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What pets do for us 
   A recent study conducted in four cities - three American and one Australian – confirms 
how pets contribute to good feeling in a neighbourhood and make people feel happier. 
The study looked at San Diego, Portland, Nashvile and Perth.   
   Nowadays, it is all too common to live in a neighbourhood for years without knowing 
one’s neighbours. In South African cities, this is exacerbated by high security walls.   
   Walking dogs regularly means that one gets to know other dog lovers in the 
neighbourhood and is found to improve community life.  
    In the cities focused on in the study, it was found that people with dogs were five times 
more likely to know their neighbours. Areas found to be positively affected included 
community safety, crime deterrence, health and good spirits.   
   It was found that two-thirds of people actually want to have a pet in the home, even 
when they can’t do so. Some cities have dog parks, and there are many streets that allow 
the walking of dogs on leashes. In New York, many apartment dwellers have dogs, even 
large dogs, and large numbers of people walk their dogs in city areas. Where dense living 
is the norm, rules regarding animals tend to be less draconian, but not in our country, 
where many rental properties and almost all apartments and retirement complexes have a 
‘no pets’ rule,  causing sadness for people who find it difficult to live without a pet.   
   There is no better companion for elderly people left on their own than a pet. Not 
everyone feels this way, of course. I remember receiving two letters for Pigeon Post 
concerning pets in retirement establishments. One was from a woman who had had to 
give up her pet and said how much joy it would bring to pet lovers were retirement 
establishments to take on a couple of pets. In the same mail, a woman wrote to say she 
had recently bought into such an establishment and, to her disgust, found that a couple of 
people had suggested that the organisation take on a couple of pets because of the 
pleasure they would bring to those who had had to give up their pets. She snarled about 
having had to live for years in a neighbourhood with barking dogs, and how selfish 
people were to suggest imposing dogs on those who had chosen their retirement abode in 
order to live in peace!  
   There are dogs who are not great barkers. Labradors, for instance, are not usually 
yappers and are very affectionate. The lives of many dogs could be saved in this way, and 
there is no doubt that having a couple of animals around would bring great comfort and 
pleasure to many living in retirement complexes.  
 
Meat from cells will soon be a choice 
   The interest in meat derived from the cells of farm animals has grown since the 
appearance of Yuval Noah Harari’s latest book, Homo Deus, in which he says the general 
accepted treatment of farm animals in the process leading to the butcher shop might be 
“the worst crime in history”. He sees “clean meat” as “the only viable solution” and also 
points to the ecological benefits, owing to the high rate of pollution which is caused by 
animal farming today as the global population continues to rise.  
   It is true that many will probably find “cellular agriculture” of “clean meat” too strange 
to take on board, but, whatever our choices in all aspects of our lives, we need to know 
our reasons for making them. I have certainly been more at peace with my own choices 



since I opted out of eating anything that emanated from battery cages or might have come 
from sow pens or any other form of animal abuse. If people can eat real meat without 
harming a cow or other creature, and at no higher cost in due course, this is an option to 
be seriously considered and not something to be lightly dismissed. We are certainly going 
to hear a lot more about it. 
   Three years ago, the cost of a hamburger made from cells was about $300,000. Now, in 
2017, it is reported to be in the region of $11, and should eventually cost no more than 
hamburgers made from slaughtered meat. It does seem that the day is not too far off when 
we will be able to decide whether we will choose to eat ‘suffering-free’ meat.   
   Now that we know that animals suffer just as we do, we cannot justify cruel practices. 
Peter Singer, Ira DeCamp Professor of Bioethics at Princeton University in the USA, 
focuses on specific questions on how we should choose to live. His ideas annoy many 
who favour man’s entitlement over all other species. But we do need to know what 
underpins the choices we make. Animals are conscious creatures who suffer pain and feel 
pleasure as we do. If people can eat affordable “clean meat” before long, would it not be  
worth our while to give some thought to that? Much would need to change, but the planet 
would rejoice. It is recorded that about five billion animals are slaughtered in the United 
States every year to cater for human taste for meat. In his book, Animal Liberation, Peter 
Singer challenges us to justify morally why we do not find it unacceptable to discriminate 
between other species and our own. We all need to be clear regarding why we think as we 
do.   
 
Why did humans evolve to become so competitive and aggressive? 
   On the World Transformation Movement site, I came across a fascinating article about 
bonobos: “What Bonobos teach us about our own evolutionary History”, accompanied by 
photographs of bonobos in the wild in curiously human stances. The photographs come 
from biologist Jeremy Griffith’s book, Freedom.  
   Bonobos are an endangered species of chimpanzee living south of the Congo river. 
They are known for their peaceful co-existence and their frequent display of affection for 
one another. They are also considered to be the animal species closest to humans and do 
not display the more aggressive traits common to other species of chimpanzee. “They’re 
the only animals capable of creating the same ‘gaze’ as a human.” When one looks at a 
bonobo, we’re told that one is taken aback because there is not just curiosity in the gaze, 
but something that seems like understanding… something we would identify as being 
almost human.  
  The writer describes being struck on the head by a branch on which a bonobo was 
sitting. The animal came down, took him by the hand and smoothed his hair back. To 
him, there was compassion in the way this action was performed. There is also evidence 
for compassion in the way bonobos behave towards one another. When an old female, 
blind and deaf, became confused and lost, others in the group would pick her up and take 
her along with them.  
   These are really bright animals. They understand quite a substantial human vocabulary. 
Groups of up to about a hundred bonobos remain together. This would not be possible 
with other chimpanzees, because rival groups would be formed, and fighting would break 
out. (Look up Paul Raffaele’s: “Bonobos: the Apes who make Love, not War”, Last 
Tribes on Earth, www.wtmsources.com/143. 



   What makes bonobos different is that they so unequivocally display love. Their 
societies are matriarchal, and infants are greatly nurtured. All members of the social 
group help with infant care. 
   It is really worth looking up Jeremy Griffith’s film records of his 2014 visit to see the 
bonobos in Milwaukee County Zoo and to see how physiologically similar we human 
beings are to these interesting animals, as the site compares the skeleton of our early 
Australopithecine ancestor (who lived between 3.9 and 3 million years ago) with the 
skeleton of a bonobo. Look up the Sydney WTM Centre for more information.  
   The point is that bonobos give us powerful insights into what our own distant primate 
ancestors were like, and the bonobos’ loving societal structures give us cause to compare 
our human prejudices. There is excellent school project material here.  People will 
become more concerned about animal consciousness when we learn more about animals. 
That’s why learning about animals is so important.     
        


