
4Paws News

Barbara’s Corner
The boys have worked very hard over the past three 
weeks and the result is so, so good! 

They have managed to finish building the new cages and 
now we have very well organised kennels at the side and 
back areas of the 4PAWS shelter.

The hard work was worth it as now all the rusty and 
“hundred-times-repaired” cages have disappeared! 
4PAWS looks so clean and tidy now. What’s even better 
is that the dogs really like the new resting area - below 
the cages!

Do drop by during our Sunday visit days and see how 
much 4PAWS has changed and share your joy with our 
dogs, they’d love to meet you! =)
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The brand new cages!

We’d love to hear 
from you!

For more information on 
volunteering, adopting, visiting, 
donating please contact us at:

www.facebook.com/4PAWS.penang

www.4paws.com.my

4paws.penang@gmail.com

Bank a/c Maybank 5071 4333 3153



i should be so lucky!
By Loh E Jiat

Lucky is a cute, fluffy, pink-nose puppy who attracted the attention of a dog-lover Ee 
Zhen, who just lost her “best friend” recently. Ee Zhen saw Lucky from one of the 
postings on the 4PAWS Facebook page, she immediately fell in love, and headed to 
the shelter to adopt Lucky. 

Lucky inspired Ee Zhen by teaching Ee Zhen that life has ups and downs, and that it 
is very important to appreciate and care for her family and of course the pet that she 
has adopted. “Adopting a dog is a responsibility and commitment that one has made 
to the animal. We should not define the ‘useful’ life of the pet by the cuteness that 
remains with them,” Ee Zhen stressed.

Lucky is an artist and together with Ee Zhen, they came together to produce the art-
work (shown in the photo). According to Ee Zhen, the artwork symbolises their story.
The “gloomy” purple paws represent the life that Lucky had when she was at the 
shelter, having to fight for the affection of the workers and the visitors with 250 other 
dogs. The purple paws also represent Ee Zhen’s sadness when she lost her pet. 

When Ee Zhen and Lucky met and started a new life together, things started to turn 
around. They were happier and life was full of hope and meaning. The pink paws 
and the greenery shows their joy amd happiness together and how important it was 
for someone to have a true best friend. 



Lucky and Ee Zhen 
with their artwork.

Who says rescue dogs 
aren’t gorgeous? Lucky 
posing in Ee Zhen’s car.

Lucky used to be very small and cute, now she’s growing 
taller, fluffier and healthier. It just shows how strong and pretty 
strays can be. All dogs needs are simply love and care from 
their owners. Thank you Ee Zhen for allowing Lucky to be part 
of your family and to love her for who she is.



We always thought Rico was a 
shy puppy. He was usually found 
tucked in a corner, with his tiny 
nose and ears peeking out from 
behind a bush, observing the other 
pups play, rather than joining in 
himself. His cute little face and 
timid demeanor tugged at the heart 
strings of one of our volunteers who 
took him home despite being un-
sure of whether her parents would 
approve, since they already had a 

family dog and was quite happy with one. True enough, shortly after she brought him home, she 
had to give him up. Rather than see him returned to the shelter where he didn’t seem quite happy, 
another volunteer Mei Heng decided to foster him.

Mei Heng noticed Rico had a runny nose and wasn’t eating well. A visit to the vet revealed 
shocking and sad news, Rico had distemper. A diagnosis of canine distemper is never good, 
especially in a young puppy of barely 3 months. Mei Heng found out on the day 4PAWS was due 
to celebrate Barbara’s birthday. The volunteers were worried, we needed to tell Barbara as soon 
as possible, but how can we tell her on her birthday?

Distemper is a disease of the immune system, which means puppies, older dogs and 
unvaccinated dogs are all particularly at risk. The virus attacks the immune system, certain tissues 
in the body as well as the nervous system, rendering the dog prone to many other secondary 
infections. Common early symptoms are respiratory and gastrointestinal problems such as runny 
nose and diarrhea amongst others. 

As it is viral disease and weakens the dog’s immunity, there is no certain cure for distemper. Most 
medical treatments focus around treating the secondary infections and giving vitamin supplements 
to boost the canine’s own immune system so that it is able to fight off the virus itself. Even the 
lucky few who have survived the disease are never free from it, as they will continue to be carriers 
of the virus and are able to infect other susceptible animals throughout their lives.

Later that evening, during Barbara’s birthday celebration with other 4PAWS volunteers, we told 
Barbara. Barbara was skeptical at first. Symptoms of distemper are very similar to that of other 

Mei Heng 
& 

Rico
a distemper story

By Lim li lian



more benign canine diseases such as flu and kennel cough. She is also wary of some vets being 
quick to diagnose distemper in dogs coming from shelters, through just observing the physical 
symptoms. She questioned Mei Heng further, “Did your vet perform the distemper test?” “Yes” Mei 
Heng said softly. The Canine Distemper test is quick and is more than 90% accurate. It is the only 
way to know more or less definitively if your dog has the virus. 

Rico was given medication to treat his respiratory infection and vitamin supplements to boost his 
health. Unfortunately his appetite grew poorer and poorer. Mei Heng took him to many vets, many 
times. To no avail. 

At one point he wouldn’t touch any food. Mei Heng tried to give him treats instead. Luckily took a 
liking to one particular treat. However, even that didn’t last, pretty soon he lost enthusiasm even 
for his favourite treat. Mei Heng was at a lost. How is Rico going to fight this disease if he won’t 
even eat? She decided to try and feed him honey water instead. Day after day passed. Rico was 
surviving just on honey water and medicines. Mei Heng nursed him day and night. Luckily she was 
on a break from work then and had the time. 

One day, Mei Heng was holding his head in her lap and trying to get him to eat his medicine as 
usual. Suddenly she felt his weak body grow limp. It had been 7 days since he ate anything. All 
this 4 month old puppy could do was look at her and seemed to say that he didn’t want to live 
anymore. Mei Heng asked him softly, “Rico, is it time?” She didn’t know what else she could do. 
The disease had progressed to a later stage, where it was attacking his nervous system. He had 
started developing chewing fits. At this stage some dogs go on to have convulsions and seizures, 
some even start to bang their 
heads against a wall. 

Mei Heng was at a loss. She did 
not know what to do. She could 
not bear to have Rico suffer 
anymore, but she didn’t have the 
heart to put him to sleep either. 
Then she heard Barbara’s voice 
at the back of her head “Dogs 
don’t just die of distemper like 
that”. Somehow that lent her 
courage and strength. Using that 
as her mantra, with renewed 
resolve, Mei Heng refused to 
let Rico give up on himself. She 
spoke to him tenderly, comforted 
him, told him that she would be 
with him every step of the way. 
“Rico, you are only 4 months, 
I promise if you get through 
this there will be many happy 
moments ahead…”

Today, Rico is a happy, curious 
6 month old pup who loves 
playing in his yard and who 
wishes never to leave Mei 
Heng’s side. “I’m worried about 
him because he is so manja 





and I will be starting work again soon” she says. His condition is still not very stable, he still has 
on and off problems with diarrhea, but other than that, he is getting better steadily. The road to 
recovery from distemper is long and hard, and sometimes when Rico seems out of sorts Mei Heng 
fears whether the distemper has returned. There is a risk that it could return should Rico’s immune 
system weaken for any reason. Luckily so far it hasn’t and he is getting stronger. 

Looking forward, Mei Heng might adopt another dog to be a companion to Rico. Any healthy, 
vaccinated adult dog is safe to be with Rico. On the other hand, Mei Heng has to be vigilant 
about allowing unvaccinated dogs, puppies and sick dogs near him for fear of spreading the virus. 
Needless to say, Mei Heng is no longer just fostering Rico and has adopted him as part of her 
family. After all that they’ve been through together, how can they ever be apart? We wish Rico a 
full recovery and many happy moments ahead. 

At 4PAWS, we have a policy of not turning away sick and injured animals who severely need our care, 
even though some of these animals are likely carriers of the distemper virus. Distemper is a highly 
contagious disease and spreads via infected water droplets carried in the air through coughing and 
sneezing, and through sharing of food and water. Thus far, we have been able to keep the disease under 
control at the shelter, however the risk of an outbreak of distemper is always there, as is the case in any 
other dog shelter, puppy mill or pet shop. At 4PAWS, it is our aim to build a proper quarantine facility to 
strengthen our defense against distemper. 

In the mean time, there are precautions we can all take to keep distemper at bay:

1. Prevention is the only way as there is no cure. Always vaccinate your puppies and make sure your adult 
dog vaccinations are up to date. Only allow your puppies to interact with other vaccinated pets.

2. If you already have a dog at home and are bringing home another new dog, make sure   
your current dog’s vaccinations are up-to-date. Quarantine your new dog in a separate area or room for a 
few days for observation. Make sure there is no contact between the two dogs and they do not share the 
same food and water bowls. While the new dog may be timid at first and not eat much, they should show 
signs of improvement over the next few days. If the dog’s condition does not improve or appears ill, take it 
to the vet and make sure to let them know that you have other pets or children in the house. It may not be 
distemper but another contagious illness.

3.Always practice proper basic hygiene. If you work with or spend a significant amount of time in contact 
with other dogs, especially those of unknown history such as strays and feral dogs, always wash yourself 
and change into fresh clothes before touching your own pets. Please note that the risk of a human 
spreading the virus is extremely low, but not impossible. Be on the safe side by practicing proper basic 
hygiene. 

We are trying our utmost to prevent a case like Rico from ever happening again. In fact, the subject of 
distemper is so taboo in the dog world that we in 4PAWS sometimes live in fear that we might be shunned 
for sharing this story. We believe in the goodness in people and hope to get your understanding and 
support for our mission, which inevitably carries its many risks, but as Mei Heng put it “Sometimes when 
he is quiet, Rico gives me this look, a look that only he and I can understand because we went through the 
worst of it together. It’s a look that makes me know that after all that we’ve been through, its always worth 
it”

distemper - the facts

Note: If you have adopted a dog from 4PAWS that was diagnosed with distemper, we would appreciate if you let us know. If you 
encounter any other problem or issue, or would like advice or support, please do not hesitate to contact us.


