet:

Lethargy or reduced activity.

Loss of appetite or difficulty eating and drinking.

Not grooming (i.e., looks scruffy).

Overgrown teeth or excessive chewing on cage bars.

Head tilting or difficulty maintaining balance.

Excessive scratching or bald patches.

Dark or red staining around eyes or nose.

Increased aggression.

Digestive issues including diarrhea, constipation, and bloated belly.

Respiratory issues including wheezing, sneezing, runny nose, or eye discharge.

Bathroom issues including peeing more or less than usual, blood in urine or poop,  
accidents in the house (if potty-trained), straining to urinate.

If a rabbit is in pain they may close their 
eyes and their whiskers and ears may be in 
a different position to usual.
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Understanding what your rabbits is telling you 

When your rabbit is happy and relaxed their ears will be close together, point outwards and 
slightly backwards. They may lay with their feet out or tucked up underneath them. An excited 
and joyful rabbit will jump and twist in the air.

An anxious rabbit will hide or will crouch with their ears flat against their body and look tense.

Your rabbit may growl when angry and/or may sit up, thump their back leg on the ground and 
raise their tail.
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Rodents

Rodents like hamsters, gerbils, guinea 
pigs, mice, and rats need special care to 
stay happy and healthy:

A well-ventilated cage with deep 
bedding for burrowing. Avoid wire- 
bottom cages, as they can hurt  
their feet.

Safe, dust-free bedding like paper-
based products or aspen shavings. 
Avoid cedar or pine, as they can 
cause respiratory problems.

A balanced diet of high-quality pellets 
and fresh vegetables daily with 
occasional treats. Avoid sugary or 
processed foods.

Fresh, clean water daily available in a 
sipper bottle.

Toys, tunnels, wheels, and opportuni-
ties to explore outside their cage  
(in a safe, secure area) can provide 
exercise, prevent boredom, and keep 
teeth healthy.

Spot-clean daily, remove soiled 
bedding and do a full cage clean 
weekly to prevent bacteria buildup.

Get them used to being handled by 
giving them small treats from your 
hand before you pick them up.  
Never pick them up by the tail and 
always support them on the palm of 
your hand.

Signs your rodent  
might be sick

Rodents are small and fragile, so it’s 
important to recognize signs of illness 
early and get them seen by a vet:

Lethargic.

Weight loss, loss of appetite, or 
difficulty eating.

Rough or matted fur.

Overgrown teeth.

Difficulty breathing, sneezing, or 
wheezing.

Discharge from their nose or eyes.

Lumps, sores, or skin infections.

Dark or red staining around eyes or 
nose.

Increased aggression.

Bathroom issues including diarrhea, 
constipation, and bloated belly.

Sudden increase or decrease in 
drinking water.
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Understanding what your rodent is telling you

Rodents use body language and vocalizations to communicate.

When they are happy and want to interact they might chirp or cluck, sniff, gently groom  
themselves, explore, play, chew, and fluff their bedding. Their ears might be perked.

When they want you to back off their ears will be down and back and their body may be stiff. 
They may hiss or make a high-pitched noise.

When they are anxious or stressed their ears will be flat against their head, they may be restless 
and digging excessively, they may groom excessively.
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Exotic pets

Taking care of exotic pets, like reptiles, is different to caring for a cat or dog. Reptiles have special 
needs and need a well-controlled environment.

More details about caring for exotic pets can be found at: happydragons.com.

Bearded dragons

Can live 15+ years and grow up to 
2.5 feet long.

Need a moist enclosure at least  
4 feet long x 2 feet high x 2 feet 
wide with three types of lighting: 
UVB light, daylight lamp, and 
cluster heat lamps.

Are active during the daytime.

Are solitary and should be kept 
separate from other dragons.

Need fresh water in a clean bowl 
daily.

Need to eat insects and vegetables 
daily for a balanced diet.

Signs your bearded dragon 
might be sick:

Signs that your dragon may be sick include:

Curved limbs and/or kinked spine.

Discoloured, stiff tail.

Excessive weight gain or rapid weight 
loss.

Breathing with their mouth open.

Runny and/or very smelly stool.

Lethargic or struggles to move.

https://www.happydragons.com
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Understanding what your bearded dragon is telling you

Bearded dragons use body language to express their mood and needs:

Arm waving — ”I’m not a threat to you!”

Flexed beard — ”Back off!” when paired with gaping. However, your dragon may also just be 
stretching.

Gaping — The dragon is about to bite (unless it is basking, then it might just be panting 
because it is hot).

Head bobbing — This means, “I’m the boss!” 

“Pancaking” — This is when the dragon spreads its ribcage and flattens its body against the 
ground. If this is sudden, they’re feeling frightened. However, if they’re just laying around, 
they’re probably feeling relaxed.

Tail curved upward — Your beardie is feeling alert.

Dark beard — Something’s not right. They may be uncomfortable/in pain or feeling irritable. 
However, if you have a male, he might just be showing off.
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Ball Python and Corn Snakes

Can live up to 30 years and grow to 
5 feet long.

Generally tolerate human interaction 
well, but are otherwise solitary.

Sleep during the day and are active 
at dawn/dusk.

Require a humid enclosure at least 4 
feet long x 2 feet wide x 2 feet high 
with two types of lamps: cluster heat 
lamps and a UVB lamp. 

Need a large, heavy bowl of clean, 
fresh water in the enclosure at all 
times, big enough to accommodate 
the snake’s entire body.

Snakes eat a diet of whole animal prey. 
Frozen-thawed prey, is the safest food, 
as live animals can seriously injure the 
snake. Snakes feeding schedules can 
vary from needing to be fed every few 
days to every couple of months based 
on the type of snake, their size, and 
metabolism.

Offer a prey item that is between 1–1.5x 
the width of your snake’s body at its 
widest point (don’t worry about head 
size—snakes are very flexible). 
Depending on the size of the feeder and 
the age of your snake, you may offer 
two prey items in one feeding session 
(do not offer more than two).

Signs your snake may be sick

Ball pythons:

Loss of appetite.

Regurgitation.

Abnormal behaviour (stargazing, cork-
screwing, rolling onto the back, etc.).

Lethargy.

Excessive or rapid weight gain/loss.

Abnormal shedding.

They can also suffer from care issues 
such as burns, dehydration, and obesity.

Corn snakes:

Abnormal shedding.

Excessive weight gain.

Rapid weight loss.

Bubbly/stringy saliva.

Noisy breathing.

Lethargy.

Clouded eye(s).

Loss of appetite.
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Understanding what your snake is telling you

Snakes use body language to express their mood and needs:

Tongue flicking in and out — Snake is “smelling” the air. This is how it knows when prey or a 
human is nearby. This also signals that the snake is awake.

No movement or tongue flicking — Snake is probably asleep (they don’t have eyelids). 
Approach with caution.

Head retracted, neck coiled into an ‘S’ shape — Snake feels threatened and is preparing to 
defend itself if necessary. May also be preparing to strike at prey.

Hissing — Snake is telling you to “go away.”

Tail shaking/rattling — The snake feels threatened and is trying to scare away the  
perceived predator.

Musking/defecating during handling — Snake perceives you as a predator, and uses poo or 
an unpleasant-smelling musk to try to get away.

Clouded/bluish eyes — Snake is preparing to shed. May be extra defensive because it can’t 
see well.
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Leopard Geckos

Grows up to 10 inches long and can live over 20 years.

Tolerate humans.

Need an enclosure at least 18 inches long x 18 inches wide x 16 inches high with a heat lamp 
and a UVB lamp. 

Need room for at least three hides (moist hide, warm hide, cool hide).

Need fresh, clean water from a shallow, heavy dish.

Should be fed insects once a day up to age 6 months, then every other day until they are a year 
old, then once or twice a week after that.

Offer two bugs (about as large as the space 
between the geckos eyes) per 1 inch of your 
leopard gecko’s length, or however much they 
can eat in 10–15 minutes. 

It is important to gut-load feeder insects for 
at least 24 hours before offering. Gut-load 
insects by combining dry formula with 
vegetables (if not using wet formula).
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Signs your gecko may be sick

Curved limbs.

Kinked spine.

Discoloured, stiff tail.

Excessive weight gain.

Rapid weight loss.

Breathing with mouth open.

Runny and/or very smelly poop.

No bowel movements for an extended 
period.

Understanding what your leopard gecko is telling you

Leopard geckos use a range of vocalizations to communicate, as well as some body language:

Clicking/Peeps — Used to communicate with other geckos.

Chirping/Squeaking — The gecko is currently unhappy–often this is when handled.

Barking — May bark when hungry.

Screaming — Intended to startle away a predator. 

Rapid tail flicks — They are excited (usually while hunting or interested in mating).

Slow tail swishing — Usually accompanied by an arched back and walking/standing on 
tiptoe and means “Leave me alone!”

We hope this guide has been useful. If you have any feedback, please email TRRUST@mcs.bc.ca.

mailto:TRRUST%40mcs.bc.ca?subject=
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