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What a crazy time Covid 19 has given us this year, in some respects it has been business as usual, in others it has been like noth-
ing we have experienced before and just as things appeared to be getting into something like a near ‘normal’ routine it has all 
started up again. We have settled into a regime of one member of staff in the main office per day and reduced the number of 
days the office is manned to three (Mon, Tue and Thur) although emails are moni-
tored nearly all the time. 
One thing that remains constant is the unpredictability of the weather, so far this 
year we have had the longest dry spell, the hottest day, the coldest September tem-
perature and wettest October all in the space of six months. We have also had more 
house martins than ever before with seven nests around the building, some produc-
ing more than one clutch of youngsters. 
Our tree planting programme is about to get under way again, this year we are con-
centrating on native deciduous varieties with birch and willow planned around the 
wetland area we have nurtured over the years. 
As we rapidly approach the end of the year we would like to take the opportunity to 
wish all our students, past present and future, as good a Christmas as possible. We 
also wish everyone a much better New Year than 2020 turned out to be. 

New course  
 

Applied Animal Behaviour for Vets 
 
Due to a steady increase in 
registrations from vets to study 
animal behaviour we have 
devised a course that will satis-
fy the ABTC Clinical Animal 
Behaviourist academic require-
ments. NCFE accreditation is 
currently being sought for this 
level 5/6 programme which is 
available now but only to vets. 

Compass wins award 
 

Best Animal Care Training & Education Course Provider  

2020 
SME News is proud to announce the return of the fourth 
annual Scottish Enterprise Awards. Calling all small and medi-
um sized businesses hailing from Scotland, whose efforts 
have yielded top-class products and services for the diverse 
clientele found across the region. Our scope extends to busi-
ness across every industry sector along with the institutions 
that support them.  
The Scottish Enterprise Awards are judged purely on a merit. 
In order to determine our worthy winners, our in-house re-
search team carefully analyse the information that is availa-
ble both online and in the public domain as well as any mate-
rials supplied by nominees. Our process works to ensure that 
we reward parties based on their reputation, commitment, 
innovation, determination and contribution to society.  
Compass was delighted to receive notification of the award at 
the end of October, we were informed that we had been 
nominated but had little notice that we had won the Best 
Animal Care &Education Course Provider Award. 

NCFE inspection held remotely 
 
 
 
 

Our twice yearly inspection by NCFE was delayed due to the 
Covid crisis but eventually it was carried out at the begin-
ning of October. Despite the difficulties we are delighted to 
report that we sailed through with flying colours. Of the 44 
procedural requirements we scored all 44 graded 
‘excellent’ once again.  
This inspection was only different from previous visits by 
being conducted remotely. Documentation was sent by 
post and email and several discussions were held on the 
phone with both staff and students alike. 
Thanks go, as usual, to all those who work so hard to make 
this happen. 
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PDSA award Magawa the mine detecting rat 
Their Gold Medal 

 

 

An African giant pouched rat has been awarded a prestigious gold 
medal for his work detecting land mines. 
Magawa has sniffed out 39 landmines and 28 unexploded muni-
tions in his career. 
The UK veterinary charity PDSA has presented him with its Gold 
Medal for "life-saving devotion to duty, in the location and clear-
ance of deadly landmines in Cambodia". 
PDSA's Gold Medal is inscribed with the words "For animal gal-
lantry or devotion to duty". Of the 30 animal recipients of the 
award, Magawa is the first rat. 
The seven-year-old rodent was trained by the Belgium-registered 
charity Apopo, which is based in Tanzania and has been raising 
the animals - known as HeroRATs - to detect landmines and tu-
berculosis since the 1990s. The animals are certified after a year 
of training. 
"To receive this medal is really an honour for us," Apopo chief 
executive Christophe Cox told the Press Association news agency. 
"But also it is big for the people in Cambodia, and all the people 
around the world who are suffering from landmines." 
According to Apopo, Magawa - born and raised in Tanzania - 
weights 1.2kg (2.6lb) and is 70cm (28in) long. While that is far 
larger than many other rat species, Magawa is still small enough 
and light enough that he does not trigger mines if he walks over 
them. 
The rats are trained to detect a chemical compound within the 
explosives, meaning they ignore scrap metal and can search for 
mines more quickly. Once they find an explosive, they scratch the 
top to alert their human co-workers. 
Magawa is capable of searching a field the size of a tennis court in 
just 20 minutes - something Apopo says would take a person with 
a metal detector between one and four days. 

 Vampire bats 'socially distance' when ill. 
 

Vampire bats "socially distance" when they are sick, a new 
study suggests. 
Dozens of bats were captured from a hollow tree in Belize; 
some were injected with a substance that mimics the symp-
toms of a bacterial infection, while the other half got saline 
injections and were put in a control group. 
Researchers tagged them with sensors and released them 
back into their tree to track their movements. 
The bats that were sick spent less time near others, associat-
ed with fewer group mates and were less social with the 
healthy animals. 

Just six hours after the injection, a sick bat would on average 
associate with four fewer bats than those injected with the 
saline. 
"Bats in the control group encountered fewer "sick" bats and 
also spent less time near them," said researchers. 
The study, published in Behavioral Ecology, found a control 
bat had a 35% chance of associating with a sick bat - but a 
49% chance of associating with a healthy one.  

Spider thought locally extinct found on MoD land 
 

One of Britain’s largest spiders has been discovered on a Min-
istry of Defence training ground in Surrey having not been 
seen in the country for 27 years. 
The great fox-spider is a night-time hunter, known for its 
speed and agility, as well as its eight black eyes which give it 
wraparound vision. The critically endangered spider was as-
sumed extinct in Britain after last being spotted in 1993 on 
Hinkley Common in Surrey. The two-inch-wide (5cm) arachnid 
had previously also been spotted at two sites in Morden Heath 
in Dorset. These are the only three areas in Britain, all in the 
comparatively warmer south, where it has been recorded. 
Mike Waite from Surrey Wildlife Trust discovered the elusive 
spider after two years of trawling around after dark looking for 
it on the Surrey military site, which the MoD is not naming for 
security reasons. 
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How unique is the platypus? Let us count the ways: It is one of the only mammals which 
lays eggs, it is venomous, it senses prey using electrolocation, and - as scientists have just 
discovered - it glows green under ultraviolet light. 
Biofluorescence - when light is absorbed and then emitted at a different wavelength - is 
exceptionally rare in mammals although it occurs in many kinds of reptiles, fish and am-
phibians. 
Before the platypus discovery, published recently in the journal Mammalia, this bizarre trait 
had only been seen in flying squirrels and opossums. The platypus belongs to a group of 

mammals called monotremes, which lay 
eggs from which their young hatch, alt-
hough as all mammals do - these young 
are then nursed with milk. 
Monotremes are "an ancient mammalian 
lineage with a long independent evolu-
tionary history" according to the re-
searchers from Northland College in the 
US, which is part of the reason why the 
platypus is so unique. 

Platypus fur glows green under UV light 

New species of giant salamander is world's biggest amphibian 
 

Using DNA from museum specimens collected in the early 20th century, researchers from ZSL 
(Zoological Society of London) and London's Natural History Museum identified two new species 
of giant salamander -- one of which they suspect is the world's biggest amphibian. 
Chinese giant salamanders, now classified as Critically Endangered, were once widespread 
throughout central, southern and eastern China. They have previously been considered a single 
species (Andrias davidianus). However, new analysis of 17 historical museum specimens and 
tissue samples from wild salamander’s challenges this assumption.  
Chinese giant salamanders are the world's biggest amphibians. The authors suggest that the 
newly discovered South China giant salamander -- which can reach nearly two metres -- is the 
largest of the three and is therefore the largest of the 8,000 or so amphibian species alive today.  
ZSL works in China to protect giant salamanders in the wild and to raise their profile through our 
exhibit at London Zoo, where zookeepers welcomed four juveniles in September 2016. The sala-
manders were seized by Border Force after an attempt to illegally import them. One of the sala-
manders, named Professor Lew, has since moved into a state-of-the-art tank in the Zoo's Reptile 
House, where visitors can come face-to-face with one of nature's giants.  

Watching birds near your home is good for your mental health  
 

People living in neighbourhoods with more birds, shrubs and trees are less likely to suffer from depression, anxiety and stress, according to 
research by academics at the University of Exeter, the British Trust for Ornithology and the University of Queensland. 
The study, involving hundreds of people, found benefits for mental health of being able to see birds, shrubs and trees around the home, 
whether people lived in urban or more leafy suburban neighbourhoods. 
The study, which surveyed mental health in over 270 people from different ages, in-
comes and ethnicities, also found that those who spent less time out of doors than usual 
in the previous week were more likely to report they were anxious or depressed. 

In the study, common types of birds including black-
birds, robins, blue tits and crows were seen. Howev-
er the study did not find a relationship between the 
species of birds and mental health, but rather the 
number of birds they could see from their windows, 
in the garden or in their neighbourhood.  
University of Exeter research fellow Dr Daniel Cox, 
who led the study, said: "This study starts to unpick 
the role that some key components of nature play 
for our mental well-being." 
Birds around the home, and nature in general, show 
great promise in preventative health care, making 
cities healthier, happier places to live." 
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Dogs have evolved new muscles around the eyes to 
better communicate with humans.  

 
New research comparing the anatomy and behaviour of dogs 
and wolves suggests dogs' facial anatomy has changed over 
thousands of years specifically to allow them to better communi-
cate with humans. 
In the first detailed analysis comparing the anatomy and behav-
ior of dogs and wolves, researchers found that the facial muscu-
lature of both species was similar, except above the eyes. Dogs 
have a small muscle, which allows them to intensely raise their 

inner eyebrow, which wolves do not. 
The authors suggest that the inner eyebrow raising movement 
triggers a nurturing response in humans because it makes the 
dogs' eyes appear larger, more infant-like and also resembles a 
movement humans produce when they are sad. 
The research team, led by comparative psychologist Dr Juliane 
Kaminski, at the University of Portsmouth, included a team of 
behavioural and anatomical experts in the UK and USA. 
It is published in the journal Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Sciences (PNAS). 
Dr Kaminski said: "The evidence is compelling that dogs devel-
oped a muscle to raise the inner eyebrow after they were domes-
ticated from wolves. 
"We also studied dogs' and wolves' behaviour, and when exposed 
to a human for two minutes, dogs raised their inner eyebrows 
more and at higher intensities than wolves. 
"The findings seem to suggest that expressive eyebrows in dogs 
may be a result of humans unconscious preferences that influ-
enced selection during domestication. When dogs make the 
movement, it seems to elicit a strong desire in humans to look 
after them. This would give dogs, that move their eyebrows 
more, a selection advantage over others and reinforce the 'puppy 
dog eyes' trait for future generations." 

Cat owners fall into five categories in terms of their attitudes to their pets' roaming and hunting  
 
University of Exeter researchers surveyed UK cat owners and found they ranged from "conscientious caretakers" concerned about cats' 
impact on wildlife and who feel some responsibility, to "freedom defenders" who opposed restrictions on cat behaviour altogether. 
"Concerned protectors" focussed on cat safety, "tolerant guardians" disliked their cats hunting but tended to accept it, and "laissez-
faire landlords" were largely unaware of any issues around cats roaming and hunting. 

Conservation organisations have long been concerned about the 
numbers of animals caught by the UK's large population of domestic 
cats. 
Most pet cats kill very few wild animals, if any, but with a population 
of around 10 million cats, the numbers of birds, small mammals and 
reptiles taken can accumulate. 
Apart from their role as "mousers," most owners find the dead ani-
mals brought home an unpleasant reminder of their pet's wilder side. 
"Although we found a range of views, most UK cat owners valued 
outdoor access for their cats and opposed the idea of keeping them 
inside to prevent hunting," said lead author Dr Sarah Crowley, of the 
University of Exeter's Environment and Sustainability Institute in 
Cornwall. 

Dog brains do not prefer faces 
 

Even though dogs gaze into man's eyes, dog brains may not process faces as human 
brains do. A new study from JNeurosci suggests that the canine visual system is 
organized differently: the face network found in primates may not extend to all 
mammals. 
Faces constitute a critical part of communication for humans and other primates, so 
much so that faces have a special status in their visual system. Areas in the face 
network, like the fusiform face area, activate specifically to faces. Dogs care about 
faces, too, but they may not have face areas. 
Bunford, Hernández-Pérez et al. used fMRI to compare the brain activity of humans 
and pet dogs as they watched brief videos of other humans and dogs. Human brains 
showed a preference for faces, meaning that some visual areas had greater activity 
in response to a face compared to the back of the head. A subset of these regions 
also displayed species preference, with increased activity in response to viewing a 
human over a dog. In contrast, dog brains only showed species preference. Visual 
areas had greater activity in response to seeing a dog over a human, and no activity 
difference between seeing a face vs. the back of the head. 
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Humans' ability to ‘read’ dogs facial expressions is learned, not innate 
 
Dogs were the first domesticated animal, with humans and dogs sharing more than 40,000 years of social interactions and life together. Ac-
cording to the co-domestication hypothesis, this process allowed humans and dogs to evolve special emotional signals and cognitive skills 
that favor mutual understanding. We know, for example, that over the millennia, dogs have evolved the ability to understand h uman words, 
iconic signs, and other gestures, and research has shown that dogs can even use tone of voice and facial expressions to recognize human 
emotions. Beyond personal testimony from dog lovers, however, little attention has been paid to how well humans can understand their 

canine counterparts. 
In the current study, led by Federica Amici of the Max Planck 
Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology and Juliane Bräuer of 
the Max Planck Institute for the Science of Human History, the 
researchers set out to understand how well humans can un-
derstand the emotional displays of dogs, and where that un-
derstanding comes from. 
Researchers assessed how experience with dogs affects hu-
mans' ability to recognize dog emotions. Participants who 
grew up in a cultural context with a dog-friendly attitude were 
more proficient at recognizing dog emotions. This suggests 
that the ability to recognise dogs' expressions is learned 
through age and experience and is not an evolutionary adap-
tation.  

 

Dog training methods help researchers teach robots. 
 
With a training technique commonly used to teach dogs to sit and stay, Johns Hopkins University computer scientists showed a robot 
how to teach itself several new tricks, including stacking blocks. With the method, the robot, named Spot, was able to learn in days 
what typically takes a month. "The question here was how do we get the robot to learn a skill?" said lead author Andrew Hundt , a PhD 
student working in Johns Hopkins' Computational Interaction and Robotics Laboratory. "I've had dogs so I know rewards work and that 
was the inspiration for how I designed the learning algorithm."  
By using positive reinforcement, an approach familiar to anyone who's used treats to change a dog's behaviour, the team dramatically 
improved the robot's skills and did it quickly enough to make training robots for real-world work a more feasible enterprise. The find-
ings are newly published in a paper called, "Good Robot!" 
Spot the robot needed to learn how to focus on constructive actions. As the 
robot explored the blocks, it quickly learned that correct behaviours for 
stacking earned high points, but incorrect ones earned nothing. Reach out 
but don't grasp a block? No points. Knock over a stack? Definitely no points. 
Spot earned the most by placing the last block on top of a four-block stack.  
Positive reinforcement not only worked to help the robot teach itself to 
stack blocks, with the point system the robot just as quickly learned several 
other tasks -- even how to play a simulated navigation game. The ability to 
learn from mistakes in all types of situations is critical for designing a robot 
that could adapt to new environments. 
"At the start the robot has no idea what it's doing but it will get better and 
better with each practice. It never gives up and keeps trying to stack and is 
able to finish the task 100% of the time," Hundt said. 

How old is your dog in human years?. 
 

Dogs share the same environment as their owners and receive almost the same stand-
ard of health care as humans, providing a unique opportunity for scientists to under-
stand aging across species. Like humans, dogs follow similar developmental trajectories 
that lead them to grey and become more susceptible to age-related diseases over time. 
However, how they age on a molecular level is more complicated -- aging rapidly at first 
and slowing down later in life.  
The new formula for a dog’s ages based on the study requires a little more math than 
multiplying by seven. You multiply the natural logarithm of a dog's age by 16, then add 
31 [human_age = 16ln(dog_age) + 31]. 
According to the formula, a 2-year-old dog is the equivalent of a 42-year-old human, but 
things slow down after that. A 5-year-old dog is the equivalent of a 56.75 year old hu-
man, and a 10-year-old dog is the equivalent of 67.8-year-old person. 
While the study complicates the concept of “dog years,” it does show that the animals 
experience similar methylation processes as humans. 
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Industry News 

 

 

Are Pet Owners Better Off in the Age of COVID?  
 

The research was led by Dr. Elana Ratschen at the University of York. The team surveyed nearly 6,000 adults in the United Kingdom, 90% 
of whom owned pets. The study began on April 16, 2020, a month after the government instituted strict social distancing and isolation, 
and it ended on May 31 when the lockdown was officially eased. In addition to demographic questions, the survey included stan dardized 
scales to measure loneliness, general mental health, and the strength of the bonds between pet owners and their companion animals.   
The vast majority of pet owners considered their pets important sources of emotional support. For example, 87% said their pets helped 
them cope with the Covid situation and 95% agreed with the statement “I cannot imagine being without my animal at this time." 
There were, however, concerns that came with owning pets during the lockdown. These included problems with access to veterinary 
care, not knowing who would take care of their pet if the owner became ill, not being able to meet their pets' exercise needs, and prob-
lems getting pet food. However, only 5% agreed that “It would be easier for me not to have an animal at this time. 
The most important issue addressed by the study was ‘Does owning a pet buffer the 
impact of lockdowns on loneliness and mental health?’ As expected, the mental health 
scores of both pet owners and non-owners went down during the lockdown and loneli-
ness scores of both groups went up. The good news is that when factors like gender, 
age, and living with someone else were taken into consideration, the scores of pet own-
ers did not go down as much as the scores of the non-pet owners. 
The bad news is the average loneliness and mental health scores of pet owners' mental 
health before and during the lockdown were not much different. “The difference in 
changes between animal owners and non-owners was very small….most probably not 
of clinical significance.” 
But before you go out and adopt a dog (or a gerbil or snake) because it will help you 
cope with COVID-induced isolation, keep a couple of things in mind. As the researchers 
reported, there were downsides to pet ownership. Owners worried about veterinary 
care, the fate of their pets if they were to get sick themselves, and concerns about their 
pet suffering when owners returned to work.  

Classified 

 Director’s Blog 
 

We at Compass have been 
providing courses in the animal 
care sector for longer than 
most. Our experience has led to 
an in-depth knowledge of the 
field of privately provided edu-
cation, accreditation and the 
potential for regulation.  

One of our directors, David Montgomery, has a long standing Blog 
that addresses many of these issues and answers the questions 
that people new to the industry don’t even know to ask. You can 
visit the site at https://davidmontgomeryblog.com 

www.compass-education.co.uk 
compass.ed@btinternet.com 
Compass Education Ltd 
The Animal Study Centre, Moss End, Corsock, Castle 
Douglas DG7 3ED 
Tel: 01644 440601 outside  UK : ++44 1644 440601 
Opening hours for telephone calls:  
Mon, Tue and Thur  10.00 to 15.30.  

 
Jackie Murphy G.Dip ABM / MISAP (beh) / MIfL (QTLS)  

Accredited Animal Behaviourist 
Ambassador of Great Britain for International Society of 
Animal Professionals 
  

Training and behaviour problems with dogs and cats 
 
Email: jackiemurphy2020@hotmail.co.uk 
Tel:              01795-394630       
www.specialistdogtraining.co.uk 

ON THE LIGHTER SIDE 
 
The 2020 Comedy Wildlife Photography Awards finalists have been published and here are two that caught our eye. If you need cheering up 
take a look at the others published in the gallery at https://www.comedywildlifephoto.com/gallery/finalists/2020_finalists.php 

mailto:jackiemurphy2020@hotmail.co.uk
http://www.specialistdogtraining.co.uk/


 

 

 


